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is the institution’s role? Was the institution 

involved in the denial or removal, or was 

it ordered and executed from outside 

the institution? How many people are 

involved? Just the one academic, or 

potentially more? What was the nature 

of the essays—were they related to the 

academic’s teaching or research?

STEP 2: Incident assessment 
Values-related incidents can be complex and 

diverse, ranging from discrete, nonviolent 

restrictions on one individual to violence or 

other serious restrictions on large numbers 

of higher education staff or students. 

Relevant also is the extent to which the 

alleged victims are related to the institution, 

to a partner higher education institution, to 

STEP 1: STAKEHOLDER/PARTNERSHIP ASSESSMENT
 For evaluating a specific context

STAKEHOLDER
At home institution

PARTNERSHIP

1a. Stakeholder Duration

Questions 

to ask

Which and how many different 

types of stakeholders are 

implicated? (leadership, staff, 

scholars, students, alumni, parents, 

donors, the state, society). 
OR

How old is the project or 

relationship? Weeks, months, or 

years?

Assessment Wider range suggests  

greater importance.

Longer duration suggests 

greater importance.

1b. Institutional Role Institutional Commitment

Questions 

to ask

What is institution’s role? Official 

role or secondary? University-

wide, limited to a single school or 

program, or none? Implications for 

policy? For reputation? OR

What is the institutional 

commitment of time, money, 

or reputation? University-wide, 

limited to a single school or 

program, or none?

Assessment Wider role suggests greater 

importance.

Wider commitment suggests 
greater importance.

1c. Number of People Involved

Questions 

to ask
How many people are implicated? Dozens or hundreds? 

Assessment More people implicated suggests greater importance (but not always!). 

1d. Academic Component

Questions 

to ask
Is it related to core academic activities of research, teaching,  
and publication?

Assessment More academically oriented suggests greater importance  
(but not always—boundaries are fluid!). 
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a third-party higher education institution, 

or to those who are from outside of higher 

education entirely. Similarly, whether the 

incident implicates academic expression 

versus other forms of expression is relevant 

for gauging appropriate institutional roles 

and responses. Again, extreme care should 

be used—to avoid labeling legitimate 

inquiry or expression over matters of public 

concern as “nonacademic” in nature. An 

institution’s appropriate role in response to 

an incident may differ based on the severity 

of the incident and the nexus of the incident 

and the institution’s own staff, students, 

and/or partners. In the example above of 

the academic who is denied a promotion 

or removed from a position allegedly in 

retaliation for writing critical essays about 

state or university officials—what is the 

nature of the harm? It would not appear 

to involve violence. But what if the loss of 

position also means an inability to secure 

future academic work? This could result 

in serious financial and social pressures, 

not only for the academic but also for any 

family members or others depending on 

lost financial support. Does it matter if the 

academic is a regular staff member (tenured 

or long-term contract) versus contingent 

or part-time? In the case of a partnership, 

does it matter if the academic is employed 

by the home institution versus the partner 

institution? Is the academic the only victim? 

What about his or her students? What 

about colleagues who might self-censor or 

otherwise alter their future work based on 

how this academic was treated?

STEP 2:  INCIDENT ASSESSMENT
For evaluating a specific incident arising in a specific context

2a  Type of Harm

Questions  

to ask

What is the nature and scope of harms experienced, if any? Violence or 

loss of liberty? Dismissal, nonrenewal, or expulsion? Restrictions on travel 

or movement? On academic expression? On nonacademic expression? 

Assessment More severe or wider harms suggest a more serious incident that might 

warrant a more significant response. 

2b  Identify of Victims

Questions  

to ask

Who are the victims? The institution’s own staff or students?  

Staff or students at a partner higher education institution? Staff or 

students at another higher education institution? Outside the higher 

education sector?

Assessment Victims more closely connected to the institution, its partners, the project, 

or higher education might warrant a more significant response.

2c  Number of Victims

Questions  

to ask

How many victims are involved? One, a few, dozens, or more?

Assessment More victims might suggest a more serious incident, although severe 

harms or threats to academic expression against only a few might still 

warrant a significant response.
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STEP 3: Expanding the “response menu”
The stakeholder/partnership and incident 

assessments help institutions to determine 

the importance of the incident and whether 

a response is warranted. The response 

menu (see table) helps institutions avoid 

potentially harmful binary, “all or nothing” 

approaches by imagining a range of 

responses to consider.

The menu includes dialogue-focused 

responses that aim to encourage 

constructive discussion of issues raised by 

an incident and expression of any concerns. 

At home, such responses might include 

public or private meetings with leadership; 

public town halls or workshops; or public 

or private working groups and reports. 

The risks of each depend on the incident, 

although in most cases would not involve 

violence, wrongful detention, prosecution, 

or other extreme threats that can arise 

in relation to cross-border partnerships. 

Similarly, the benefits will depend on 

the incident, but in most cases more 

transparent and inclusive responses would 

yield greater benefits. In partnerships, 

dialogue-focused responses may include 

those aimed at international partners and 

stakeholders (e.g., higher education leaders 

as well as government officials), at the 

institution’s own local or overseas staff and 

students, at media, or at members of the 

public. These responses also distinguish 

public actions from private or discrete 

actions. Care should be taken, however, to 

pair private actions with complementary 

public responses so as to avoid a false 

impression of inaction, which can harm the 

institution’s reputation and the perception 

of its respect for values generally.

Program-focused responses aim to 

encourage due consideration of the 

STEP 3: RESPONSE ASSESSMENT
 For evaluating responses to a specific incident, in a specific context

3a  Risks and Benefits

Questions to ask What are the risks and benefits of each response option for…

The institution’s own staff and students?

The institution’s reputation or other interests?

A partner institution’s staff and students?

A partner institution’s reputation or other interests?

Victims or others implicated by the incident?

Other stakeholders?

Assessment Bias AGAINST “do nothing” option when Step 1 & 2 assessments suggest 

moderate-to-high importance.

Bias IN FAVOR OF “dialogue-focused” responses when (1) risks to the 

institution are low and (2) benefits to stakeholders, partners, or victims 

are moderate-to high.

3b  Financial and Other Costs

Questions to ask What are the financial or other resource implications of each response 

option, for each of the above stakeholders?

Assessment Bias AGAINST “program-focused” responses when (1) benefits to the 

institution are low and (2) risks to the institution are moderate-to-high.

Bias IN FAVOR OF responses that increase dialogue and respect for core 

higher education values, at home and in partnerships.


