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The sector of Higher education 
 
The landscape of tertiary education has been dramatically changing. As any other sector, the 
world of higher education institutions has been shaped by the transformations in the socio-econ-
omic context. In Europe, and worldwide, the size of the higher-education sector has been growing 
tremendously, both in terms of the number of universities and pool of students.  
Today, higher education institutions operate in a complex environment: first, they are heavily 
regulated by government, and are subject to the external evaluation of a broad set of third parties 
such as national evaluation bodies, international accreditation bodies and international rankings. 
Second, as universities are an important driver for domestic and international growth, countries 
are more and more actively competing for the increasing number of mobile students looking to 
study abroad. According to OECD data, with 6.1 million students worldwide that enrolled in a 
study program abroad in 2019, the magnitude of international mobility has more than doubled 
since 20071. Globalization and digitization made students around the world more aware of the 
quality of higher education institutions, and, not surprisingly, the top destinations of foreign stu-
dents are top-ranked universities. These phenomena, together with the resulting “massification” 
of the educational offer, are making the market for students increasingly competitive, which de-
mands a more entrepreneurial response from university. 
Such a hypercompetitive scenario places a lot of pressures on universities, with the ability to at-
tract international students being one of the key indicators to evaluate the performance of higher 
education institutions. Italy is not an exception. 
In 2021, Italy has 98 active higher education institutions, 31 of which are private institutions: 20 
universities and 11 online universities2. In ten years, from the academic year 2010/2011 to 2020-
2021, the number of new yearly enrolments (i.e., students with Italian citizenship enrolling for 
the first time at an Italian university – masters excluded) in all the Italian universities has grown 
by 14,55% (from 288.876 to 330.898), and the number of new yearly enrolments of foreign students 
in the same institutions increased by 37,88% in the same period (from 12.846 to 17.712). In this scen-
ario, the different universities in Italy had heterogeneous performances, with some growing faster 
than the others. One of the universities standing out the most in the Italian landscape is Luiss 
University, which registered an increase in the number of new enrolments by 39,29% against the 
overall national increase of 14,55%, and a growth of 243,48% in the number of the new yearly en-
rolments of foreign students against an overall national growth of 37.88% (figure 1). 

Setting the Scene

1. Source: https://www.oecd.org/education/education-at-a-glance/. 
2. Source: http://dati.ustat.miur.it/.
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Figure 1. Number of student enrolled in the first year per Department (Bachelor’s and Single-cycle 
degrees) 
Source: http://dati.ustat.miur.it 
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Luiss, Libera Università Internazionale degli Studi Sociali Guido Carli, is a private University 
based in Rome, Italy. It was established by group of companies and governmental entities on the 
ashes of a pre-existing religious studies university, Pro Deo, between 1974 and 1978. As the econ-
omic boom of the 70’s was primarily exploding in northern Italy, the aim was propelling growth 
and prosperity in central and southern Italy through excellence in higher education and post-
graduate studies. The vision was to make Luiss the center of entrepreneurial initiatives and in-
novation, a place to groom the managers of the future who could then power economic and social 
growth. 
Specialized in social sciences, Luiss has four Departments, namely Business and Management, 
Economics and Finance, Law, and Political Science, and four Schools for graduate and profes-
sional studies: the Luiss Business School, the School of Government, the School of Law, and the 
School of European Political Economy. Luiss has 13 research centers, and premises, including 
headquarters, campuses and innovation hubs, on 12 locations.  
Luiss’ organization is a beating heart with a bipartite soul: the academic/educational side is 
placed under the Rector and the administrative side under the Managing Director (Figure 2). 
With such an organization, Luiss University has been growing fast (figure 1 and 3) and, as an-
ticipated, registered a strongly positive trend in internationalization (table 1). In the period from 
Academic year 2017-2018 to 2019-20, the number of double degrees and exchange partnerships 
with foreign institutions registered an increase of 75% (going from 28 to 49), the number of foreign 
students went up by 76,73% (from 159 to 281), and the number of inbound and outbound mobility 
students under exchange programs increased by 29,14% and 27,68% respectively (incoming stu-
dents went up from 580 to 749, and outbound students from 737 to 941)3. 
The growth of Luiss is mirrored in international rankings. In the QS World University Rankings 
2021, Luiss ranked among the 50 best universities in the world for political and international 
studies, gaining 90 positions in the global area of Social Sciences (among the top 5 in Italy), per-
petuating its development path over the years (table 2). 
For its Master’s Degree in Management offered by the Department of Business and Management, 
in 2021, Luiss ranked among the Top 100 masters in management programs in 76th place of the 
Financial Times Ranking (90th in 2019, and 83rd in 2020)4.  
The rules of competition require organizations to innovate and change for them to be able of mov-
ing ahead of competitors, and higher education institutions, as organizations, are not exempted 
from this requirement. Despite the results achieved so far, in order to sustain or even accelerate 
its growth path, it is no surprise that Luiss must innovate. There are many ways through which 
organizations can explore the frontier of innovation, and one of them is by launching vanguard 

Luiss University

3. Relazione annuale dell’Ufficio Studi e Valutazione 2020 – Ottobre 2020 – https://www.luiss.it/ateneo/studi-e-
valutazione/relazione-annuale-dellufficio-studi. 

