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Entrepreneurial 
Edition

An academic entrepreneur is 
constantly contending with a bal-
ancing act between pessimism and 
optimism; the hopeful optimist with 
a staunch belief in the potential 
of their research or the pragmatic 
pessimist with doubts about their 
ability to ’cross the chasm’ to transi-
tion a discovery from lab to market. 
Conjuring, trying (and often failing) 
to predict imagined, alternative 
futures is a fundamental part of the 
human experience: asking a child 
what they want to be when they 
grow up, planning for retirement, or 
in the simple act of daydreaming. 
And indeed, it is in these futures 
where scaremongering can fester, 
or optimism may take root. 

This Entrepreneurial Edition of the 
Future of Universities Thought-
book (FUT_) embraces both sides, 
with the approach of inviting 
experts from around the globe 
to share their visions for a future 
where universities can embrace 
an entrepreneurial mindset, as 
well as cases from institutions that 
are already living out this reality. 
We hope to ignite, encourage and 
explore the transformative potential 
of entrepreneurial universities 
during unpredictable and changing 
times. We hope these contributions 
inspire considered thought and 

action on where it is universities 
may be lacking, as well as concrete 
steps towards a future of higher 
education that is more aligned with 
the needs of today.

Why now?
In the face of humanity’s pressing 

challenges, the need for collabo-
ration between leading scientific 
minds, innovative organizations, and 
entrepreneurial talent has never 
been greater.  A more entrepre-
neurial higher education sector 
can play a central role in navigating 
this rapidly changing environment, 
however realizing the full potential 
of the university requires a bolder 
vision and a proactive push toward 
greater agility and responsiveness. 

Since our last edition of FUT_, at 
UIIN we have seen in our research, 
consulting work, conferences, and 
in our community, the cultural 
shift taking place that is moving 
the needle of our understanding of 
entrepreneurship at universities. 
Ranging from purely venture crea-
tion to the importance of instilling 
the human skills of self-efficacy, 
resilience, and risk-tolerance in 
students and academics alike, from 
all backgrounds and genders, to a 
university approach where leaders 
act entrepreneurially. 

Across this edition, contributors 
offer bold and sometimes pro-PR
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vocative reimaginings of what the 
entrepreneurial university can and 
should be. Some highlight the risk 
of clinging to outdated structures 
and call for universities to rewire 
their cultures around adaptability, 
collaboration, and learner-centred 
design. Others set out models that 
weave teaching, research, and 
entrepreneurship into dynamic, 
self-reinforcing cycles that create 
value within and beyond the univer-
sity. 

We also see arguments for 
expanding the very definition of 
scholarship—envisioning doctoral 
work that culminates in ventures 
and innovations, not just theses—as 
well as reflections that remind us 
universities are more than pipelines 
for start-ups, but places to cultivate 
free thinkers and creators. Taken 
together, these perspectives chal-
lenge us to imagine universities not 
as static institutions, but as evolving 
ecosystems of knowledge, creativity, 
and impact.

Vision
The Future of Universities 

Thoughtbook | Entrepreneurial Edi-
tion brings together 35 foresights 
to create a diversified vision for 
the future of universities, how they 
could potentially impact the world 
and their community over the next 
15+ years. Leading international 

thought and practice leaders from 
business, the higher education sec-
tor, science and policy agencies will 
explore the topic of Entrepreneurial 
Universities through an inspiring 
collection of thoughts, ideas and 
discoveries, explaining how univer-
sities and their partners will shape 
our unknowable knowledge-driven 
future.
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Contributions are captured in five 
sections, each with a common 
theme. The editors summarised 
each section to provide an over-
view of the book.
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This opening section invites us to 
picture universities not as static 
institutions, but as living systems 
capable of deliberate, future-shap-
ing change. Cameron McCoy charts 
a practical path of “adaptive evo-
lution”, urging leaders to recentre 
on learner experience, created 
protected spaces for new models, 
and enable people and culture to 
carry transformation forward. Heba 
Chehade asks a bold question – 
what if universities led the future? 
– and proposes a Futures Agenda 
that aligns research, teaching and 
engagement with shifting societal 
values, plausible sector scenarios 
and long-term public value. Scott 
Shane, in a collaboration with 
ChatGPT-4.5, looks ahead to 2035, 
where GenAI recasts the campus 
as an always-on venture studio, and 
learning becomes more personal-
ised, ethical and globally connected. 
A vision that can be realised so 
long as institutional governance, 
capability and culture evolve in step. 
Sebastiaan Berendse reframes 
higher education as a regenera-
tive force, extending valorisation 
beyond commercial outputs to 
policy, social transformation and 
ecosystem restoration, and calling 
for ethical alliances and a renewed 
social contract with society. Todd 
Davey and Arno Meerman, whilst 
challenging us to be audacious and 
to embrace the challenges facing 

humanity, offer a new hope for 
the university of the future. Finally, 
Victoria Galán-Muros offers a vivid 
glimpse of 2040’s entrepreneurial 
university – flexible, resilient, inno-
vative, equitable and sustainable 
– where lifelong learning, porous 
partnerships and open governance 
turn institution into ecosystem.

