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In a context where academic freedom is increasingly challenged and 
exclusionary norms are gaining renewed strength; there is a growing need for 
educational approaches that foster critical reflection and inclusive 
perspectives. Conferences have traditionally been viewed as sites for 
disseminating research, yet their potential as spaces for experiential and 
transformative learning remains underexplored. This perspective article 
presents a practice-based case analysis of NormDay as a student initiated 
educational and organisational innovation, drawing on observational material 
and participant survey data. Drawing on a norm-critical framework, NormDay 
combined keynote lectures with participatory workshops, exhibitions, and 
experience-based activities aimed at disrupting taken-for-granted 
assumptions and encouraging perspective taking. The initiative brought 
together researchers, educators, students, practitioners, policymakers, and 
civil society actors, creating a shared arena for dialogue across sectors. 
Participant evaluations indicated high levels of engagement and perceived 
relevance, as well as a self-reported increase in norm awareness. Rather than 
positioning NormDay as an intervention in the experimental sense, the article 
conceptualizes it as an awareness-oriented academic practice that may 
initiate processes of change over time. Key lessons include the importance of 
participatory formats, cross-sector collaboration, and the integration of 
embodied learning experiences. At the same time, challenges related to 
participant reach and the sustainability of impact are highlighted. The article 
contributes to ongoing discussions on academic freedom and norm-critical 
pedagogy by illustrating how higher education can create reflective spaces 
that address exclusionary norms and support more equitable health and 
healthcare practices.
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1 Introduction

The societal climate is hardening in many countries; 
democracies are under threat, and people who fall outside what 
is considered “normal” are increasingly marginalized. In 
addition, migration and large-scale population movements as a 
result of war and persecution contribute to heightened tension 
in many countries that receive people seeking refuge.

Academic freedom is associated with both institutional 
autonomy and, at the individual level, researchers’ ability to 
express themselves and share their work. According to a recent 
report, academic freedom has declined in 50 countries over the 
past decade, including countries traditionally considered 
democracies (Kinzelbach et al., 2026).

Moreover, the ability to question established truths, render 
power structures visible, and foreground marginalized 
perspectives, require an academic climate in which researchers 
and teachers can express themselves without fear of censorship 
or reprisals. At a time when certain concepts and areas of 
research are questioned or even banned in different parts of the 
world, it becomes evident that academic freedom cannot be 
taken for granted but must be continuously defended (Dahlborg 
et al., 2025).

Conferences provide spaces for researchers to share ideas, 
socialize, and expand their professional networks (Hauss, 
2021). They are distinguished from other work environments 
by enabling intensive interaction among actors who may meet 
only occasionally, shaped by the temporal and spatial 
constraints of the conference setting (González-Santos and 
Dimond, 2015).

Beyond formal presentations, conferences facilitate formal and 
informal knowledge exchange through diverse activities and 
interactions, with other researchers, which might have an impact 
at both individual and collective levels (Hauss, 2021). They are 
also arenas where ideas are negotiated, where notions of 
relevant or interesting research are discussed, and where future 
directions can be anticipated (González-Santos and Dimond, 
2015). In this sense, conferences play a crucial role in sustaining 
academic communities, as their short-term face-to-face 
interactions support the maintenance and development of 
collaborations and partnerships (de Leon and McQuillin, 2020). 
Despite conferences longstanding traditions, scientific 
production has primarily been attributed to journal publications, 
and the role of conferences in shaping communities and 
networks has received comparatively less attention (Bigg, 2023; 
Bigg et al., 2023).

Against this backdrop, NormDay, an initiative hosted by 
University West, Sweden, should be understood. The article 
draws on observational material and participant survey data to 
examine NormDay, a one-day conference aimed at fostering 
self-awareness of norms and norm-critical perspectives. It 
originated from an idea by students in the Blended Intensive 
Programme “Norm-Consciousness and Health”, part of the EU- 
funded Breaking Fences project (Courses - Breaking Fences). 
NormDay also functioned as an initiative highlighting academic 
freedom as a fundamental principle within the democratic 
discourse. The event was organized by the research group 
NormWIL, which focuses on norm-critical pedagogy, norms, 
and inequities in health and healthcare, operating across 

academic and healthcare settings to support broader 
societal impact.

