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Abstract: Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are increasingly called to substantiate their impact
on society in terms of inclusivity and social sustainability, as prioritized in the pursuit of the “Third
Mission” (TM). Today, HEIs are confronted with the demand to ensure refugees’ inclusivity. However,
how administrative and teaching staff enact such change within the organization to match the
TM goals is under-investigated. This study explores the adoption of the European Qualification
Passport for Refugees (EQPR) as an instrument for universities to pursue the TM in Italy. By
adopting a theoretical sense-making approach, we find that the individual role of the staff in fostering
organizational change depends on the adopted “emergent” approach to change and on internal
factors, such as individual perceptions and experiences. This study contributes to the literature by
showing contradictory aspects of the HEIs’ pursuit of the TM. It sheds light on the interplay between
different dimensions and grounded processes of sense-making.

Keywords: European Qualification Passport for Refugees (EQPR); higher education institutions;
Third Mission; sense-making; job-crafting; organizational change

1. Introduction

The world is living in times of tremendous change and is experiencing a growing
concern for possible adverse outcomes of organizations’ actions that have led to increasing
social inequalities, environmental damage, and economic disparities. As a result, there is a
growing consensus that organizations should behave responsibly and be oriented towards
sustainability and sustainable development goals. Conceiving social responsibility for
organizations contributes to building different “spaces of hope”—a relational phenomenon
precisely created across a range of human and nonhuman materialities (Anderson and
Fenton 2008), to cope with our time’s dramatic changes and complexity.

From an organizational standpoint, embracing sustainability comprehensively implies
starting a radical organizational change in search of creative organizational forms and
innovative organizational solutions to promote dialogical spaces and nurture employees’
participation in the change process. In fact, people are also confronting a growing sense that
“becoming active” is needed (Hjorth and Steyaert 2021; Janssens and Zanoni 2021). From an
organizational perspective, this sense of participation is pivotal to driving organizational
change. Managing change requires a consideration of its effects on the interpretive schemes
of organization members and understanding the action of attributing sense to a flow of
circumstances (Weick 1995).

Within the grand challenges of our time, the social inclusion of disadvantaged groups
of people is one of the most relevant. In light of the recent revival of migration flows
(e.g., in the EU, +18% in 2021, compared to 2020; immigrants represent 5.3% of the overall
population) (Eurostat 2023), the inclusion of migrants and refugees is very high on the
political agenda. In this context, the Higher Education sector plays a relevant role in
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fostering social inclusion and diversity, as highlighted by the Agenda 2030 (United Nations
2015), the Incheon Declaration for Education 2030 (UNESCO 2015), and its Education
2030 Framework for Action. Moreover, in 2017, the European Union, with its “Renewed
Agenda for Higher Education,” stressed that building inclusive and connected Higher
Education Institutions (HEIs) must be a strategic priority. Indeed, including all learners
and ensuring everyone has an equal and personalized opportunity for educational progress
is still a challenge in almost every country. Inclusivity in higher education has become a
substantial part of HEIs’ “Third Mission” (TM), which has been ambiguously defined as “a
contribution to society” (Abreu et al. 2016; Urdari et al. 2017).

The literature on the TM, which is vast and multidisciplinary, has clarified the need
for a diversity of practices that evidence the relevance of the TM and its related profound
organizational change in universities (Compagnucci and Spigarelli 2020). Moreover, some
studies have shown resistance to the new concept of HEIs’ TM. Not all university members
are actively involved in the TM (Loi and Di Guardo 2015), calling for better scrutiny of
the individual’s attitude towards the TM. Even if micro-foundations issues and individual
factors are recognized as critical to knowledge transfer activities (Guerrero and Urbano
2010), still little is known about how individuals in the organizations (administrative and
academic staff) enact such organizational change and conceive the university’s TM.

From a dialogic organization perspective, it is interesting to investigate if and how
a dialogical form of organizing contributes to the activation and pursuit of the TM by
unlocking the pro-activity and dialectics of the meaning-making process that leads to
“spaces of hope” at the individual and organizational levels. Affirmative, generative
engagement could feed the change process towards a complete pursuit of the TM by
unlocking sense-making at the individual level. Sense-making can be viewed as “an
instrument through which circumstances are turned into a situation that is comprehended
explicitly in words, and that serves as a springboard into action” (Weick et al. 2005, p. 409);
it is still unclear how sense-making processes happen at the organizational and individual
levels. To tackle inclusivity in HEIs, particular attention should be dedicated to refugees,
considered vulnerable subjects to be included since their rights and access to education are
often denied.

Complying with these policies related to inclusivity put pressure on universities’ pur-
suit of the TM and consequently impacted the dimension of change management, defined
as “the process of continually renewing an organization’s direction, structure, and capa-
bilities to serve the ever-changing needs of external and internal customers” (Moran and
Brightman 2001, p. 111)—in some cases, this was associated with the adoption of the most
recent protocols for social inclusion. One of these is the European Qualification Passport for
Refugees (EQPR), fostered by the Council of Europe. When deciding to adopt the EQPR,
universities face several impacts on their established procedures. Thus, organizational
change is required in terms of new competencies, new roles, and new routines.

However, the general change management literature is often centered on the macro
dynamics with little attention to the organizational levels (meso and micro) of analysis
(Kuipers et al. 2014), considering organizational actors exclusively as recipients of change
rather than pro-active change agents (Oreg et al. 2011; Stouten et al. 2018), and focusing
exclusively on change models or methods (Stouten et al. 2018; Al-Haddad and Kotnour
2015) and factors of success and failure (Fernandez and Rainey 2006). Therefore, the
literature in this domain needs to correctly recognize the complex interplay of different
roles and organizational levels that foster change in universities (Kuipers et al. 2014).

This is why our contribution addresses the micro-foundations of change management
that delve into dialogic organizing that eases sense-making through the specific case of
EQPR adoption to pursue the universities’ TM. We adopt a theoretical sense-making lens
to shed light on the individual role of the administrative and academic staff in fostering
organizational change to implement the social purpose.

This paper is structured as follows: first, the theoretical background accounts for the
well-known relations between organizational change and sense-making while revealing the
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remaining gaps and, consequently, the proposed research question; second, we present the
empirical setting, and we explain the complex context of the EQPR adoption as well as the
methodology that we adopted; then, we outline the results, and we discuss them through
the theoretical approach; last, we clarify our contributions to the theory and practice while
recognizing the limitation of this study.

2. Theoretical Background

From a theoretical point of view, it is well-known that organizational change is about
finding new or better ways of using resources and abilities to increase an organization’s
capacity to generate value and returns for its stakeholders (Stuart 1998). Competitive
pressures, technological evolution, an evolving workforce, and globalization are just some
forces that drive organizations to engage and attempt to manage the change needed to
sustain their success and existence (Stouten et al. 2018; Al-Haddad and Kotnour 2015).
Against this background, private and public organizations constantly strive to align their
operations with an evolving environment. Making meaningful and sustainable changes
can nonetheless be challenging. Recent reports suggest that executives believe that only
one in three organizational change interventions succeed (Jarrel 2017; Jacobs et al. 2013).

