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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the unique role of pracademics in bridging academic and
practical perspectives within international and development cooperation,
using two case studies. The first examines the author’s dual role as a full
professor at Xiamen University and a senior expert in German international
cooperation in China. The second focuses on a program supporting Arab
Christian communities in the Middle East, initiated by academics and
practitioners and backed by a German Christian donor agency. Both
distinct cases highlight the challenges pracademics face in aligning the
divergent priorities of academics, who emphasise specialised topics and
peer-reviewed publications, and practitioners, who prioritise short-term
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performance indicators. These challenges are particularly pronounced in
politically sensitive environments.

Introduction

The domain of international and development cooperation is characterised by the orchestration of
cross-country and cross-cultural multi-stakeholder partnerships, dialogues, and program implemen-
tation across various tiers. It encompasses diverse governmental and non-governmental organisa-
tions, consultants, development practitioners, and academics hailing from distinct disciplinary
backgrounds. The uniqueness of this study lies in its focus on the role of pracademics - individuals
who straddle the line between academic theory and practical application - in facilitating multi-sta-
keholder partnerships and dialogue across culturally diverse and politically sensitive environments.
By presenting two distinct case studies, the paper highlights how pracademics can effectively trans-
fer knowledge, bridge divergent perspectives, and navigate complex expectations between aca-
demic institutions and organisations involved in international and development cooperation. The
study’s emphasis on the challenges faced by pracademics, particularly in politically sensitive environ-
ments, adds a nuanced layer to the understanding of their role in global development contexts.
The political landscapes in the locations have shifted significantly since the analysis of the cases in
China and the Middle East region. This shift is important to bear in mind when drawing lessons from
the cases. The case study in Xiamen, China, reflects a period over ten years ago. Since then, the
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specific German cooperation program that supported the expert’s work has been phased out, par-
tially due to political considerations. Moreover, the sensitivity toward foreign experts’ activities in
China has intensified over the past decade.

In parts of the Middle East, particularly the project’s main locations in the West Bank and
Lebanon, conflict has escalated, affecting daily life and significantly hindering international
cooperation soon after the expert’s departure in September 2023. Despite these changes, the
case studies still offer valuable insights into the typical benefits, challenges, and dilemmas that
pracademics face in international cooperation.

Pracademics navigate the diverse expectations of academic institutions, government and
donor agencies, and other organisations engaged in international and development
cooperation. Contextual knowledge and experience in politically sensitive environments and
complex intercultural settings are critical assets for many pracademics engaged in international
cooperation and motivated the author to contribute to the analysis of global megatrends and
their intricate geopolitical dynamics (Kuhn and Margellos 2022). However, geopolitical and
geoeconomic dimensions cannot be explicitly detailed within the scope of this paper. This
paper will discuss if and how pracademics make valuable contributions to shaping strategies,
policies, and initiatives aimed at meeting objectives of international and development
cooperation and analyse how pracademics themselves and key stakeholders benefit from the
involvement of pracademics in project management, and which difficulties they face. The
paper pays attention to the intricate dynamics of diverging institutional perspectives and mis-
alignment of expectations, creating an environment where pracademics could find themselves
lost in translation and short-termism.

By scrutinising the author’s experiences as a pracademic in the field of development and inter-
national cooperation, this paper sheds light on the multifaceted nature of the work of pracademics,
unravelling the intricacies of balancing academic interests with pragmatic cooperation perspectives
of other stakeholders, particularly focusing on the interactions between academic institutions and
development cooperation agencies.

Literature review

The limited yet diverse body of literature on pracademics began to develop in the late 1990s. It spans
various academic disciplines and focuses on experiences in different sectors and institutions, includ-
ing public policy and administration (Posner 2009), non-profit organisations (Powell et al. 2018), edu-
cation and teaching (Dickinson and Griffiths 2023; Dickinson, Fowler, and Griffiths 2020; Volpe and
Chandler 1999; Vanderlinde and van Braak 2010), and budgeting and accounting (Dickfos 2019).
However, discussions about the role of pracademics have paid scant attention to the field of inter-
national cooperation and development studies (Fowler et al. 2023).

Boyer (1996) emerged as a pioneer in pracademia research, advocating for the integration of
diverse disciplinary perspectives and practical knowledge into research agendas. Kuhn (2002)
explored approaches to traverse, rather than dissolve, boundaries between communities of practice.
Bushouse et al. (2011) and Dickfos (2019) underscored the mutual benefits of exchanges between
scholars and practitioners in knowledge creation and dissemination. Dickfos (2019) highlighted
that “ ... academics can demonstrate the relevance, significance, and impact of their empirical
research, thereby supporting the practitioner’s narrative to stakeholders” (1).

