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Discussions of challenges in implementing UCE for 
community development: Case from a top-down context
Andi Sri Wahyuni , György Málovics, and Judit Gébert

Faculty of Economics and Business Administration, University of Szeged, Szeged, Hungary

ABSTRACT
This study investigates the motivations and challenges faced by 
faculty members in implementing university–community engage
ment (UCE) in a top-down context. Using a qualitative approach, we 
conducted 23 interviews with Indonesian faculty members and 
analyzed images of their UCE activities. Findings show that UCE is 
primarily driven by institutional mandates, such as the Tri Dharma 
and faculty workload (BKD). However, some faculty members are 
intrinsically motivated, seeing UCE as an opportunity to contribute 
to the local community. While communities recognize mutual ben
efits, institutional shortcomings limit sustainable impact. A key 
finding is that current UCE evaluation lacks qualitative community 
feedback, weakening its effectiveness. To improve UCE, the govern
ment should integrate deeper community perspectives in assess
ments. Moreover, rather than mandating participation, institutions 
should support faculty members who are genuinely motivated to 
engage based on their interests and capacities.
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Introduction

The relationship between higher education institutions (HEIs) and their local communities 
has long been debated, with an increasing emphasis on how universities can effectively 
contribute to community development (Bhattacharyya, 1995; Hurd & Stanton, 2023). 
Recent studies suggest that HEI-related programs should concentrate on meaningful 
capacity-building outcomes rather than just quantifying service hours or academic 
achievements (Grant & Hains, 2024; Hurd & Stanton, 2023; Wood, 2016). This aligns with 
the concept of university–community engagement (UCE), which stresses mutual benefits 
in partnerships and the empowerment of communities/community partners (Benneworth 
et al., 2018).

To ensure the stability and sustainability of UCE, it must be integrated into the 
university or institution to support wide implementation and continuity (sustainability) 
of community engagement (Farner, 2019). However, incorporating UCE into academic 
tasks poses risks, as academic actors might focus on quickly fulfilling their obligations 
rather than carrying out meaningful UCE (Wahyuni & Málovics, 2023). In situations where 
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UCE is seen as an obligatory task, it may initially yield success but gradually lose momen
tum over time (Groark & McCall, 2018), especially since the academic environment is often 
characterized by irrational demands for teaching hours, high expectations for publishing 
in reputable journals, and insufficient remuneration and resources (Mahmud, 2022).

In addition, a significant proportion of faculty members in the Indonesian context (the 
context of the present study) earn below the minimum wage, thereby requiring them to 
seek additional employment beyond their academic responsibilities (Pertiwi et al., 2023). 
Such contextual factors suggest that Indonesian faculty members encounter challenges in 
allocating adequate time to UCE activities. Nevertheless, there is no prior research that 
thoroughly investigates and empirically demonstrates how the Indonesian academic 
context influences the implementation of UCE programs. The present paper aims to 
investigate the situation of UCE within Indonesia – in a context where UCE is an obligation 
to be fulfilled within the academy. Our research question is: What are faculty members’ 
perceptions of UCE programs in an Indonesian setting, i.e. what are the opportunities and 
challenges faculty members face in implementing UCE programs that contribute to 
community development within a top-down context? To address the research question, 
we collected data through in-depth interviews with 23 Indonesian faculty members from 
various universities with diverse backgrounds and experiences.

The article begins with a review of the existing literature on the challenges faculty 
members encounter in implementing UCE programs in general and continues with an 
explanation of the Indonesian context. Subsequently, the research methodology is out
lined, followed by a presentation and discussion of the study’s findings.

Literature review and context

HEIs, UCE, and contributing to community development

The relationship between HEIs and surrounding communities has been a long-standing 
issue (Bhattacharyya, 1995; Wood, 2016), with increasing focus on how universities can 
better contribute to community development (Hurd & Stanton, 2023). Community devel
opment encompasses a wide range of practices, theories, and interpretations (Grant & 
Hains, 2024). For the purpose of this study, the authors will adopt the definition which has 
been extensively referenced in community development studies (Matarrita-Cascante & 
Brennan, 2012):

Community development is a process that entails organization, facilitation, and action, which 
allows people to establish ways to create the community they want to live in. It is a process 
that provides vision, planning, direction, and coordinated action towards desired goals 
associated with the promotion of efforts aimed at improving the conditions in which local 
resources operate. As a result, community developers harness local economic, human, and 
physical resources to secure daily requirements and respond to changing needs and condi
tions. (p. 297)

Various models have been developed as frameworks for universities to collaborate with 
communities, ranging from older development models that emphasize solidarity and 
agency, such as Bhattacharyya’s (1995), to newer models that focus on community 
capacity building (Grant & Hains, 2024). These models critically highlight that universities 
should rigorously design community development-oriented programs that concentrate 
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on capacity-building outcomes, rather than merely stressing HEI – community relations, 
“counting service hours,” and “measuring student outcomes” (Hurd & Stanton, 2023, 
p. 876). This aligns with Wood’s (2016, p. 685) assertion that university programs should 
genuinely focus on whether their initiatives “make a difference” in the surrounding 
communities.

The concept of UCE plays a critical role in the effort to bridge the needs of the 
community and the university (Koekkoek et al., 2021). Benneworth et al. (2018) define 
UCE as “a process whereby universities engage with community stakeholders to under
take joint activities that can be mutually beneficial even if each side benefits differently” 
(p. 17). Achieving a balance between community needs and university objectives can 
present challenges, particularly when juxtaposed with models that prioritize community 
capacity building over institutional outputs (Grant & Hains, 2024; Hurd & Stanton, 2023; 
Wood, 2016). Thus, for the present study, successful UCE means that both the community 
and the university are able to achieve their goals through sustainable collaboration, with 
the community benefiting from enhanced capacity to solve their problems, while the 
university gains valuable insights and experiences that contribute to its conventional 
missions (education and research). Success is thus not measured by institutional metrics 
but by tangible, long-term improvements in community well-being and the sustainability 
of collaborative efforts.

