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Abstract ( The aim of this article is to present intercomprehension of the main methods and social actions initiated by the academic environment for the anti-crisis response of higher education institutions. The study uses Hart's method to analyze the effectiveness of implemented universities’ social actions in Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia and Ukraine.
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Introduction 

The academic community today faces various challenges, which are not always limited to the educational sphere. However, universities have always been, and continue to be, centers of civic engagement, research, and innovation. During crises such as wars, economic difficulties, natural disasters, or pandemics, universities play a crucial role in supporting society. One of the most challenging crises today is the full-scale кussian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. Since then, many Ukrainians have left their homes and relocated. Some have become internally displaced persons within Ukraine, moving to regions far from the front lines, while others have emigrated to various European countries. Some of them have found safe refuge in the Baltic countries [1]. In this situation, universities have not remained passive but have actively contributed to integrating refugees and internally displaced persons into new social environments and initiating social actions in response to the crisis. Universities in Ukraine and the Baltic States face a new challenge: fostering intercomprehension in these academia-driven social actions.

To address these challenges, 6 partners: Tallinn University (TLU, Estonia), University of Tartu (UT, Estonia), Lviv Polytechnic National University (LPNU, Ukraine), Kaunas University of Technology (KTU, Lithuania), University of Latvia (LU, Latvia), and Web2Learn (W2L, Greece) collaborated in the project ''Supporting Ukraine through citizen engagement at Baltic Universities'' (Baltics4UA) under the Erasmus+ Program.

Since the primary goal of initiating social actions is citizen engagement as an effective response to social crises, within the framework of the Baltics4UA project, meetings were held between representatives of the academic circles of these universities. During these meetings, possible levels of citizen engagement  in academia-driven social actions were discussed.
Methodology of research
In the project “Supporting Ukraine through citizen engagement at Baltic Universities” (Baltics4UA) supported by European Union partners used the ladder of participation offered by Roger Hart [2]. Hence, Hart described the different participation levels regarding engaging children, the ladder were used to evaluate the aim and meaning of citizens’ participation in the activities to inforce citizen engagement as a reaction to social crisis.

The Hart’s ladder includes eight levels of engagement, of which the first free levels are non-participation, and levels 4 to 8 includes growing degree of participation [2]. The first free levels are manipulation, decoration, and tokenism, which all use children as a cover to show they are consulted but there is no real participation.

In the project the main focus was on the participation levels 4 to 8 to find out what level of engagement the project’s activities enabled for citizens. This includes such stairs:
· Level 8. The target group shared decisions with decision-makers: The target group led activities, in which decision making is shared between the target group and decision-makers working as equal partners.

· Level 7. Target group initiated and directed: The target group led activities with little input from decision-makers.

· Level 6. Decision-makers initiated shared decisions with the target group. Decision-makers led activities in which decision making is shared with the target group.

· Level 5. Consulted and informed: Decision-makers activities, in which the target group are consulted and informed about how their input will be used and outcomes of decision-makers decisions.

· Level 4. Assigned but informed: Decision-makers led activities, in which the target group understand purpose, decision-making process, and have a role. 

At the beginning of the project Baltics4UA the citizen engagement activities at the higher education institutions were mapped. 20 examples from Baltic countries and Ukraine were selected, and identified that 70% of them were collaborative [3] which means level 3 based on the World Bank’s division (see Figure 2), and level 5 based on Hart’s ladder (see Figure 1). 

The citizen engagement is defined by World Bank Group (2015) as a two-way relationship between citizens and governments, or the private sector. The citizen engagement in decision-making at interaction level 1 is informing, and it means providing citizens with balanced and objective information to assist them in understanding the problem, alternatives, opportunities, and solutions. Level 2 is consulting which includes obtaining citizen feedback on analyses, alternatives and decisions. The third dimension (level 3) is collaboration, which means partnering with citizens in parts or all of decision making. The highest interaction level 4 is empowering when the final decision-making is in the hands of citizens [3].
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Fig. 1. The Ladder of Participation (self-developed based on [2]).
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Fig. 2. Dimensions of Citizen Engagement (self-developed based on [3]).