Powell et al. (2018) and Dickinson and Griffith (2023) summarised definitional efforts on the iden-
tity and role of pracademics, referencing contributions from Volpe and Chandler (1999, 2001), Posner
(2009), and Dickinson, Fowler, and Griffiths (2020). Dickinson and Griffith (2023) acknowledged that
discussions on the identities and roles of pracademics predominantly occur in Western contexts but
also referred to the study of Chaaban et al. (2021), contributing to understanding the identity rene-
gotiation of pracademics working in multiple contexts in an Arab setting. The broadening discourse
on the role of pracademics reflects a growing acceptance of the term and recognition of the
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necessity for collaborative efforts between academia and practice in addressing complex challenges
across various professions.

Powell et al. (2018) emphasised the longstanding use of the term, engaged in a literature review
on pracademics, and proposed different definitions related to shifting roles in practitioner - aca-
demic relationships. They identified three definitional dimensions related to the work of praca-
demics. The first dimension highlights the collaborative and research-oriented relationship
character between academics and practitioners, applying to communities of academics interested
in practical concerns and practitioners who are reflexive and seek to implement based on research.
The second definition focuses on the identity and role of individuals engaged as both practitioners
and researchers. The third definition specifically emphasises the role of pracademics as translators
and knowledge brokers between the research community and practitioners (65).

The first case study of this manuscript aligns with the second definitional category outlined by
Powell et al. (2018), emphasising the endeavours of an individual concurrently engaged as a
researcher and practitioner. The guiding principle of the Center for International Migration (CIM),
an initiative under the aegis of the Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Internationale Zusammenarbeit
(German International Cooperation, GIZ), encapsulates the ethos with the slogan “one person
makes a difference”. This articulation underscores the pivotal role of singular individuals in facilitat-
ing a nexus of perspectives, orchestrating knowledge exchange, and fostering dialogues among
diverse stakeholders. Such conceptualisation of the GIZ-CIM expert’s role harmonises effectively
with Posner’'s (2009) characterisation of pracademics as adaptable, boundary-spanning brokers,
and cross-pressured actors, fulfilling indispensable roles in translating, coordinating, and aligning
perspectives across multiple constituencies (Posner 2009, 16).

The second case study, centred on the execution of a research, dialogue, and community empow-
erment initiative in the Middle East region, funded by a Christian donor, is best situated within the
first definitional category but also connects to the third category. This program was initiated by a
collective of individuals who commenced a collaborative, research-oriented venture in support of
the Arab Christian community in the Middle East. Inception was facilitated by a non-profit initiative
comprised of religious leaders, academics, and community practitioners, and presently, it finds a host
in a Palestinian university.

The evolving discourse on pracademia acknowledges that the traditional boundaries between
theory and practice are porous, necessitating boundary-spanners that are tasked with navigating
this convergence, drawing from their academic insights while responding to changing demands
of real-world development scenarios. Powell et al. (2018) acknowledge that despite a number of
widely accepted overarching and mutually beneficial goals, types of collaborations between aca-
demics and practitioners include many challenges.

In sum, the literature underscores the potential of pracademics to facilitate multi-stakeholder dia-
logues, offering a unique platform for diverse perspectives to converge. By engaging with stake-
holders from academia, non-governmental organisations, governmental bodies, and local
communities, pracademics can contribute to the co-creation of knowledge that is not only theoreti-
cally robust but also practically relevant. This collaborative approach is seen as instrumental in
addressing the complex, context-specific challenges that characterise international cooperation
and development initiatives.

However, the literature also recognises the inherent tensions within the pracademic space. Aca-
demic institutions and development organisations often operate with distinct objectives, timelines,
and expectations, leading to potential conflicts. The challenge lies in finding a delicate balance
between academic rigour and the urgency of development work. Moreover, pracademics are con-
fronted with the complexities of navigating cultural contexts and world regions, where one-size-
fits-all solutions are rarely applicable.

In exploring the potentials and limitations of the work of pracademics, this paper contributes to
ongoing discourses and dialogue surrounding effective strategies for bridging the gap between aca-
demia and development practice. It fills a gap in literature by also addressing issues of sustainability
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of collaborations between key stakeholders involving pracademics in collaborative endeavours. The
case studies presented herein offer valuable insights into the intricate dynamics at play, providing
insights for understanding how pracademics can navigate the divergent perspectives and expec-
tations that define their roles in the realm of international and development cooperation and
how difficult it is to sustain efforts of collaboration in challenging international cooperation contexts.
As outlined in the introduction, the political landscape in the regions covered by the case studies has
shifted significantly, underscoring their unique value in retrospect. Today’s environment would limit
pracademics’ ability to engage similarly with diverse stakeholders, whether in China or in the West
Bank and parts of Lebanon. The challenges impacting international cooperation vary considerably
across these cases: in China, heightened nationalism and the increased role of the party in academic
settings have raised questions about the feasibility and risks of research partnerships. There is active
debate on the implications of collaborating with China amidst geopolitical and geoeconomic ten-
sions, with some emphasising increased risks (DAAD 2024) while others highlight the detrimental
impact of reduced cooperation on scientific advancement (Thomas 2024). Meanwhile, escalating
conflict in the Middle East has led to temporary suspensions or redirection of international
cooperation projects, a situation that research has yet to fully address.