Benneworth et al. (2018) definition complements the ideas of HEI scholars focusing 
“solely” on HEI’s role in community development by emphasizing the reciprocal nature of 
the university – community relationship. This alignment suggests that, while distinct in 
their focal points, the two frameworks can inform one another in fostering more effective 
and impactful university – community collaborations. This, in essence, fosters the colla
boration desired by HEI scholars advocating for community development (Hurd & 
Stanton, 2023). In a similar vein, UCE models (Clayton et al., 2010; Davis et al., 2017; 
Dorado & Giles, 2004; Himmelman, 2001) distinguish between more and less meaningful 
forms of UCE. According to the original typology developed by Himmelman (2001), 
(coalitions of) collaborative betterment as a “shallow” form of UCE refers to goal- 
oriented cooperation which is controlled by powerful (in this case, academic) participants 
and does not aim to transform power relations within the cooperative project and the 
wider society but leaves them untouched. Meanwhile, collaborative empowerment as 
a deep and more valuable form of UCE aims to transform power relations by placing 
power in the hands of communities.

Challenges for community development within academia

These ideal concepts of community development and UCE face significant challenges 
when it comes to their practical realization. This is particularly true in an era where 
university faculty members are facing escalating demands as universities are increasingly 
compelled to adhere to market logic (Kang & Mok, 2024). Campus rankings based on 
Western standards are practices of cultural imperialism and represent the neo- 
liberalization of higher education worldwide, entrapping universities in a futile competi
tion (Olssen, 2021). As a consequence of fulfilling various targets stipulated by rankings, 
university stakeholders are coerced into meeting diverse requirements, ranging from 
publications to international projects (McIntire et al., 2024). Within transnational academic 
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capitalism (Hazelkorn, 2018), UCE is more supported at the level of rhetoric than in 
material terms at the governmental level (Goddard et al., 2016). In addition, certain 
elements of the dominant values and norms that characterize academia also pose barriers 
to the implementation of UCE, including:

● the perception of the university as an “enlightened meeting place” for the elite and 
the resultant lack of academic presence of marginalized groups (Benneworth & 
Osborne, 2014);

● the unstructured, real-life, political situations that arise when working with commu
nities compared to “safe,” predictable university environments (Hazelkorn, 2016);

● UCE (e.g. research alongside and for the benefit of non-academic actors) may conflict 
with the concept of academic freedom (Benneworth & Osborne, 2014);

● UCE is “too much work” compared to conventional approaches to teaching and 
research (Goddard et al., 2016), being beyond university duties (Hazelkorn, 2016);

● UCE processes often conflict with dominant academic dogmas (e.g. frontal classroom 
teaching or “objective” research) (Benneworth et al., 2018; Levin, 2012); and

● as a consequence of a lack of quantifiable measurement, UCE is typically not reflected 
in university performance evaluation systems (Hazelkorn, 2016).

UCE in a case study context

In Indonesia, community service, which embodies the concept of UCE, was initially 
formalized in the 1970s, with a primary focus on reaching out to rural communities 
(Wahyuni, 2023), involving university students directly engaging with local communities, 
fostering collaboration at the grassroots level. During this period, when only four uni
versities existed in Indonesia, the arrival of students in rural areas brought tangible 
improvements (Hardjasoemantri, 2007; Mandag et al., 2017). They worked alongside 
local communities, addressing substantial issues, such as pest control, teaching children, 
tackling public health challenges, and assisting village officials in building infrastructure 
(Fussell & Quarmby, 1975). This contributed to capacity building in remote areas of 
Indonesia. This community service program gained international recognition as 
a pioneering initiative, exemplifying how university-led programs could significantly 
contribute to community development (Fussell & Quarmby, 1975; Regional Office for 
Education in Asia, UNESCO, n.d.).

As the program evolved, community service was institutionalized as part of the Tri 
Dharma of Indonesian higher education, encompassing three core responsibilities: edu
cation and teaching, research and development, and community service (Suwignyo,  
2023). Since 1961, every faculty member affiliated with an Indonesian HEI, whether public 
and private, has been required to engage in community service at least once a year. This 
obligation is reinforced by government mechanisms of reward and punishment, one of 
which is the certification of faculty members. The “educator certificate” is awarded 
through a certification process (competency test) and serves as a formal recognition of 
faculty members as higher education professionals. Certified faculty members are 
required to conduct at least one UCE program a year if they wish to receive the profes
sional faculty incentive, equivalent to one month’s basic salary from the government. 
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Thus, faculty members are both obligated and incentivized to engage in community 
service.

However, top-down directives coupled with the provision of incentives pose the risk of 
reducing UCE programs to mere obligations to be fulfilled (Wahyuni & Málovics, 202), 
especially since diverse responsibilities, including teaching and research loads and admin
istrative tasks integral to the Tri Dharma obligations, reduce faculty members’ ability to 
develop UCE programs (Bayu, 2023).

Furthermore, there might be an imbalance between the number of active students and 
faculty members at certain Indonesian universities (Mahmud, 2022). Faculty members 
may have teaching schedules that span an entire day without breaks, resulting in 
excessive workloads and high time demands, considering that the workload encompasses 
teaching responsibilities, research duties, community engagement, academic student 
services routines, and administrative duties. Meanwhile, the welfare level of faculty 
members remains an unresolved and neglected issue, as faculty members tend to be 
paid below the minimum wage (Pertiwi et al., 2023). All this means that Indonesian faculty 
members face a heavy workload, while successful UCE programs demand significant time 
and energy.