During the project several types of social actions were run by partners of which the most were at the World Bank Group’s (2015) engagement level of collaboration (10 activities) and information (9 activities). In addition three activities were at the level of consultation, and three actions at the level of empowerment [4]. The activities on empowerment level which sets the highest level on the Hart’s ladder were run by Tallinn University. Those included an interdisciplinary study program for university students who organized themselves a folk dance workshop for Estonian and Ukrainian folk dance groups, and language peer-to-peer support individual courses for Ukrainian habitants in Estonia [4].

Two scales of engagement levels which were used during the Baltics4UA project are comparable as described in Table 1.
Table 1. 

Engagement levels of participants according to two scales.

	Engagement level based on the [3] according to WP 2
	Engagement level based on the Hart’s ladder [2] according to WP 2

	Empowerment
	Level 8. The target group shared decisions with decision-makers: The target group led activities, in which decision making is shared between the target group and decision-makers working as equal partners.

	
	Level 7. Target group initiated and directed: The target group led activities with little input from decision-makers.

	Cooperation
	Level 6. Decision-makers initiated shared decisions with the target group. Decision-makers led activities in which decision making is shared with the target group.

	Consultation
	Level 5. Consulted and informed: Decision-makers activities, in which the target group are consulted and informed about how their input will be used and outcomes of decision-makers decisions.

Explanation:

	Information
	Level 4. Assigned but informed: Decision-makers led activities, in which the target group understand purpose, decision-making process, and have a role.


Methodology of experience cafés

Projects’ Baltics4UA partners organized experience cafés - four face-to-face meetings and one online meeting to broaden the competences of higher education institutions’ staff in citizen engagement actions.

In each experience café at least 15 participants were taking part in the discussions. Partners agreed to use either the Open Space methodology or the Constructive Dialogues methodology to run the events.

The Open Space methodology was suitable for raising different topics, and when it was foreseen that participants had the issues, topics or questions to raise, it was run through eight stages.
1.
Welcoming words and getting to know each other.

2.
Ground rules: the right people are in the right place right now; two legs rules - you may leave the conversation, and join another one as soon as you feel comfortable; when it is over then it is over.

3.
Raising the questions: participants sit in the circle. The papers and markers are available, each one raises the topic or question to find an answer, and should be ready to lead the discussion. Papers will be spread out in the middle of the circle.

4.
Participants get to know the topics, and choose the one they are most interested in moving to the sheet with the topic.

5.
Groups are formed based on the interest, the leading participants who offered the chosen topics will lead the discussion.

6.
If the answers are found, the new topics may be chosen. And new members will join the discussions.

7.
Summing up. All the leading members will introduce the results they got, and report it on the paper.

8.
Thank you, and agreements on sharing the results [5].
The Constructive Dialogues are methods offered by the Time Out team [6] which are suitable for discussions. The Timeout Template includes 13 steps:
1.
Welcoming words and getting to know each other.

2.
Ground rules for a constructive discussion.

3.
Introduction for the theme (short reading or video or presentation).

4.
Buzzing in pairs and/or self reflection.

5.
Joint dialogue.

6.
Themes to be discussed further.

7.
Buzzing in pairs and/or self reflection.

8.
Joint dialogue.

9.
Reflecting on the insights,

10.
Sharing your insights with others.

11.
Wrapping up.

12.
What happens after the dialogue?

13.
Thank you [6].
The method of constructive dialogue was used 4 times, by Tallinn University (TLU), Lviv Polytechnic National University (LPNU), University of Tartu (UT), and Kaunas University of Technology (KTU), and open space were used once by University of Latvia (LU). Once the combination of open space and constructive dialogue was in use by Tallinn University. The online experience café, which was conducted by Web2learn, followed its own procedure. 

Interactive events were held using Hart's participation level methodology in the following cities: Kaunas (Lithuania), Tallinn and Tartu (Estonia), Riga (Latvia), Lviv (Ukraine) [7].

The purpose of these events was to expand the competencies of higher education staff in the area of engaging citizens in civic activities. This included developing skills in organizing and maintaining effective communication with the public, creating conditions for civic engagement and participation in decision-making processes at the local and national levels.