In today’s context, where threats to gender equality and 
human rights signal a regression rarely seen in modern times, 
the conference is strikingly timely. These developments 
emphasize the need for increased awareness of norms and their 
role in exclusion, as well as for collective, action-oriented 
initiatives. This article contributes to discussions on academic 
freedom and norm-critical pedagogy by presenting NormDay as 
an academic initiative and analysing it as a norm-critical 
practice, offering insights into how higher education can create 
reflective spaces to address exclusionary norms in health and 
healthcare education.

2 Conceptual and theoretical 
background

Norms are shared expectations or informal rules that guide 
and constrain behavior within social groups, shaping what 
individuals perceive as appropriate or acceptable actions 
(Bicchieri, 2006). By defining which behaviors, values, and 
identities are considered legitimate, norms delineate boundaries 
between “we” and “them.” Individuals who conform to 
dominant norms are typically recognized as insiders, while those 
who do not - or cannot - meet these expectations risk being 
positioned as outsiders. Although such processes can foster 
internal cohesion, they may also contribute to exclusion, 
stigmatization, or marginalization. Norms also coordinate 
expectations and behavior, while shaping group identities, 
sometimes producing discriminatory outcomes.

Becoming aware of norms is a crucial first step in recognizing 
how norms operate, how individuals position themselves in 
relation to prevailing norms, and the consequences norms 
generate (Tengelin, 2019). Such awareness represents an initial 
stage in a potential process of change toward more inclusive 
ways of understanding and acting. A key challenge lies not only 
in theorizing norms, but in creating conditions that enable 
individuals and groups to reflect on, experience, and question 
norms in practice. Despite increasing attention to norms and 
equity in health and healthcare education, such issues are often 
addressed through abstract discussions or isolated training 
sessions, leaving limited space for collective, 
experiential engagement.

In response to this challenge, NormDay can be understood as 
an action-oriented innovation designed to foster norm awareness 
through participatory engagement. What distinguishes the 
initiatives is its broad, creative, and boundary crossing approach. 
It was student-initiated, not solely researcher-driven, and 
designed as a co-creative platform where diverse actors, 
including artists, civil society representatives, researchers, 
students, and librarians, were given a central role, thereby 
challenging conventional assumptions about who produces and 
legitimises knowledge within academic and educational contexts. 
Rather than targeting a specific audience, NormDay convened 
actors from across the health sector and wider community, 
creating a shared arena for diverse perspectives to meet and 
challenge one another.

Bouwmeester Stjernetun et al.                                                                                                                                 10.3389/feduc.2026.1899614

Frontiers in Education 02 frontiersin.org

https://www.breakingfences.se/courses/#normcourse
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2026.1899614
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org/


A defining characteristic of NormDay was its participatory 
format. Rather than positioning participants as passive listeners, 
the program centered on workshops, interactive exhibitions, and 
activities intentionally designed to challenge taken for granted 
norms. Drawing on experiential learning principles (Kolb and 
Kolb, 2018), it aimed to disrupt unexamined assumptions, 
facilitate perspective shifts, and create space for embodied 
learning. By combining theoretical insights with experience- 
based elements, NormDay enabled both literal and figurative 
forms of perspective-taking. In this way, it extended beyond 
traditional conference formats, functioning not merely as a site 
of knowledge dissemination (González-Santos and Dimond, 
2015) but as a reflective and transformative space for engaging 
with and understanding norms in new ways.

3 From idea to implementation: 
process and participants

Planning for NormDay originated from the students’ idea of 
dedicating a full day to norm awareness. From the outset, the 
event aimed to differ from conventional conferences by 
adopting a more interactive and participatory format aimed at 
challenging norms. The planning process focused on formats 
that could support interaction, participation, and critical 
engagement beyond conventional structures.

NormWILs longstanding focus on norms, norm critical 
perspectives, and equity was a significant asset in both planning 
and implementation. Without this foundation, assembling an 
initiative of this scope and character would have been 
considerably more challenging. The group’s extended networks 
also facilitated the identification and engagement of lecturers 
and stakeholders able and willing to contribute to the program.

NormDay attracted a diverse group of participants across 
sectors and roles. Participants were predominantly women 
(n = 85, 83%). Nearly half of the participants (n = 49, 48%) were 
working within academia, 22% (n = 23) held roles in leadership, 
strategy, or administration. Students constituted 17% of 
participants, while professionals within healthcare represented 
7% (n = 7). Smaller groups were engaged in cultural and artistic 
fields (n = 3, 2.5%), reflecting the cross-sectoral and 
interdisciplinary ambition of NormDay.