4. https://rankings.ft.com/schools/163/luiss-university/rankings/5/masters-in-management-2021/ranking-
data.
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projects. A vanguard project, according to Tim Brady and Andrew Davies5, is a project that is con-
ducted to experiment with new activities and to help an organization getting ready for change. 
Such a project is often organized as a pilot, kept at a certain distance from the mainstream or-
ganization. If the project is successful, the change can be implemented at a larger scale. If not, 
the organization will at least have learned from the experiment. 

THE CASE OF LUISS UNIVERSITY

5. Brady, T., & Davies, A. (2004). Building project capabilities: from exploratory to exploitative learning. Organization 
studies, 25(9), 1601-1621.
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Figure 3. Number of student enrolled in the first year per Department (Bachelor’s and Single-cycle 
degrees)  
Source: Relazione annuale dell’Ufficio Studi e Valutazione 2020 – Ottobre 2020 – https:// 
www.luiss.it/ateneo/studi-e-valutazione/relazione-annuale-dellufficio-studi 
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Luiss 2019/2020 2018/2019 2017/2018

Double degree and partnerships 49 41 28

Number of foreign students 281 204 159

Inbound mobility (exchange programs) 749 677 580

Outbound mobility (exchange programs) 941 900 737

Degrees 14 13 12

Courses 41 37 37

Internships offered 3245 3071 2668

Table 1. Some figures about Luiss University in the last three academic years. 
Source: Relazione annuale dell’Ufficio Studi e Valutazione 2020 – Ottobre 2020 – 
https://www.luiss.it/ateneo/studi-e-valutazione/relazione-annuale-dellufficio-studi

Luiss QS 2021 QS 2020 QS 2019 QS 2018 QS 2017

Social Sciences and Management (overall) 181 269 261 302 332

Politics and International studies 48 51-100 51-100 51-100 101-150

Business and Management 105 151-200 201-250 201-250

Law and Legal studies 101-150 151-200 201-250 251-300 251-300

Accounting and Finance 101-150 201-250 251-300

Econimics & Econometrics 201-250 251-300 201-250 251-300 251-300

Table 2. Luiss University in the QS World University Rankings by subject. 
Source: Relazione annuale dell’Ufficio Studi e Valutazione 2020 – Ottobre 2020 – 
https://www.luiss.it/ateneo/studi-e-valutazione/relazione-annuale-dellufficio-studi
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The Capital Master 
 
In 2017, Luiss started working on a brand new internationalization project, aimed at creating a 
new, innovative exchange agreement for the formation of a triple degree program that started to 
be known as the Capital Master. 
 
The Capital Master, a very ambitious project owing its name to the objective of connecting three 
institutions based and operating in three capitals. These were Luiss in Rome, a university in Ger-
many, and another university in a North American Capital. The idea behind it was pooling efforts 
across the three institutions to create a triple synergy, allowing for master students to attend a 
semester per partner and earn three degrees.  
This project, although fundamentally based on the concept of granting three titles as per every 
triple degree, was very peculiar and original for at least two reasons.  
First, it was a program to be designed, developed and marketed jointly with the brand of the three 
universities. From a content point of view, this was something clearly representing a step forward 
in the level of international collaboration. In fact, the collaboration between the three institutions 
involved was not just a matter of the three each having a master in a given subject, and re-wrap-
ping them together into a triple degree program. It was about designing the offer together, en-
gaging in a concerted design of the learning journey. Unlike other international programs, usually 
born from an understanding of the collaboration from an administrative point of view, everything 
in the Capital Master was originating from an academic vision of two Luiss professors, together 
with the counterparts in the American and German universities, on the value of a program mixing 
together subjects of management and political science, who started working together on what 
the academic content of a program on Global Management and Politics should be like. Given the 
specialization of three different universities, with the German university focusing on Manage-
ment, the American on Political Science, and Luiss on both, they were trying to create an inno-
vative master program with the three universities contributing resources and modules based on 
their specific core specialization. The aim was to create profiles suitable for consulting in insti-
tutional relations, lobbying, and policy making, so that students finishing the Capital Master 
would be qualified to enter a government office, a representative office, or a company of special-
ized consultancy. 
Second, the program was not just targeting the students of the universities involved, as per most 
of the internationalization and exchange programs, but the entire student market on a global 
scale. That is, the entire global student population who may be interested in doing such a program 
could have engaged in an itinerant learning journey across the three Capitals. From a marketing 
point of view, this was a new experience for Luiss. Like most higher-education institutions, Luiss 
used to recruit on the basis of the entire portfolio, without necessarily having planned a targeted 
recruiting for each program. In this respect, there were a whole series of elements that were com-
pletely new to the organization within the negotiation of an international program. In Luiss, 