The events were held in the Experience Café format, which involved interactive discussions in small groups aimed at finding innovative solutions and exchanging ideas among participants. Participants moved from one topic to another, forming a common vision of ways to engage the public in active participation in society. The “Experience Café” format helped to create an open and informal atmosphere for dialogue, which ensured free expression of opinions and generation of new ideas.

Table 2 shows the analysis of all activities using the 4W method.
Table 2.

Analysis of the activities according to the “4W” methodology

	Organizer
	Tallinn University (TLU) (Estonia)
	Lviv Polytechnic National University (LPNU) (Ukraine)
	University of Tartu (UT) (Estonia)
	University of Latvia (LU) (Latvia)
	Kaunas University of Technology (KTU) (Lithuania)

	Why? (event purpose)
	Expanding the competence of HEI staff in civic engagement, sharing experience in organizing social action as part of academic responsibility; identifying educational resources needed to engage diverse groups in civic initiatives.
	Discussion and exchange of experience on cooperation in social actions initiated by academia, in particular in the context of responding to crisis situations
	Sharing experience in supporting Ukrainian refugees and finding new opportunities for cooperation
	Consideration of students' opinions in the issues of citizen engagement and university tasks in the field of social responsibility
	Exchanging experience among researchers, teachers and representatives of non-governmental organizations to find effective solutions to support Ukrainians suffering from the consequences of the humanitarian crisis

	Who? (target group)
	University professors, including representatives of Tallinn University, Tallinn University of Technology, TalTech Library, as well as representatives of non-governmental organizations with experience in working with refugees and engaging citizens in social action
	University professors, students and other representatives of the Lviv Polytechnic academic community
	Representatives of academic, non-governmental organizations, business and student community
	Students and student council members
	Researchers, international relations department representatives, librarians

	Where?
	Tallinn University
	Scientific and Technical Library of Lviv Polytechnic National University
	University of Tartu
	University of Latvia
	Library of Kaunas University of Technology

	When?
	08.05.2024
	09.05.2024
	21.05.2024
	04.06.2024
	16.09.2024


On May 8, 2024, the Tallinn University held an Experience Café event dedicated to the topic of civic responsibility in the context of the war in Ukraine. 15 people, including only one representative of a higher education institution, attended the event. Among the participants were youth workers working in youth centers, youth organizations, schools and cultural centers. The common feature is that they are students at Tallinn University studying youth work at higher education and in a microcredit program of hobby teachers. Participants also had direct contact with refugee children from Ukraine in their youth practice.

The main goal of the event was to expand the competencies of university staff in engaging citizens in social action, share experiences in organizing social action based on academic knowledge, identify the needs for educational resources to engage different groups of people in social action, and add students' perspectives on citizen engagement and social responsibility of universities.

To achieve these goals, the method of constructive dialogues was used. Students and you work practitioners were asked to find answers to three focus questions:
1.
What do we need to do to support citizens’ engagement in the mitigation of the humanitarian crisis?

2.
How can we support Ukraine people to participate at a suitable level for them?

3.
How are universities’ social responsibility explicit in the context of the Ukraine Russian war?
According to R. Hart's ladder of participation, the level of involvement in this activity is classified as level 4, as it is based on informing and sharing truthful information with the target group.

The Experience Café “Cooperation in Social Actions Initiated by Academic Circles as a Response to Crisis Situations” was held on May 9, 2024 at Lviv Polytechnic National University. The event hosted 27 participants, including teachers, students and non-academic staff of the University. The participants discussed and shared their experience of social actions in crises. Each team worked under the guidance of leaders. The main goal was to identify positive practices and ideas for improving cooperation between the academic community and the management of higher education institutions.

The event aimed to expand the competencies of higher education staff in engaging citizens in social action, as well as to share experiences of cooperation in the context of crises. Participants discussed proposals for the creation of specialized crisis management commissions, development of action plans and crisis management training. The participants emphasized the need to create a system of rapid information exchange and analysis of crises using the expert potential of the academic community. The participants proposed the creation of information and analytical centers to monitor situations and organize interdisciplinary projects. The importance of supporting mental health and involving the public in crisis response was also a topic of discussion. Participants noted high satisfaction with the organization of the event and recognized the importance of the topic for further cooperation.

