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Abstract 

As of October 2021, the pandemic has claimed the lives of more than four million. In Mexico, confirmed cases of around a million victims accumulate. In this 

scenario, the Mexican State has escalated into a conflict with Higher Education Institutions regarding the return to classes. While educational policies revolve 

around a lack of refinement and return to classes, even when young people do not have the basic immunization scheme, public universities lead the practice of 

the virtual classroom. The objective of this work is to analyze and discuss the differences between the public administration of education and the autonomy of 

the universities regarding the return to the traditional classroom. A literature review was carried out considering the link between policies to mitigate and contain 

the pandemic in relation to the protocols for returning to face-to-face classes followed by public universities. Axes, trajectories, and relationships between risk 

prevention, self-care, and co-responsibility stand out. In relation to the state of the art, the asymmetries between political and educational actors are discussed. 

Keywords: Covid-19, Governance, Social Representations, Educational Policy, Pandemic, Agenda. 

Introduction

Until October 2021, the pandemic has killed more than four million people 

in the world (WHO, 2021). In Mexico, it has claimed the existence of about 

a million (PAHO, 2021). Both contexts reflect the mitigation and 

containment policies that governments have implemented in the face of the 

health crisis. In this way, the mitigation and containment policies for the 

SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus and the COVID-19 disease have focused their 

attention on the distancing and confinement of people. In this sense, the 

public administration of educational services guided the transition from the 

traditional classroom to the electronic blackboard. This educational policy 

changed once immunizations increased, even though young people have not 

been vaccinated against Covid-19. In response to this policy, the most 

important public universities in Mexico have decided to remain in a distance 

system. Both conflicting positions have been exacerbated by the complaint 

by the federal prosecutor's office to prosecute academic researchers for 

administrative violations of their collective contract. 

This is how the asymmetries between the State and public universities have 

escalated to reach legal instances to resolve their differences [4]. Therefore, 

the objective of this paper is to analyze the conflict from the social 

representations of the actors to discuss the possible ways of mediation, 

conciliation, and arbitration in the resolution of the problem. In order to be 

able to contribute to the discussion of political and academic positions, the 

theory of social representations offers a perspective on which it is possible to 

reach agreements and co-responsibilities that lead the interested parties 

towards public health governance in public health spaces. Teaching learning 

such as the traditional and face-to-face classroom. 

The question that guides the present work is: Can the mitigation and 

containment policies of the pandemic be oriented towards a distancing and 

confinement of people that supposes a staggered and safe return for the 

academic community in the terms that the State demands without disrupting 

university autonomy? 

The premises that guide this study suggest that the differences between the 

parties reflect their positions in the face of a common problem such as the 

pandemic [16]. In addition, the conflicts between the actors affect an 

escalation of negotiation, agreements, and co-responsibilities as a prelude to 

governance. In this process of management and handling of the pandemic in 

academic spaces, the parties involved express their positions, as well as their 

asymmetries. Immediately, the institutional mechanisms of mediation, 

conciliation, and arbitration are activated to reduce the conflict. Mediation as 

the central axis of a discussion supposes the facilitation of the positions, as 

well as an orientation towards the reduction of differences based on the 

knowledge of the demands and the resources between the parties. 

Conciliation follows the path of mediation. It begins with the recognition of 

the positions and continues with the contrast of these before a common 

problem. In this sense, conciliation is a management tool that guides 
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opposing positions from a negotiation of common needs. Therefore, when 

mediation and conciliation are exhausted, arbitration emerges as a regulated 

instance of conflict resolution. Based on established protocols, the State and 

the university community can reach an agreement. 

In this way, the contribution of this work includes: 

1) a discussion of the conflict between the parties and their resolution 

mechanisms 

2) a genealogical approximation of the differences and alternatives of 

co-responsibility between the parties from the social representations 

3) a discussion about the scope and limits of the theoretical perspective 

in the framework of a governance construction of the return to the 

face-to-face classroom. 

Developing 

This section presents the theoretical axes and conceptual matrices for the 

analysis of the return to the face-to-face classroom, considering a review of 

empirical studies, as well as deconfinement policies [26]. It is proposed to 

address the differences between the parties from international guidelines and 

standards applied in other latitudes and that can be imported to the case of 

Mexico. The scope and limits of these deconfinement policies are pointed 

out, considering the perspective of social representations as a reducing 

panorama of asymmetries between the parties and as an orientation of dispute 

resolution mechanisms. 