Together, these contributions 
replace nostalgia with navigation – 
showing a university that learns as it 
leads, pairing courage with care and 
purpose with posture. They argue 
for parallel progress: stabilising what 
works while testing new platforms, 
credentials and venture studios. 
They place people and culture at 
the centre, noting that transforma-
tion moves at the speed of trust, 
and call for ethical literacy and 
transparent, inclusive leadership. 
And they reframe entrepreneurship 
as a mindset in service of society, 
rooted in ecosystem co-crea-
tion with industry, government, 
communities and the environment. 
In a future shaped by GenAI and 
planetary pressures, the throughline 
is intentional agility: scenario-ready 
strategies that keep the societal 
missions front and centre while 
building the capacity to adapt.

IMAGINE A UNIVERSITY…
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A VISION FOR AN ENTREPRENEURIAL UNIVERSITY
This section sketches a university 

that treats entrepreneurship not 
as a programme on the side, but 
as a shared way of thinking and 
acting. Arturo Cherbowski Lask 
imagines an institution that replaces 
bureaucracy with agility, develops 
entrepreneurial mindsets across 
leaders, faculty and students, and 
learns in public through constant 
experimentation. Farshida Zafar 
offers a concrete operating model: 
a Triple Flywheel that deliberately 
links research, teaching and venture 
creation, amplified by platform 
thinking and strengthened by the 
social sciences and humanities, so 
innovation serves human needs. 
Marcelo Tedesco reminds us not 
to confuse entrepreneurship with 
the university’s purpose: the point 
is rigorous knowledge and creation 
first, whilst entrepreneurship as 
the conduit through which ideas 
reach society, embedded in vibrant 
regional and global ecosystems. 
Peter Bamkole brings the idea down 
to ground level: a campus that is a 
living workshop where assessments 
become patents and prototypes, 
AI is a personaliser, not a shortcut, 
and “Future Decoder” teams scan 
signals to design solutions before 
problems fully arrive. Raymond Chu 
proposes a practical blueprint – 
from liberal IP regimes and knowl-
edge transfer to lifelong learning, 
incubators and redesign of peda-

gogy – so every person on campus 
can act entrepreneurially. And Des-
mond Cheng, Rain Luk, Yun Wah 
Lam and Victor Lau confront the 
AI-driven legitimacy shock head-on, 
arguing for a system redesign that 
moves from courses to co-crea-
tion, from students to solutionists, 
and from centralised delivery to 
hybrid, ecosystem-anchored learn-
ing. Woven through these visions, 
Susana Jurado Apruzzese sets the 
ethical spine: universities must form 
leaders who build with integrity, 
centred on inclusion, transparency, 
sustainability, data responsibility and 
fair reward, so technological pro-
gress advances the public good.

Taken together, these contribu-
tions describe an entrepreneurial 
university that is internally agile and 
outwardly networked; methodolog-
ically plural yet ethically grounded; 
as serious about depth and dis-
covery as it is about translation 
and impact. It is a place where 
incentives, structures and habits 
invite people to notice problems 
earlier, frame them better, and 
mobilise cross-disciplinary teams to 
test solutions, then learn fast, share 
widely and scale what works. Above 
all, it treats entrepreneurship as a 
civic practice: a means of turning 
knowledge into value with and for 
society, stewarded by leaders who 
pair ambition with accountability.
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DISRUPTING TEACHING AND LEARNING
This section gathers six provoc-

ative lenses on how universities 
must redesign learning if they are to 
cultivate entrepreneurial thinkers 
and doers. Birgit Hofreiter argues 
that entrepreneurial education has 
flourished at the margins – often 
extra-curricular, precariously 
staffed, and measured on narrow 
metrics such as start-up counts – 
and calls for its integration into the 
academic core: transdisciplinary, 
learner-centred, and measured 
by the broader impact graduates 
bring to organisations and society. 
David Pistoni offers a practition-
er’s vantage point, showing how 
student-led teams, challenge 
competitions and industry-linked 
projects can turn campuses into 
launchpads, provided universities 
deliberately connect theory with 
practice, business with engineering, 
and local ecosystems with interna-
tional perspectives. Joe Steensma’s 
“many kinds of light” metaphor 
urges a return to breadth: pairing 
depth with wide-angle curiosity 
so graduates can see systems, not 
silos – an essential habit of mind for 
entrepreneurship. Lucas Quinonero 
and Todd Davey rethink internships, 
proposing a third path between 
“employee-style” placements and 
sink-or-swim venture building: 
a structured entrepreneurial 
internship that breaks the start-up 
journey into validated sprints, 

scaffolds mentoring, and develops 
the founder as much as the venture. 
Santiago Iñiguez de Onzoño moves 
the thought experiment to Mars to 
make an Earthly point: technol-
ogy should augment, not displace, 
humanistic formation; virtues, 
dialogue and professors-as-men-
tors are indispensable to educating 
leaders who can act wisely under 
pressure. Hélène de Burgh-Wood-
man reimagines the PhD: instead 
of a long thesis, candidates create 
a tangible artefact (e.g., a product, 
design or technology) along with a 
reflective analysis as their original 
contribution. This ties doctoral 
training directly to innovation, 
real-world impact and ecosys-
tem engagement. Finally, in his 
piece, Rasmus Rahm argues that 
entrepreneurial universities should 
move beyond knowledge transfer to 
empower students as co-creators 
of knowledge, fostering interdisci-
plinary collaboration, experimenta-
tion, and philosophical reflection to 
enable them to shape new oppor-
tunities rather than merely respond 
to existing ones.