This paper specifically focuses on the stakeholders involved in the case studies during the period
of collaboration with the expert, providing an in-depth examination of their interactions within
defined contexts. Due to the paper’s scope and length, it does not engage extensively with the
broader political sensitivities of these contexts. The academic literature already offers substantial
insights into China’s environmental and climate policies, explored through diverse disciplinary
and scholarly lenses, to which the author has contributed in previous works (Kuhn 2015; 2018;
Kuhn and Zhang 2014). Notably, China’s models of environmental authoritarianism and governance
have attracted considerable scholarly attention (Beeson 2016; Chen, Feng, and Sun 2024; Gilley
2012; Zhang and Moca 2023; Zhigao et al. 2023).

Methodology

This research employs a qualitative case study design to delve into the challenges and opportunities
faced by pracademics in the context of international and development cooperation. The methodo-
logical choice aligns with Yin’s (2009) recommendation for a case study design when addressing
questions pertaining to “how”. According to Yin (2009), case studies are particularly suited for this
investigation as they facilitate an in-depth exploration of the intricate dynamics inherent in the pra-
cademic space, thereby providing a comprehensive understanding of the phenomena within their
authentic, real-world context.

To ensure an examination of diverse challenges and opportunities faced by pracademics, two dis-
tinct cases were purposively selected. The selection criteria prioritise cases that manifest different
cultural contexts, geographical locations, and project types. Data were gathered through obser-
vations and interactions with former colleagues in the first case study, while the second case
study involved data collection during an evaluation assignment and through informal discussions
with various stakeholders involved in conference and project management. Key informants in this
research were project partners engaged in international development cooperation and dialogue.
The study adhered to the principles of beneficence and non-maleficence in its engagement with dia-
logue partners and stakeholders.

In order to triangulate the information obtained from interviews, relevant documents, such as
conference and project reports, academic publications, and organisational policies, were systemati-
cally analysed. This multifaceted approach enhances the robustness and reliability of the research
findings.

The uniqueness of these case studies lies in their illustration of the complex, multifaceted role of
pracademics in bridging the often-divergent realms of academia and practical implementation,
especially within politically sensitive contexts. As noted earlier, these case studies are time sensitive,
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given the evolving political landscapes in both China and, notably, the West Bank. The first case in
China underscores the dual identity of the author as both a professor at Xiamen University and a
senior expert in German international cooperation in China. This case exemplifies how a single individ-
ual can act as a catalyst for knowledge exchange, dialogue, and coordination among diverse stake-
holders, effectively embodying the “one person makes a difference” ethos promoted by the Center
for International Migration (CIM). The second case study, on the other hand, focuses on a collaborative
program supporting Arab Christian communities in the Middle East, initiated by a group of religious
leaders, academics, and practitioners. This initiative, hosted by a Palestinian university and funded
by a Christian donor, demonstrates the potential of pracademics to navigate and align the priorities
of both academic and practical domains, thereby facilitating meaningful and impactful community
engagement. Both cases uniquely highlight the indispensable role of pracademics as boundary-span-
ners, capable of translating and reconciling differing perspectives in challenging environments.

The credibility of the research is supported by extensive dialogue with stakeholders, ensuring an
informed and balanced analysis. Transferability is evident as the findings from the case studies in
China and the Middle East offer insights that can be applied to similar contexts in international
and development cooperation. The dependability of the research is reinforced by the consistent
focus on the challenges faced by pracademics across diverse settings, while confirmability is
achieved through the use of empirical case studies that allow for the validation of the conclusions
drawn, minimising researcher subjectivity.

Case studies

Case 1: partnership of Xiamen University, German International Cooperation, and the
state government of Rhineland-Palatinate

The first case study discusses the author’s work at the crossroads of research, teaching, multi-stake-
holder dialogue, and consulting work in Xiamen in the years 2011-2013. Xiamen, historically known
as Amoy, is a prominent low-carbon coastal city of four million in Fujian province in the South of
China, which hosts a national top-level university. It is a major national tourist attraction due to
its beautiful white beaches, favourable subtropical climate conditions, and a number of famous cul-
tural heritages. The Xiamen University School of Public Affairs showed interest in cooperating with
Germany'’s development cooperation agency and engaging deeper in environmental and climate
policies with the involvement of diverse stakeholders, aligning with their plans to open a new
School of Public Policy. Concurrently, the author served as a resident university professor in the
School of Public Affairs specialising in environmental policies and social governance, with a
specific focus on climate action and multi-stakeholder partnerships in the field of climate policy
implementation. The full professor position of the author was jointly funded by the Xiamen Univer-
sity and the Centrum for International Migration, a program of GIZ (German International
Cooperation), Germany's International Cooperation Agency with a global workforce exceeding
20,000 employees. Additionally, the German province of Rhineland-Palatinate, which is a sister pro-
vince of Fujian province in China, provided co-funding for the position, seeking the author’s involve-
ment as a dialogue partner for climate action stakeholders within their province, encompassing
government departments, businesses, and non-governmental organisations.