Part A
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double degree programs were normally developed by the international office together with an 
academic delegate, who took care of the academic side. The international office used to take care 
of all the administrative issues in order make the program work, from mobility to validating exams 
taken abroad for obtaining credits. Their experience in negotiations came from being the central, 
almost sole, actor in the negotiation process, so their familiarity was ensuring the feasibility of 
the negotiated program and that everything happens in a coherent way. Conversely, the Capital 
Master required negotiating a whole other series of things on which they did not have the expert-
ise. Coming back to marketing, for instance, the international office had never done external mar-
keting before. In Luiss, the promotion of double degree programs was targeting the audience of 
Luiss students enrolled. For instance, the promotion of double degrees in management was tar-
geting students enrolled in Luiss management program: going to management class, and pres-
enting them the double degree opportunity. Certainly another type of business than presenting 
the opportunity to all graduates in the world who may be interested in an itinerant master pro-
gram in Global Management and Politics.  
As the Capital Master was originating from an academic vision, it was not particularly complex 
to reach a shared understanding of the value of the program. However, the deep level of collab-
oration ongoing at the academic level, at some point had to move to everything else revolving 
around the program, such as marketing, as said, or the economic sustainability – therefore, tuition 
fees. In Luiss, like in many other universities, there was not a rationing of economic resources for 
each program. This happens because resources are normally transversal across programs, with 
a Department taking care of allocating resources on the different programs. In this case, instead, 
an ad hoc budgeting for the program was required, and had to be done together with other uni-
versities, each of which were approaching the same issue in different ways – two of the partnering 
institutions were European and one was American. Notoriously, tuition fees in US are signifi-
cantly higher than European Universities, which made the issue of economic sustainability very 
relevant to them. For Luiss, all the complexity of negotiating a normal double degree were there, 
together with a whole other set of never-seen-before additional elements because of the Capital 
Master’s inherent characteristics. Whitin the negotiation process, it was quite complicated to 
find internal contacts that could lead the talk with partners on these aspects. The people from 
Luiss international office involved in the project found themselves with the additional pressure 
of avoiding that these shortcomings were perceived negatively within the negation process. 
An important aspect that helped the vanguard project navigating through the maze of bureau-
cratic organizational silos, was the fact the Capital Master was meant to be a flagship program, a 
program that had to become a hallmark, an element of reputational growth on a global level. This 
made it become a priority program for Luiss. Consequently, issues such as the creation of the 
budget, although it was clear that the Capital Master was never expected to go at a loss, were dealt 
with a little more flexibility. If an innovative course, in order to start, must normally create a certain 
type of margin, in this case it was less important for Luiss. Understanding the priority of such an 
international program is not always easy, and in Luiss it was obviously the advantage to have a 
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great push from above. It was a very wanted program, a tailwind from the higher echelons that 
helped the vanguard project team in coordinating with the rest of the organization, so to manage 
creating, for instance, a marketing team that helped them in the negotiation about promotion. 
Despite its complexity, the negotiation was progressing, and the three institutions adopted the 
same spirit of the synergistic collaboration experienced at the academic level when designing 
the program content-wise. When on certain issues a partner was further back, another was 
coming forward: for instance, for the admissions platform the partner who had the best endow-
ment to receive admissions made it available for the program, so that the other two partners could 
rely on it. As the collaboration progressed, a division of responsibilities was emerging, which was 
also linked to the strengths of the three universities. When facing divergence, compromises 
where sought. An example can be found in the existing differences in the part of teaching provi-
sions and requirements for obtaining the degree. In Italy, students normally have to defend their 
thesis, an oral defense that takes place in presence, whereas in America it is not common at all. 
According to the academic calendar, in the second year of the Master students were expected to 
be in Washington: it was not feasible for them to return to Rome to defend their thesis. So Luiss 
decided to allow students to upload the thesis to be evaluated, without the oral defense.  
When the project was almost complete, the top management of the American university changed. 
Although the new Dean was also very much in line with the DNA of the project, objectively the 
facts then proved that he did not have the political power to impose it. The US academic world is 
very much based on rankings, and the ranking of Luiss did not help. In the end the project failed 
to get off the ground, as the American university stepped back. This was beyond the control of 
Luiss, which then tried to keep the project alive by replacing it with another partner. Attempts 
were made to include universities in both with Moscow and Tokyo, but then the Covid-19 pan-
demic paralyzed the world, and the vanguard project was stopped. 

THE CASE OF LUISS UNIVERSITY
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Enquiry-based Learning 
 
With the aim to prepare graduates to an increasingly uncertain and complex labor market, Luiss 
launched a vanguard project to experiment with an innovative educational model, which employs 
a research-based, active learning strategy, wherein students become central actors in their own 
learning process, and the teacher takes the role of a designer of learning. Although formally 
launched in 2020, this vanguard project had a long emergent genesis. 
Some seeds of research-based teaching were already present in Luiss, and started sprouting grad-
ually when the current Luiss Rector, who arrived in Luiss from the Research Unit of an English 
higher-education institution that has always leveraged the concept of the research-led teaching 
approach, suggested to insert research method courses to enhance the level of Luiss graduates. At 
the English institution graduate programs such as innovation management and science technol-
ogy policy were in fact born from the core research areas of the research unit: basically, the faculty 
consisted of researchers who experimented with teaching, resulting in teaching heavily informed 
by research. In many ways that was what the Rector had always done, and he began to spread the 
idea among different colleagues, some of which were already particularly accustomed to this type 
of approach: they were conducting research on organizational issues and then bringing evidence 
to the classroom, such as in organizational design, corporate governance, and marketing.  
In the marketing program, for instance, a professor decided to insert a research methods course 
in connection with consumer behavior course, with the aim of opening up the opportunity for 
students to collect new insights on the consumer side. Such a bridge between the two courses 
had the aim of clarifying to students that methods are tools, but they are tools that should be used 
towards an end, that is generating knowledge around the topic they are studying in another 
course. From the creation of this link, it was clear that once students had learned the methodol-
ogies, in consumer behavior they had to learn how to identify problems, formulate research ques-
tions, and know what to do to find answers. 
This progression of events culminated into the framing of a vanguard project once the Rector, 
wondering what innovative educational approach Luiss could embrace, appointed that very mar-
keting professor as the delegate for the innovation of Luiss’ educational model.  
On the basis of past experiences and having studied innovative approaches in higher education, 
a transition from the traditional educational approach to an enquiry-based model was envisioned. 
Whilst the former is based mainly upon traditional frontal lectures wherein the teacher is the 
main actor who transfers information to students, the latter employs a research-based, active 
learning strategy where students become central actors in their own learning process, and the 
teacher takes the role of a designer of learning. It thus creates the conditions to develop “powerful 
knowledge”: that is skills, tools and methods that allow students to formulate appropriate ques-
tions for relevant and unresolved problems, to critically analyze research work, to collect and 
analyze data, and to present the results obtained to different audiences. Students are then put in 
the conditions to understand that rigor and relevance, in the research processes of new solutions 
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to real problems, cannot be separated, but are synergistically functional for the production of 
original knowledge and in line with their interests.  
“Powerful knowledge” offers students different interpretations of reality, allows them to think 
and act in ways otherwise inaccessible and therefore to develop a "love of learning" which, on the 
one hand, will lead them towards better academic results and, on the other, will push them out of 
their comfort zone, making them more aware of the impact they can make in various contexts. 
Under the strategic trajectory of enhancing the synergies between scholarly research and student 
education, the new model started to inform teaching non only with the latest research findings 
but also injecting the idea of academic rigor in Master students, via the familiarization with the 
main components of research design and conduct. The model aims at accomplishing this through 
the active involvement of students in research-based project work; enriching the cross-disciplin-
ary exposure of our students via both curricular and extra-curricular activities which extend 
their formal learning and help them to develop in the round. These activities that empower stu-
dents to become accountable agents of change include internships in leading organizations, new 
opportunities to study or spend time abroad, volunteering and enterprise projects. 
 