Threaded through these contribu-
tions is a shared rebalancing: from 
content coverage to capability; 
from course timetables to challenge 
cycles; from narrow outputs to 
public value. They press for learning 
architectures that are modular, 

interdisciplinary and experiential; 
assessment that privileges valida-
tion over recitation; and support 
systems that invest in people, 
founders, mentors and teachers, as 
the true infrastructure of change. 
The message is plain: disruption in 
teaching and learning is not about 
replacing lectures with apps, but 
about redesigning purpose, incen-
tives and practice so universities 
cultivate entrepreneurs in the 
broadest sense – people who can 
see differently, build responsibly 
and lead with character.
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DISRUPTING TEACHING AND LEARNING ENGAGEMENT AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP
This section asks a blunt question: 

when resources tighten and scrutiny 
rises, will universities retreat inward, 
or turn outward and create value 
with their communities? Andrew 
Petter warns against the “Peter 
Principle”: cutting outward-facing, 
innovative and entrepreneurial 
activity to protect an imagined 
academic core. His remedy is not 
subtraction but redesign, embed-
ding engagement, work-integrated 
learning and community-anchored 
research across curricula and the 
research enterprise so univer-
sities prove, and improve, their 
public value. Anthony Francis says 
“phooey” to the so-called valley 
of death, arguing the real gap is a 
linear, patent-first tech transfer 
model. He urges a market-back 
“production line” that adds what 
investors and partners actually buy 
– leadership, validated risk, pivots, 
and execution capacity. Carol Stew-
art widens the lens: a university 
should operate like a village – an 
ecosystem of visionaries and inte-
grators – powered by incubators, 
maker spaces, co-ops and alumni 
capital. Dipanjan (DJ) Nag traces 
the arc from Bayh-Dole to today’s 
“technology commercialisation”, 
where universities raise TRLs, design 
for research-market fit, and sit at 
the nexus of innovation, entrepre-
neurship, IP and funding. Natascha 
Eckert details how industry can be 

a true co-architect – co-designing 
courses, opening labs, investing in 
spinouts and mentoring founders 
– while both sides shed unhelp-
ful myths. Sarah Jaber situates all 
this in a volatile policy and funding 
climate: autonomy, legitimacy, and 
talent flows now hinge on purpose-
ful, values-aligned partnerships that 
diversify revenue and demonstrate 
societal relevance. And Søren 
Land calls for “Innovation Power 
Plants”: agile innovation houses, 
politically savvy leadership, and 
national frameworks (as in Denmark) 
that accelerate spinouts, student 
ventures and public-private prob-
lem-solving.

Taken together, these contribu-
tions replace passive outreach with 
mutual accountability. Engagement 
isn’t an add-on; it is the strategy for 
resilience and renewal. The entre-
preneurial university that thrives will 
be porous and partnered, building 
production lines for ideas, not just 
pipelines of papers; measuring suc-
cess by solved problems, not only 
citations; and designing incentives 
so scholars, students, companies 
and communities co-create out-
comes. In short: open the gates, 
strengthen the ties, and treat 
entrepreneurship and engagement 
as the twin engines that keep the 
social contract and the innovation 
economy running.
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FORWARD-LOOKING EXAMPLES
This section moves from man-

ifesto to machinery, showcasing 
institutions that are already building 
the entrepreneurial university 
in practice. Andrés Basilo Agres 
spotlights how ITBA in Buenos Aires 
puts learning at the centre and 
everywhere: industry-embedded 
curricula, compulsory placements, 
and interdisciplinary schools aligned 
to real-world missions mean final 
theses tackle live problems, and 
~95% of graduates step straight 
into work. Federico Bortoletto 
and Ulla Grøn describe Denmark’s 
Kaospilot’s shift from interest- 
to impact-driven education: a 
living curriculum grounded in 
head–heart–hands pedagogy and 
community “Living Labs” (piloted 
on water resilience) that embed 
students with utilities, NGOs, and 
startups to prototype systemic 
solutions. Andrés Basilio Agres 
spotlights ITBA in Buenos Aires, 
where learning is “front seat and 
everywhere”: industry-embedded 
curricula, compulsory placements, 
and interdisciplinary schools aligned 
to real missions mean final theses 
tackle live problems, and around 
95% of graduates step straight into 
work. Federico Bortoletto & Ulla 
Grøn describe Denmark’s Kaospilot 
shift from interest- to impact-
driven education: a living curriculum 
grounded in head–heart–hands 
pedagogy and community “Living 

Labs” (piloted on water resilience) 
that embeds students with public 
utilities companies, NGOs, and 
startups to prototype systemic 
solutions. Guy Levesque & Oleksiy 
Osiyevskyy position the entrepre-
neurial university as a steward of 
productivity, highlighting Calgary’s 
surge in tech talent and venture 
capital alongside the University 
of Calgary’s Hunter Hub and new 
XPRIZE hub to grow founders, intra-
preneurs, and public-interest inno-
vators. Ignacio Sánchez charts UC 
Chile’s integrated Latin American 
approach – student-led Jump Chile, 
faculty-focused Brain Chile, and the 
MetaRed X network – to convert 
research into social and economic 
value where private R&D is thin.

