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In times of pandemic - with its already visible and sometimes long-lasting 

consequences - Higher Education has the opportunity and duty, more than ever, to 

meet new societal challenges with innovative solutions and reliable information and 

resources. As a dynamic platform for modern, internationally oriented universities 

(both in Europe and beyond), SGroup aims to provide our members with interesting 

and valuable opportunities to develop their internationalization activities, excellence 

in education and research, and concrete ways to continuously adapt to educational 

and societal needs in a creative and innovative way. Last year, SGroup adopted 

‘Responsible International Higher Education 2021 - transformative modes for 

sustainable and hybrid engagement’ as its motto for 2020-2021.  

 

The SGroup - Universities in Europe network aims to strengthen the institutional 

capacity of its member universities by reinforcing their international visibility, 

expanding their collaboration opportunities in education and research, and improving 

the quality of their governance, teaching, research and administrative practices. It 

seeks to achieve this through the transfer of knowledge, the development of strategic 

alliances and the improvement of intercultural understanding. Its head office is 

located in Porto, Portugal, but formally SGroup remains a Spanish organization. 

 

This annual report provides an overview of the initiatives, events and projects that 

were realized with the aim of facilitating important discussions and providing relevant 

knowledge on the chosen topic to the member institutions, partners and external 

stakeholders, and, therefore, contributing to the development of a more responsible, 

sustainable and international Higher Education sector in Europe and beyond. 
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9 Think Tank Academy conferences and webinars 

8 Working Groups and Task forces 

7 Erasmus+ projects 

6 Participations in external events 

5 ICon grants approved 

4 New members 

3 Partnerships 

 1 Revised logo and website 
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In spite of the pandemic, in 2020-2021 SGroup developed an intense and effective 

range of activities, giving continuity to the work developed within the framework of 

its projects and partnerships, while expanding as a network. 

 

 

We welcomed 4 new members in 

2021, 3 full                                 European members – 

University of Szeged (Hungary), 

University of Split (Croatia), University 

of Sarajevo (Bosnia and Herzegovina) 

- as well as an associate member from 

outside Europe i.e. Stellenbosch 

University, South Africa, bringing the 

total to 43 members in 25 countries in 

five different continents (full list of 

members here). Additionally, five new 

members have been submitted for 

approval in the 2021 General 

Assembly. 

SGroup enhanced both its internal and 

external visibility through the work of 

the Communication and PR Working 

Group (WG), which resulted in a new 

stylized version of the logo and website 

and the development of concrete plans 

for a completely new website to be 

launched in 2022. Plus, a new 

communication initiative “One-minute 

SGroup testimonial video”, viewable 

here, in which member universities are 

sharing  their experience with the 

network. In addition, SGroup intensified 

its presence on social media (LinkedIn, 

Twitter, Facebook) and Slack (for 

internal communication). 

Members TTA Events External
participations

Erasmus + projects Partnerships
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SGroup's growth

Oct 2019 Oct 2020 Oct 2021

https://sgroup-unis.eu/members/list
https://sgroup-unis.eu/page/sgroup-communication-activity-testimonial-videos
https://www.linkedin.com/company/sgroup-universities-europe-network/
https://twitter.com/sgroupnetwork/
https://www.facebook.com/sgroupunis
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Taking the current transitional period 

as an opportunity to strengthen the 

network’s position, the Task Force for  

Strategic Planning (TFSP) worked on a 

new SGroup Identity document, to be 

discussed during the 2021 General 

Assembly meetings. Concurrently, the 

Task Force for Conferences and 

Publications helped raise the profile of 

the association, promoting the 

participation in panels formed by 

SGroup members in the most relevant 

conferences in the Field of 

International Higher Education (e.g. 

EAIE,       EUA, AEIA, APAIE, EURIE). 