4 NormDay as an initiative: 
pedagogical design and practice

NormDay can be understood as an academic initiative 
characterised by a pedagogical design aimed at challenging and 
inspiring new perspectives on societal norms. Drawing on 
norm-critical and norm-creative approaches, the program 
combined keynote lectures, workshops, exhibitions, and poster 
presentations to emphasize active, participatory, and experience- 
based engagement rather than passive knowledge dissemination. 
Participants were invited to engage with norms through 
embodied, dialogical, and reflective activities, fostering critical 
reflection on their role in health and healthcare.

While NormDay incorporated elements associated with 
academic conferences, such as research-based keynote lectures 

(for example, a lecture on norm-critical design), these were 
integrated with interactive and practice-oriented formats. 
Together, they provided a shared scholarly frame of reference 
for the day’s participatory and experience-based activities.

All components of NormDay were selected to ensure breadth 
and the inclusion of multiple perspectives. Representatives from 
civil society organizations working on norms, inclusion, and 
equity were invited to contribute. Experience-based and 
participatory activities were prioritized over traditional 
presentation formats to challenge assumptions and enable 
participants to engage with and sense how norms operate at 
individual level, but also within and between groups.

Civil society stakeholders were invited to contribute to 
NormDay with a high degree of autonomy in shaping their own 
participation. For example, a migrant led organization, and a 
culture centre with a collective of artists, designers, and 
craftspeople, contributed with a workshop and an exhibition 
respectively, featuring norm challenging practices and art.

One example of a research-connected, experience-based 
activity was a workshop in which participants engaged with 
ageing using an age simulation suit. The design of this activity 
was grounded in an approach that links experiencing, reflecting, 
thinking and acting, aiming to make taken for granted 
assumptions about ageing and bodily function available for 
critical examination. The suit is designed to simulate age-related 
health problems of old age, for example stiff joints, impaired 
vision, reduced grip strength, slower and unstable gait. The 
combination of these impairments can be used as didactic 
strategy to simulate the everyday struggles an older person may 
experience. Participants were invited to test the suit and to 
“walk in the shoes” of an older person. By providing a physical 
experience of a body that is restricted and does not respond as 
usual, the activity created a starting point for participants to 
explore how such conditions may shape everyday life. The 
session was facilitated by researchers with specific expertise in 
the area with a focus on connecting participants’ embodied 
experiences to broader reflections on norms and age- 
related assumptions.

Participants wearing the suit were asked to perform common 
daily tasks, such as taking a short walk, buttoning a cardigan, and 
retrieving tablets from a medication bottle. Tasks that are typically 
carried out without reflection became difficult and, in some cases, 
frustrating. This shift from the familiar to the unfamiliar was 
intentionally designed to prompt reflection and discussion, and 
to support a movement from immediate experience toward 
more critical examination.

Experience based activities of this kind have been shown to 
counteract prejudice and unconscious discrimination (Gerhardy 
et al., 2022) here directed toward older adults, often referred to 
as ageism, by challenging what is commonly taken for granted 
in relation to ageing and bodily function. By disrupting the 
“natural attitude” through an out of the ordinary experience, 
such activities can ignite learning processes that question 
preexisting assumptions and forms of pre-understanding 
(Ekebergh, 2007).

Although participants only wore the suit for a limited period 
of time, several remarked that “it was valuable to try this”. 
Participants generally described the loss of vision as the most 
challenging aspect of the experience, followed by limitations in 
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arm mobility, while reduced mobility in the legs was perceived 
as less restrictive. These observations align well with previous 
research (Bouwmeester Stjernetun et al., 2024). Interestingly, 
these reflections stood in contrast to remarks made by one of 
the keynote speakers from Gothenburg Independent 
Living (GIL), who noted that many people claim they would 
rather be dead than live the rest of their lives dependent on a 
wheelchair. The juxtaposition of these perspectives created an 
opportunity to move from individual experience to 
collective reflection, opening up critical discussion about 
assumptions concerning dependency, bodily function, and 
quality of life.