Judy Raper offers TEDI-London 
as a blueprint for administrative 
agility and project-based degrees: 
just-in-time theory, makerspaces, 
annual challenge themes (e.g., zero 
carbon), and multi-sector mentors 
make interdisciplinarity the default, 
not the exception. Manuel Dolderer 
reframes higher education for a 
VUCAAI world at CODE University 
in Berlin, replacing lecture-led 
instruction with project-driven, 
AI-literate, student–faculty co-de-
sign that cultivates self-efficacy and 
entrepreneurial mindsets. Rodney 
S. Ridley, Sr. and Joseph E. (Tim) 
Gilmour present Alvernia Universi-

ty’s O’Pake Institute in Pennsylvania, 
where the Fellows Program trains 
students as hands-on consult-
ants for regional ventures. Guided 
by pro-bono mentors and the 
trademarked “Project #6” pathway, 
Fellows deliver finance, IP, market 
and product services – building 
a self-sustaining engine for local 
growth while graduating work-ready 
talent. Stuart Perrin narrates XJT-
LU’s Entrepreneur College (Taicang) 
as a living enterprise: “Syntegrative 
Education” co-designed with indus-
try, mentors embedded in teaching 
teams, assessment by artefacts and 
ventures, and a campus conceived 
as an open ecosystem of studios, 
incubators, and makerspaces, so 
students “treat the degree like a 
startup".

Across geographies, common 
design patterns emerge: an ecosys-
tem model over silos; co-creation 
over coursework; assessment by 
prototypes, partnerships and public 
outcomes; and governance that 
prizes agility, ethics and openness. 
These examples are not endpoints; 
they are working templates – steal 
with pride, adapt to context, and 
scale what works!
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‘WHAT IS NOW PROVED WAS 
ONCE ONLY IMAGINED’

– William Blake
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Adaptive 
Evolution: 
A Regenerative 
Path Forward for 
Higher Education

Cameron McCoy

Across the world, colleges and 
universities are facing intensifying 
calls to evolve. The pressures on 
colleges and universities are not 
abstract. They show up in shifting 
demographics, changing learner 
expectations, public scepticism, 
financial constraints, and the accel-
erating pace of technological and 
workforce transformation.

While the need for change is 
real, so too are the barriers that 
limit meaningful responses. Higher 
education's core structures were 
designed for a different era, 
reflecting antiquated assumptions 
about how learning works, who 
participates, and what institutions 
are meant to do. Governance mod-
els, cost models, and the enduring 
dominance of the credit hour [e.g. 
ECTS] make it difficult to adapt with 
agility or coherence.

Institutions often respond to 
external pressure by introduc-
ing surface-level solutions, such 
as launching a new credential or 
piloting a small-scale initiative, while 
leaving the underlying systems 
untouched. These responses may 
appear adaptive, but they overlook 
the more entrenched defaults—pat-
terns that reward complacency over 
creativity, hierarchy over collabora-
tion, and tradition over experimen-
tation.

Still, even within constraints, there 
is energy. Faculty are rethink-
ing pedagogy. Staff are designing 
new pathways around outdated 
processes. Learners are navigating 

fractured systems with resilience, 
creativity, and a clear sense of 
agency. These efforts are often 
under-recognised, but they reveal 
a critical insight: the capacity for 
change already exists across insti-
tutions.

What if we stopped seeing stability 
and transformation as a trade-
off and started viewing both as 
entrepreneurial imperatives that 
must coexist? Doing so demands an 
intentional shift in mental models 
guiding how institutions harness 
what works (recentre), create 
space for what’s next (catalyse), and 
enhance their capacity to adapt 
(enable).

We call this “adaptive evolution”, a 
set of three interdependent moves 
that help institutions meet the 
moment with clarity, creativity, and 
coherence. Herewith, I outline the 
steps towards this evolution:

1. Recentre
Challenge to educational leaders:
Instead of merely addressing pain 

points (symptoms), focus on rede-
signing the systemic patterns that 
perpetuate them (the underlying 
problem). Prioritising peer practices 
over learner needs fundamentally 
undermines effective design. If core 
tasks are difficult for learners, the 
issue lies not in inherent complexity 
but in misplaced design priorities. 
These are not peripheral tasks; they 
represent the critical intersection 
where stated values meet lived 
experience.
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Focus on fundamentals. 
Institutional readiness begins by 

getting your house in order oper-
ationally. That means knowing your 
financial ratios, analysing margins, 
projecting longitudinal outcomes, 
reassessing faculty loads, and 
understanding academic com-
pression [i.e. overconcentration of 
enrolment within a small number 
of academic programs]. It also 
means reframing forecasting with 
external market alignment, recon-
sidering comparators, and auditing 
progression barriers [rising costs, 
academic gaps, lack of support, 
competing obligations, etc.]. A truly 
learner-centric institution shapes 
success by mastering core operat-
ing principles.