Moreover, studies on change management in the private and public sector often
present limits in their focus, duly highlighted by well-known literature reviews: (1) the
institutional theory and the general change management literature in the public sector
prevalently study change dynamics at the macro level (reforms and new policies), with
little attention paid to the organizational level of analysis and to the behavioral implications
of organizational actors (meso and micro levels) (Kuipers et al. 2014); (2) conversely,
looking at the private sector literature, empirical studies at the micro level of analysis
focus considerable attention only on individual differences that act as antecedents to
commitment and acceptance of the change (Oreg et al. 2011), thus demonstrating that they
look at organizational actors exclusively as change recipients and not as pro-active actors
of change processes (Stouten et al. 2018); (3) concerning the implementation process, the
debate seems to revolve exclusively around the change models or methods (Stouten et al.
2018; Al-Haddad and Kotnour 2015) and the factors of success or failure (Fernandez and
Rainey 2006). Consequently, the literature fails to fully understand the complex interplay
of different roles and organizational levels that foster change.

Instead, a recent contribution by Hastings and Schwarz (2022) explains how change
processes, the activities that enable change, and the leadership of change simultaneously
influence the success of the change. The first significant contribution of their work is that
they define change leadership as how to guide change processes. In doing so, they refer
to individuals’ influence on change evolution (Oreg and Berson 2019). In addition, they
outline individuals as leaders, those in formal positions of authority who take responsibility
for success, and participants, referring to others who exert influence during change. Finally,
they recognize that influence can be top-down and exerted by leaders or bottom-up when
exercised by participants (Ford et al. 2021; Yukl 2012).

Second, borrowing an approach proposed by Bushe and Marshak (2009, 2015), they
consider change practices from two process-based perspectives. The diagnostic organi-
zational change represents the processes in which organizational states are objectively
analyzed and the plans to change them. The dialogic organizational change describes the
processes in which action follows dialogue, illustrating conversation-based activities in
which new possibilities emerge. Consistently, dialogic processes include disruption, story-
telling, and organizational learning, to guide change (Bushe and Marshak 2015; Jabri 2017).
In particular, dialogic processes take the perspective that organizations are meaning-making
systems where leaders are part of discovering new futures. This dialogic perspective caters
to top-down and bottom-up change leadership influences; leaders foster learning envi-
ronments, and participants contribute to change leadership with ideas, innovations, and
new possibilities.
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Despite this advance in knowledge, a fundamental problem also emerges. Within the
change management discussion, the alignment of change leadership and change process
knowledge as either diagnostic or dialogic inherently ignores the possibility that the
alternate practice may be more appropriate (Hastings and Schwarz 2022). For the resolution
of dichotomies, they modeled the option allied to the highest rate of success: oscillation.
This oscillation is typically brief, applied only until the dichotomy is resolved, with leaders
then switching back to diagnostic processes (Hastings and Schwarz 2022).

This recent contribution attempts to fill the gap left by much of the change management
literature, which poorly recognizes the importance of how change is interpreted at all levels
and how sense-making processes guide the implementation of change. Instead, we agree
that organizational actors create meanings and construct realities that shape actions and
foster change (Eckel and Kezar 2003) through actions and decisions in ongoing meaning-
making (Weick 1995). Managing such a change also impacts the interpretive schemes of
organization members (Ranson et al. 1980; Bartunek 1984). Moreover, internal factors may
also determine new interpretive schemes that alter the perception of identity and the sense-
making processes enacted by individuals in performing their roles (e.g., administrative,
teaching staff, etc.) (Gioia and Thomas 1996).

In a context of disruptive and unexpected change, organizations increasingly rely
on employees that are pro-active, resilient, and self-managing (e.g., Weick and Quinn
1999). The core ability to drive organizational change has become that of easing the
internalization of the change by individual employees (O’Hara and Eric 1996), while the
determinants of change success or failure in terms of individual behavior and attitudes
towards change are still unclear (Armenakis and Harris 2009). In line with Wrzesniewski
et al. (2003), we view the micro-foundations of organizational change based on the meaning
that individual employees give to change and to their work (Gover and Duxbury 2018) and
to the motivation to take action based on a sense that “becoming-active” is needed (Hjorth
and Steyaert 2021; Janssens and Zanoni 2021).

Sense-making is a multidimensional process that individuals engage in while perform-
ing their job. Through their wide-ranging critical review of relevant publications in the field
of organizational studies, Sandberg and Tsoukas (2015, p. 26) identified and articulated
five different essential constituents of the sense-making perspective, namely: sense-making
(i) is confined to specific episodes, (ii) is triggered by ambiguous events, (iii) occurs through
specific processes, (iv) generates particular outcomes, and (v) is influenced by specific
situational factors.

Making sense of complex changes requires that the members of an organization
engage in dialogue to elaborate on different perspectives and to co-create a coherent view
(Lawrence 2015). Though the importance of “facilitated interaction” between members
of organizations is widely acknowledged, the desire to achieve predetermined outcomes
easily turns them into monologic rather than dialogic events (Lawrence 2015). In this sense,
the a priori openness of the dialogical process is crucial for harnessing participants’ creative
efforts in building collective sense-making (Virkkunen 2009).

In 1991, Gioia and Chittipeddi clarified the multidimensional nature of sense-making
by introducing sense-giving, later discussed as a sense-making variant undertaken to create
meanings for a target audience (Weick et al. 2005). Nevertheless, a certain ambiguity may
pervade sense-giving processes, as the individual may intentionally try to persuade others.
Still, the effects of sense-giving largely depend on the receivers’ attitude and the complex
sense-making environment (Maitlis and Lawrence 2007). Leaders and top managers may
significantly facilitate grounded processes of sense-making and sense-giving (Smerek 2011).
In the attempt to advance the understanding of such processes, the subsequent sense-making
literature has enriched the framework by distinguishing between different processes of
sense-making: (i) sense-breaking, a process of disconnecting from previous sense-making
narratives (Aula and Mantere 2013); (ii) sense-giving, in the attempt to influence other
people’s narratives (Fiss and Zajac 2006; Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991; Maitlis and Lawrence
2007); and iii) sense-taking, i.e., interpreting or evaluating the sense-making narratives
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of others (Huemer 2012). In the context of education, when sense-breaking, sense-giving,
and sense-taking are successful, sense-making favors identity construction, and teachers
construct a meaningful conception of self (Pratt 2000; Ravasi and Schultz 2006).

As a case of complex organizational change that bears social values, the universi-
ties’ Third Mission (TM) encompasses at least three dimensions: academic knowledge
transfer and innovation, university continuing education, and social engagement in local
communities contributing to the development of human capital (Mariani et al. 2018). The
ambiguity of the concept may depend on three interrelated aspects: (i) the configuration
of the activities carried out in a given university, (ii) the degree of its territorial embed-
dedness, and (iii) the institutional frameworks in which the university operates (Jäger
and Kopper 2014). This last aspect seems pivotal to justify the differing degrees of TM
engagement since universities are developing the TM as an evolving concept (Vorley and
Nelles 2008), engaging in different degrees of organizational change processes. The inter-
play between such diverse yet complementary processes may have controversial results
in pursuing the TM of universities. Different individuals may perceive the TM differently,
and institutional pressures may influence the sense-making processes at the individual
and organizational levels. As such, a dialogic perspective of organizational change should
consider all sense-making dimensions.