The author was able to acquaint colleagues and students at the Xiamen University with good
practices of circular economy initiatives and climate policymaking in Germany, with a focus on
multi-stakeholder dialogues and contributions from non-governmental organisations, especially in
the field of climate education. The German side was eager to learn about climate governance and
multi-stakeholder dialogues in Xiamen. A German political foundation funded a research project
on climate governance in Xiamen involving the author and colleagues of Xiamen University.

All three parties held high expectations regarding the integration of academic research with
multi-stakeholder dialogue and project work in the field of climate action. The author encountered
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several challenges in reconciling differing perspectives and expectations. Apart from fulfilling teach-
ing responsibilities, the university was interested in the author’s academic publication activities in
esteemed peer-reviewed journals. Conversely, GIZ was less interested in academic publications
and prioritised reaching out to government officials and multiple stakeholders engaged in environ-
mental and climate action with the purpose of fostering connections with government officials and
other stakeholders, including non-profit organisations, to expand GIZ's network of Chinese partners
invested in German - Chinese development cooperation. The German provincial government of Rhi-
neland-Palatinate, expected the author to host and entertain various delegations from their pro-
vince, especially those keen on learning about successful low-carbon development practices in
Xiamen, and to meet government officials and Chinese non-governmental organisations to glean
insights on effective climate education and low-carbon policies, particularly in waste management
and the promotion of circular economy.

A significant achievement during the author’s tenure was the co-organisation of a three-day
follow-up conference to the United Nations Rio + 20 conference. This event took place in Xiamen
in December 2012 and included two workshops and visits to waste management facilities in the
region. Notably, the conference garnered support and funding from five Chinese Ministries, one
German Ministry, the German consulate, and German foundations.

The exchange of ideas and practices between German and Chinese academics and practitioners
strengthened commitments of many conference participants to promote partnerships and actions in
the field of circular economy, environmental protection, and climate education. The multinational
stock-market listed company TOMRA Recycling, which has a strong presence in Germany and in
the province of Rhineland-Palatinate, participated in the conference from the business side. It has
played a pivotal role in the implementation of automatic sorting at the Municipal Solid Waste
(MSW) plant in Xiamen. TOMRA sorting machines were successfully adapted to the challenging
sorting requirements of the Xiamen Alee plant (TOMRA n.d.). The Green Cross Association, a
Chinese non-governmental organisation founded in 1999 and led by internationally connected
environmental activist MA Tiannan, played a significant role in environmental and climate education
in China. However, the organisation was dissolved in 2018 following conflicts between MA and local
authorities. Subsequently, she embarked on a new path as a world traveller.

While the conference and workshops were deemed highly successful by Xiamen University and the
participants from China and Germany, the subsequent follow-up encountered challenges, especially
related to different expectations about the continuation of the multi-stakeholder dialogue and the
author’s priority areas of work. The three parties involved in co-financing the author's position at
the Xiamen University — the School of Public Affairs at Xiamen University, GIZ, and the provincial gov-
ernment of Rhineland-Palatinate - all considered the conference a landmark achievement after the first
contractual year. However, they had different expectations how to build on this successful event.

Xiamen University regarded the conference as a pivotal event in the process of identifying new
areas of research and teaching, thereby exemplifying its dedication to international collaboration.
However, the university did not intend solely to deepen relations with German partners; rather, it
aspired to incorporate perspectives from diverse countries and global regions, thereby achieving
a balanced approach to its international cooperation initiatives. Given their limited human resources,
they were not very eager to engage in many deeper exchanges with stakeholders in Germany,
especially with organisations outside academia.

The German stakeholders sought to expeditiously capitalise on the successful conduct of the con-
ference, aiming to intensify collaboration with Xiamen University and other stakeholders in Xiamen,
particularly government officials but also non-governmental organisations. Notably, government
officials from the Xiamen municipality who attended the conference exhibited interest in internally
reviewing some of the practices and technological options discussed during the event. However, they
displayed a degree of reservation towards some German organisations, not accustomed to engaging
extensively with academics and practitioners from Germany. They had some reservations towards
facilitating or supporting dialogue involving German and Chinese non-governmental organisations.
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During the post-conference period, the German side anticipated the author to focus more on
liaison efforts and outreach to Chinese stakeholders, including government offices. Simultaneously,
the university expected the author and colleagues involved in the conference to revert to their aca-
demic core responsibilities, prioritising joint scholarly publications during the remaining contractual
period.