In addition, proposals for grant funding for community service activities, sub
mitted by faculty members or students, must align with the “area of expertise” of 
the proposing faculty member (Director of Research, Technology, Service, 
Community, 2023, pp. 43, 46). The proposer’s track record must also demonstrate 
continuity with the proposed program. This means that alignment between the 
proposer’s field of expertise and the UCE program is crucial. If this alignment is 
lacking, the proposing team risks losing the opportunity to access UCE grant 
funding. Moreover, when applying for academic promotions or annual performance 
recognition, faculty members must ensure that their community service programs 
are consistent with their area of expertise for UCE activities to be considered part 
of their community service contributions (Directorate General of Science and DIKTI 
Resources, Ministry of Research, Technology, and Higher Education, 2019). This top- 
down regulation may limit the range of program choices available to faculty 
members and restrict the target communities that can serve as collaborators for 
their initiatives.

There are three possible consequences resulting from these conditions. First, 
UCE programs become one-sided and trapped in formalities (Wahyuni & Málovics,  
2023). Academics only become involved to fulfill their duties since the incentive is 
top-down, while a supportive context is lacking. Second, there is a risk of missing 
the target as community service activities implemented by academics in environ
ments governed by top-down regulations not only risk becoming mere formalities 
but can even harm communities (Chen & Vanclay, 2021; Klein et al., 2011) if they 
fail to correspond to the actual needs of the partner community, for example, or 
academics only select a few individuals as representatives of the entire community 
to work with (Wahyuni & Málovics, 2023). Finally, faculty members might perceive 
themselves as superior and more knowledgeable than the communities they serve 
(Chen & Vanclay, 2021; Wahyuni & Málovics, 2023).
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Method

Data collection

The study was conducted from January 2023 to May 2024 using semi-structured inter
views and images of 23 Indonesian faculty members (Table A1). Interviews were con
ducted either in person or online (via Zoom). In specific cases, in-person interviews were 
not tape-recorded due to conditions that rendered this impractical (e.g. interviews with 
informants 10 and 11 took place at their workplace, where many of their colleagues were 
present, making the atmosphere uncomfortable for recording equipment). Online Zoom 
sessions were adopted due to geographical constraints. Finally, two informants answered 
interview questions via text due to cultural barriers (informants 20 and 23), as conversing 
with the opposite gender can sometimes feel awkward in the Indonesian context (Smith- 
Hefner, 2009).

In addition to interviews, images also served to highlight the forms and diversity of 
UCE programs. Image as a visual medium can generate verbal discussion to create 
meaning and contribute to the trustworthiness and rigor of research findings (Glaw 
et al., 2017). In this study, images are used to visualize key data obtained from direct 
interviews, serving to make the textual data more vibrant and engaging. Images 
function as supplementary to the text rather than as primary reference sources. The 
photos used are credited to the informants and were taken by them during the 
implementation of the UCE programs. In qualitative research, this approach is referred 
to as photo elicitation (Gill, 2024), wherein photos are used with the consent of their 
owners.

Informants

Indonesia has five main islands, and at least two faculty members from each island were 
interviewed. The interview structure and questions (Appendix 2) were collaboratively 
designed by the researchers (the authors of the present paper) to empirically examine 
key themes related to the research question: What are faculty members’ perceptions of 
UCE programs in an Indonesian setting, i.e. what are the opportunities and challenges do 
they face in implementing UCE programs in contributing to community development 
within a context of top-down motivation? The interviews were conducted in Indonesian. 
Prior research suggested that a minimum of 16 to 24 interviews would be needed to reach 
saturation in a context such as Indonesia, allowing for a “richly textured understanding of 
issues” (Hennink et al., 2017). Thus, we interviewed a total of 23 Indonesian faculty 
members, representing diverse regions across Indonesia (Figure 1).

The diversity of faculty members also extends to host universities, with nine faculty 
members originating from Java (the most populous island in Indonesia and the location of 
the capital city), while 14 faculty members are dispersed across four other islands. This 
distribution also encompassed variation in the levels and statuses of universities, with six 
faculty members from prestigious public institutions (three of whom are affiliated with 
universities ranked globally); four faculty members from public institutions situated in 
peripheral regions; five interviewees from applied science universities; and eight from 
private universities.
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Informants were identified using purposive sampling to ensure relevance and align
ment with research objectives (Wan, 2019). To enrich the data, we selected informants 
with a range of experiences, ranging from those who have only participated in UCE 
programs once to those who have been implementing such programs for decades. The 
frequency of participation and institutional affiliation were also considered. As for profes
sional background, the faculty members have varied positions (junior and senior), diverse 
tasks related to UCE (head of UCE unit, grant reviewer, and UCE group coordinator), and 
a wide spectrum of disciplinary backgrounds (Appendix Table A2).

The variation in the number of interview sessions reflects the diverse contexts and 
availability of the participants, as well as the complexity of the data being collected. On 
average, interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes, with some sessions extending to 
90 minutes when in-depth discussions were necessary. For participants with a higher 
number of sessions (e.g. four times), this was due to iterative engagement, often to clarify 
points or obtain additional insights. This iterative process aligns with qualitative research 
practices, particularly in this study where ongoing collaboration and trust-building with 
participants are required (Rutledge et al., 2023).

Also, as can be seen from Appendix 3, there are a few very short interviews (indicated 
by the very small number of words). These interviews primarily came from faculty 
members with a tenure of 1–3 years, typically categorized as junior faculty, with limited 
involvement in UCE activities. Consequently, there was little to explore here (e.g. infor
mants 22 and 23). However, the information they provided is still relevant. For example, 
they must continuously participate in UCE programs early in their careers, despite not 
even fully understanding the objectives of UCE. On the other hand, informant 1, also 
a junior faculty member, provided more substantial input, as she holds the position of the 
director of community service at a small and newly established private campus. This 
leadership role allowed her to share richer insights and produce a more extensive 
narrative about the regulation and practice of UCE from the perspective of leader and 
faculty member at the same time.