Moreover, the social context in which the work is carried out provides crucial elements
for the construction of work meaning; the interpersonal sense-making at work (Wrzes-
niewski et al. 2003) can contribute to organizational change by changing the content of the
jobs, the practices, the perception of the selves and the roles. From this perspective, we
claim that a micro-foundation of organizational change in the pursuit of the TM is provided
by job-crafting (Wrzesniewski and Dutton 2001; Oldham and Fried 2016) that is related
to sense-making.

Petrou et al. (2018) show that employees respond to organizational change communica-
tion via job-crafting behaviors. Demerouti et al. (2021) partially confirmed that job-crafting
behavior could be an effective way to adapt to organizational change successfully. Never-
theless, these studies have focused on a cognition-based approach to job-crafting, whereas
we aim to provide a better understanding of the relationship between sense-making and
job-crafting in organizational change.

Thus, the paper aims to answer the following RQs: What are the micro-foundations
of a dialogic organizational change? What is the role of sense-making and job-crafting in
fostering organizational change for higher inclusivity?

3. Context

Since 1999, in the area of refugee integration, the EU has been working to create a
Common European Asylum System and has developed several directives and regulations
to establish high standards and stronger cooperation to ensure that asylum seekers are
treated equally in an open and fair system (European Commission (EC) 2018). Due to many
reasons, such as conflict, terror, and persecution at home, political and economic instability
of certain regions, or natural disasters, such as floods, hurricanes, and earthquakes, the
number of refugees in European countries has increased rapidly in recent years (European
Commission 2023).

The COVID-19 pandemic has threatened to disrupt the progress in programs for
young newcomers and refugees (Ahad et al. 2020), whose access to youth work or non-
formal education opportunities has become even more challenging (Stapleton 2020). The
recognition of qualifications and the official assessment of their abilities have become
fundamental elements of social and educational inclusion. To this aim, the European
Qualification Passport for Refugees (EQPR), launched by the Council of Europe, is an
instrument that responds to these finalities, being based on Article VII of the Lisbon
Recognition Convention on supporting recognition of refugees’ qualifications even in cases
when such qualifications cannot be proven through documentary evidence.
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Italy has advanced regulation and can be considered a pioneer in EQPR adoption.
Paragraph 3 bis of the Legislative Decree n. 18 of 21 February 2014 states that “For the
recognition of professional qualifications, diplomas, certificates and other qualifications
obtained abroad by the holders of refugee status or subsidiary protection status, the
competent administrations should identify appropriate systems of evaluation, validation,
and accreditation that allow the recognition of qualifications according to Article 49 of the
Decree of the President of the Republic n. 394 of 31 August 1999, even in the absence of
certification from the State in which the qualification was obtained when the interested
party demonstrates that he or she cannot acquire said certification”. This paragraph,
however, remained difficult to be implemented in practice until 2016, when, parallel to the
European debate, many activities at the national level started with the aim of developing
tools and methodologies for the recognition of qualifications held by refugees, even in
cases of partial or missing documentation, to support the indications of the regulation, and
to be able to implement them as accepted procedures. In 2016, Italy was chosen by the
Council of Europe, together with Greece, Norway, and the United Kingdom, to launch a
pilot project, the EQPR, to develop and test a rigorous, effective, and internationally shared
methodology for evaluating the qualifications of refugees in cases where the documentation
is not sufficient or is absent.

This methodology consists of a written questionnaire submitted by the candidate to
reconstruct his study path and an interview marked by a well-defined set of questions
carried out by two credential evaluators from different ENIC-NARIC centers. These are
entities established on the basis of Article IX.2 of the Lisbon Recognition Convention, and
the acronym represents the ongoing collaboration between the European Network of Infor-
mation Centres in the European Region (ENIC) and the National Academic Recognition
Information Centres in the European Union (NARIC).

In the aftermath of the interview, if the evaluators believe that the process has been
concluded positively and that there is clear evidence of the qualifications obtained, the
document defined as the EQPR is usually issued ten days to three weeks later and is valid
for five years. It is a document drawn up by the evaluators, which contains the essential
information about the holder of the qualification and the qualifications in his possession,
whether they are a final secondary school or post-secondary qualification, information on
work experience, and language skills.

After the conclusion of the pilot project in 2017, a second phase of the project was
launched, lasting three years, which focused on the implementation and dissemination of
the methodology tested and consolidated in the pilot year. In the four years 2018–2021,
several EQPR sessions were held in Italy with an action plan under the aegis of the Ministry
of University and Research, which involves the CIMEA as the Italian ENIC-NARIC center
and the Italian HEIs that adhere to the National Coordination for the Evaluation of Refugee
Qualifications (CNVQR). CNVQR is an informal network of administrative experts who
operate inside HEIs and deal with the recognition of qualifications and share evaluation
procedures, problem cases, sources of information, and methodological practices. The
active participation of Italian HEIs in the process and the reliability of the EQPR procedure
have been critical to the use of the EQPR as a tool for the enrolment of refugees with
partial or missing documentation, as HEIs are autonomous in terms of recognition of
qualifications. To date, 200 interviews have taken place in Italy, 140 EQPRs were issued,
49 refugee students have enrolled in Italian HEIs hold the EQPR, and 8 have enrolled in
single courses.

Therefore, the EQPR can be considered a game changer (Finocchietti and Bergan 2021)
since it shifts the concept of qualifications, spotlighting the knowledge, understanding,
competencies, and abilities acquired; it can provide new perspectives when it comes to
transforming HEIs.
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4. Method

Following the Gioia Methodology (Gioia and Thomas 1996), we have adopted a
qualitative, explorative approach in our research. We chose to engage with EQPR managers
and scholars of Italian universities, considered knowledgeable experts (Gioia et al. 2013), to
gain in-depth insights into their personal experiences to understand the processes by which
organizing and organization unfold. Because experts’ mental models tend to be richer in
terms of having greater variety, finer differentiation, and more comprehensive coverage
of phenomena, their comments tend to be more profound, more plausible, and more
sensible to context (Klein et al. 2007). Experts also tend to show much more anticipatory
sense-making and identify actions that must be taken (Rudolph et al. 2009).

From the point of view of the research protocol, in line with the Gioia Methodology,
we first conducted six in-depth interviews with the key actors involved in adopting the
EQPR in five different public universities. This allowed us to address the topic in depth and
identify the first- and second-order concepts to be synthesized into aggregate dimensions.
Afterward, to confirm the results obtained from the qualitative interviews and broaden
the number of administrative professionals involved in the research, an online survey was
sent to all the universities involved in the EQPR project. This was justified by the use of
“Triangulation” (Carter et al. 2014; Patton 1999), viewed as a qualitative research strategy to
test validity through the convergence of information from different sources and to increase
validity and reduce subjectivity in qualitative studies (Jonsen and Jehn 2009). This process
was carried on for three reasons: (1) to eliminate or reduce biases and increase the reliability
and validity of the study (Jonsen and Jehn 2009); (2) to increase the comprehensiveness
of a study (Greene et al. 1989); and (3) to reach increased confidence regarding results
that triangulation brings to the researchers (Jick 1979). Therefore, we adopted in-depth
interviews as our primary data collection method in the first part of the research. Expert
interviews are an effective data collection technique, especially when researchers explore
a new, emerging, or under-investigated field (Littig and Pöchhacker 2014). The in-depth
interviews were developed, first identifying three levels of analysis: (1) Macro/institutional,
(2) Meso/organizational, and (3) Micro/individual. They lasted almost 45 min each, and
the timeframe was adequate to properly address and develop the three levels of discussion.