According to R. Hart's ladder of participation, the level of involvement is classified as levels 8-4 (see Table 3).
Table 3.

Levels of involvement (according to R. Hart's ladder of participation) at Lviv Polytechnic National University

	Involvement level
	Explanation

	Level 8
	Creation of joint committees and working groups; organization of open forums and discussions; publication of reports on decisions and their justification; engagement of independent experts to evaluate the processes and results of cooperation”; conducting leadership, communication and negotiation training for all participants; use of digital platforms for joint decision-making and discussion.

	Level 7
	Organization of regular meetings or forums (offline and online) to discuss issues of interest to the academic community; use of delegation of authority; creation of working groups with representatives of management and the academic community for joint decision-making; regular exchange of information between management and the academic community to ensure mutual respect and understanding

	Level 6
	Cooperation with student and faculty organizations to represent their views and interests; involvement of non-university partners in the decision-making process; search for compromises in resolving controversial issues; adherence to pre-announced rules

	Level 5
	Conducting trainings on the boundary regulations of the area of responsibility of each participant in the educational process; achieving a balance between the framework (rules) and space

	Level 4
	Ensuring open and transparent communication between the management of the HEI and all members of the community; providing access to information about the purpose of decisions, their process and potential consequences; collecting feedback and taking into account the opinion of the community


The Experience Café event “Dialogue on Ukrainian Projects” was organized by the University of Tartu on May 21, 2024. The event was attended by 15 participants, including representatives of academic institutions and NGOs (University of Tartu (including the Johan Skytte Institute of Political Studies, the Institute of Cultural Research, and the Institute of Foreign Languages and Cultures), Tallinn University of Technology, the Estonian University of Life Sciences, the Estonian Military Academy, E-Governance Academy, NGOs Ukraina Maja, KOLO, International Women’s Network in Estonia). The event was held as part of the program to expand the competencies of higher education institutions in the field of social action. Experience cafe aims to provide a networking platform for individuals involved in Ukraine-related projects, across various sectors including, academia, NGOs, business and student community to exchange their experiences, discuss challenges and seek out opportunities for potential collaborations. The participants discussed the experience of helping Ukrainian refugees and the possibilities of cooperation in migrant support projects. The organizers shared their experience in implementing social initiatives, in particular in the field of mental health and adaptation of Ukrainians in Estonia. During the constructive dialogues, the importance of involving refugees in decision-making and active participation in projects was emphasized.

Particular attention was paid to institutions that have experience working with refugees, which allowed us to discuss the challenges faced by Ukrainians in Estonia. One of the main conclusions was the realization of the need for closer cooperation with Ukrainian communities. The participants also considered the possibility of developing new initiatives in the field of refugee support. Specific projects that promote cooperation between Estonian and Ukrainian organizations were discussed. The event became a platform for constructive dialogue, which facilitated the exchange of experience and the formation of new ideas for future cooperation.

According to R. Hart's ladder of participation, the level of involvement is classified as levels 7, 6 and 4 (see Table 4).
Table 4.
Levels of involvement (according to R. Hart's ladder of participation) at University of Tartu

	Involvement level
	Explanation

	Level 7
	Involving Ukrainians in trainings, after which they form teams to further train other Ukrainians in Estonia to improve their digital skills

	Level 6
	Using the survey results of the Ukrainian community to find out their experience of employment in Estonia; the feedback will be used to inform decision-makers in order to reduce discrimination against Ukrainians in employment in Estonia

	Level 4
	Ukrainians' involvement in the “Kaleidoscope of Emotions” project (led by Ukraina Maja) in a safe space to express and share their thoughts about what is bothering them. The goal of the project is to help Ukrainians cope with the consequences of war and forced migration, as it aims to preserve mental health


The University of Latvia organized an Experience Café on May 23, 2024. The event aimed to strengthen civic engagement and social responsibility in the academic environment. The event hosted 19 participants, most of whom were students and members of the student council. The event focused on increasing the competence of higher education staff in engaging diverse groups, in particular, in supporting Ukrainian students and institutions in times of war.