The same applies to senior faculty. Due to their extensive experience with UCE, they 
have more “stories” to share. Moreover, informants who are both senior and hold 
important positions within UCE units (e.g. grant proposal reviewer and UCE unit director) 

Figure 1. Geographical distribution of informants. Source: Authors, 2024 from https://www.canva. 
com/.
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tended to provide more substantial information, which required longer interview times 
and often necessitated multiple sessions.

Furthermore, for some informants interviewed in person, recording devices were not 
used because the interview context did not allow for it, as the presence of such a device 
might have disrupted the natural flow of the conversation. Instead, notes were taken 
immediately after the interview. The drawback of this approach is that the interview 
results are not verbatim transcripts but rather summaries of the interview process with 
highlights of key statements. As a result, the word count produced is significantly lower in 
these cases compared to interviews conducted with a recording device (see Appendix 
Table A2).

Data analysis and validity

Recordings and notes were used to document the interview data. Transcripts were 
conducted using the naturalized transcription technique (NTT) (McMullin, 2023; 
Parameswaran et al., 2020). To capture every utterance verbatim as required by the NTT 
method, the researcher re-listened to the recordings and supplemented the results 
accordingly. This process enabled the researcher to simultaneously analyze informant 
responses while critically reflecting on the interview process.

Meanwhile, relevant images are presented in the results section. They were used to 
complement the findings from the analysis of the interview transcripts, ensuring they 
showcase the narratives that emerged from the participants’ responses. For example, the 
image in Figure 2 depicted an informant teaching orphaned children affected by the 
tsunami natural disaster on a beach in the late afternoon. This image vividly illustrated 
how the UCE program (teaching activities) was conducted in an open space, without 
a formal classroom environment. Also, the images used in this study effectively captured 
the diverse conditions of community engagement activities carried out across Indonesia, 
as described by informants.

Figure 2. Teaching English to orphaned children affected by disaster. Source: Informant 18.
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The collected data was analyzed by the researchers, following the guidelines for 
“manual data analysis” (Forinash, 2019), using an open and exploratory approach. Thus, 
data was analyzed without predetermined categories, allowing codes and themes to 
emerge from interview data. However, this study was necessarily influenced by the 
frameworks introduced in the early sections of the manuscript, which informed the 
interpretation of the findings and their alignment with the research questions.

Results

Faculty members’ perspective in implementing UCE

Two interrelated terms were most frequently mentioned during the interviews: faculty 
workload (Beban Kinerja Dosen or BKD in Indonesian) and Tri Dharma. Tri Dharma is the 
general term for the three obligations of Indonesian HEIs, while BKD is a system designed 
to track faculty members’ performance in fulfilling the responsibilities outlined in Tri 
Dharma, constituting a portfolio of a faculty member’s work to be updated and reported 
on every semester.

Most faculty members agreed that their motivation is mainly to fulfill the obligation 
from the top-down Tri Dharma requirements and BKD every semester.

That kind of community service has to be there every semester, so we help to create 
a program so that the faculty members don’t get confused about the community service 
program. (Informant 2);

From the perspective of being a faculty member generally, okay? First of all, for ourselves, 
what is called Tri Dharma, which is clear if there should be at least one community service 
program per semester, means that completing the Tri Dharma requirement for the individual 
purpose. (Informant 4);

Yes, first, because this is a demand. We are faculty members, we have to fulfill the faculty 
workload, every time we have to do this, . . . . (Informant 7);

The motivation is 100% not because of demands from society, no, hehe. It’s back, ma’am, 
back to our performance. The faculty workload and Tri Dharma requirements. (Informant 12); 
and Yes, [we did community service] every year, it’s mandatory. (Informant 21)

Yes, the first thing is that the faculty member’s obligations are clear because they are for BKD. 
(Informant 3)

As a result, numerous UCE programs did not align with the needs of the local community:

There are indeed many faculty members who undertake community service activities just for 
the sake of it. Yes, just for the sake of it. Whatever the activities may be, as long as they can be 
recognized as community service, merely to fulfill their BKD, without really considering its 
urgency. For example, how significant is its impact on the problems faced by the community? 
(Informant 6)

While the vast majority of informants acknowledged the dominance of Tri Dharma and 
BKD in UCE, some also perceive UCE programs positively.

Because I enjoy it . . . I’ve been teaching orphans who were victims of disasters since I was in 
high school, and it had nothing to do with my responsibilities as a faculty member. When 
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I saw that they had been affected by a tragedy and had also lost their parents, I felt compelled 
to help. (Informant 18, smiling)

Informant 18 stated that the children in the local community found joy in the learning 
process in an open and informal setting (Figure 2), which motivated them to learn English 
and thereby facilitated their formal schooling.

Informant 14 felt a call to contribute to the local community when he encountered 
a group of village mothers, primarily housewives and wives of fishermen, who asked him 
to help them cultivate medicinal plants (Figure 3). Specialized in natural medicine, 
informant 14 found this request aligned with his field. Informant 14 still maintains contact 
with these mothers, albeit not as intensely as in the initial three years.

. . . the impact felt most by this community of mothers is that those without education, only 
completing elementary school, can now be exposed to various types of medicinal plants 
scientifically . . . . (Informant 14)

The local community also enjoys the material benefits from the herbal products they grow 
and sell in front of their homes and even nationally in Indonesia. This community of 
mothers has also received various awards from the local government for their efforts in 
making use of local plants and has attracted visits from the presidential team to famous 
Indonesian artists. On the other hand, informant 14 and his institution have also gained 
numerous benefits: he no longer competes at the campus level for community service 
grants but instead competes at the national level, where the grant amounts are signifi
cantly larger. Additionally, informant 14 has obtained various patents for the herbal 
products produced and has received recognition as an outstanding faculty member.