A significant challenge arose due to the imposed limitation of the contractual period, capped at a
maximum of two years, as a result of the German Government’s decision to phase out the CIM
program in China for mainly political reasons. The program was funded by the German Ministry
of Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ), known by the public as the Ministry of Develop-
ment Cooperation. Given China’s economic growth and political assertiveness, the program became
increasingly subject to mounting criticism in Germany even though CIM experts were co-financed by
Chinese institutions, and some other jointly funded Sino-German environmental and legal
cooperation programs continued to be implemented in China.

At the conclusion of the two-year contractual term, it became apparent that the author’s time was
insufficient to meet the varied expectations of stakeholders involved in the conference and other
forms of collaboration that the author had facilitated. Subsequently, the author returned to
Germany upon completing the two-year assignment at Xiamen University. Back in Germany, the
author encountered challenges in securing a senior position at a German university immediately
but found employment as senior expert with a consulting firm specialised in international and devel-
opment cooperation. However, this firm had limited involvement with China.

Several years later, the author, in his capacity as adjunct professor at a German university and free-
lance international cooperation consultant returned to Xiamen University several times in the aca-
demic summer term, focusing on delivering master’'s and bachelor’s courses on topics related to
sustainability and climate policies, which overlapped with the author’s previous research and teach-
ing portfolio at Xiamen University. Apart from one conference organised by an urban environmental
management institute in Xiamen in 2019, there were few opportunities for the author to reengage
with government officials in Xiamen.

In the interim, the official German development cooperation policy underwent changes marked
by reduced development cooperation with China. However, cooperation in the field of climate
change is still continuing and even expanding in the context of the MoU signed between the
German and Chinese governments on the establishment of a dialogue and cooperation mechanisms
on climate change, and the green transformation in June 2023 (BMWK 2023; Kuhn 2024). Chinese
universities’ policies towards collaboration with foreign experts have gradually shifted, with an erst-
while open and keen interest in cooperation with Germany and EU countries giving way to more
cautious attitudes. These shifts were influenced by growing political sensitivities about the role of
foreign professors in Chinese academic institutions. It remains, however, difficult to make generalis-
ations across disciplines and countries. There is still a significant number of foreign professors
working at Chinese universities.

Case 2: partnership involving Dar al Kalima (DAK) University, Bethlehem; the Christian
charity Bread for the World; and churches in Sweden and the United States of America

The second case introduces a regional development cooperation program specifically designed to
support Arab Christian communities in the Middle East. The author participated in two comprehen-
sive evaluations of the program, initially, in May/June 2019, and subsequently, in August/September
2024, shortly before the escalation of the Israeli - Palestinian conflict into open warfare. Prior to these
evaluations, the author had already collaborated with both Israeli and Palestinian academic insti-
tutions and other organisations.

Arab Christianity, rooted in the early centuries of the Christian faith, represents a diverse theological
tradition. Arab Christians primarily belong to Eastern Orthodox, Oriental Orthodox, Catholic, and Protes-
tant denominations and have contributed significantly to Christian theology, particularly in areas such as
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Christology, ecclesiology, and liturgy (Pacini 1999). Mitri Raheb, Founder and President of DAK University
in Bethlehem and the most widely published Palestinian theologian, has authored and edited works
addressing the situation of Christians within the broader sociopolitical context of the Middle
East (Raheb 2021, 2023, Raheb and Lampert 2020). His recent publication, In the Eye of the Storm
(Raheb 2023), examines the challenges faced by twenty-first-century Middle Eastern Christians in Pales-
tine, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, and Egypt.

The regional program run by DAK derived significant benefits from the active participation of pra-
cademics, primarily serving as program leaders based at DAK in the city of Bethlehem and working as
program managers from Lebanon, and the author, who contributed as an evaluator on two separate
occasions. Diyar, a non-profit organisation affiliated with Dar-al-Kalima University in Bethlehem,
Palestine, had initiated the program with substantial financial support from Bread for the World
(BfdW), a prominent German Christian charity. Additional funding came from the Church of
Sweden, with a minor contribution from the United Church of Christ in the United States of
America (USA). Currently, the program is directly administered by DAK University in Bethlehem
and implemented by the Christian Academic Forum for Citizenship in the Arab World (CAFCAW),
which was established as a platform where academics and practitioners could collaboratively
design and implement program activities. From its inception, CAFCAW garnered considerable atten-
tion from researchers and development practitioners in the Middle East region, who showed interest
in questions concerning the relationship between religion and state, as well as those researching,
supporting, or promoting citizenship concepts inspired and motivated by faith. Many participants
of the program and its regional and national conferences and workshops sought to make a distinc-
tive impact recognising that the promotion of citizenship concepts is predominantly undertaken by
organisations specialising in human rights and secular groups. CAFCAW differentiates itself by com-
prehensively incorporating religious belief into its approach.