5 Evaluation approach and findings

To evaluate NormDay, a brief online survey was distributed to 
all participants within one week of the event. The survey consisted 
of three closed-ended questions, along with opportunities for 
respondents to provide reflections in free-text format. The 
purpose was to gain an initial understanding of participants’ 
experiences and to inform reflections on the design and future 
development of similar initiatives. The response rate was 25%, 
which can be considered relatively robust for voluntary post- 
event evaluations (Wu et al., 2022).

Participants’ responses were overall positive. NormDay 
received high ratings for overall organization (mean score 4.4 on 
a 5-point scale). Participants also rated the day as relevant and 
engaging (mean score 4.1 out of 5). In addition, they reported a 
perceived increase in their awareness and understanding of 
social norms and their impact on health and healthcare (mean 
score 3.9 out of 5) based on a single-item question assessing the 
extent to which NormDay contributed to such an increase 
(1 = Not at all, 5 = Significantly).

The free-text responses highlighted increased awareness of 
norms, enhanced perspective-taking, and exposure to diverse 
perspectives as key outcomes. Experiential activities, including 
workshops and artistic elements, were seen as particularly 
impactful in fostering reflection. The integration of norm-critical 
and design perspectives, along with cross-sectoral dialogue, 
further contributed to new insights and understandings.

A limitation of the evaluation is that it does not capture long- 
term effects of NormDay, such as sustained changes in 
participants’ perspectives or actions. Future events are intended 
to incorporate repeated measures to explore longer-term impacts 
more systematically.

6 Discussion

NormDay represents a context-specific initiative situated 
within a particular institutional and national setting. Rather 
than aiming for empirical generalization, this article offers 
conceptual and reflective insights that may inform similar 
initiatives in other educational and professional contexts 
concerned with norms, equity, and health. The discussion 
focuses on key lessons learned from the implementation and 
evaluation of NormDay and their implications for future 
research and practice.

Despite careful planning and broad ambitions, participation 
did not reach all intended groups. Participants primarily 
represented managers within the healthcare sector, as well as 
educators, students, colleagues, and researchers from nearby 
universities. The organisers also sought to engage care providers, 
campus-based students, and members of the general public 
associated with the university; however, this ambition was only 
partially achieved.

Rather than being understood solely as a practical challenge, 
this pattern of participation may also reflect how norm-critical 
initiatives are positioned and perceived. Engagement may 
reflect existing professional, institutional, and epistemic 
orientations, with individuals already familiar with or 
interested in issues of norms and equity more likely to 
participate. Participation in voluntary initiatives may also be 
shaped by implicit expectations regarding relevance, legitimacy, 
and priority, affecting who feels addressed or motivated 
to attend.

The fact that participation in this inaugural event was free 
of charge may have lowered the threshold for late 
cancellations; however, it also illustrates how access alone 
does not ensure engagement. These observations highlight 
the importance of considering not only logistical factors, but 
also how invitations, framing, and institutional contexts 
shape participation and non-participation. As de Leon and 
McQuillin (2020) note, conferences can facilitate knowledge 
spillover effect, but such effects remain contingent on who 
is present.

Although NormDay was open to all, women were 
overrepresented, accounting for 83% of attendees. This 
likely reflects broader patterns in healthcare, and 
engagement with equality-related issues, where women are 
more strongly represented. For example, approximately 90% 
of registered nurses in Sweden are women. At the same 
time, the imbalance highlights the need to consider how 
participation in norm-critical initiatives may be shaped by 
gendered patterns of engagement and how such initiatives 
can be designed to reach a broader and more 
diverse audience.

Lower-than-expected participation among campus students 
warrants particular attention. Student identities in higher 
education are fluid and shape attitudes toward engagement 
and learning (Thunborg et al., 2013). Students oriented 
toward lifelong learning tend to show greater interest in 
voluntary and non-compulsory educational activities, whereas 
instrumental students often display a more limited 
engagement, viewing higher education primarily as a means 
to external goals such as employability or credentialing. 
According to Thunborg et al. (2013) such instrumental 
orientations have become more prominent as higher 
education has shifted from an elite to a mass education 
system. Participation in a voluntary initiative such as 
NormDay, may therefore be influenced not only by interest 
in the topic but also by how students prioritise activities 
beyond their core studies. The distinction between interest 
and participation thus becomes important: while NormDay 
may be perceived as relevant or valuable, this does 
not necessarily translate into attendance when engagement 
remains voluntary. These findings point to the need to 
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consider not only on communication strategies, but also 
how the format, timing, and positioning of initiatives such 
as NormDay align with students’ conditions for participation.