 

The engagement of SGroup with other  

networks in Europe and strategic 

regions was fostered through existing 

and new partnerships and 

collaborations. The agreement with 

FAUBAI - Brazilian Association for 

International Education, the largest 

education network in Latin America, 

was renewed in 2019. A new 

agreement and plan of activities was 

reached with EURAS - Eurasian 

Universities Union, with the aim of 

developing joint initiatives, leading, 

for example, to a presentation by a 

SGroup panel in the annual Eurasia 

Higher Education Summit in March 

2021 (see picture). 

A similar agreement is now being 

finalized with Colombia Challenge 

Your Knowledge (CCYK).  In terms of  

the European University Association 

(EUA), of which SGroup is a member, 

SGroup contributed to the webinar 

series on the Greening of Higher 

Education in May 2021.  

 

In the Groningen Declaration Network, 

Valère Meus, Operations Manager of 

SGroup acted as a member of the 

Board of Directors for several years 

and is now a member of the Advisory 

Council. SGroup has been a full 

member since it was formally set up. 

SGroup also collaborated with UNICA 

- Network of Universities from the 

Capitals of Europe, in the organization 

of a joint webinar in September 2021. 
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The 32th SGroup Annual Meetings in 

2020, pivotal moments of exchange, 

networking and discussion among the 

members of the organization, were held 

on 28 (Liaison Officers) and 29 (General 

Assembly) October 2020. 

Adapting to the pandemic constraints,           

they were held online for the first time. 

SGroup thanks Universidade do Minho 

for willing to postpone their hosting of 

the face-to-face annual meetings until 

2022. Around 70 representatives from 

38 member universities attended these 

rich and diverse events under the 

SGroup annual framework topic of 

“Sustainable Internationalization in 

Higher Education (Institutional 

Policies)” with keynote lectures by 

Professor Joybrato Mukherjee and 

Prof. Hans de Wit. 

 

The year 2021 was a year with 

intensive knowledge transfer and 

exchange among SGroup members. Two 

Roundtables, five Webinars and two 

Web Conferences took place  under 

the framework of SGroup's Think Tank 

Academy (TTA). Much attention was 

given to the annual topic in relation to 

the TTA main focus areas. 

 

 

 

 

There are several TTA chapters for 

strategic regions: Think Tank for China 

(TT4C), Think Tank for Africa (TT4A), and 

Think Tank for Latin America (TT4LA),  

and another one that deals with recent 

developments and good practices in 

academic research development: Think 

Tank for Doctoral Education. 

Each of the chapters held their own 

events and contributed to the common 

TTA conferences. The TTA also provided 

its members with opportunities for 

engaging in joint research initiatives 

and the presentation of results in 

internal and external events such as 

those of EURIE, AEIA Thematic Forum, 

EUA and EAIE. 

 

With respect to TTA’s events, a 

particular highlight goes to the 

member-exclusive event format of the 

Roundtables created this year, which is 

an informal and informed discussion 

around a specific topic. The event is 

only open to network members, and no 

recordings are made in order to create 

a more informal setting. 

 

Another contribution to a knit-tight 

network is provided by the WG 

Projects through external third-party 

funded projects in which SGroup and 

members work together in close 

collaboration. 
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This year, SGroup was a partner, 

along with member universities, in 6 

EU-funded projects and helped to 

submit a 7th one. On the other hand 

the WG also oversees Internal 

Network Activities such as mobility 

schemes (the ICon Programme, and 

the SGroup Summer School on 

Intercultural China Studies in 

Shanghai, which, unfortunately, had 

to be cancelled this year) and 

workshops, competitions and other 

activities. 

 

The InterContinental Academic 

Exchange Programme (ICon) allows 

staff of member universities to apply 

for a SGroup scholarship to visit a 

partner institution of their choice 

outside Europe. In 2021, the ICon 

programme made available 14 

grants of up to 1000 EUR for short 

mobilities of academic and 

administrative staff members. Five 

grants were actually awarded 

despite the pandemic: two for 

China, one for Brazil, one for 

Ecuador and one for Kenya. 

 

Finally, a fundamental dimension of 

SGroup’s strength as a network is the 

regular and close communication 

through direct channels such as email 

and Slack, and diverse dissemination 

channels such as mailing lists, the 

newsletter, social media and the 

website.  