In the context of this program, the collaboration between academics and practitioners has flour-
ished over many years. The program addressed themes of high relevance to Christian communities
and religious minorities in the Middle East, including Southwestern Asia and North Africa, in an
inclusive way. Activities evolved around academic publications and reports, regional conferences,
national-level workshops, round tables, community-level initiatives, and frequent personal
exchanges. The activities resonated very well among conference and workshop participants and
within the Arab Christian community in the region. Implemented over a substantial period (more
than 15 years), the program involved a significant number of local, regional, and international part-
ners, encompassing both academic and practitioner domains. BfdW has been the major donor and
continues to support the program through its “Churches Aid Churches” initiative.

The program’s theory of change revolved around three key objectives: by contributing to dis-
course and narratives, providing guidance, and supporting community-based actions, the
program aimed to strengthen Arab Christian identities in the region. It sought to empower these
communities based on Christian faith, deeply reflected moral and intellectual convictions, all
within the framework of solidarity and peaceful coexistence (Kuhn 2023).

The program'’s three aspects reflected its positioning as a research, dialogue, and community
empowerment initiative.

(1) The formal public discourse, particularly in academia and culture, incorporates the narrative of
Christian communities and religious minorities.

(2) Christian women and youth in the Middle East implement community initiatives aligned with the
UN'’s Sustainable Development Goals #5 (Gender Equality) and #16 (to Promote Just, Peaceful,
and Inclusive Societies).

(3) Sensitized target groups connect ecumenically on regional and global levels by exchanging
research results, fostering social innovation aligned with SDGs 5 and 6, and participating in
CAFCAW conferences. (Dar al-Kalima University College of Arts and Culture 2019, 1).
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Despite challenges, such as the dispersion of Arab Christians across different countries (Akroush
2021) and travel restrictions for many Arab Christians in the region, the Religion & State program
successfully facilitated exchanges of people and ideas, strengthened the sense of belonging
among Arab Christians, and made contributions to empowering Christian communities in the
region. Attention was paid to diversity, particularly with regard to the participation of women and
youths. Notably, a woman Muslim academic from Canada joined the Steering Committee, and the
majority of students at DAK University are Muslims.

The program disseminated valuable information on Arab Christian communities in the Middle
East region through reports, book publications, and conferences. The author engaged with the
program twice for evaluation purposes. The pracademic background of the author was found
helpful in bridging perspectives between stakeholders of different backgrounds. The evaluation
involved talks with the program leaderships, representatives of the donors, academic institutes
and researchers in different countries, and activists at different levels, including at the community
level. Despite cultural differences and divergent expectations, stakeholders found common
ground to address vital issues related to promoting Arab Christian identity and to lay the ground-
work for community support and empowerment actions in various localities.

However, discussions also revealed some challenges arising from diverging managerial expec-
tations among academics, practitioners, and the German charity BfdW. While the DAK University
in Bethlehem prioritised research outputs and publications, BfdW was more interested in tangible
community-level results. The author, recruited by DAK University, conducted the evaluation based
on OECD DAC criteria and specific questions formulated by the contractor. Attention was paid to
jointly agreed monitoring indicators. It was difficult but eventually possible to agree on joint indi-
cators for monitoring the progress of the program. The author’s background as a pracademic was
especially helpful in moderating joint efforts of academics and practitioners in program
implementation.

The COVID-19 pandemic necessitated lockdown measures, profoundly impacting the execution
of the regional program, particularly in terms of organising conferences and community-based
activities. Despite these challenges, the program adapted by implementing digital strategies and sol-
utions to the best extent possible. In the assessment conducted in September 2023, the program
received positive evaluations. However, the recent escalation of the conflict between Israel and
Palestine has once again cast doubt on the sustainability of the program.

In October 2023, the Gaza-based Hamas perpetrated brutal acts, including the killing and kidnap-
ping of Israeli citizens. Consequently, Israel declared war on Hamas, initiating extensive military oper-
ations in the Gaza Strip and certain areas of the West Bank which killed several thousands of
Palestinians. Movement restrictions were imposed in Bethlehem and other Palestinian towns in
the West Bank, contributing to an overall escalation of violence in the region. The reverberations
of the conflict extended beyond the immediate area, impacting the entire Middle East and
beyond. The repercussions of the war reached as far as Germany, a nation that identifies itself as
a steadfast supporter of the state of Israel. This led to a re-evaluation of German development
cooperation with Palestine, bringing it under scrutiny in light of the escalation of the conflict.