The authors’ team is directly connected with the Italian ENIC/NARIC center (CIMEA).
This allows access to experts and scholars representing a significant sample in terms of
territorial distribution, size, and organizational complexity of the Italian universities partic-
ipating in the EQPR project. This first phase of the investigation ended in February 2022.

Our data analysis followed an iterative process of moving back and forth between the
collected data, the change management literature, and the sense-making framework. We
began by writing a high-level summary of each participant’s response to our questions,
which gave us a holistic sense of how individual informants perceived the EQPR process
in their organizations. We then performed a more detailed “open coding” analysis of the
transcriptions. All authors independently coded the first few transcripts. A considerable
number of informant terms, codes, and categories emerged in this process phase, so in
looking for similarities and differences, they were synthesized, creating a first-order list of
categories that could adhere to the information provided by the interviewees. As suggested
by Gioia et al. (2013), the labels were then used to reflect, as knowledgeable agents, on
the possible theoretical dimensions and themes that could be connected to the first-order
concepts obtained that could be representative of the several dimensions addressed in the
literature. Furthermore, following the same line of reasoning, the discourse was pushed
further, connecting and aggregating the second-order concepts into aggregate dimensions.

The most significant elements that emerged during the interviews showed an overall
impact on the administrative processes related to the EQPR adoption. On these bases,
the research’s second phase consisted of an online survey focusing specifically on the
administrative units of the entire universe of the Italian universities participating in the
EQPR project. The survey aimed to broaden the number of administrative professionals
involved in the research and confirm the evidence from the qualitative interviews.
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To collect both quantitative and qualitative data, a questionnaire containing 26 Likert
scale questions (using a scale of 1 to 7) and 5 open questions was validated by experts. The
questionnaire was sent out to all the universities in the CNVQR network (n = 33) between
March and April 2022. Nineteen answers were returned, accounting for a 60% response rate.
The answers were anonymized, and all the data collected were treated in full compliance
with the privacy regulation.

The next phase of data analysis involved all the researchers analyzing and comparing
all the information collected and the definitive compilation of all the codes. Cognitive map-
ping was deployed as a data analysis technique to aid our understanding and evaluation
of people’s cognitive complexity in making sense of the EQPR process. This collective ana-
lytical effort allowed us to build a data set structured in first-order concept, second-order
theme, and aggregate dimensions, capable of highlighting the dynamic relations among
the different layers of analysis.

5. Results

The text and quotes identified during the in-depth interviews were extrapolated and
then compared, looking for similarities and differences to be divided into units of meaning
successively (first-order concept) (Table 1) that later led to the identification of second-order
themes and the following aggregate dimensions (Figure 1).

Table 1. Quotes identified during the in-depth interviews and related first-order concepts.

No Quotes 1st Order Concepts

1
Interviewee 5: “the sizeable migratory wave of 2015 brought many refugees to Italy.
Some requests have started to arrive at the university from these students in this context.
At the time, there was rigidity on the part of the university in requesting documents”.

Pressure from constant increase
of migratory flows

2

Interviewee 2: “there had been a period of a great influx of refugees, migrants even in
Sardinia . . . there was actually a strong presence”. “If one believes to have in the local
reality the presence of a certain number of migrants, it is undoubtedly a stimulus for the
university to work on inclusion, to work on the territory and support the integration of
these young people, also comparing them with the other students to make a journey
together”.

3
Interviewee 6: “in Sardinia, we have a very low population density; we have problems
related to abandonment, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic. The demographic
decline is very marked, and every student is essential to us”.

Demographic decline

4

Interviewee 1: “it is a recent activity; we had the first cases in 2019. The question
emerged precisely that year because a refugee winner of one of our scholarships did not
even have the documents. I was already in contact with CIMEA, and I contacted them
to find out how to manage this candidate”.

Explicit requests for
recognition/enrolment by
migrants

5
Interviewee 3: “it was precisely the request that came from the students. Most of them
write to us: I have a desire, I want to study at university, I want to complete my
interrupted course of study”.

6
Interviewee 4: “as a university, the problem arose when three young people who were
here without documentation came to the office to find out if they had the opportunity to
continue their studies”.

7 Interviewee 3: “there was Law 148 and the ratification of the Lisbon Convention, and
from there the process began”. Legislative framework

8 Interviewee 2: “we have been participating for two years in university corridors with
UNHCR, and we have signed the Manifesto of the inclusive university”. Universities as a “shelter”

9
Interviewee 4: “we have always worked with CIMEA for the recognition of
qualifications . . . even when the network for the evaluation of refugee qualifications
was launched at national level.”

Participation in pilot
projects/experiments promoted
by the Council of Europe or by
CIMEA
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Table 1. Cont.

No Quotes 1st Order Concepts

10 Interviewee 2: “at the request of CIMEA, we joined what CIMEA calls the Academic
Pass”.

Participation in the CIMEA
“academic pass” initiative

11 Interviewee 3: “the development of the work was mainly in the year 2016–17 with the
CNVQR, then with the Academic Pass to the EQPR”.

12
Interviewee 4: “we joined, and given my role at the university, I was appointed as a
University Evaluator, and then I took part in those activities that made the first
experimentation with the academic pass”.

13 Interviewee 2: “the initiative was born from my sensitivity to the theme of inclusion, a
sensitivity that is absolutely shared by the previous director and also the current one”. Personal sensitivity and

previous experiences as an
accelerator of interest in the
topic of inclusion14

Interviewee 1: “the refugee topic has always been close to my heart; I cannot give you
an objective explanation”.
“There was a good sensitivity in the teaching staff, but the initiative also emerged for my
sensitivity towards these issues”.

15
Interviewee 4: “the return is low but also the single student who had the EQPR and
then graduated and is now thinking of doing a doctorate. It is a satisfaction both for the
University and for myself”.

Immediate
satisfaction/gratification in
managing the accreditation
process

16 Interviewee 1: “the university is directly involved in the pre and post-evaluation phase
of the candidate”.

Direct and continuous dialogue
with vulnerable subject

17

Interviewee 3: “The human relationship exists and is complementary. The technical
aspect can help, facilitate and speed up the process, but the human side must always be
there”.
“I care personally, it is a process that impacts if you see certain subjects”.

18

Interviewee 4: “many have made absolutely valid university paths . . . when you talk to
these people, you realize the culture they have”.
“I remember the case of this person who was a teacher in his country with a doctorate
and was also an imam, therefore a person of an incredible culture”. Direct perception of applicants

(high) educational level

19
Interviewee 3: “for example, now I’m taking care of the Afghans, I honestly don’t know
how to help him. He is certainly a specialized medical professional, he has
qualifications, but he was able to take only part of the relative documentation with him”.