The transition to governance lies in the identification of the conflict and the 

recognition of this situation between the parties [32]. Once the scenario of 

asymmetric relations has been established, conflict management can be 

oriented towards the establishment of negotiations, recognition of the 

common problem, as well as possible alliances in order to overcome shared 

adversity. Then, the rounds of negotiations with or without follow-up 

between the parties can be reoriented toward a consensus. As long as the 

parties involved consider that the common problem depends on their 

resources, they will reach an agreement. Now, when one of the parties 

assumes that the resources are inferior to the common demands or problems, 

then dissent emerges. 

Dissent does not mean the exhaustion of negotiations between the parties, 

although it is directed toward the relativization of common problems and 

towards the exercise of power by the State as a reflection of its stewardship 

[33]. It is a social representation of conflict, agreement, and co-responsibility 

that depends on the input, processing, and communication of information to 

reach agreements. 

The model includes peripheral nodes of social representation that allude to 

the objectification and anchoring of conflict and resolution [29]. These are 

instances in which the parties involved generate conflicts, debates, consensus, 

and dissent in order to build a management of risk events such as the 

pandemic. Around this health crisis management node, deconfinement 

policies are distinguished by calling for the return and normalization of 

essential activities; productive and cultural. Faced with this federal 

regulation, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are committed to 

immunizing the community, although the State only considers the 

vaccination of teachers and administrators to be relevant in the first phase and 

of students in the second phase. 

In the objectification process, the categorization of the parties involved with 

respect to the resources in the face of the common problem is a relevant phase 

[22]. This is so because the expectations that the parties have about the 

conflict and its resolution depend on the comparative management of 

resources. As one of the parties considers that an abundance of resources 

prevails, it manages a common problem that can be resolved in the short term. 

In contrast, a perception of limited resources conditions a position of conflict, 

negotiation, and agreements based on the costs of the problem. 

From a perspective of social representations as the figurative core of the 

pandemic, the parties involved assume that the surrounding information 

determines the demands [17]. If either party assumes that the pandemic has a 

minimal impact on their resources, then they will support a divided resolution 

of a conflict. In the case of the academic community, it may see itself as a 

victim of lockdown policies. By executing a posture of adversity, the 

academic community builds a figurative core of state power. Then, it 

relativizes the solutions based on the immunization promoted by the State. In 

this way, the return to the face-to-face classroom will depend on the history 

of the relationship between the State and the university (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Structure of Social Representations Source: Garcia (2021) 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The interrelation between the figurative core and the peripheries of symbolization allows the scope of the conflict between the State and 
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universities [8]. At this point of conflict, the academy posits an asymmetrical 

relationship with the State but recognizes resolution passages where the 

conciliation of interests continued with the non-hostility pact. Both actors, 

politicians and academics, can choose to follow the anti-Covid-19 policy, but 

also to move towards the coupling of resources to reduce the effects of the 

pandemic on the return to the face-to-face classroom. 

The cessation of information would indicate a dissent, but the flow of data 

supposes a possible agreement between academia and the State [30]. In fact, 

the objectification of the conflict and its categorization as a viable option for 

consensus or dissent warns of exporting asymmetries to other actors. Once 

both parties recognize common interests, mediation can be a conflict-

reduction option. There is a close relationship between the social 

representation of symbolic categories of power such as selective 

immunization. It is a categorization of information concerning the 

vaccination deadlines of academics, students, and administrators. It is true 

that this site proposes agreements to return to the face-to-face classroom, but 

there are underlying negotiations around the critical route for lack of 

confidence. 

In the negotiation process between the parties, academia, and the state can be 

overwhelmed by their common problem, which lies in an exponential growth 

in the number of infected, sick, and dead [21]. If this is the case, then the 

interested parties move towards a renegotiation of their demands, but also 

towards a readjustment of their resources. Consequently, conciliation and 

mediation are no longer viable options. Arbitration emerges as the final 

instance in the renegotiation of the management of the health crisis. In other 

words, academia and public administration are reorienting the management 

of the pandemic towards a pragmatic sphere. 