In summary, the program stands as an exemplary illustration of diverse entities collaboratively
engaging in research, dialogue, and community initiatives to support vulnerable Arab Christian com-
munities in a conflict-ridden region. It provided a structured framework for conducting faith-based
research and development activities across disparate countries. The active participation of commu-
nity workers in the conferences was highly esteemed, leading to proposals for additional funding to
facilitate follow-up activities at the community level.

The eruption of violence in the region, coupled with the cascading repercussions of conflict
dynamics in Germany, has cast a shadow of uncertainty over the program'’s sustainability. Although
these developments may not be prototypical of the environments in which pracademics typically
operate, it is noteworthy that conflict scenarios frequently exert an impact on development
cooperation programs.
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Pracademics, who navigate diverse institutions, often demonstrate a heightened level of geo-
graphical and institutional mobility. This mobility is driven by their dedication to bridging per-
spectives and engaging in dialogues with a myriad of stakeholders to instigate processes of
change. In the context of the State and Religion program, pracademics involved in the collabor-
ation encountered numerous travel restrictions due to political reasons. The escalation of the
conflict between Israel and Palestine jeopardised the sustainability of the program and the pra-
cademics’ work. The program’s continuity is intricately tied to the support provided by Christian
donors in Europe and the United States, who must justify their support in politically sensitive
contexts within their home countries.

Results/discussion

Both case studies provide valuable insights into the various benefits and challenges experienced by
pracademics and their stakeholders in collaborative settings. The focuses of the collaborations in
China and the Middle East differ significantly, and both are time sensitive, as outlined above, due
to the shifting political landscapes. Despite this sensitivity, the findings from the author’s engage-
ments with academic institutions and development organisations remain relevant for understanding
the typical potentials, challenges, and dilemmas inherent in pracademic work.

Some of the outcomes of the case studies align with the findings of Powell et al. (2018), who
underscored the manifold advantages derived from collaborations between practitioners and aca-
demics: “Such collaborations are resulting in higher awareness of and appreciation for ‘pracademics’,
bridging the ivory tower and the world of practice for the benefit of communities” (Powell et al. 2018,

62).

Table 1. First case study/Benefits and challenges of key stakeholders.

Benefits

Challenges

Chinese university

German International
Cooperation Agency

Province of Germany

Expert with
pracademic
background

exposure to innovations and good practices
in environmental and climate policies from
Germany

enhanced awareness and knowledge on
circular economy and climate action research
in Germany

gained knowledge on climate governance in
a Chinese city

strengthened in-country networks

enhanced awareness and knowledge on
country context

access to potential project partners

strengthened network and enhanced
visibility in partner province

growing awareness of cooperation with
partner province in Germany among business
community and academia

access to data and institutions in China for
research purposes

valuable inputs for teaching at the university
networking with companies and non-profit
organisations

international visibility and recognition as
academic and practitioner

additional workload as host of major
international multi-donor conference (limited
human resources)

continued high workload through follow-up
networking requests (time management)
addressing inquiries on cooperation with
foreign stakeholders outside university towards
political authorities (party secretary)

matching German development cooperation
agendas with interests and priorities of
academic stakeholders

making use of emerging opportunities with
Chinese partners through the pracademic
within a limited time

justifying engagement and investments in
Chinese sister province to taxpayers and the
critical public in Germany

multiple and diverse requests for follow-up
work (time management issues)

justifying agenda and priority setting in relation
to cooperation with German international
cooperation agency within school (university
department)

feeling undervalued in capacity as a researcher
short-term perspective

Source: author’s compilation.
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Table 2. Second case study/Benefits and challenges.

Benefits

Challenges

Palestinian
university

Christian charity

Christian churches in
Europe and US

Artists and
community
activists

Expert with
pracademic
background

enhanced impact and visibility of research
at community level

acquisition of project management skills
in the field of development cooperation

access to funding support

international networking

visibility for the university

access to vulnerable Christian
communities in region with persistent
deprivations and threats

networking with Christian communities
across Middle East and within countries

access to Arab Christian communities
networking with Christian communities
across Middle East and within countries

inspiration
visibility and networking
access to funding

access to knowledge, data, and
institutions for own research and teaching
networking in the region

visibility and recognition as academic and
practitioner

academic research and publications not sufficiently
valued by all stakeholders

program management challenges due to travel
restrictions in the region

burdensome monitoring and reporting requirements
by donor agency

security issues

practical community empowerment activities not
sufficiently prioritised by all stakeholders
management challenges due to conflicts and wars in
the region

political sensitivity of engagement in conflict region
back home

security issues

relevance of international cooperation for growth
and support of faith community back home (Sweden
and USA) needs to be justified

political sensitivity of engagement in conflict region
back home

security issues

limited support and funding for engagement of
community workers and artists in the project context
(niche role)

feeling undervalued in their capacity as artists
security issues

program activities outside core area of own research
and teaching agenda

political sensitivity of engagement in conflict region
back home

feeling undervalued in capacity as researcher

Source: Author’s compilation.