Likewise, reciprocal benefits are also felt by other faculty members in the fields of 
health and medicine, such as informants 2, 5, 6, and 8. Here, UCE programs can enhance 
the value and benefits of other academic activities, such as research and teaching for 
faculty members. They can implement the results of their research and use the programs 
as teaching inputs.

Figure 3. A community of fishermen’s wives. Source: https://kalimantan.bisnis.com/.
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Such reciprocal benefits are also found in a different discipline, economics (e.g. 
informants 7, 10, and 11). Informant 7 acknowledged that UCE programs can contribute 
to his other academic duties. By interacting with the communities, faculty members 
obtain teaching material and ideas for research.

When I also teach on campus, I feel that the teaching process becomes more lively. When 
I convey to students regarding the financial materials used by the local village government, 
for example, in the planning economics course, I relate it to the training I conducted with the 
local government, that’s what happens, I think it becomes more lively and seems more 
satisfying once I convey it to students. (Informant 7)

Informants 10 and 11 are economists engaged in a community service project targeting 
women in a remote village, which, despite its isolation from urban areas, has become 
a favored tourist destination. Informant 11, the leader of the community service team, 
recognized the economic potential in the abundant nipa palm leaves growing around 
residents’ homes. She then enlisted informant 10 and two other faculty members to 
implement a community service project with local mothers who live around the village. 
Historically, the women in this village have woven these leaves for generations, but they 
had not perceived this activity as an economic opportunity. Thus, informant 11 and his 
team, with their economic expertise, organized weaving workshops led by professional 
artisans to ensure the products were of marketable quality. Through the two-year mentor
ship provided by informants 10 and 11 and their team, which encompassed product 
development, sales, and marketing, village women successfully began marketing their 
woven products to visiting tourists (Figure 4).

In addition to contributing to the community, some faculty members view community 
service activities as forms of relaxation or entertainment, especially compared to the 
monotony of formal campus activities.

The benefits are yes, the benefits are refreshing. I actually feel like I’m refreshing. Because 
community service makes us escape from our daily lives, such as teaching in class and 
beyond. Oh yes, this is useful for that community too, and it’s like satisfaction for myself 
too. Yes, what I mean is when the community feels like they got something new and they 
apply it, well, that’s what we’re so happy about. (Informant 5)

Figure 4. Local mothers trained by informants 10 and 11. Source: Syamsinar et al. (2021).
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Opportunities and challenge of implementing UCE from the top-down

To illustrate the diversity of potential and challenges faced by faculty members, Appendix A3 
provides a detailed summary based on the clustering of higher education institutions in 
Indonesia for the year 2024 (Director of Research, Technology, Service, Community, 2023).

There are five clusters of higher education institutions: independent, primary, inter
mediate, basic, and built. To simplify the grouping in Appendix 4, we categorize the last 
three groups into “the developmental” group for higher education, as all of them are in 
the early stages of institutional development. The clustering below is not a ranking but 
a grouping of HEIs that serves as a basis for developing roadmaps and strategic plans, as 
well as for determining the authority to manage the “Tri Dharma” activities (Director of 
Research, Technology, Service, Community, 2023).

Appendix 4 illustrates how the challenges and potential in the implementation of UCE 
at Indonesian HEIs vary. In general, at larger universities, improvements in UCE that focus 
on sustainable UCE activities have begun to be observed at several campuses. In contrast, 
at developing universities, the programs remain periodic and short-term (see Appendix 4 
for details).

Discussion and concluding remarks

Our findings indicate that when UCE is driven by top-down motivations, it is implemented 
and sustained by faculty members primarily due to pressure from regulations imposed by 
higher authorities. The Tri Dharma and BKD obligations are explicitly recognized by most 
faculty members as the primary motivating force behind UCE activities. This supports 
previous research highlighting the risks associated with top-down motivations in UCE 
implementation (Chen & Vanclay, 2021; Wahyuni & Málovics, 2023). UCE programs, when 
implemented solely in response to regulatory pressure without a deeper understanding 
of its underlying purpose, tends to deviate further from the core objectives of community 
development itself. We found that “shallow” cases like these result in the community not 
benefiting from the UCE program. Instead, the program is merely carried out to fulfill the 
UCE requirement as part of the Tri Dharma obligations, and, as such, it does not align with 
the parameters of successful UCE as defined by Benneworth et al. (2018).

In addition, the situations of the informants described in this study are strongly 
determined by their disciplinary interests as a consequence of top-down regulation: 
UCE programs that are not aligned with informants’ field of knowledge will not be 
recognized for funding, performance evaluation points, or applications for promotion. 
As a result, UCE programs are limited to the academic expertise of faculty members, also 
restricting the range of local communities that can be targeted.

Nonetheless, there are certain groups of faculty members who, while not being entirely 
exempt from the need to fulfill top-down obligations, still find enjoyment in UCE. In these 
cases, UCE activities have made significant contributions to local communities by enhan
cing basic knowledge of surrounding natural resources, improving skills to use local 
assets, and even boosting the community’s economy through training programs con
ducted in collaboration with faculty members. These success stories address the chal
lenges posed by previous critical studies regarding how HEIs should contribute to 
community development (Grant & Hains, 2024; Hurd & Stanton, 2023; Wood, 2016). 
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For example, even when faculty members implement long-term and impactful UCE 
programs, the performance points for promotion and rewards they earn via UCE are not 
as substantial as those earned for teaching and research. This means that the success 
(quality) of UCE programs has no impact on the points awarded for UCE implementation 
within the centralized university evaluation system regulated by the Ministry of 
Education. Additionally, rigid regulations pose further challenges by making it difficult 
for faculty members to carry out long-term UCE initiatives, as they would often require 
shifting between different locations and community targets, which contradicts the exist
ing requirements.