Modernisation begins with the 
intention to restore clarity and 
function to daily operations (or 
“how people work”).

Start with reimagining fractured 
operations: the goal is to reduce 
friction, reinforce purpose, and 
focus effort where it matters most. 
What if registry services, institu-
tional analytics, and quality assur-
ance unify to form a shared data 
core? What if foundation studies 
(core curriculum), libraries, digital 
learning technologies, and teaching 
and learning centres integrate into 
an academic experience design 
core? What if student support 
services, bursaries, and admissions 
align into a single enterprise for 
learner success? A new architecture 
to create clarity around purpose, 
ownership, and learner-centric 
pathways.

Bring order with unified and pur-
pose-driven metrics (or “how we 
measure work”).

Link people, processes, and tools 
around a coherent experience. 
Reimagine and clarify roles, remove 
barriers, and make the institution's 
work visible. In fact, you don’t need 
to own every function. You may 
need an execution partner that 
brings structure, focus, and the 
freedom to invest in high-trust, 
high-impact engagement. The most 
adaptive institutions solve for out-
comes and partner where others 
can execute with greater precision; 
they build an execution engine.

This is the foundation of 
adaptive evolution. Recen-
tring to return institutional 
energy where it matters 
most: the learner’s experi-
ence and the people who 
shape it.

“

2. Catalyse
Challenge to educational leaders:
Stop tinkering at the edges and 

create a protected space for 
intentional experimentation and the 
deliberate pursuit of new models 
that address unmet needs. You 
cannot build what’s next inside the 
logic of what already exists. The 
future belongs to institutions willing 
to create different pathways and 
different value models for different 
learners. That work doesn’t happen 
by accident. It demands strategic 

separation, clear alignment, and 
the courage to design beyond disci-
plines and seat time.

Make room. Break rules.
Many of the most promising 

opportunities, including skills-fo-
cused curricular architectures, 
modalities inspired by learning sci-
ence, and new ventures, can’t suc-
ceed inside legacy structures. Ideas 
and innovators need protection 
from institutional drag: governance 
bottlenecks, budget politics, and 
outdated incentive systems. They 
need paths around, “that’s not how 
we do that here". Creating a future-
ready institution means setting 
aside space and rules to build, test, 
and grow what doesn’t yet exist.

Let go of inherited 
academic structures.
Start by interrogating the dis-

cipline-centric hierarchies that 
divide research, teaching, and 
engagement into separate colleges 
and departments, each led by a 
dean and reinforced by misaligned 
incentives and exclusionary reward 
systems that privilege prestige over 
relevance. What if colleges and 
departments were replaced with 
clusters focused on real-world 
outcomes, anchored to emerging 
regional industries like advanced 
agriculture, advanced air mobility, 
or advanced manufacturing? What 
if each cluster was led not by a 
dean but by a trio of leaders: one 
for research and innovation, one 
for academic programs, and one for 
external partnerships? A redesigned 
institution built for shared purpose, 
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integrated leadership, and ecosys-
tem-aligned outcomes, with incen-
tives that reward collaboration, 
relevance, and collective impact.

Invest in infrastructure that 
enables ownership, access, 
and agility.
Learners increasingly expect port-

ability, agency, and visible value, but 
they aren't the only ones who ben-
efit. Verifiable credentials also sup-
port employers, communities, and 
regional talent systems that depend 
on fast, clear signals of readiness. 
Institutions must design for learning 
autonomy and market responsive-
ness, using skills-based infrastruc-
ture to enable agile, portable, and 
experiential pathways. Agility comes 
from intentional design, learner 
mobility, and modular, verifiable, 
skills-based pathways.

The most adaptive institutions 
create space to reframe and regen-
erate. They design for relevance and 
invest in infrastructure that fuels 
imagination and elevates bold ideas.

This is the spark of adaptive evo-
lution. Catalysing transformation 
rooted in long-term thinking and a 
culture of courage.

3. Enable
Challenge to educational leaders:
Stop confusing strategy with 

capacity. Institutions don’t trans-
form because of what’s written in a 
plan. They evolve because learners 
and leaders are equipped to navi-
gate change together—with humility, 
purpose, and the clarity to act. 

Yet most institutions invest little in 
cultivating those people. They fail to 
teach how higher education actually 
works. They overlook leadership 
development entirely. If the goal is 
to empower regeneration, it begins 
with enabling the people who can 
carry it forward.

Cultivate adaptive capacity.
When your culture attacks chal-

lengers like an invasive species 
and at the same time protects the 
status quo, you aren't ready. The 
muscle to evolve is built on a shared 
understanding of higher education, 
data-driven practice, and a collec-
tive willingness to learn. Trust comes 
from a foundation of purposeful 
project and change management 
and commitment to appreciative 
inquiry. Capacity is cultivated by a 
culture of care that helps people 
grow, encourages energetic inno-
vators, and rewards impact. Institu-
tions must invest in faculty and staff 
as change agents.