Enquiry-based Learning: What’s new about the new Luiss Educational Model? 
 
The application of the model was reflected in the renovation of the learning journey. 
 
A fresh start for Freshers 
 
After admissions tests in July, the student journey starts in September with the Freshers’ weeks: 
two weeks entirely dedicated to welcoming students and kickstarting their learning path. In the 
first week, Luiss students, who were expecting to begin their path in Social Sciences – more spe-
cifically, in fields such as Management, Law, Political Science – were exposed to a set of topics 
from the so called ‘hard science’, from Robotics to Bioethics. The aim of exposing students to differ-
ent and cognitively distant topics was to help them broaden their mind and create a fertile ground 
for building the ability of making connections across fields and observe phenomena from a multi-
plicity of perspectives. In this way, students benefited from seminars held by teachers mainly 
coming from another university in Rome, specializing in hard science, on subjects deliberately 
not pertaining to their course of study, for students to have the opportunity to approach a broader 
reflection, working in groups, on topics that they would hardly have encountered during their 
studies. The goal was exactly to create a sense of disorientation, linked to the fact that the en-
quiry-based approach is intended to train future researchers, but making students able to ask 
questions that are relevant. In this way, the emphasis moves from problem solving to problem 
formulation. The second week, “meet the community”, was dedicated to introduce them to the 
faculty of their programs and engage with the Luiss external community, but in a novel way. 
Groups of students were put in a position to interview either a manager or a professional or one 
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of the faculty engaged in research, they had to create some sort of dossier on the interviewee and 
discuss with the interviewee in front of the entire group. In this way, everyone was involved in a 
conversation that could be about either a research profile, a managerial profile, or a professional 
profile. 
 
Learning about and through Research Methods 
 
The first semester was profoundly renewed with a research method course becoming the back-
bone of the program, and project work that students had to develop in conjunction with a core 
course of the semester, serving as the context for practical applications. An example of the new 
approach is the following: in the master program of Global Management and Politics there is the 
course in organization and a research methods course. Working in groups, students had to de-
velop a research project by selecting a subject from the topics of organizational design and then 
applying a research method to investigate a research question. The objective was not to turn grad-
uates into Ph.D. students, but rather to put them in the condition to ask relevant questions and 
address these with rigorous methods. In addition, the first semester was enriched with a new 
series of seminars on research methodologies, the Academic Skill Seminar Series, helping stu-
dents master the key skills necessary 
The second and third semester, both featuring an elective additional research method course, 
were also enriched with research or problem-based projects, either based on the analysis of 
papers and case studies or sometimes placed in a real context, in collaboration with external or-
ganizations and practitioners. These projects require students to interpret content, sometimes 
gathering data by themselves, perform analysis and elaborations, and produce an output expos-
ing their findings, which can be a written document or an oral presentation. Problem-based pro-
ject are organized by the instructor and a representative of an external partner, for students to 
get the chance to get their hands on the real challenges organizations normally face, and then 
present the output of their projects to managers. 
 
Multiple experiences through a series of new active-learning activities  
 
The gaps between the semesters are filled with integrative activities, and students have the possi-
bility to choose those that suit them best. These activities are designed to allow students to get 
an idea of how contemporary, real life problems, which are relevant by definition, can be effec-
tively addressed in a rigorous way. These integrative activities include sessions supporting stu-
dents in approaching research mindset, such as data visualization and how to communicate 
findings; opportunities to undertake project-based internships at leading organizations; social 
projects through which students can directly contribute to the resolution of social challenges. 