20

Interviewee 6: “I have been working with refugee centers since 2015, relationships have
changed over time. My personal research has shifted, I have been intrigued by the
experiences and needs of these young people, we have opened channels for dialogue
thanks to our public engagement initiatives”.

Direct perception of an extreme
need of integration

21 Interviewee 4: “the first need they have is to settle both from a regulatory and work
point of view, for maintenance which is followed by obtaining the EQPR”.

22
Interviewee 4: “I deal with non-EU students and with all the procedures for university
enrolment”. “These are extra commitments that require different attention and
procedures, which ultimately fall within the office duties”.

Previous work experience in the
educational and/or
international relations offices

23
Interviewee 3: “I entered the Office which was called Student Secretariat Coordination.
Now my current office is called Student Secretariat and training offer . . . so when I
entered, I learned the part relating to teaching”.

24

Interviewee 4: “the support network arises from interpersonal relationships . . . both me
and the colleague who is a university mediator, we are interested in volunteering. We
had a series of contacts and when the opportunity arose to join the Academic pass first
and then the EQPR we contacted the various subjects to understand what kind of users
they had, and if anyone could be interested in our experience”.

Interpersonal relationships in
the definition and construction
of inter-institutional
relationships
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Table 1. Cont.

No Quotes 1st Order Concepts

25

Interviewee 2: “we were lucky enough to have a person who is particularly expert on
the subject, he is a cultural mediator, and who has always collaborated with us. He can
support the students and having him keep track of relationships a little helped us a lot.
Indeed, in the absence of such a person . . . the problem may exist”.

Increasing workloads on
specific subjects

26 Interviewee 3: “the impact is strong; it meant more work for me because at the moment
I’m taking care of everything”.

27 Interviewee 1: “the numbers have been increasing and I have reported the need to
activate a specific unit with specific skills”.

28 Interviewee 4: “the workload has grown, also due to the choice of the university to
adopt an internationalization policy”.

29 Interviewee 4: “we are still very understaffed”. Very limited resources for the
implementation of the project

30
Interviewee 5: “they need legal support, psychological support, they have particular
needs compared to other students. In this sense the university must involve different
resources”.

Subsequent involvement of the
administrative structure

31
Interviewee 5: “there are other types of problems that we are not able to solve directly,
we rely on a professor of international law who is an expert in the field. To help
students, we would need skills that we do not have in the office”.

Interlocution with colleagues
and specialized subjects within
the organization

32

Interviewee 2: “we had changed our student fee regulations to ensure that these
students, coming from countries at war, refugees, could be exempt from taxes”. “The
EQPR is for those who already have refugee status . . . but we had very few who already
had refugee status, some had humanitarian protection, and most were asylum seekers.
We convinced CIMEA and the Council of Europe that it could be useful to give asylum
seekers a chance to take advantage of this time to study, etc. . . . they accepted”.

Adoption of a learning-by-doing
approach

33

Interviewee 4: “there is certainly sensitivity on the issue. If necessary, the Rector and
Vice-Rector for Internationalization have always acted. As a university, we have
approved the tax exemption, which is now automatic when the student submits the
request for the EQPR”.

34

Interview 6: “widespread leadership must emerge with all those involved, there must
be figures who build a network around these initiatives”.
“It is necessary to build a relationship with civil society to make the initiative known to
the recipients”.

Need of raising awareness of
the initiative with civil society
organizations

35
Interviewee 4: “the project is still little known, and I am aware of it having relationships
with non-profit organizations for the reception of refugees”.
“Definitely a useful tool that we should spread more”.

36
Interviewee 6: “communication is important. At that time, we had also published
articles in the newspapers that allowed the dissemination of this information, and the
most attentive cultural mediators contacted us immediately”.

External communication
becomes essential to promote
initiative

37 Interviewee 3: “it would be nice. For the moment, we don’t have the right structures in
the office . . . we only have a personal word of mouth”.

38
Interviewee 1: “the proposal was to formalize the procedure; it is useless to entrust the
initiative to individual people. If you decide to take a path (administrative or training),
it is necessary to formalize it”.

Perceived difficulties in
managing an increasing number
of requests in the absence of
formalized processes

39

Interviewee 3: “there is a need for different and specific skills, there is the linguistic
theme that is essential, depending on the students you must relate to you must know
their language and it is not always English”. “Certain personal characteristics must be
present. Sensitivity towards the theme of inclusion for example. The person should
have some good psychological skills”.

Managing new processes
requires specific skills

40 Interviewee 1: “I asked the university to attend training courses to overcome the skills
gaps highlighted in the previous period”.

Perception of the need to
acquire specific skills to manage
the process
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Table 1. Cont.

No Quotes 1st Order Concepts

41
Interviewee 5: “unfortunately, the time for training is short, we are overwhelmed by
daily activities”. “Now fortunately we have access to online courses offered by
UNHCR”.

Lack of time for training

42
Interviewee 2: “I am someone who has always moved, in the sense that if there are
things that are wrong here [in the office], if you want to achieve results, you have to try
to change something”.

Willingness to change and “get
involved in challenging goals”

43 Interviewee 3: “the adoption of the EQPR forced us to adopt new activities and take on
new responsibilities. Our role expectations have inevitably changed”. Overcoming the job description

44 Interviewee 2: “this is a project that effectively allows students to integrate into
university and even local life”.

Perception of relevance of
inclusion in HE

45

Interviewee 3: “many of these students have chosen architecture or planning as their
courses, so in the end, they have greatly enriched the course of study. Since then, we
have activated degrees in English that have involved both our students and other
students of other nationalities. This obviously enriches and also leads to inclusion”.

46
Interviewee 6: “thanks to the EQPR we were able to involve about 18 young people
[from the refugee centers] who needed to understand the perspectives offered [by the
EQPR]”.

Perception of relevance of EQPR
in fostering inclusion

47 Interviewee 2: “some employees in the student secretariat were trained in the training
day organized by CIMEA on the occasion of the first evaluation session”.

Participation in training
initiatives promoted by CIMEA48 Interviewee 3: “I have followed all the courses carried out by CIMEA, and recently I

have taken the course relating to the Credential Evaluator”.

49 Interviewee 4: “I followed all the various courses organized by CIMEA on EQPR
certification . . . the path allows for a continuous exchange of ideas and stimuli”.

50 Interviewee 6: “cultural mediators can promote this initiative. So, the university works
together with the mediators, or the university has a real cultural mediator”.

Involvement of experts from
outside the university

51
Interviewee 3: “it would be ideal to have a strengthened structure . . . one or two people
to take care of them . . . we also do the foundation course, and for this project we had to
call two people on contract. It is important to have the support of other professionals”.

52

Interviewee 5: “unfortunately, there is no coordination that we would need. I pointed
out the need for this continuous support as well as the need to involve other universities
which are very active and have proposed excellent projects”.
“It is really difficult to coordinate with other universities”.

EQPR member universities
network

53 Interviewee 6: “there are universities that called us after the first experience, we gave
some information to help them develop their project”.

54

Interviewee 2: “we contacted the various refugee centers in the area to find out if they
had any cases of people potentially affected”.
“We expanded the network, we had the support of the Sardinia Region which at the
time had an office that managed contacts with refugee centers . . . we also made
initiatives with them”. Relation with civil society

organization
55

Interviewee 3: “bring the university, the prefecture, and the police headquarters
together and start activating the institutions present in the area. I know that there are
also other projects on public engagement related to other sectors”.