NormDay should be understood as an awareness-oriented 
initiative designed to create spaces for reflection, perspective- 
taking, and critical engagement with norms. Such initiatives do 
not in themselves produce change, but may represent an initial 
step in processes that, over time, can contribute to altered 
practices and understanding of norm awareness in health and 
healthcare education.

One of the more promising outcomes of NormDay was the 
cross-sector networking that emerged during and after the 
event. From this perspective, NormDay should be understood 
not as an endpoint, but as part of an ongoing dialogue on 
health, care, and societal norms. In addition to participant 
evaluations, systematic feedback from keynote speakers and 
workshop leaders has been recognized and will be incorporated 
into future evaluations.

Allowing civil society stakeholders to define the content and 
form of their contributions was an intentional decision. From a 
norm-critical perspective, this approach can be understood as an 
effort to decentre academic authority and create space for 
knowledge grounded in lived experience, artistic expression, 
and community-based practice. In line with Fricker’s (2007)
concept of epistemic injustice, such practices challenge 
epistemic hierarchies in which certain voices and forms of 
knowledge are granted greater credibility than others. This 
pluralisation of knowledge helps counteract testimonial 
marginalization and aligns with the initiative’s broader 
ambition to address norms and inequities in health 
and healthcare.

While NormDay was designed to foster inclusive and 
participatory engagement, it is important to recognise that 
such formats may not be equally accessible to all 
participants. Activities emphasising interaction, dialogue, and 
co-creation may pose barriers for individuals less 
comfortable with social engagement or unfamiliar contexts. 
Although participation was supported through structured 
formats and conference hosts, these measures may not 
accommodate all participants’ needs. To increase accessibility, 
the morning sessions were available online; however, the 
afternoon programme, which included multiple parallel in- 
person workshops, could not be offered in the same format. 
This highlights how different modes of participation may 
enable or constrain access.

In addition, the framing of the event, including the use of the 
term “norm”, may be interpreted in different ways and influence 
who feels invited or addressed. These considerations underline 
the need to reflect on how norm-critical initiatives can be 
designed to accommodate a broader range of participants and 
forms of engagement.

While modest in scope, the evaluation provided initial insights 
into participants’ experiences of NormDay and offered a basis for 
reflecting on its design, implementation, and potential 
contribution to raising awareness of norms in health and 
healthcare education. Together, these reflections point to the 
value of participatory, action-oriented academic initiatives, while 
underscoring the need for ongoing critical evaluation and 
contextual sensitivity.

7 Concluding reflections and future 
directions

The findings of this study highlight several important 
considerations for future development of initiatives such as 
NormDay. While the event was associated with positive 
immediate experiences, questions remain regarding its longer- 
term impact on participants’ perspectives and professional 
practices, indicating a need for more sustained and systematic 
forms of evaluation.

There is also potential to strengthen the academic 
dimension of such initiatives by creating additional 
opportunities for scholarly engagement, for example through 
abstract submission, poster and oral presentations, and 
facilitated panel discussions. However, this points to a 
potential tension between strengthening academic forms of 
knowledge and the ambition to decentre academic authority, 
highlighting the need to balance scholarly engagement with 
diverse forms of knowledge and participation. This tension 
underscores the importance of preserving the participatory 
and experience-based character of such initiatives, which 
appears central to fostering meaningful engagement and 
critical reflection.

NormDay also illustrates the potential of initiatives that 
bring together perspectives from research, education, 
practice, and civil society. By supporting dialogue across 
these domains, such formats may contribute to a more 
integrated understanding of norm-critical perspectives in 
health and healthcare.

Although threats to human rights and democratic values 
may appear distant in many countries, recent international 
developments illustrate how rapidly circumstances can 
change, often leaving societies unprepared. Measures affecting 
research agendas, language use, and academic freedom serve 
as reminders that such values cannot be taken for granted. 
In this light, initiatives such as NormDay may play an 
important role in creating spaces for critical reflection and 
dialogue. By highlighting how norms shape health, 
healthcare, and lived experiences, and by fostering embodied 
and participatory engagement, such initiatives can help 
address areas where silence or unexamined assumptions have 
previously prevailed.
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