Build a learning institution.
Start by redefining how you 

measure success, collectively and 
individually, with the idea that 
strategic direction comes from 
shared commitment to inquiry, 
examination, and reflection. What if 
you measured success by how well 
your people adapt, collaborate, and 
grow? What if your institution isn't 
defined by teaching or research, 
but by how it learns and assumes its 
fundamental responsibility for the 
overall success of the communi-
ties it serves? A fundamental shift 
from "expert" to "servant", from 

"ivy-covered" walls to "institutional 
anchor", and from "performative" 
to "transformative".

Anchor identity.
Transformation is not aban-

donment. The most adaptive 
institutions hold onto what matters: 
those moments that build trust, 
traditions that bind communities, 
and capabilities that set them apart. 
These anchors include signature 
programs, place-based missions, 
and cultures of care that humanise 
the work. Institutions must leverage 
and enhance the assets that define 
them, build from a common chassis, 
energise the community with a bold 
vision, and embrace more effective 
ways of working. Identity endures by 
coupling what is timeless and what 
is timely.

This is the connective tissue of 
adaptive evolution. Enabling trans-
formation by developing institutions 
that learn, cultivate, and connect.

Higher education has the raw 
material for reinvention: people, 
purpose, and deep public value. 
But transformation doesn’t happen 
just because we know it’s needed. 
It happens when we act with clarity 
and courage, when we invest in the 
infrastructure for change, pursue 
what works and are honest about 
what doesn’t. It happens when 
institutions commit to change 
through parallel progress.

It happens when leaders commit 
to the three interconnected steps 
of adaptive evolution:
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1.	Recentre intention: solve root 
problems, restore clarity through 
partnership and purpose-driven 
metrics, and return energy to the 
systems people rely on daily.

2.	Catalyse regeneration: create 
space for imagination, build new 
models around emerging needs, 
and design for relevance.

3.	Enable connection: invest in 
people, reinforce identity, and 
build the capacity to adapt.

Combined, these form a path for-
ward that doesn’t ask institutions to 
choose between who they’ve been 
and what they must become, but 
to build from both. Not to abandon 
identity but to extend it. Because 
what comes next in higher educa-
tion must be intentionally built, and 
it must be adaptive.

Cameron J. McCoy, Ph.D., is the founder of The 
Adaptive Group and ReboundEdu, enterprises 
dedicated to creating transformative impact in 
higher education. He brings more than two decades 
of senior leadership experience as Provost at Har-
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and Vice Provost at Lehigh University, and Executive 
Director at the University of Oklahoma. His career 
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ment, the U.S. Army, and private-sector leadership. 
At The Adaptive Group, Dr. McCoy helps institutions 
and innovators strengthen core operations, build 
future-focused models, and develop adaptive 
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established universities, edtech companies, startup 
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sustainable growth strategies. An internationally 
recognized leader in innovation and economic 
engagement, he is a fellow of the American Council 
on Education and the Academy for Innovative 
Higher Education Leaders, with a history of volun-
teer service spanning international associations 
and policy initiatives in higher education.
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What if 
Universities 
Led the Future?

Heba Chehade

What if universities became 
the place we went to see 
the future in the making?

According to the OECD's Trends 
Shaping Education 2025, univer-
sities worldwide have been facing 
financial strain due to reduced 
government funding, rising student 
debt and an increasing shift toward 
micro-credentials, which is chal-
lenging the traditional model for 
universities.1  Escalating tuition costs 
threaten educational access, while 

What if
… universities were the driving force 
behind the future of work, industry 
and purpose? 

… they became the starting point for 
future policy and industry transfor-
mation? 

… universities evolved into hubs of 
innovation, entrepreneurial thinking 
and societal well-being for all and at 
any stage of life? 

… instead of just supporting indus-
tries of the present, universities 
took the lead in building tomorrow’s 
industries across disciplines?

… universities became places where 
communities could engage in shap-
ing the future? 

… they were supported by a 
futures-oriented, outcomes-based 
model of funding and governance 
designed to deliver long-term 
impact? 

artificial intelligence is transforming 
job markets faster than curricula 
can adapt.

Additionally, while universities are 
under growing pressure to align 
curricula with workforce needs, 
industries themselves struggle to 
predict future job requirements.2  
Parallel to that, pressing societal 
concerns, such as rising adoles-
cent mental health challenges3 and 
the increasing crisis of loneliness,4 
demand urgent action. It is not an 
easy time for universities.

 
In response, many universities have 

recently taken steps to become 
more entrepreneurial, establishing 
accelerators, incubators and ven-
ture funds, building varied entrepre-
neurial ecosystems.5 Additionally, 
some universities have taken 
steps to address mental health by 
announcing commitments, raising 
awareness, enhancing faculty and 
staff knowledge, and implementing 
screening measures.6 Yet, significant 
challenges remain.