56 Interviewee 6: “the network of actors outside the university mobilized to promote the
project, we alone as a university would not have made it”.



Adm. Sci. 2023, 13, 143 12 of 22Adm. Sci. 2023, 13, x FOR PEER REVIEW 12 of 22 
 

 

 
Figure 1. First-order concepts, second-order themes, and aggregate dimensions. 

 

 
 
 
 
 − Pressure from constant increase of migratory flows 

− Demographic decline 
− Explicit requests for recognition/enrollment by migrants 

− Legislative framework 
− Universities as a “shelter” 

Macro-contextual changes 
Exogenous 

pressures for 
change 

− Participation in pilot projects/experiments promoted by 
the Council of Europe or by CIMEA 

− Participation in the CIMEA “academic pass” initiative 

− Personal sensitivity and previous experiences as an 
accelerator of interest in the topic of inclusion 

− Immediate satisfaction/gratification in managing the 
accreditation process 

Institutional pressure for TM 

Strategic initiatives 

Personal and professional 
identity 

− A direct dialogue with the vulnerable subject 
− Perception of applicants' (high) educational level  
− Direct perception of an extreme need for integration 
− Previous work experience in the "educational" and/or 

"international relations" offices 
− Interpersonal relationships in the definition and 

construction of the inter-institutional relationship 

Personal knowledge and 
experience 

Conditions 
enabling the 

change 

− Increasing workloads on specific subjects 
− Very limited resources for the implementation of the 

project 
− Subsequent involvement of the administrative structure 

Organizational limits 

− Dialogue with colleagues and specialized subjects 
within the organization 

− Adoption of a learning-by-doing approach 
Emergent patterns of action 

− Need to raise awareness of the initiative with civil 
society organizations 

− External communication becomes essential to promote 
the initiative 

Emergent needs 

Sense-breaking 

− Perceived difficulties in managing an increasing number 
of requests in the absence of formalized processes 

− Perception of the need to acquire specific skills to 
manage the process 

− Lack of time for training 

Individual limits 

− Willingness to change and "get involved in challenging 
goals" 

− Overcoming the job description 
Job crafting 

Sense-making 

− Perception of relevance of inclusion in HE Value perception 

− Perception of relevance of EQPR in fostering inclusion Utility perception 
Sense-giving 

− Participation in training initiatives promoted by CIMEA 
− Involvement of experts from outside the university 

− EQPR member universities network 
− Relation with civil society organization 

Learning networking 

Value networking 

Sense-taking 

First order concepts Second order themes Aggregate dimensions 

Figure 1. First-order concepts, second-order themes, and aggregate dimensions.



Adm. Sci. 2023, 13, 143 13 of 22

The obtained results show a picture in which some elements are explicit and weigh
more than others. Hereinafter we present the main findings of the in-depth interviews.

5.1. Results from the In-Depth Interviews
5.1.1. Exogenous Pressures for Change

Macro-contextual factors, such as the increase in migration flows (e.g., “the sizeable
migratory wave of 2015 brought many refugees to Italy”), the demographic decline of the
areas where the universities are located (e.g., “The demographic decline is very marked, and
every student is essential to us”), and explicit requests for enrolment presented by migrants
and refugees (e.g., “it was precisely the request that came from the students”), were indeed
essential factors to be considered and found a fertile ground where the sensitivity of those
operating towards these issues was more developed. In addition to that, the presence of
regulatory precepts, such as Law 148/2011 with the ratification and implementation of the
convention on the recognition of qualifications relating to higher education in the European
Region (Council of Europe 1997), and strategic choices of the organization towards the
internationalization and/or the achievement of the TM (e.g., “there was Law 148 and
the ratification of the Lisbon Convention, and from there the process began”), which is
recognized as an institutional mission of universities, alongside the traditional teaching and
research missions by the Legislative Decree 19/2012 played an essential role in carrying
out the processes.

5.1.2. Conditions Enabling the Change

Being involved in the EQPR process was often the result of strategic initiatives that
saw the university participating in pilot projects and experimentations promoted by the
Council of Europe and by the Italian ENIC-NARIC center (e.g., “the development of the
work was mainly in the year 2016–2017 with the CNVQR, then with the Academic Pass
to the EQPR”). However, personal sensitivity and previous experiences, unified with
gratification for managing the process (e.g., “It is a satisfaction both for the University
and for myself”), were the first step at the individual level generally needed to start the
process institutionally (e.g., “the initiative was born from my sensitivity to the theme of
inclusion, a sensitivity that is absolutely shared by the previous director and also the current
one”). This is confirmed by the importance that personal knowledge, such as previous
work experiences in educational and international relations offices, can play, and the direct
dialogue needed to accompany vulnerable subjects with an extreme need for integration
(e.g., “The human relationship exists and is complementary. The technical aspect can
help, facilitate and speed up the process, but the human side must always be there”).
Additionally, the construction of external networks and inter-institutional relationships to
accomplish the program was generally started based on the personal relationships these
professionals had with local institutions in which they were volunteering, in some cases.

5.1.3. Sense-Breaking

The will of those operating often has to confront organizational limits such as increas-
ing workloads and limited resources for the project implementation (e.g., “we are still very
understaffed”).

Furthermore, to overcome organizational limitations, emergent patterns of actions
emerge due to the necessary interlocution with colleagues and specialized subjects (e.g.,
cultural mediators) that already work within the organization. This process has often led to
a “Learning by doing approach” to manage the procedures correctly, solve problems (e.g.,
the exemption from taxes or the possibility of enrolling in courses while awaiting refugee
status), and address emergent needs (e.g., the need to highlight awareness of the initiative,
also with external stakeholders) to facilitate the beneficiaries.
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5.1.4. Sense-Making

However, beyond the will of individuals to complete the processes, the tasks can
unlikely be carried out by a single worker/office or without the involvement of the admin-
istrative structure. The limits are not just organizational but also individual (e.g., “I asked
the university to attend training courses). The need to acquire new and specific skills to
run the program properly for those involved is of great importance (e.g., “unfortunately,
the time for training is short, we are overwhelmed by daily activities”). Nonetheless, the
operators’ lack of time for training does not have to be underestimated in light of the
above-mentioned increased workload and the habit of overcoming their job description
(job-crafting).

5.1.5. Sense-Giving

The value perception of the relevance of the process of inclusion in HE (e.g., the idea
of being able to help someone) and the utility perception of the EQPR as an instrument of
inclusion and integration of the applicants (e.g., “this is a project that effectively allows
students to integrate into university and even local life”) are certainly strong motivations
that accompanied the operators in their daily work, regardless of the above-mentioned
organizational and individual limits to be faced.

5.1.6. Sense-Taking

Great importance has resulted from the participation in training initiatives held by
the Italian ENIC-NARIC center (e.g., “I followed all the various courses organized by
CIMEA on EQPR certification . . . the path allows for a continuous exchange of ideas and
stimuli”), and the involvement of external experts (e.g., “cultural mediators can promote
this initiative) confirms the importance of being involved in a learning network that can
foster and add value to these kinds of processes. At the same time, what constitutes value
networking is the participation and confrontation with other universities participating
in the EQPR network and the relations with Civil Society Organizations (CSOs) that can
enrich both the institution and the individuals with information exchanges and dialogue.