THE CASE OF LUISS UNIVERSITY
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Evaluation method 
 
The assessment methodology was also renewed. Departing from the long-established concept 
of the final examination, the assessment of students’ learning performance became continuous 
throughout the courses. Under the new model, the continuous assessment of students, taking the 
shape of assignments, project works, and presentations, was representing most of the students’ 
final grade – with the traditional final exam accounting only for a small percentage of their final 
evaluation.  
 
Piloting and starting-up 
 
Aimed at reinventing the educational model and the resulting learning paths, in the first place, 
the new educational model has been tried out with the faculty. It all started within the seminar 
series “Learning for Teaching” organized for the Luiss faculty during the lockdown imposed by 
the Italian government to mitigate the Covid-19 pandemic (March-May 2020). In this seminar 
series different professors taught other colleagues about the use of innovative tools such as Ka-
hoot! and Mentimeter, or how to create parallelisms between music and social sciences, with the 
aim to enrich the distance learning experience. From there, a training program for teachers was 
designed with the help of an external partner, a research center specializing in pedagogy, paired 
with moments of sharing internal best practices, and a series of external speakers invited to share 
their experience. 
Then, in September 2020, the vanguard project moved to a start-up phase: the model was intro-
duced in three Master programs: Marketing, Global Management and Politics, and Law, Innova-
tion, and Sustainability. 
 
Working trajectories 
 
In December 2020, the Education Development Unit (EDU) was created as a project unit that sup-
port the institutionalization and diffusion of the new education model. Managed by the head of 
the international office, EDU’s work started with the identification of the various work trajectories, 
leading to the definition of three main work-packages. 
The first one is the work on the programs, concerning the very change in the programs’ content, 
that is, the organization of courses and related syllabi. Such a change entails an even bigger 
underlying change in the work done by and the interaction with the academic departments. De-
partments traditionally were the structures leading teaching. As purely bureaucratic, adminis-
trative structures within which a number of different things happen, Departments had previously 
been in charge of designing the programs, and allocating the faculty to the different courses. 
Apart from the formal study plan given by national guidelines, there was no precise model to fol-
low for teaching, as every teacher had the autonomy to decide on their course’s syllabus. Con-

THE CASE OF LUISS UNIVERSITY
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sequently, programs where conceived more like a collection of courses than a learning journey. 
In this respect, what enabled the work of EDU was the acquisition of importance and strength 
on the side of the Program Directors. Having the Program Directors as the main reference points 
for each program was a big step ahead for intervening in the design of the programs. Such an 
empowerment of Program Directors was a change that was already in process, together with the 
introduction of Program Managers, and Teaching Area Leaders across Program Managers and 
Program Directors. EDU has taken advantage of this change, using it to spread the new Educa-
tional Model. EDU works closely with Program Directors and Program Managers: the first ensure 
that the program and each of the courses within it respond to the pillars of the new educational 
model, while the second support the former and take care of more administrative matters. 
The second work package is concerned with internal and external communication. Luiss has al-
ways kept the external communication at the institutional level, with contributions and partici-
pation in the national and international economic and political life. It has almost never 
communicated about itself as a university, as matters concerning education were not quite at the 
core of Luiss’ press (although Luiss is an educational institution). In this direction, EDU works 
for developing the communication on educational matters, as a communication product, working 
as the structural bridge in that Luiss takes care of communication and the Program Directors, 
their teachers, and their students producing the contents. For instance, regarding the programs’ 
websites, and also on the communication of the programs on social media, EDU supports Program 
Directors on how they communicate the program. They can communicate their effort on imple-
menting the pillars of the educational model, in real terms, not just by talking about the educa-
tional model. In its activity, EDU helps departing from a self-centered celebrative communication 
towards talking about the educational model in terms of experiences that occur within the pro-
grams, in terms of synergies between research and teaching, in terms of intersection between 
theory and practice, and in terms of leveraging the Luiss network for a better teaching and for 
the benefit of students learning. The storytelling is centered on the experiences enabled by the 
new educational model to effectively explain what it is about, and to demonstrate its value.  
The working trajectory is also concerned with internal communication, as working with the Fac-
ulty for a cultural change is an important part of the internal communication, to make sure that 
everyone comes onboard. A pivotal role is the one played by Program Managers, who do not report 
directly to EDU from an organizational point of view, as they were instituted in the Academic Ser-
vices and Global Learning and then comprised in the Departments, but they still represent a par-
ticularly important keystone in the process of cultural change. EDU works with Program 
Managers, also helping them in filling their roles with new responsibilities, such as the com-
munication of the program and the program website. EDU leverages their support and, in turn, 
supports them in the process of change, explaining the reason why the communication about the 
program should come from the program itself, and not anymore from a standardized description 
from the office of the department. The new educational model brings change also in the job de-
scription of roles such as Program Managers, Teaching Area Leaders, and also Teaching Assis-
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tants, roles that acquire more contents and become increasingly important as the new educational 
model becomes more institutionalized. 
The third work-package comprises the collaboration with Luiss offices, as the new educational 
model radically changes the student journey and, thus the support students need. Luiss, as a pri-
vate University, has always offered many services to student. However, these services were devel-
oped from the center and standardized, indistinctively offered to the whole student population. 
Again, departments were central in every aspect, and such a centralized mindset was also reflected 
in the offer of student services. In light of the new educational model, EDU works in close contact 
with Luiss offices, such as the one for Orientation, Tutoring and Skill Development and the Career 
Services office, to make sure that the program is placed at the very center, pretty much like a busi-
ness unit in a firm is supported. In this way, also the student journey becomes central, so that stu-
dent services can be offered within the path of the students, from when they enter the university 
and make their first transition towards becoming Luiss students, throughout their study program, 
and then when they move towards graduation and, thus, become alumni. EDU works closely with 
Luiss offices, and coordinates the offering of services so that they have their place in the student 
journey. In other words, it ensures that the right service is offered to the right student, according 
to their formal and informal curricula, at the right moment of the student journey. 
 