However, these challenges do not negate the alignment of these UCE cases with the 
concept of community development as defined by Matarrita-Cascante and Brennan 
(2012). Successful UCE programs facilitate and organize local communities in targeted 
areas, empowering them to shape the communities they envision and desire to live in. 
Additionally, they exemplify the concept of UCE as fostering a mutually beneficial rela
tionship between university academics and the local community, as outlined by 
Benneworth et al. (2018). Despite systemic challenges, these programs create positive 
impacts by building stronger connections and empowering local communities.

In these success cases, faculty members genuinely engage with the community’s needs 
and feel a sense of duty when encountering a community in need. This also aligns with 
previous research suggesting that UCE programs driven by intrinsic motivation tend to 
produce positive impacts for all stakeholders involved (Bakar et al., 2019; Petersen & Kruss,  
2021), thus directly contributing to local development (Grant & Hains, 2024; Hurd & 
Stanton, 2023; Wood, 2016). Referring to the UCE models outlined in prior studies 
(Clayton et al., 2010; Davis et al., 2017; Dorado & Giles, 2004; Himmelman, 2001), we can 
conclude that university faculty members who implement UCE programs driven by 
intrinsic motivation and a deep understanding of UCE objectives conduct UCE in 
a “deep” manner. In contrast, faculty members who engage in UCE programs merely to 
fulfill obligations perceive them as “shallow” activities, thus failing to address the core 
issues of the target community.

Even though most faculty members interviewed in this study are exclusively motivated 
to carry out UCE just for the sake of completion, those who carry out successful programs 
do so out of personal motivation rather than because of institutional support. This shows 
that institutional functions/procedures (evaluation, programs, and program implementa
tion systems) are inadequate in ensuring successful, impactful, and sustainable UCE 
programs. An example of this is informant 18: even though she enjoys teaching children 
affected by natural disasters and feels a sense of duty to carry out such activities, her 
institution has failed to support sustainable UCE activities because of the requirement to 
carry out different community service activities each year, forcing her to move from one 
community to another.

Because of the top-down character of the UCE system (including the evaluation 
system, the type of program activities, and institutional workload), several consequences 
arise that ultimately lead to a situation in which UCE often becomes inadequate in 
creating impactful and long-term programs (Appendix A3). The first consequence is 
that programs tend to be incidental: most activities are short-term and unplanned. 
Second, there is no continuity as activities are often conducted hastily when the semester 
is nearing its end and the UCE program has not yet been implemented. Third, the 
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evaluation system for UCE activities is not equivalent to assessment of teaching and 
research. While teaching and research quantity and quality criteria are transparent, 
community service points remain within a “gray area” – e.g. those worth a given quantity 
of “credit points,” regardless of the number of participants involved in the activity. This 
leads to a situation where faculty members are structurally motivated (1) to maximize the 
quality and quantity of their teaching and research (as evaluation here is performance- 
based and transparent) and (2) to choose UCE activities that are as simple as possible.

This is especially the case since UCE evaluations tend to be formal. After activities are 
carried out, faculty members are only required to submit a report without a thorough 
evaluation procedure. There is no evaluation of whether the activity has truly impacted 
the community, how the community benefits from the activities or whether the program 
is sustainable or not, even though a prior study shows that sustainable and impactful UCE 
requires honest, qualitative feedback from the community (Wanjiru & Xiaoguang, 2021).

Considering that not all faculty members are passionate about UCE and not all 
academic disciplines are relevant to it, this study suggests that implementing UCE at 
the university level is a more effective approach to supporting community development 
than requiring individual faculty members to fulfill UCE obligations. University-level UCE 
implementation means that (1) UCE should not be treated as an individual obligation for 
all faculty members but rather as a collective responsibility of the university (institution). 
Therefore, (2) only faculty members who have a genuine interest in UCE should be 
involved and supported in UCE programs, and (3) faculty from various disciplines can 
collaboratively address the complex problems faced by communities through such an 
approach, enabling the emergence of comprehensive and interdisciplinary cooperation 
and solutions instead of the current disciplinary-based focus in UCE.
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Appendices

Appendix 1

Appendix 2

Background and experience with UCE

(1) Since when have you been working as a faculty member?
(2) Approximately how many times have you conducted community service activities since becom

ing a faculty member, and what has your role in those activities been (leader, member, 
volunteer, etc.)?

(3) How do you view and define community service activities?

Motivation for UCE

(1) What motivates you to engage in community service activities? Why?
(2) What benefits have you experienced from participating in such activities?

Challenges and barriers

(1) Have you encountered any challenges in implementing these activities? If so, what are they?
(2) How do these challenges influence your willingness or ability to continue participating in 

community engagement programs?

Impact of UCE

(1) What has been the impact of these activities on the local community? What has been their 
response?

(2) How have these activities affected the institution where you work?

Successes and failures in UCE

10. Based on your experience, can you share one example each of a successful and a failed 
community service activity?

Why was it considered successful?
Why was it considered a failure?

Table A1. Data collection.
No. Mode Data Source Quantity Time

1 Interview In person Recording and 
Notes

6 informants August 2023– 
March 2024

2 Online; Zoom meeting Recording 15 informants January 2023– 
March 2024

3 Text: WhatsApp Messenger & Microsoft 
Word

Text 3 informants March 2024

4 Informant 
archive

Sending photos with credits and 
anonymous photos

Image 3 photos May 2024

Source: Authors, 2024.
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Views on the community service system at Indonesian universities

(1) How would you evaluate the community service system at Indonesian universities in general?
(2) What do you think an ideal community service system should look like?

Appendix 3

Table A2. Informants’ background and data collection method.