The main method used was the open space method, which facilitated a constructive dialog between the participants. Three main issues were discussed: the form of support for Ukrainian students by Latvian universities during the war; forms of cooperation between Latvian and Ukrainian universities; ways to strengthen the role of the University of Latvia in supporting the Ukrainian academic community.

The discussions showed that the participants shared roles in decision-making, especially in determining the mechanisms of support for Ukrainian refugees. According to R. Hart's ladder of participation, the level of involvement was classified as level 5, where students from the University of Latvia facilitated the event by advising Ukrainian participants and informing them about potential university resources.

Kaunas University of Technology organized the Experience Café “Sharing Experience in Support of Ukraine: Interinstitutional Dialogue” on 16.09.2024, which was attended by 19 people, 11 of whom represented the staff of higher education institutions, and 3 participated in a social action. Among the participants were researchers from Kaunas University of Technology (KTU) and Vytautas Magnus University, as well as representatives of the KTU International Relations Department and non-governmental organizations. The speakers discussed their experience of working with refugees, including initiatives aimed at supporting Ukrainians during the humanitarian crisis. The main goal of the event was to create a platform for sharing experiences and planning future cooperation. The method of constructive dialogues was used to increase the activity of the participants.

The discussion revealed a number of challenges, such as language difficulties and financial constraints, which make it difficult to provide support. Participants also emphasized the importance of cultural integration and the need for clearer procedures to assist refugees. The event presented examples of best practices, such as the involvement of Ukrainians in organizing events. Participants discussed the need to improve communication channels between support providers and recipients. The need for psychological support and increased participation of local communities in integration processes were also important aspects.

According to R. Hart's ladder of participation, the level of involvement is classified as levels 7, 6 and 4 (see Table 5).
Table 5.
Levels of involvement (according to R. Hart's ladder of participation) at Kaunas University of Technology

	Involvement level
	Explanation

	Level 7
	Participation of Ukrainian students who are currently studying at KTU in social events; initiation and organization of three events by Ukrainian students in Lithuania: screening of the documentary “White angel the end of Marynka”, opening of the exhibition “Unissued diplomas” and meditation session

	Level 6
	Participation in the activities of teachers and students of the non-governmental school in Lithuania “Heroiam slava”, where teachers are from Ukraine and students are Ukrainians

	Level 4
	Presentation of the ŠASA project ( lessons of Lithuanian and English for Ukrainian children), which invites Ukrainian children to learn Lithuanian and English by playing games, doing various exercises and tasks, communicating and having fun


Thus, the main goal of the interactive events was to expand the competencies of higher education institutions' staff in the field of engaging citizens in civic activities. This involved developing skills in organizing and maintaining effective communication with the public, creating conditions for civic engagement and participation in decision-making processes at the local and national levels.
Results

Participants of experience cafés described their experiences of organizing citizen engagement activities related to the crisis caused by the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine. Experiences described in experience café are a cross-section of activities implemented in partner organizations, and do not apply for full overview.

In each world café, exceeding LU experience café the activities at level 4 (assigned but informed) were described. The engagement into free type or level activities were described here (see Table 6). One partner (W2L) described the way how the participants were engaged during the experience café, they understood the decision-making process of the methods used in the workshop. In one case (LPNU) the engagement at the level of running the Baltic4UA project activities was described, it includes informing about the results, and sharing information via e-mails, website, and also via open access type of publications. At the experience café participants described their experience about organizing activities at community level, including sharing the correct and objective information about organized activities and general information (TLU), but it also involved the supportive activities where participants take an active role mainly in the frame of offered methodology - peer educational language classes for children (KTU) and mental health workshops (UT).
Table 6. 

Types and levels of activities described in Hart’s participation ladder level 4.

	Type of activity
	Engagement description

	Experience café
	Participants awareness of the decision-making process during the workshop (W2L).