 

Through these, SGroup shares a wide 

range of events, opportunities for 

involvement, and relevant information to, 

and, often, from its members. 

 

Thanks to the active engagement of 

Liaison Officers in sharing and 

disseminating expertise and activities, 

the network as a  whole can benefit from 

a wide array of content, and shared 

spaces of collaboration and networking 

are created. To promote active 

participation, as well as recognize 

member staff’s contributions to SGroup, 

the annual IMPACT Award for the most 

Integrating, Motivated, Participative 

and Active Liaison Officer from a 

member University of the previous year 

was created in 2013. This year, the 

Executive Committee awarded the prize 

to Agata Mannino from the University 

of Trieste. 

 

 

 

 

https://sgroup-unis.eu/page/icon-programme-%E2%80%93-intercontinental-academic-exchange-programme
https://sgroup-unis.eu/page/impact-award
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The promotion of a responsible 

engagement of HEIs was the focus of 

SGroup’s activities in 2020-2021. 

Therefore, its 2020 Annual Meetings 

and TTA Conferences were in line with 

the umbrella topic of ‘Responsible 

International Higher Education - 

transformative modes for sustainable 

and hybrid engagement’. 

 

SGroup invited both members and 

guest experts to discuss the topic and 

share their diverse and insightful 

perspectives on a wide range of issues. 

Several virtual events were held, 

including specific ones on the topic. 

They included the TTA      working seminar 

“Towards a holistic and ethical 

framework of responsible and 

sustainable Global Higher Education”, 

in November 2020, and the TTA 

Roundtable titled ‘Measuring 

sustainability, engagement and impact: 

Times Higher Education Impact 

Rankings: yes or no?’, on the relevance 

of measuring universities’ sustainability 

and societal engagement. Our 

members also delivered presentations 

on the umbrella topic in panels at 

relevant international events such as   

the EURIE Summit 2021 and EAIE 2021. 

 

 

 

Concurrently, the WG on the Social 

Mission    of Universities (SMU) made 

a paramount contribution to promoting 

the role of HEIs in society by consulting 

the members through a questionnaire 

titled “Engaging with Diversity, 

Equality, and Inclusion in Higher 

Education”. The results showed the 

interest and active engagement of our 

network, as well as existing challenges 

and opportunities. Trends and good 

practices across the whole network 

were compiled in a report, later 

presented at the Association of 

International Education Administrators 

(AIEA)’s thematic virtual forum and a 

TTA workshop, both in May. 

 

Finally, SGroup is a partner in the 

Erasmus+ KA2 project called 

International Higher Education for 

Society (IHES), which explicitly aims to 

activate the internationalisation 

potential for social engagement. It 

builds on the increased social 

engagement (third mission) of HEIs and 

the strong connection of current global 

challenges with internationalisation, 

and how the latter could lead to new, 

strong instruments for change. 

https://sgroup-unis.eu/news/tt-academy-working-seminar-30112020
https://sgroup-unis.eu/news/tt-academy-working-seminar-30112020
https://sgroup-unis.eu/news/tt-academy-working-seminar-30112020
https://sgroup-unis.eu/news/eurie-summit-sgroup-panel
https://sgroup-unis.eu/news/sgroup-ignite%C2%A9-session-eaie-2021
http://ihes.upol.cz/
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SGroup is a European-based network 

but both its membership and activities  

go beyond that and reach other 

continents     (Asia, Oceania, America and 

Africa) and therefore it has a global 

scope in practice. Regarding 

regionally focused events, the TT4C 

hosted a Roundtable on ‘Guiding 

questions on university cooperation with 

the People’s Republic of China’ and a 

webinar on the topic ‘Marketing and 

recruitment in China: trends and 

developments under COVID-19 and 

beyond’ in March. The TT4LA 

organized the ‘Collaboration with 

Brazil and Colombia’ webinar and 

TT4A is hosting a webinar ‘African- 

European collaboration – funding 

opportunities and challenges’, in 

December 2021. In addition, during the 

TTA Web Conference held in May, 

speakers presented perspectives from 

Australia, China, Africa and Latin 

America on the umbrella topic.  