Informant 
No. & gender

Interview 
mode

Interview 
word 
count Position Task Activity and community target

Informant 1 
Female

Online 4,096 Junior  
faculty 
member

Head of research and 
community service 
unit on university 
level

Empowering housewives and training 
small business owners in the city.

Informant 2 
Male

Online 4,283 Junior 
faculty 
member

Head of community 
service unit on 
division level

Provide free vaccination for 
community around the university; 
safe drug use workshop.

Informant 3 
Male

Online 3,463 Junior 
faculty 
member

Community service 
unit staff at the 
university

Distributing questionnaires to assess 
risk for communities vulnerable to 
natural disasters.

Informant 4 
Female

Online 2,968 Senior 
faculty 
member

Reviewer of 
community service 
grant on division 
level

N/A

Informant 5 
Female

Online 3,639 Senior 
faculty 
member

Head and department 
coordinator at the 
applied sciences? 
university

Training housewives to make healthy 
food for malnourished ?children, 
training in making home-made 
medicines, training in water 
purification from natural 
ingredients, and producing free 
hand sanitizer for society during 
pandemic.

Informant 6 
Female

Online 3,668 Junior 
faculty 
member

Department 
coordinator at the 
university and head 
of community 
service

Socialization of the usage of safe 
cosmetics, training local farmers to 
produce and market herbal plants, 
and teaching children how to 
obtain, use, store, and dispose of 
medications.

Informant 7 
Male

Online 3,313 Senior 
faculty 
member

Head of community 
service group

Training government employees in 
rural areas who lack adequate 
education in finance and regional 
reporting.

Informant 8 
Male

Online, In 
person, 
and text

3,039 Senior 
faculty 
member

Head and member of 
community service 
group

Educating the general public on the 
proper use of medications and 
conducting training for housewives 
in preparing herbal medicine.

Informant 9 
Female

In person 2,647 Junior 
faculty 
member

Head and member of 
community service 
group

Providing healthcare services to 
communities affected by 
earthquakes.

Informant 10 
Female

In person 470 Senior 
faculty 
member

Head and member of 
community service 
group

Supporting small business owners in 
marketing their products and 
assisting housewives in producing 
useful, salable goods.

Informant 11 
Female

In person 526 Senior 
faculty 
member

Head and member of 
community service 
group

Same as informant 10.

(Continued)
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Table A2. (Continued).

Informant 
No. & gender

Interview 
mode

Interview 
word 
count Position Task Activity and community target

Informant 12 
Female

Online 2,772 Senior 
faculty 
member

Head and member of 
community service 
group

Supporting small business owners in 
enhancing the value of their 
products, offering financial training 
to business owners, and assisting 
them with online marketing 
strategies.

Informant 13 
Female

Online 5,018 Senior 
faculty 
member

Head and member of 
community service 
group

Teaching simple and easy-to- 
understand financial reporting 
methods to small and medium- 
sized enterprise (SME) owners.

Informant 14 
Male

Online 6,266 Senior 
faculty 
member

Head and member of 
community service 
group

Assisting fishermen’s wives with 
limited education (elementary 
school graduates) in cultivating 
herbal medicines and selling them.

Informant 15 
Female

Online 292 Junior 
faculty 
member

Member of community 
service group

Teaching high school students in the 
city and rural villages.

Informant 16 
Male

Online 3,106 Junior 
faculty 
member

Member of community 
service group

Assisting communities in managing 
agroforestry; empowering 
communities living near swamps 
to convert non-value plants that 
grow wild in swamps into 
profitable and marketable plants.

Informant 17 
Male

In person 3,486 Junior 
faculty 
member

Member of community 
service group

Supporting local business owners in 
enhancing their manufacturing 
processes (for example, product 
packaging) to boost their 
competitiveness.

Informant 18 
Female

In person 3,098 Junior 
faculty 
member

Member of community 
service group

Teaching English to orphaned 
children affected by the tsunami 
natural disaster and to pedicab 
drivers who often meet tourists so 
they can transport them using 
basic English.

Informant 19 
Female

Online 877 Senior 
faculty 
member

Member of community 
service group

Designing an extension course on 
philosophy for the public, 
including housewives and high 
school students who are interested 
in philosophy, which presents the 
material in an accessible manner.

Informant 20 
Male

Text 739 Junior 
faculty 
member

Member of community 
service group

N/A

Informant 21 
Female

In person 1,858 Junior 
faculty 
member

Member of community 
service group

Providing collaborative reading 
classes for local children and 
distributing books to them.

Informant 22 
Female

In person 214 Junior 
faculty 
member

Member of community 
service group

N/A

Informant 23 
Male

Text 631 Junior 
faculty 
member

Member of community 
service group

Providing Microsoft Excel and 
predictive science training for 
airlines; teaching mathematics to 
instructors and students in schools.

Total: 23 informants

Source: Authors, 2024.
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Appendix 4

Table A3. Opportunities through challenges of UCE.
Independent Primary Developmental Vocational

Potential Sustainability 
of program

Improvements have been made 
where the orientation is toward 
sustainable mentoring. 
“(In the past) if the program was 
short-term, it would be like the 
activities were jumping from 
one community to another 
community. For example, 
this year [they’re in] in village A, 
the next year they move to 
village B, and the next year they 
move again. So this case is not 
finished. For example, I’ve 
moved again. Finally, a rule was 
made: choose one village and 
work on it for three years.” 
(Informant 16)

Campus regulations require that programs must be 
changed annually and cannot remain the same 

every year. 
“Even if it’s from campus, it shouldn’t be done 

repeatedly in the same place. It’s not recognized if 
it’s the same.” (Informant 18)