In this way, the objectification, categorization, and anchoring of the conflict 

are symbolized as opportunities and management barriers between the parties 

involved [11]. Academia and the State assume themselves as managers of a 

crisis as long as they symbolize their differences as transitory in the face of 

an event of permanent risk. In the case of COVID-19, since it is assumed to 

be a common and transitory problem, it can be represented as a common risk 

between the parties. Consequently, the urgency of its prevention prevails 

before any state regulation of lack of confinement or return to the face-to-

face classroom. 

It is possible to see that a prolonged pandemic, the exponential increase in 

victims, and limited resources make up a fatalistic scenario of risk propensity 

[5]. According to the theory of social representations, the parties involved 

will assume the costs of a return to the face-to-face classroom, even when the 

vaccination scheme is partial and the victims increase. 

On the contrary, the most optimistic scenario supposes the concurrence of the 

parties in the establishment of assertive discourses [18]. Stable 

communication channels that delimit problems and guide decisions and 

actions towards co-responsibility. There is a propensity for risk as a hallmark 

of the asymmetries between the parties and also as a consensus between them. 

In order to guarantee the continuity of the negotiations, the academy and the 

State are moving towards a return to the face-to-face classroom. They 

establish points of agreement that allow clarifying their responsibilities in 

specific cases of contagion, illness, and death. In fact, they delegate 

biosecurity to people. In other words, risk prevention is in the hands of 

individual self-care protocols. 

Special mention for the governance of the commons and corporate 

governance which, unlike governance, are disseminated as emblematic cases 

of pandemic management [2]. The government of the commons differs from 

governance in that it poses an extreme fatalistic scenario where the only 

resolution of differences lies in the adoption of common resource 

management. In the government of common goods, problems can be assumed 

as irreversible. Furthermore, management is a transitory instrument of risk 

appetite. Consequently, the parties involved know that in one way or another, 

they will end up merged in the face of a shared problem. This co-management 

model is positioned as a permanent resolution without the possibility of 

transition to governance or corporate governance. This is so because the 

government of the Commons is committed to collaboration between the 

parties. Such an assignment suggests a system of expected resource scarcity 

and consequent optimization (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Government of the Commons Source: Spinoza (2021) 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Corporate governance, unlike commons governance, aspires to spread its 

influence to other systems [14]. In this way, corporate governance focuses its 

interest on reconciling the growing and expansive interests of the parties in 

conflict. As the political and academic actors configure a corporation, they 

reduce their differences until they reach an isomorphism. These are protocols 

that institutions follow as the central matrix develops. 

The governments of the commons were questioned by the theory of social 

representations by proposing a tragedy of the commons [30]. In a scenario of 
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risk events, resources tend to decrease as the problem unites the parties 

involved. In the end, the theory states that one of the parties will choose to 

eliminate the other in order to guarantee their stay. Faced with this criticism, 

the government of the Commons has shown that the more the problem 

intensifies, the more risk-prone it generates and collaboration replaces 

unilateralism. Cooperation is exalted before competition, guaranteeing the 

survival of the parties involved. 

In a government of common goods, the academy could not do without the 

State in that it supplies the resources [23]. In the same way, the public 

administration cannot do without the academy because it legitimizes its 

spending of resources and encourages contributions. Rather, the government 

of the commons supposes a null autonomy of the universities. Even the 

collaboration suggests optimization schemes that the academy cannot 

guarantee due to variable research spending. 

Therefore, corporate governance as State influence in universities is a more 

viable alternative than the governance of the commons [25]. It is a decision 

scheme dictated by the regime, form of state, or political system. The 

academy is an intermediary of state decisions, as well as the optimization of 

resources determined by the public administration. University autonomy 

persists, but social policy has a direct influence on the evaluation, 

accreditation, and certification of HEIs. In this way, corporate governance is 

an effective state management instrument to legitimize the results of 

managing the pandemic in terms of infected, sick, and dead (see Figure 3).

Figure 3. Corporate Governance Source: Carreon (2021) 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

A talent training system for its conversion into intangible assets of 

knowledge-creating organizations [7]. This is the definition of corporate 

governance in which state policies are legitimized through knowledge. It is a 

system of co-management of demands and resources. State and academia 

converge in the formation of human capital with emphasis on their 

intellectuality and creativity. In the face of the pandemic, the parties involved 

are interested in reducing risks, but immunization is exhausting. Therefore, 

the State is committed to a cultural and creative city policy to reactivate its 

economy. The return to the face-to-face classroom is just one indicator of the 

post-Covid-19 city project. In this process, corporate governance assumes the 

establishment of guidelines for attracting talent, and human and intellectual 

capital that very soon should be intangible assets of universities and 

organizations. In this project, the return is an imperative determined by the 

policy of reactivating tourism in the cultural city and its entertainment 

industry. 