 

SGroup also actively promotes the 

internationalization of Higher 

Education in a number of European 

Commission funded projects in which 

it is a partner. 

One of them is Systemic University 

Change Towards Internationalisation   

for Academia (SUCTIA), which has the 

aim of raising awareness and shifting 

the internal culture of institutions 

towards internationalisation, and 

empowering the third pillar, the 

academic staff, to participate in the 

process. 

 

Another is the just concluded 

Recognition Matters (Rec-Mat) project 

which provides an important 

contribution to facilitating and 

promoting student exchanges between 

Europe and Latin America  by reducing 

the barriers to mobility that are related 

to the processes of academic 

recognition. SGroup was responsible for 

organizing its final conference in 

September. 

 

Additionally, with the aim of enlarging 

its scope of action, SGroup has 

submitted an application as a partner 

in a project focused on the 

internationalisation of Higher 

Education’s Teacher Education (DITE), 

which was approved in October 2021. 

  

https://sgroup-unis.eu/news/new-sgroup-tt4c-webinar-marketing-and-recruitment-china-trends-and-developments-under-covid-19
https://sgroup-unis.eu/news/tt4la-webinar-cooperation-brazil-and-colombia
https://sgroup-unis.eu/news/think-tank-academy-web-conference
https://suctia.com/
https://rec-mat.up.pt/


 
SGroup Review of Activities 2021                                                                                                               10 

 

 

 

Even though the pandemic has now 

pushed all  HEIs and society as a whole 

towards a digital transition and 

highlighted the need for more 

environmental sustainability in the light 

of the climate  crisis, these topics have 

been a long-standing dimension of 

SGroup’s even before. 

 

SGroup has played an active role in the 

Erasmus Without Paper initiative (EWP) 

ever since the first project and its 2.0. 

successor. EWP has now become 

mainstream and more than 3 000 

universities are already active in it. 

More info can be found in the EWP  

knowledge base. 

 

SGroup was also an active partner in 

EVOLVE (Evidence-Validated Online 

Learning through Virtual Exchange).         

VE is a form of computer-mediated 

learning whereby students from 

geographically remote classes work 

together online (in pairs or small 

groups) on learning tasks developed  

by teachers or educational facilitators.  

As such VE has to be distinguished     from 

Virtual mobility. The project provided 

training programmes and research. 

SGroup was responsible for Quality 

Assurance. 

 

On a global scale SGroup is active in 

the Groningen Declaration Network 

(GDN). SGroup was one of the early 

signatories. GDN aims to develop, 

support and advise on the subject of 

Digital Student Data Portability (DSDP) 

particularly concerning the mutual 

consultation on and exchange   of 

student information by HEIs e.g. in terms 

of diplomas, study results and curricula. 

 

Additionally, SGroup members 

implement innovative approaches to 

sustainable and digital mobility 

through several projects and 

initiatives, some of which were 

showcased in the network’s 

participation in the EUA webinar series 

‘Greening in European higher education 

institutions’. 

 

https://wiki.uni-foundation.eu/display/EWP/
https://wiki.uni-foundation.eu/display/EWP/
https://evolve-erasmus.eu/about-evolve/partners/
https://www.groningendeclaration.org/
https://sgroup-unis.eu/news/sgroup-eua-webinar-%E2%80%98greening-european-higher-education-institutions%E2%80%99
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Promoting excellence, innovation and 

cooperation in International Higher 

Education (IHE) is the core mission of 

SGroup. To facilitate it, the Think Tank 

Academy provides the members with 

transfer of knowledge events, the 

sharing of experiences and the 

discussion of emergent issues of IHE, in 

addition to regional and topical focus 

areas. This was the case for the  first TTA 

webinar of the year, “International-

isation 2021+: Realities, Aspirations, 

Alternatives”, which focused on 

developments of student mobility and 

the opportunities offered by 

Collaborative Online International 

Learning – (COIL). The TTA also 

partnered with the UNICA network to 

organize a webinar on global alumni 

relations in September 2021. 