Challenges  
 
The operational setup and piloting of the project did not happen without resistance, coming from 
many sides but especially from faculty members. 
Making courses enquiry-based heavily impacts on the faculty workload. First, faculty members 
had to get some training and participate in intensive seminar series. Making a sharp departure 
from the assumption that teachers can just go to class and teach their subject, the new educational 
model is based on the premise that teachers are the first who need to acquire the necessary skills 
to embrace an enquiry-based approach; the so called “learning for teaching.” This means they 
have to first to follow training, and then, in the light of that, work to revise their syllabi accordingly. 
This is not just gathering new insights and knowledge about teaching through osmosis, it is about 
doing a lot of formal training where an instructor provides guidelines, and then they need to do 
their homework to implement these in their teaching plan and materials. Depending upon how 
much their teaching was already research-informed, they have to revise the supporting materials, 
making a deeper use of scientific papers and case studies. Second, for teachers, continuous as-
sessments translates into new assignments and project works, which, in turn, carry the need to 
allocate more time for designing, reading, assessing, and then providing detailed feedbacks to 
students. Those who are not intrinsically motivated to improve their teaching, are likely to fall 
short in understanding the real value of such changes. Teachers with different positions and at 
different stages of their careers might weigh the matter differently. On the one hand, juniors might 
see it as an opportunity for professional growth, or they might not embrace the new approach 
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with enthusiasm because they are required to make such a huge investment without being sure 
they will be confirmed into a more stable position. On the other hand, seniors might see these 
changes as giving up the autonomy they have always had in designing their course, both con-
tent-wise and in the decision of the most suitable evaluation method. Further, with respect to time 
allocation, juniors might feel a higher pressure on increasing their publication records, under 
the so-called “publish or perish” paradigm that regulates success in the academic career, whereas 
seniors may feel less of a need to publish. However, depending on their contract, seniors might 
also have other pressing issues that junior do not have, such as consulting. Adjunct professors, 
in particular, have a whole world of activities that they carry out as practitioners outside the uni-
versity. Often, the practitioner side might be seen as the prevalent one, and it is possible that the 
connection with the academic world is maintained primarily for status considerations. 
Those who do not conduct research may remain skeptical, as the concept of research may be per-
ceived as an exercise of rigor that can hardly be relevant. Those who are used to carrying out re-
search, in contrast, could better grasp the value of infusing their teaching with an enquiry-based 
approach, even if they might still see the required effort as a subtraction of the time that they can 
allocate to their research activities. 
The effort is no less for Program Directors, who need to ensure that each course fits into the pro-
gram, which should be not only coherent to the new model, but also synchronized and feasible 
as a whole. An important coordination activity rests on the shoulder of program directors, as to 
put together the calendar of the program, they must have fully oversee the precise calendars of 
all the courses in the program. For instance, knowing all forms of assessment for the courses of 
all semesters and all the teaching materials is key to assess the workload of students, and to design 
a balanced, feasible program. This is connected to one important limitation that must be taken 
into account: as long as students are doing project work for one course and final exams for the 
others, the students are left with a single, unique commitment to the project work, and use the 
rest of the time to study for the exams. However, if all the courses employ continuous assessment, 
the program becomes significantly more difficult to manage.  
Although directors don’t have the possibility to choose every professor in their program, they can 
still do some cherry picking to select some of those who can be convinced. Despite the challenges, 
when you now talk about “research” or “enquiry-based” people seem to understand what it is all 
about. This is due to the fact that some external stakeholder (e.g., companies) have started to ap-
preciate Luiss and the (enquiry-based) project works done by the students, for instance thanking 
Luiss with spontaneous posts on LinkedIn. Even the most skeptical are starting to appreciate that 
is not about academic self-referential rigor, but that is about addressing relevant issues with rig-
orous methods. 
The litmus test for the value of the educational model is relevance, which was measured in two 
ways: internally, through the direct evaluation of project works, and externally, through the ap-
preciation of the stakeholders. On the one hand, appreciation from stakeholders came in the form 
of direct feedback. For instance, students who did their project work in an external organization 
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were summoned to a meeting in which they presented the output of their project to a considerable 
number of managers, who could share their appreciation directly with the students and their in-
structor. On the other hand, it came through the evidence that the outputs have been utilized by 
the company. For example, a company took the output of a project work and used it, making this 
explicit in a spontaneous post on LinkedIn, in which it thanked the students and the institution 
for the fruitful initiative. Although initially to many people enquiry-based learning seemed to 
emphasize rigor too much, in reality, the feedback received proved that it has also turned out to 
be very close to relevance. And this is particularly important because of the underlying radical 
change in the modus operandi. For those who remained inert with respect to the educational 
model, it was, at least, becoming a fruitful way to instruct students on how to make an empirical 
thesis. For people to embrace this model, the leadership at Luiss realized that first it had to spread 
it further, and therefore from the three programs in 2020, the number of fully enquiry-based pro-
grams will increase to five in 2021, to seven in 2022, and to 12 by 2023.  
 