	Baltics4UA project
	Informing a wider audience about the project and its results via website, publications, lists, and collecting feedback (LPNU).

	Community level
	Mediating correct information for Ukraine refugees in the country, cooperating with the local Ukrainian community (TLU).

Informing students at the university about the charity fundraising event, and how the collected money will be transferred to Ukraine (TLU).

Special event and guided networking for Ukrainian refugees to support mental health and community belonging (UT).

Learning the local language in English bases in a playful manner and using peer-to-peer methodology (KTU).


In four experience cafés – LPNU, UT, KTU and W2L – engagement levels 6 (decision-makers initiated shared decisions with the target group) and 7 (target group initiated and directed) were described. At engagement level 6 participation in decision making a s cooperation was described when engaging students, faculty organizations, local authorities and NGOs to find compromises and solving controversial issues in accordance to preannounced rules (LPNU). The Ukrainian community’s opinions and views were taken into account in giving suggestions to employers (UT) At organizational level the Ukrainian community was engaged in the establishment of a special school for Ukrainian students (KTU) and Ukrainian refugees were engaged in implementing the innovative activities driven by businesses (W2L) (see Table 7).
Table 7. 

Types and levels of activities described in Hart’s participation ladder level 6

	Type of activity
	Engagement description

	Organizational level
	Establishing non-governmental school “Heroiam slava” for and with Ukrainian people in the country (KTU).

Ukrainian refugees engaged in implementation of business-led innovative activities (W2L).

	Studies results
	Survey among Ukrainian community regarding employment (UT).

	Collaboration
	Between students and faculty organizations (LPNU).

Local governments, NGOs and universities (LPNU).


Ukrainian people initiated and directed activities at Hart’s ladder’s level 7 when the academic community had a cooperative and independent possibility to organize the activities taking into account the interests of their studied issues (LPNU), Ukrainian refugees initiated and organized events by themselves after a targeted training course (UT), and based for their interest to expand the understanding of wider community about the Ukrainians situation by screening the documentary, opening the exhibition „Unissued diplomas“, and organizing a meditation session (KTU). Also it includes cooperation between academic institutions and civil society organizations when running the campaign #ScienceForUkraine (W2L).

At engagement level 5 (consulted and informed) activities were described in three experience cafés - LPNU, LU and W2L. In this level participants were encouraged to take the responsibility of their own education process (LPNU), participants of the event (W2L) or students at higher educational institutions (LU) were consulted and informed about the possibilities, and use of their input.

At the highest level 8 (the target group shared decisions with decision-makers) activities were described in two experience cafés – LPNU and W2L. There is an important role for partnership of academia and societal organizations to address societal challenges (W2L), and creating joint committees by engaging each level as an equal partner at higher education institutions (LPNU).
Conclusions and recommendations

Thus, as a result of cooperation, 6 events were held in the format of “Experience Café” in 5 partner organizations, including 4 higher education institutions, which used the Hart’s ladder methodology.  Interactive events were held using Hart's participation level methodology in the following cities: Kaunas (Lithuania), Tallinn and Tartu (Estonia), Riga (Latvia), Lviv (Ukraine), and one event online. The events were attended by 95 people, 61 of whom were HEIs’ representatives. The events lasted from May to September 2024.

The use of Hart's ladder of participation allowed clearly identifying the levels of involvement of participants in various events. This emphasizes the importance of informing, sharing experiences and engaging the public in social action in the context of supporting Ukrainians during the humanitarian crisis. There was general support among the participants for the idea of creating platforms for the integration of Ukrainians and socio-cultural support.

Based on the results obtained in these activities, it is predicted that further initiatives should take into account the following aspects: development of communication channels between support and recipients; psychological support for refugees (including Ukrainian refugees); deepening cooperation between higher education institutions and local communities. We found evidence that cooperative activities with more partners as a quadruple helix of business, academia, civil society and policy makers guide to higher engagement and participation of the target group. Such recommendations will help to strengthen communication between refugees and support organizations, increase the psychological resilience of war-affected persons, and develop active cooperation between educational institutions and communities, which in turn will have a positive impact on the integration of refugees into the new society.
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