Both governance of the commons and corporate governance are limited by 

the symbiosis between the State and academia [9]. This is where governance, 

understood as the synthesis of a diversity of participation of sectors and actors 

involved, reaches its relevance. It is about the co-management of demands 

and resources as the differences between the parties intensify. In other words, 

greater asymmetries will correspond to management systems, producers, and 

translators of knowledge. This is so because governance is a flexible system 

of abilities, capacities, resources, and knowledge-oriented towards the 

coexistence of the parties (see Figure 4)

Figure 4. Public health governance Source: Heron (2021) 
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Governance explains the differences between universities and the State [24]. 

Based on participatory mechanisms, the contribution of actors and sectors 

distinguishes them from other forms of government. In the case of the 

pandemic, governance proposes and facilitates discussion on an open agenda. 

The axes and topics of debate are concentrated in an agenda where the actors 

and sectors influence each other. It is possible to notice that governance 

reaches the interdependence between the parts. Unlike governance of the 

commons and corporate governance that focus on conflict between parties, 

governance assumes that differences are transitory. In fact, the asymmetries 

between the parties are the preamble to their participation. 

There are different conglomerates of participation that imply open or 

bounded governance [3]. In this way, the pandemic is a situation that activates 

resources from different sectors. This is the case of the academy as a central 

actor in the management, production, and transfer of knowledge. It is not 

fortuitous that public universities bet on the virtual classroom when the State 

determined the return to face-to-face classrooms. The knowledge that 

universities accumulate is enough to legitimize their confinement decisions. 

In contrast, the public administration tries to legitimize its decisions through 

community and civil participation. Faced with the militants, sympathizers, 

and adherents of the government who adopt the policies of lack of confidence 

and return to the face-to-face classroom, the academy simply activates its 

citizen participation from the training of talents. 

It is true that corporate governance can become governance as long as the 

dependency between the State and academia is possible, but governance 

suggests that such a scheme coexists with other participatory models [1]. 

Unlike corporate governance which activates management protocols such as 

biosafety, governance simply opens participatory channels. While corporate 

governance tries to justify its structure in the face of a contingency, 

governance suggests that such a threat is necessary for discussion. 

Other differences between corporate governance and governance can be seen 

in conflict resolution [15]. Corporate governance requires the unanimous or 

majority agreement of the actors. Governance is only possible when the 

parties involved recognize themselves as different. Therefore, corporate 

governance avoids conciliation or mediation to adopt arbitration. 

Governance, on the other hand, suggests that none of these management 

instruments is necessary. 

From the government of the commons, it is essential that the vaccines be 

disseminated among the parties to guarantee the conservation of resources in 

the face of future contingencies (May 2015). In contrast, governance only 

keeps communication channels open to guarantee a discussion that will 

inevitably generate an agreement based on differences and similarities. It 

means then that participation is a diversity of criteria and opinions that 

distinguish the actors and sectors. From this distinction, governance is 

constructed as a management alternative to the government of common 

goods. 

Regarding conflict resolutions, the government of the commons is only 

sustained by shared objectives, tasks, and goals [28]. Governance is a series 

of divergent and convergent proposals that regulate themselves. A 

contribution turns out to be more significant if the previous one is 

insufficient. A contribution will be more relevant if its predecessor is 

abandoned by one of the parties. Governance is then expected to be the 

management system that stakeholders need to settle their differences, 

consolidate their projects, and develop their capacities. 

Governance, by summoning and receiving feedback from existing forms of 

participation, reaches the status of co-management [12]. This means that it is 

not built from duality. It is not a unilateral and unidirectional system where 

one of the parties is hegemonic until the other is emancipated. It is a scenario 

where participation converges through surrounding information in the media 

and electronic networks. It is a public agenda open to the discussion of its 

contents. A global critique of its themes and a systematic review of its 

elements. In the face of the pandemic, governance is a structure of data and 

decisions oriented from the proximity of risk events and their aversions as 

well as their propensities. 