Types of 
programs

Various types, starting from 
assisting communities at risk of 
natural disasters to assisting in 
processing local plants into 
finished products. Sources of 
funding for activities are varied, 
ranging from national grants to 
corporate social responsibility 
(CSR) funds from abroad. 
Because the funds are large, 
activities are not only carried 
out around campus but also 
reach communities outside the 
area where the university is 
located. 
“During my period, there 
happened to be a collaborative 
research project with a private 
company from Korea . . . so in 
the Cilacap area, it often floods, 
but the flooding is due to rising 
sea levels, which is why it’s 
often called Kampung Laut (Sea 
Village). Coincidentally, the 
company from Korea was 
surveying for a disaster 
mitigation program named 
‘Local Community Disaster 
Awareness,’ or something like 
that. The collaboration was with 
my university because it’s 
a large institution, and it also 
has a geology department. 
Additionally, the location is 
close to Cilacap, specifically 
Kampung Laut.” (Informant 3)

Tends to be in the form 
of seminars or 
workshops. The 
source of funding for 
activities generally 
comes from internal 
campuses, so the 
funds are not large 
and only reach 
communities near the 
university area.

The activities carried out 
are usually more 
product-oriented and 
entail training on how 
to use the product.

(Continued)
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Table A3. (Continued).
Independent Primary Developmental Vocational

Impact Most (especially long- 
term) programs have 
had a major impact. 
For example, 
informant 14’s 
activities have had 
a great effect, 
potentially resulting in 
products being 
marketed on 
a national scale.

Because the programs carried out 
are those that are “just 
implemented,” they tend not to 
be consistent with the needs of 
the community. They? The 
participants? realize that the 
impact is not significant, but 
there is still a small positive 
effect. New knowledge has 
been provided for the 
community, for example, even 
though it is not used or needed. 
“There will definitely be an 
impact, even if it’s small.” 
(Informant 21)

Some programs have had 
a great impact, for 
example, the weaving 
assistance program 
carried out by 
informants 10 and 11 
and the clean water 
filtration training 
conducted by 
informant 5. However, 
several other programs 
were only routine to 
meet obligations, so 
they did not have 
sufficient impact on 
communities.

Challenge Evaluation All types of universities have the same type of evaluation from the Directorate General of 
Higher Education, Research and Technology, Ministry of Education, Culture, Research 
and Technology. However, it seems to be an inadequate evaluation of the 
sustainability development program. 
a. The point is not equal compared to other tasks (teaching and research) 
“For promotions to functional positions, for example, expert junior faculty members, 
the most emphasis is on research. Community service, no matter how many people are 
doing the work, the points are still the same, that’s 5 points. So the important thing is 
that the activities are carried out.” (Informant 1) 
“In that semester report, what is mandatory is teaching and research. Well, there must 
be a minimum of research. But when it comes to devotion, that’s the problem with us, 
that’s what’s important. So, we conducted one or two studies, [but] the points are the 
same. Because devotion is what it is, it’s a gray area, right? Some faculty members who 
use outside seminar activities as service activities, yes, you can, because the system has 
permitted and acknowledged that activity. So it’s possible.” (Informant 2) 
b. The evaluation is only in the form of a seminar and report submission. 
“As for the community service here, once the activities are done, the results are simply 
presented in a seminar, and that’s it. There’s nothing more to it, no follow-up, nothing 
further.” 
“The next shortcoming: evaluation of this activity. So we only collect reports, but there 
is no evaluation after that program.” (Informant 8)

Faculty 
members’ 
expertise 
versus 
community 
needs

Community service programs involving faculty members with 
disciplines applicable to society tend to easily find target 
communities (health, economics, or education). This is 
different for faculty members from purely theoretical 
disciplines, such as informant 19 (philosophy) and 
informant 23 (mathematics). For such purely theoretical 
fields, activities are typically conducted in the form of 
workshops or teaching seminars for the community, which 
do not produce tangible products. 
“Yes, maybe I’ll explain first because the program we are 
doing is a bit different in terms of community service. In 
general, community service requires going to a village, 
right? For the majority of us (in philosophy), we provide 
a kind of thematic extension course, so, for example, right 
now, we’re discussing politics because this year is 
a political year (presidential election). So we open the 
classes to anyone from the general public, it can be any 
profession, it doesn’t have to be philosophy, you can come 
from any background, so you can take those classes, so we 
fill in those materials. So it’s more like a seminar, maybe 
actually in a more popular language.” (Informant 19)

The team of faculty 
members who carry 
out activities tend to 
come from the same 
discipline so that 
complex community 
problems cannot be 
resolved.

(Continued)
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Table A3. (Continued).
Independent Primary Developmental Vocational

Administrative 
tasks and 
pressure

More administrative tasks are 
required to achieve higher 
recognition, such as being listed 
among the top universities 
globally and obtaining good 
international accreditation. 
“We ourselves usually find it 
difficult to manage time. This 
means we are not only 
entrusted with that unit. We still 
have to participate in various 
committees, etc. So thinking 
about it [the UCE program] is 
difficult.” (Informant 2).

a. Because the campus is still small, limited resource 
burdens faculty members with more 
administrative tasks 
“One of the challenges is definitely time because 
we usually do community service during working 
hours, so it usually starts from morning until 
afternoon. Doing community service in the 
evening is rare or never. And the time is also 
during working hours, usually between Monday 
and Friday. There is only an additional week, and 
that’s just it, firstly the time. Automatically, we 
don’t teach. Because if there are teaching hours, it 
will be replaced at other times or days. That’s how 
it is. Secondly, energy.” (Informant 3) 
b. Many MoU documents are required from the 
local community for accreditation. Thus, faculty 
members have focused on collaboration in terms 
of quantity. 
“In what way can we, who are not accredited, 
become accredited by fulfilling standard 8, 
criterion 8, community service (from the 
accreditation requirements) . . . . Well, something 
like that happened, where the village officials 
only needed an MoU and we also needed an MoU. 
So, after implementation, we made an official 
report . . . .” (Informant 1)

Source: Authors, 2024.
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