5.2. Results from the Survey

As anticipated in the previous paragraph, we tested the model emerging from this
qualitative framework, building a survey presented to the entire universe of the Italian
universities participating in the EQPR project.

The first significant element highlighted by the analysis of the questionnaires is cer-
tainly the confirmation of the model previously described; all the questions proposed have
generally collected positive responses. Naturally, the advantage deriving from the use of
closed questions with a Likert scale is obtaining a more articulated and comprehensive
evaluation of the elements making up the model itself and recognizing which ones are of
more significant relative agreement.

Going into more detail, the survey confirmed the concomitance of various exogenous
pressures for change at the basis of the adoption of the EQPR, particularly macro-contextual
changes such as the pressure on the territories deriving from migratory flows (average
value 5.22).

Regarding the factors enabling these processes of change, it cannot be emphasized
enough that one of the most relevant elements is undoubtedly the previous personal
experience as well as the personal sensitivity of the organizational actors involved, relating
to issues such as the social inclusion of migrants (average value 6.13). On the contrary,
(relative) low importance is surprisingly attributed to the immediate and recognizable
gratification deriving from the work done (average value 4.44).

Indeed, a clear trend emerges in perceiving the university as an institution that has
to deal with the inclusion of disadvantaged people (average value 6.61), thus attributing
a very significant utility to the EQPR process (average value 6.13) with a positive impact
on the reputation of the same university that adopts it (average value 6.30). At the same
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level of macro analysis, the importance of participation in the university network and
the ongoing relationships with civil society organizations is crucial to giving value to the
experience (average value 5.13).

Even though the respondents slightly consider the organizational limits, adopting
the EQPR does not seem to have unsustainably increased the workloads in the offices
(average value 4.48) nor required the activation of specific skills in other offices, such as
those of respondents (mean value 4.40). However, adopting the EQPR was a learning-by-
doing process (average value 5.04) since no prior procedures were formalized, highlighting
personal shortcomings in the skills necessary for carrying out their role in the EQPR process.

Consistently, the personal lack of skills has steadily shown a continuing need for
professional training (average value 5.52), which was partially satisfied by the provision
of training courses activated in a timely and effective manner (average value 5). Another
element of great interest is the willingness of the interviewees to go beyond their job
description (average value 5.83), highlighting their desire to go beyond their ordinary job
duties (average value 5.78).

6. Discussion

Our study analyzes the change management required by EQPR adoption using the
lenses of sense-making and job-crafting to shed light on how individuals enact the change
through their job beyond the formal organizational requirements. The emergence of individ-
ual decisions and actions, as well as the interactions between the organizational actors and
the external stakeholders, create the opportunity for dialogic organizing. In interpreting
these dynamics, the reference offered by Sandberg and Tsoukas’s (2015) conceptualization
of sense-making constituencies has allowed us to critically reinterpret the elements that
emerged and were highlighted by our research. Although the framework used focuses
on “organizational activities that are interrupted until they are satisfactorily restored (or
in some cases permanently interrupted)” (Sandberg and Tsoukas 2015, p. 36), our re-
search takes a slightly different approach, focusing on emergent activities modeled by a
job-crafting process justified by the occurrence of hybrid events (major and minor, planned
and unplanned), leaving apart the “disruptive ambiguity” (Weick et al. 2005, p. 413) that is
generally considered the rationale for the inception of organizational sense-making. This
has led us to a different interpretation of the other foundational dimensions identified, such
as the processes of the sense-making efforts and the outcomes, due to the emergence of a
job-crafting process that shaped the definition of new activities and the interpretation of
the role as previously understood by the organizational actors. The narrative is different
when it comes to the factors influencing those processes since the results of our approach
confirm the importance of those already mentioned with no need for new interpretations.

To recap what emerges from our research, we are in the presence of hybrid events
justified by the specific episode of the EQPR introduction, to which major and minor,
planned and unplanned events followed, playing a significant role. Although major
events are generally considered, as Sandberg and Tsoukas (2015, p. 36) highlight, “fewer
studies have utilized sense-making perspective to study sense-making in episodes triggered
by minor planned or unplanned events.” In our case, while major planned events are
related to institutional pressure to reach TM goals, major unplanned events are linked
to macro-contextual factors, such as pressure from the constant increase of migration
flows. Bearing in mind the underestimated importance of minor events, we identified
both planned and unplanned minor events. These flows of planned and unplanned events
create opportunities for dialogues between internal and external actors, as well as between
operations and management. Thus, dialogic change management emerges as a series of
processes that lead to dialogic organizational change, especially in the meaningful context
of change toward social inclusion. The adoption of the new legislative framework provided
by the EQPR introduction and the consequent strategic initiative put in place by the
involved institutions, such as the participation in pilot projects and experiments promoted
by the Council of Europe or other initiatives by CIMEA, which led to the creation of value
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networking composed by those universities taking part into the EQPR program and the
ongoing relationship and debate with Civil Society Organizations, have been read as a
minor planned event. As unplanned minor events, we identified both organizational (i.e.,
increasing workloads on specific subjects and minimal resources to carry out activities) and
individual limits (i.e., perceived difficulty in managing an increasing number of requests in
the absence of formalized processes, the perception of the need to acquire specific skills to
manage the process, and lack of time for training).

Our results contribute to the understanding of these events as trigger events that
increased the necessity to create a new approach to sense-making rooted in a job-crafting
process that highlighted the willingness of those actors to assume responsibilities and
change and get involved in challenging goals, overcoming the personal job description,
leading to the enactment of dialogic change management processes. Other elements that
permitted shaping the job-crafting process were justified and enhanced by the dialogue
with colleagues and specialized subjects within the organization and adopting a learning-
by-doing approach.

In contrast with Sandberg and Tsoukas (2015), outcomes are not interpreted following
their schematism since there are no restored (or non-restored) sense and action, but the
emergence of a new sense and meaning of the job executed, reached thanks to the indi-
vidual job-crafting processes. On the contrary, our results confirm that dialogic change
management may put forward some situational factors that may influence sense-making
processes and outcomes. Regarding the context, demographic decline is strictly linked to
the territorial efforts made by universities in light of their TM, where the recognition of
the explicit request for enrolment by migrants plays a significant role at the same time,
justifying the need to raise awareness of the initiatives carried out with the civil society
organizations. The dimension of language emerges in the background of the carried-out
interviews, being linked to the narrative of inclusions of vulnerable subjects and being con-
nected simultaneously with several elements related to the identity of the subject involved.

The results of our empirical work allowed for the elaboration of a model based on
the two hypotheses proposed by Hastings and Schwarz (2022). Acknowledging a dual
nature of the organizational reality, it represents a diagnostic practice (e.g., recognizing
contextual macro factors of change, institutional pressure for TM, and subsequent formal
adoption of the EQPR protocol), which recognizes reality as objective facts corresponding
to organizational states, and a dialogic practice, where reality is socially constructed and
expressed through storytelling. In our study, for change to be successful, successful change
leaders give both representations an equal voice and must advance jointly. Organizational
states must transform, and the narratives that support these new states must be shared. For
a schematization of the dialogic change management, please refer to Figure 2.