Rather than simply responding 
to today's challenges, universities 
can reinvent themselves through a 
futures agenda that sets them up 
as adaptable, value-creating, and 
engines of progress and well-being, 
driving breakthroughs in how we 
learn, work and live.

What could a futures agenda 
for universities look like?

A futures agenda can be used by 
institutions to consider possible 
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futures and develop strategies to 
navigate or shape them. It helps 
decision-makers prepare for uncer-
tainty and set long-term priorities 
with flexibility. In the university con-
text, a futures agenda could outline 
overall goals and specific strategic 
focus areas that enable alignment 
across a complex ecosystem of 
stakeholders from faculty, students, 
governments, industries and the 
broader public while considering 
three elements: key drivers of the 
future, conditions that bring about 
desirable futures and fundamental 
shifts already underway.

Looking ahead at key drivers of the 
future, sustainability and planetary 
health are likely to remain central 
to global concerns. Simultane-
ously, societal values will continue 
to evolve. Concepts of success, 
fulfilment and well-being are being 
redefined by new generations, just 
as they were by those before them. 
For example, while Millennials prior-
itise education over early marriage,7 
Gen Z are prioritising mental and 
physical health over wealth, using 
wealth for higher life satisfaction.8 
Economic paradigms are also shift-
ing. Income and employment will 
still matter, but how progress and 
value are defined and measured will 
likely shift.

To stay relevant, universities must 
anticipate these drivers and decide 
on the role they will play through 
related research, education and 
engagement.

Enabling desirable futures 
requires an understanding 
of the plausible future sce-
narios that higher educa-
tion institutions around the 
world may face. In doing 
so, they can enable the 
conditions that bring along 
desirable futures. 

“

Two key uncertainties that drive 
these scenarios include the extent 
of global collaboration on higher 
education standards and govern-
ance, and legal accountability on 
quality, i.e., who validates educa-
tional quality and who is accounta-
ble for outcomes.

These uncertainties give rise to 
plausible scenarios for the future 
of higher education. These could 
evolve into globally standardised 
higher education systems, nation-
ally siloed models, market-driven 
academic networks, or fragmented, 
independent campuses. Each varies 
in extent of collaboration, account-
ability and innovation, ranging from 
legally governed global commons 
to flexible but inconsistent models, 
with differing implications for qual-
ity, recognition and risks to funders, 
learners, and those working in or 
supporting higher education.

To be resilient, universities must 
prepare for all scenarios by devel-
oping minimum viable strategies 

that offer resilience across possibil-
ities, while actively shaping the con-
ditions for more desirable futures.

Several fundamental shifts are 
already reshaping the landscape of 
higher education, including, but not 
limited to, challenges to short-term 
financial sustainability. Universities 
are also navigating evolving educa-
tional journeys that are shifting away 
from the traditional, timed, linear 
model to fluid, lifelong learning 
pathways. Technology is changing 
the labour market and redefining 
work itself, as well as our evolving 
ideas of quality of life, well-being 
and more generally, societal needs. 
Universities can play an active 
role in shaping the future of work, 
understanding future learners who 
need to be equipped with both 
technical and life-centred skills, 
and building remote capabilities 
and flexible learning models that 
can adapt to diverse settings and 
disruptions in an era of accelerated 
change.

These shifts are not trivial; they 
demand a reimagining of the uni-
versity itself. As such, developing a 
clear, adaptable strategy becomes 
imperative. This is where the 
Futures Agenda comes into play.

A Futures Agenda

A futures agenda integrates 
sustainability, student and societal 
needs, evolving global conditions 
and institutional resilience and 
adaptability, for example: 

•	Universities embed well-be-
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ing and sustainability across 
research, teaching and opera-
tions, as part of the core mission.

•	As future learners will likely 
span all ages, stages and back-
grounds, universities can support 
modular, flexible and lifelong 
education options that align with 
evolving future learner needs and 
contexts. 

•	Social sciences are key to 
understanding how technological, 
cultural and economic change 
impacts people, and universities 
can champion research into new 
models of work, purpose and life. 

•	A clear research roadmap with 
priorities that reflect a univer-
sity’s strengths or sought areas 
of focus, balanced with global 
and local challenges, technology 
readiness and alignment with 
social, environmental and eco-
nomic goals.

•	Build collaborations that 
transcend traditional boundaries, 
such as cross-border academic 
partnerships, industry-university 
co-development of curricula, 
shared digital learning platforms, 
joint research on global issues, 
flexible credentialing systems, 
networks for faculty collaboration 
and innovation, and communi-
ty-based research partnerships.

University leaders can start by 
strategically allocating funding for 
initiatives that focus on future-ori-
ented goals, such as research 
into emerging technologies and 
building interdisciplinary programs 
and discontinuing programs that 

no longer serve the future. By 
enabling and prioritising a culture of 
collaboration between faculty and 
students, leveraging technology for 
operational efficiencies and building 
formal processes to identify, assess 
and prototype interdisciplinary or 
transdisciplinary innovation.