 

Another recurring yet currently relevant 

topic addressed by SGroup is the 

recognition of learning outcomes, which 

was specifically dealt with in two 

Erasmus+ KA3 projects that SGroup is 

a full partner in: CALOHEE2 and 

CALOHEEx, “Measuring and 

Comparing Achievements of Learning  

Outcomes in Higher Education in Europe 

– Phase 2/Extension”, respectively. 

These build on the experience and 

outcomes of the TUNING – CALOHEE 

project. CALOHEE2’s intended 

outcomes are Subject Area based 

Qualifications Reference Frameworks 

(Bachelor and Master) for the wider 

public and all stakeholders, and more 

detailed Assessment Reference 

Frameworks for specialists in the field. 

CALOHEEx’s goal is to establish highly 

sophisticated European Qualifications 

Reference Frameworks and related 

Assessment Reference Frameworks for 

popular subject areas. 

 

Lastly, participation in external events 

allowed the SGroup to share its vast 

internal knowledge of IHE with a 

wider audience. Besides those 

previously mentioned, SGroup was 

invited as a key-speaker of the  

Webinar VII in the EURAS Series on 

“Higher Education in Europe”, 

presenting trends and the impact of 

COVID-19 in HEIs on 14 January 2021. 

The speakers were Arnim Heinemann 

(University of Bayreuth), 

Agata Mannino (University of Trieste) 

and Raul Santos (University of Porto). 

SGroup also featured in the case 

studies presented at the Conference on 

Innovations in Internationalization at 

Home 2021 hosted by the University of 

Kent and Universities UK International 

in April 2021. 

https://sgroup-unis.eu/news/tt-academy-webinar-21-january-2021
https://sgroup-unis.eu/news/sgroup-unica-joint-webinar-global-alumni-relations
https://www.calohee.eu/calohee-phase-2/
https://www.calohee.eu/calohee-extension/
https://euras-edu.org/webinars/euras-webinar-vii/
https://youtu.be/G5H5Uixg-iE
https://youtu.be/G5H5Uixg-iE
https://youtu.be/G5H5Uixg-iE
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"We are experiencing a watershed moment for our planet and our societies in general, 

and for global higher education in particular. The disruptive  force of COVID-19 

has accelerated a digital transformation which demands resilience, creativity and 

flexibility from all of us. (...) We have the opportunity and obligation to be responsibly 

innovative and make global higher education less elitist by enabling more digital access 

for all talent worldwide and by adding a complementary virtual component to 

intercultural experience and internationalisation at home thus making higher  education a 

change agent for society and more sustainable and environmentally-friendly. However, 

we also need to keep a feasible, reasonable and healthy balance between virtual and 

physical formats in research, teaching, student and staff exchanges and global 

collaboration in order to meet the needs of face-to-face human interaction and personal 

intercultural growth and truly bring the global to the local and the local to  the 

global." 

(New Year Message 2021from the SGroup President, Dr Arnim Heinemann) 

 

 

 

 

SGroup is proud to observe that its work in the past 12 months has led to clear results. 

The Executive Committee, formed by the President and six elected members from 

different  member  universities, held five  meetings   in 2020-202,  assured the 

adequate monitoring of the organization, reviewed ongoing activities, approved 

operational decisions, and conducted strategic planning and priorities for the future 

of SGroup. The Secretariat, formed by the Operations Manager and the Executive 

and Projects Managers, carried    out all the tasks required for a good functioning and 

growth of the association and its activity. Last but not least, members were active 

through          their contributions to Working Groups and Task Forces and the Think Tank 

Academy. Moving forward, SGroup counts on each of them to  contribute continuously 

to the development of HE and carry on the excellence and innovation that have 

characterized our network for its 32 years of existence. 

 

 

 

 
 

https://sgroup-unis.eu/news/sgroup-action-plan-and-working-groups-2021