Although looking at how identities influence sense-making has not often been explic-
itly addressed (Sandberg and Tsoukas 2015), our research shows that elements of identity
such as personal sensitivity, knowledge, and previous experiences strongly influence the
sense-making processes and the cognitive framework as well (Sheprow and Harrison 2022).
The perception of the relevance of inclusion in HEIs and the EQPR as an instrument foster-
ing inclusion emerges from the interviews, leading to the creation of a specific pattern of
actions that are developed in the day-by-day activities, contributing to the enrichment of
the organization’s (tacit) knowledge.

Contrary to what has always been highlighted in the literature looking at negative emo-
tions’ role in these processes, our results show the importance of positive and bidirectional
(i.e., expresser � perceiver) emotions in sustaining the sense-making process (Yu et al.
2022). Interpersonal relationships, direct and continuous dialogue with vulnerable subjects,
the perception of their extreme need for integration, as well as the perceptions of the high
educational level of applicants shape the actions carried out by organizational actors.
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Figure 2. The dialogic change management process.

Technology emerges in the background and plays an essential role as a facilitator of
these processes, particularly in communication between public institutions and migrants,
especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, where procedures were entirely online. More-
over, several developments connected to implementing blockchain technology as a shared
database among European institutions have opened the door to new possibilities that have
not been fully explored yet.

7. Conclusions

Guided by a sense-making theoretical perspective, our study contributes theoretically
to the literature on change management by discussing the processes that enable universities
to embrace the challenge of social inclusivity and to give proper space to diverse com-
munities of students. The interplay between sense-taking, sense-breaking, sense-giving,
and sense-making (Rom and Eyal 2019) permits the enactment of change in this context,
allowing us to both take the specificity of refugee students into full account and give space
to the individual interpretation of meanings within the organization towards inclusivity.
We suggest that this interplay unlocks the organizational enactment of dialogic change
management (Figure 2). From this perspective, our study offers meaningful insights into
the role of individuals, their occupational roles, and associated values in pursuing change
management toward the organization’s social mission. Furthermore, we contribute to a
better understanding of the constituencies of the sense-making processes, supplementing
the work by Sandberg and Tsoukas (2015) by elaborating the dialogic change management
as a process that is grounded on the constant dialogue between the different dimensions
of sense-making, intended as sense-taking, sense-breaking, and sense-giving both at the
individual and organizational levels.

Moreover, by focusing on the change process towards the social mission of refugees’
inclusion in the organizational life of universities, we contribute to the literature on HE
and HEIs by showing contradictory aspects of the pursuit of the TM concerning the aim
of social inclusion. The results from the in-depth interviews show how the “emergent”
approach to change seems to better represent, through their dialogic organizational devel-
opment, the current responses of universities to the demands of their external stakeholders,
particularly refugees. The emergent approach sees organizational change as a bottom-up,
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non-linear, and difficult-to-predict phenomenon, which is therefore non-programmable and
dialogic. In the emerging perspective, the change occurs through a continuous interplay of
individual events and experiments, often unpredictable and provoked by shifting interests
and relationships between different actors and contextual factors.

While the interviewees recall the role of macro and contextual factors as underlying
exogenous conditions of change, it is only the role of individuals and their sense-making
processes that allow the change to produce organizational change that can lead to positive
social impacts. The observed change processes are influenced by a high degree of complex-
ity in terms of environmental factors or components on which the organization depends.
This inevitably reduces the possibility that the public organization adopts a “planned”
approach to change.

Secondly, the interviews reveal the importance of individual perceptions and experi-
ences as conditions through which the process of organizational change, and its effective-
ness and persistence over time, can be enabled. Within this perspective, the individual
perceptions and sense-making activities in managing organizational change suggest specific
actions useful to create convergent interpretations regarding proper individual courses of
action. Furthermore, personal–psychological attitudes and considerations impact change
management processes and subjects’ commitment.

Although social goals may not be a central focus of their job, people enact a sense-
breaking process to confer new meaning to their job and embed the social mission of
inclusion in the organization. Moreover, job-crafting constitutes a way to enact sense-
making, by which administrative roles and academics stretch the boundaries of their duties
to reach out to marginalized students, help them navigate the academic system, and smooth
the EQPR process. Finally, by accessing a network of other mission-driven institutions,
individuals may unlock sense-taking opportunities that reinforce the perception of values
and social purpose embedded in the organizational change.

8. Practical Implications

The EQPR is a game changer for institutions because it allows, through a rigorous and
well-tested methodology, for the assessment of qualifications even in cases when educa-
tional documentation is missing. This is a relevant shift in the daily tasks of professionals,
as their job involves assessing credentials. Additionally, identifying best practices for
implementing the EQPR process will help inform other universities that are not yet part of
the process, despite the existing regulatory obligation.

Typically, assessing credentials is research-based work that involves verifying that
the core elements of a qualification satisfy the needed requisites and are in line with inter-
national and national conventions and legislation concerning the topic. In the case of the
EQPR, instead, as documents are missing, HEIs enroll a candidate by accepting a docu-
ment that verifies the candidate’s declaration, with partial or totally missing supporting
documents. It implies a radical change in the perspective of credential evaluators as the
research is no longer carried out on paper, but the candidate interviewed is the source of
the needed information.

What allowed this change in perspective and, therefore, the use of the EQPR by
admission officers, is the trust in the procedure that has been developed together with
the confidence in those who have been involved in developing it (the Council of Europe
and the ENIC-NARIC centers), but also their participation in the Italian interview sessions.
Italian admission officers have been participating in the training provided by the Council
of Europe and the more experienced centers, involving the credential evaluators of ENIC-
NARIC centers that had to implement it, thus providing the possibility to participate as
observers in the interviews and test for themselves the accuracy of the procedure. The
present research shows how innovation in the process makes it possible, on the one hand,
to overcome a substantial gap, i.e., assess the qualifications of refugees even in case their
educational documentation is partially or totally missing, and on the other, how it impacts
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the whole institution, supporting its capacity to be inclusive and to reinforce its Third
Mission effort.

9. Limitations

The number of in-depth interviews and the collected questionnaires gave us a com-
prehensive view of the process of refugees’ inclusion in the Italian Higher Education
system, as we collected evidence from almost all universities participating in the National
Coordination for the Evaluation of Refugee Qualifications (CNVQR). Nevertheless, the
empirical representation can be considered limited in two aspects. First, unheard voices
from the remaining universities should also be included. Second, our survey focused on
the voices of administrative staff based on the evidence emerging from the first phase of
the empirical analysis.

However, further data collection could complement the present study from the per-
spective of universities’ top management. Including the perspective of the refugees and
other students in the sample could be problematic due to language barriers and potential
cultural issues on the one side and the numerosity of the sample on the other. Additionally,
we would encourage an international comparison, at least at the European level. Never-
theless, a panel of experts had advised us not to do so, as the national legislators have
decided very differently on how to adopt the EQPR, leading to problematic heterogeneity
and potential causal ambiguity in the analysis of the cases.
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