It is evident that many stakeholders in both cases benefitted from the cooperation with praca-

demics through better access to new partners, exposure to innovations and good practices,
enhanced context knowledge, cooperation with communities in practice, and diverse institutions
in and outside academia in their efforts to bring about social change. However, the examination
of benefits and challenges has also elucidated some difficulties for pracademics themselves. The
risk is high that they suffer from an undervaluation in both academic and practical spheres. One
of the main challenges for pracademics lies in reconciling and managing divergent expectations
of stakeholders. This becomes evident in the process of agenda setting involving diverse
stakeholders.

The two tables above illustrate the benefits and challenges experienced by stakeholders from
various perspectives, encompassing viewpoints from diverse institutions as well as those of praca-
demics themselves. While these perspectives may be tailored to specific projects, countries, or
regions, they nonetheless unveil common advantages and obstacles inherent in engagements
with pracademics (Tables 1 and 2).

As development and international cooperation span diverse sectors, countries, and global
regions, involving various institutions, it is crucial to acknowledge the inherent limitations of this
research, primarily grounded in two case studies. While these case studies provide valuable
insights, some of the advantages and challenges faced by academics may not be universally appli-
cable to other international cooperation projects. However, the nature of their work often revolves
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around project-specific, short-term, or mid-term endeavours. A significant yet often overlooked chal-
lenge for pracademics, inadequately addressed in existing literature, is the prevalence of short-
termism.

As illustrated in the first case study, the benefits of collaboration and the heightened recognition
and visibility of pracademics were not sustainable, both at institutional and individual levels. Navi-
gating from one contract or project to the next remains a persistent challenge due to uncertainties
related to shifting political landscapes and international cooperation contexts, along with funding
limitations. Building a career based on the dual identity of pracademics and collaboration across
different institutions poses particular difficulties. Despite acting as intermediaries and navigators
between institutions, pracademics are rarely considered for leadership positions within institutions,
both within and outside academia.

Fowler et al. (2023) have identified the career pathways of pracademics as a research area worthy
of further exploration. They acknowledge that pracademic career paths entail both costs and
benefits, influenced by factors such as job security, promotion, and tenure criteria. The authors rec-
ommend additional studies to track career progression, examining elements like salary trajectories
compared to those of “conventional” academics (4).

Conclusion

This research aimed to enhance our understanding of the role of pracademics in international and
development cooperation. Despite the likelihood of numerous pracademics working in this field, lit-
erature on their roles and experiences remains limited. Fowler et al. (2023) rightly observed a lack of
reflection and efforts concerning pracademics’ traits and roles in the multi-disciplinary field of global
development, contrasting with the attention given to the field of higher education. The two case
studies provided insights into the work of pracademics in different contexts, delving into the com-
plexities of bridging academic roles with the interests of development cooperation agencies in pol-
itically charged situations. While the cases in China and the Middle East are distinct and time
sensitive and also represent different arrangements and resist comparative analysis, some
common conclusions can be drawn from the analysis.

From the perspectives of academic institutions and researchers, cooperation with pracademics
offers multiple benefits, such as gaining knowledge about real-world innovations and good practices,
accessing new networks, obtaining funding support, and enhancing the impact and visibility of
research. However, typical challenges include conflicts of agenda setting and deviations from core uni-
versity functions, consisting of maximising publication outputs and teaching inputs. In collaborations
with non-academic institutions, research-based publications are sometimes not sufficiently valued by
all stakeholders, leading researchers to feel undervalued. If funding is provided by non-academic
donors, donor-specific monitoring and reporting requirements may pose additional burdens.

From the perspective of non-academic institutions and practitioners, collaboration with aca-
demics may yield many benefits, especially related to inspiration, knowledge creation, and
context knowledge. However, typical challenges in projects involving pracademics lie in diverging
priorities between practitioners and academics. Academics often focus more on specific topics
and prioritise high-quality publication outputs in peer-reviewed journals, while practitioners work
based on short-term key performance indicators that often do not include publications.

A major challenge for collaborations involving pracademics is sustainability. Although the
benefits of such collaborations are largely recognised and realised in the context of many projects,
institutionalising these collaborations beyond specific projects or contractual terms remains challen-
ging. Planning a career as a pracademic is difficult, as it heavily depends on emerging opportunities
and favourable attitudes of individuals within both academic and non-academic institutions. Fur-
thermore, the two distinct case studies in China and the Middle East illustrate how shifts in the exter-
nal political environment can impact international cooperation - gradually, in China’s case, and more
abruptly in the Middle East.
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