In its conciliatory mode, governance highlights disagreements to establish 

common ground in the near future [27]. In this way, the pandemic is a 

common problem between the parties. Each one establishes its management 

criteria, but the extension of the crisis forces the discordant parties to 

converge in an alliance to reduce the cases. This management principle 

begins with a truce between the state and academia. It continues with a review 

of the opportunities, challenges, and challenges. Immediately, the concordant 

parties assume that their common problem intensifies along with their 

coincidences. Very soon management proposals emerge that overlap each 

other. At the end of the process, only those forms of inclusive participation 

that contributed to the reduction of COVID-19 cases remain. 

This is the case of the universities that adopted the policies of distancing and 

confinement reduced to the virtual classroom [6]. Once immunizations 

increased, the agreements between the discordant parties also increased until 

the conflict agenda was reversed into a retributive collaboration. The parties 

in conflict had never assimilated that their differences would lead to co-

management. At the same time that their asymmetries diminished, their 

agreements intensified, not only because of a common problem. A sense of 

community also emerged that has reduced infections, illnesses, and deaths 

associated with the SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus. The key to this resolution lies 

in the participation from different places and positions. 

Precisely, governance has been questioned for its degree of openness to 

different participations [10]. From this inclusion, it is assumed that the actors 

can only collaborate in the face of an imminent deterioration of their well-

being, but the parties would not be opposed without different interests. In 

fact, it is assumed that governance should be made up of win-oriented 

participation from all parties. It is true that a crisis activates the sense of 

community, attachment to place, and belonging to a group. The parties to the 

conflict would not be in that situation without first seeing themselves as 

exclusive. 

From the government of the common goods, it is noted that the interested 

parties are means of disseminating the differences between those who assume 

that the goods should be public or private [13]. From corporate governance, 

it is evident that unilateralism allows for consensus. Governance, by betting 

on the competition of the best ideas, assumes the well-being of those who 

debate a collective action. In reality, the parties involved seek their well-

being from the minor impact of a crisis on themselves and their adversaries. 

This basic principle of a common enemy makes the parties allies, but it does 

not guarantee a redistribution of resources based on the vulnerability of the 
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parties. 

Therefore, lines of analysis and discussion on the asymmetries between the 

parties will open the debate on the type of participation that governance 

requires in the face of a common problem [20]. In the case of the health crisis 

caused by the COVID-19 disease, the type of participation that would reduce 

the number of infected, sick, and dead remains to be discussed. The co-

management derived from the participation of the actors and sectors will 

make it possible to anticipate scenarios of imminent risk. 

Conclusions 

The contribution of this study to the consulted literature lies in the analysis 

of a conflict between universities and the public administration of higher 

education. The discussion offered suggests that the parties in conflict can 

reach a consensus and co-responsibility from different management 

mechanisms such as conciliation, mediation, and arbitration. Underlying this 

bouquet of offers is governance as a result of participation in different items 

and instruments. From the sense of community, participation suggests a 

management system in which common goods define decisions and actions. 

Starting from a political ideology, the corresponding participation assumes 

that the parties will maintain their differences, but in the end, the alliances 

will prevail in the face of a global problem. Considering the appropriation of 

spaces, citizen participation makes it clear that governance must follow the 

guidelines of coexistence and equity in the face of the pandemic. Each type 

of participation suggests to the academic community forms of organization, 

decision-making and action-oriented from biosafety. The prevention of 

illnesses and accidents prevails over any feature of participation, defining 

governance by its self-care. In this way, the conflict between universities and 

public administration advances towards a multilateral and inclusive 

agreement. This feature of governance that begins with the internal dialogue 

of the parties to the extent of the agreements between rival actors 

distinguishes it from other proposals. Before the government of common 

goods and corporate government, governance stands out as an open agenda 

for change, a repository of proposals, and a regulator of differences. In the 

face of a global crisis such as the pandemic, governance is seen as a turning 

point for humanity. Unlike democracies where the inclusion of all is assumed 

by a principle of diversity and equity, governance is for those who participate 

until they reach the status of contributors to a global problem. It is not about 

participation embodied by followers, militants, and adherents to a political 

ideology, charismatic leader, or interpretation of the basic needs and 

expectations of the agents. It is a contribution between the parties that have 

the potential to discuss the issues on the public agenda. Governance is a 

construction of those who manifest themselves both in the streets and in the 

media. Dissidents of a regime that presumes to be democratic. Critics of an 

apparently inclusive and democratic system. Talent Development 

Contributors. Facilitators of intangible assets in knowledge-creating 

organizations. 
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