 

THE CASE OF LUISS UNIVERSITY



19

What comes from the vanguard projects and what happens between the two 
 
Above all, the Capital Master’s experience was key for the project team to learn how to approach 
that type of projects from an organizational point of view. Within the process of negotiating the 
Capital Master, a lot of reasoning was going on about how the program was to be perceived from 
the point of view of the target students, therefore, how it should be presented to the pool of po-
tentially interested students, alongside several issues related to the application process, and the 
instructions that these students should receive. To face these issues, the vanguard project team 
– consisting of people from the international office who never had to deal with these aspects before 
– had to find its way to make connections and involve the different Luiss offices to support them, 
integrating people from various offices that, until then, had been working in silos in their own 
area of competence.  
From this point of view, the main takeaway was acquiring the capability to involve other offices 
– which normally were involved only later on – right from the start of the negotiation phase: These 
are the offices taking care of marketing, orientation, admissions, and, most importantly, the aca-
demic departments. The latter are those dealing with the training offer, teaching contracts, and 
the economic subsidies (i.e., scholarships), and they are the ones that could best help understand 
what impact a program of this type can have on the student population, on the scholarships, and 
the rest of the organization.  
 
“International marketing and international recruiting, for instance, were practically non-existent 
in Luiss. Also thanks to the thrust of the Capital Master, there has been an incredible growth in 
these areas, as we have been able to see in the double-degree programs that we developed during 
the last years. At the time when we negotiated the Capital Master, it was very complicated to even 
find the internal contacts to talk to the partners on this.” 
 
Notably, when designing and negotiating international programs, these different issues do not 
receive the same emphasis, with some offices initially having a stronger role, and others having 
a role only later in the process. However, the Capital Master’s experience shed new light on the 
importance that all the different offices are made aware of the international program right from 
the beginning. Not only for them to be able to give their input, but also to ensure harmonization. 
Indeed, this is key to prevent the international program under development to become inefficient, 
complicating the workflows of the other offices. When the different offices contribute to the design 
and negotiation phase, although keeping some degree of exceptionality required by this type of 
programs, they can better accommodate it within their existing structures and workflows. 
People involved in the Capital Master learned that an effective negotiation of international pro-
grams requires an integral approach, under which all the offices are involved and given space to 
contribute to the process. Thus, from the Capital Master onwards, all the internationalization pro-
grams that the Luiss international office has developed devoted a new, specific attention to these 
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critical points: when planning and negotiating with partners, Luiss international office guides 
the collaborative work on issues such as how the program will be presented, how the partnering 
university will present it on their web pages to the potential students, and ensures that it is done 
in a consistent, unique way to get students to enroll.  
The greater synergy found between Luiss offices as a consequence of the collaborative network 
build the Capital Master was also the key to make internationalization pervasive within the or-
ganization. 
Normally, in Luiss, international programs were de facto separate programs. Although they are 
rarely standalones programs as they formally rely on existing degree programs, they are always 
conceived as separate academic paths. International double-degree programs delivered together 
with other universities travel almost parallel to the Luiss programs, because the door through 
which the student enters (i.e., the admission process) is different. Even though students of different 
programs could find themselves together in the classroom to attend the same course, they fol-
lowed two different paths. For international students, the international office was the sole point 
of reference. As everything related to internationalization was handled by the international office, 
international students had to refer to the international office for everything they needed during 
their stay at Luiss. However, partly as a consequence of the gradual involvement of the different 
offices in internationalization matters sparked by the Capital Master experience, international-
ization started to become more important to the institution. Nowadays international students do 
not necessarily have to pass through the intermediation of the international office, but they can 
directly contact the offices that provide a service. In this way, international students interested 
in career services, for example, do not need to ask the International Office that, in turn, inter-
mediates with the Career Service, but students can ask directly the Career Office in the quality 
of being international students. This important element, although still in the process of realiza-
tion, with additional steps that need to be taken for a full integration, changed a lot since the capi-
tal master was negotiated.  
The fact that internationalization was spreading through the organization as a consequence of a 
direct involvement of offices in internationalization matters, facilitates the involvement of the 
various offices. In this way, people from at the international office have certainly found themselves 
with an advantage in the negotiation, in the development of subsequent programs which, al-
though not as complex as the Capital Master, still have a great deal of complexity. When negoti-
ating and co-designing a program with international partners, there are differences that must 
be smoothed, and compromises to be found. 
 
Now I can’t say to what extent there has been, how to say, a push from that program, but it certainly 
has helped programs of that type that we have done later on. For example we have developed this 
joint program with a Norwegian university, when we were to discuss recruiting, we could let the 
Norwegian university’s recruiting manager talk to our recruiting manager, and they talk to each 
other and find alternative ways, if necessary, to resolve issues and create synergies. When we talk 
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about marketing, same thing. We talk about admissions, again, same cooperation. When we devel-
oped the capital master this collaborative structure was not there yet, and we can definitely say 
that basically it was an important learning process that built awareness of the fact that some of 
these elements are necessary. 
 
An example is a Joint MSc in Marketing, a program between Luiss and a Scandinavian university, 
through which students can obtain two degrees upon graduation, namely the Master of Science 
in Strategic Marketing Management from the northern-European partner and the Master’s De-
gree in Marketing from Luiss. They attend the first year in Scandinavia, paying tuition fees to the 
partner, and the second year in Rome, paying tuition fees to Luiss. Another one is a Double Degree 
in Policies and Governance in Europe (PAGE) with an English university, an interdisciplinary pro-
gram on the policies and political economy both of the European Union (EU) and European states, 
through which students can earn both a Master’s Degree from Luiss and a Master of Arts in the 
UK. For PAGE, students will decide in which of the two universities they will follow the funda-
mental courses of the first year, and then move to the other university for the second year. They 
will be registered at both universities during the entire 2-year program and will pay tuition fees 
only to the university that they are attending. 
This is not all. The Capital Master has been the primordial soup for the Master’s program on Global 
Management and Politics (GMAP), which originated from the very same academic intuition that 
lied at the heart of the project that failed to take off. Indeed, GMAP was born as an interdisciplinary 
program at the crossroad of management and political science, offering graduates the opportunity 
to acquire the necessary skills required to work for companies and institutions at the global scale. 
GMAP is turning out to be a successful program, counting 75 new students in 2021, two year since 
its launch in 2019.  
As far as the original idea of the Capital Master is concerned, the people in Luiss that were part of 
that project team can still find partners who have the same caliber as the previous ones, which 
can be engaged in doing something else, such as a Global BA. At the Bachelor’s level it might be 
easier than the Master’s because the program is spread over three years rather than three sem-
esters, and consequently, there is more time for students to get acquainted with the new institu-
tion and live a more intensive experience in that country. The lessons learned within the 
experience of the Capital Master not only can be reproduced, as a consequence of having acquired 
the organizational capability to deal with such an ambitious program, but they can be enhanced 
with a series of new capabilities that in the meantime have been developed elsewhere within 
Luiss. 
Among those, the capability to make a better use of technology within the learning path can be 
mentioned. When facing the advent of Covid-19 Pandemic, Luiss has taken a concerted effort to 
ensure the continuity of teaching. During the first week of March 2020, on the very same after-
noon when the lockdown was imposed by the government, Luiss decided that it was the time to 
go online, with lessons starting at 8:30 the next morning. With the support of the IT partner, the 

THE CASE OF LUISS UNIVERSITY



2 2

next morning at 8:30 classes were ready to start online, and in just one week all the faculty was 
running their courses online6. Moreover, all the theses were defended online7, something that be-
fore was unthinkable. During the following weeks, the seminar series “Learning for teaching” 
was organized to help teachers familiarize with tools to enhance the distant learning experience 
for their students, as mentioned previously, under the umbrella of the new enquiry-based edu-
cational model. By the start of the academic year 2020/2021, with the return of face-to-face teach-
ing, all classes were equipped with interactive whiteboards (IWBs) to allow students to attend in 
presence for the fixed quota to keep the minimum interpersonal distance, and the rest to partici-
pate remotely. Even when the opportunity to return fully in presence in 2021/2022 was presented, 
Luiss decided to keep distance learning for those occasions where it is deemed more effective. 
For instance, a plenary session with two hundred students in presence can be better followed by 
students remotely, rather than squinting at the whiteboard from a distance of ten meters. Another 
example is the virtual internship, which was developed during the pandemic to still allow students 
to experience a project-based internship under the new enquiry-based model. It is clear that with 
the recontextualization of the experience of the Capital Master, for instance, in a scenario with 
heightened technological capabilities, the new Global BA starts from the advantage that the issue 
of being abroad when it is time to discuss the thesis in Luiss will not be an issue anymore. The 
same goes for issues such as students being in another country when they need to attend a man-
datory course or an internship in Luiss, or vice versa. 
If it is true that the training efforts mobilized under the project of launching and institutionalizing 
the enquiry-based educational model can help with a possible spin-off of the Capital Master pro-
ject, it is also true that the capabilities built within the latter turned to be useful for the former. In 
this sense, the experience of the Capital Master, albeit not successfully completed, facilitated the 
work that EDU is doing in the dialogue with the multiple offices involved in crafting a renovated 
learning journey for the students. The capability to find collaborative workarounds to established 
routines that keep those offices as organizational silos was acquired by the Capital Master project 
teams, and its deployment is ensured by the head of the international office, now in charge also 
of EDU, who represents the linking pin between the two projects. The cross-fertilization among 
projects is likely to go beyond the lessons learned so far. For instance, Luiss has launched an open 
innovation challenge aimed at advancing the educational model from the standpoint of edtech 
(i.e., educational technology), to leverage the idea generation capacity of the crowd and gather 
ideas that might not be found inside the organization. Similarly, in parallel to the work towards 
the institutionalization and diffusion of the new education model in the organization, the van-
guard project team is also trying to advance the innovative output they have produced: thinking 
ahead and considering the innovative model as the new prospective base-line educational model 

6. https://www.cisco.com/c/en/us/solutions/collateral/industries/luiss-university-case-study.html. 
7. https://roma.corriere.it/notizie/cronaca/20_marzo_07/luiss-lezioni-distanza-83a93750-6072-11ea-8d61-

438e0a276fc4.shtml.
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of the institution as a result of the said transition, they are experimenting how to further enrich 
the students’ journey, with an active-learning experience embedded in a real-life setting.  
What the two vanguard projects have in common is that their genesis is linked to a sort of informal 
project laboratory within the traditional organization: from the interaction of the Rector with 
Deputies, the Managing Director and colleagues, they are sparks that ignited and then have given 
new light to the organization. At the same time, many others sparks have been extinguished after 
a while. 
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