For students, the result is more 
relevant, adaptable educational 
journeys that provide stronger 
career readiness and options 
to jump in and out of education 
throughout life. For faculty and 
researchers, this approach provides 
a direction with funding aligned with 
long-term impact and support for 
independent and interdisciplinary 
inquiry. For industry and future 
employers, it provides access to 
future-ready talent, partnerships 
on applied research and possible 
future curiosity-driven inquiry and 
entrepreneurship opportunities. 
For governments and policymakers, 
universities become partners on 
policy, providers of evidence-based 
research and engines of progress, 
innovation and resilience. For the 
public, research that addresses real 
needs and future challenges will 
bring about visible public value.

Concluding points

This is not about prescribing a 
one-size-fits-all solution. Different 
universities will take different paths, 
shaped by their unique contexts, 
challenges and strengths. What 
matters is the ability to embrace a 
mindset of innovation and imagina-
tion while adapting to the realities 

of the present and keeping our eyes 
on the future. Alongside universi-
ties’ traditional core commitment to 
inquiry, policymakers and university 
leaders must work together to 
strategically set the stage for the 
future, focusing on the long view 
and transforming universities from 
reactive institutions into proactive 
players.

Universities that embrace this 
vision will transcend today’s chal-
lenges and build institutions that are 
places where we can see the future 
in the making.

Disclaimer: This article explores 
one of many possible futures. The 
ideas presented are intended for 
dialogue, imagination and strategic 
foresight. Views are those of the 
author.
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How GenAI
Will Transform 
Universities 
by 2035

Scott Shane & 
ChatGPT-4.5

By 2035, generative AI (GenAI) will 
have recast the university, and I 
believe the earliest and most tangi-
ble impact will be entrepreneurial: 
campuses that once launched a 
handful of spin-outs each year will 
operate around-the-clock ven-
ture studios, translating research 
breakthroughs into market-ready 
solutions at unprecedented 
speed. In this essay, with the help 
of a large language model (LLM), 
ChatGPT-4.5, I begin with a hypo-
thetical exploration of GenAI-ena-
bled venture creation and academic 
success before examining the 
ethical foundations required to turn 
promise into practice.

Reinventing Entrepreneurial 
Ecosystems. 

GenAI is poised to turn the mod-
ern university into an always-on 
venture workshop, collapsing the 
distance between classroom insight 
and market impact. Within the next 
decade, every faculty will host an 
AI-enabled foundry where students 
and researchers will prompt LLMs 
to brainstorm business concepts, 
stress-test regulatory pathways, and 
auto-generate low-code proto-
types in a single afternoon. 

Once a concept shows 
traction, GenAI market 
copilots will scrape millions 
of data points—consumer 
sentiment, supply-chain 
bottlenecks, policy shifts—

“

As weak ideas can now be 
revealed early, founders will fail 
fast, pivot quickly, and waste far less 
capital. At the same time, the same 
analytics will highlight underserved 
niches (e.g., health-care deserts) 
and will nudge teams toward 
ventures that solve pressing public 
problems.

Achieving this will not be fric-
tion-free. Early pilot programmes at 
large research universities are likely 
to surface faculty concerns that 
rapid prototyping could compro-
mise scientific rigour, while local 
start-ups may fear the arrival of 
“unfair competition” from sub-
sidised campus ventures. These 
obstacles, however, will in time 
prove instructive. Universities that 
succeed are expected to begin by 
rewriting conflict-of-interest rules, 
clarifying when a professor-founder 
must recuse themselves from grant 
panels and how royalties are shared 
with departmental labs. They will 
also create venture-neutral sand-
boxes, i.e., physical spaces where 
external entrepreneurs can access 
the same GenAI design tools and 
mentorship, thereby strengthen-
ing rather than crowding out the 
regional ecosystem. Cultural resist-
ance should soften once promotion 
committees recognise “public-value 
exits”—start-ups that bring meas-
urable social or environmental ben-
efit—as achievements on par with 
high-impact publications.

building live financial 
models that will adapt as 
conditions evolve.
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Realising the benefits 
described so far is impos-
sible without a parallel 
shift in academic work. As 

“

With governance and culture 
aligned, technology-transfer 
offices will be able to move faster. 
Real-time IP valuations will allow 
academics to decide within hours 
whether to licence, spin out, or 
open-source a discovery, while 
alumni relations teams, armed with 
predictive analytics, will assemble 
cross-border syndicates of grad-
uates whose expertise and capital 
match each new venture. In Finland, 
the University of Helsinki and the 
Finnish Centre for AI are designing 
an open-source software stack and 
a cloud-agnostic sandbox intended 
to cut the time between grant 
award and first experiment from 
months to days. 

The curriculum will adapt in 
parallel. Capstone courses in 
engineering, life sciences, and the 
humanities will merge into inter-
disciplinary venture studios where 
students co-create solutions guided 
by a GenAI tutor that explains 
finance to poets and ethics to 
coders. Mentorship hierarchies will 
flatten as undergraduates, doctoral 
candidates, and post-docs share 
a common AI collaborator, making 
entrepreneurial learning continuous 
rather than episodic. These studios 
will feed anonymised data back into 
institutional dashboards that track 
gender, income, and geographic 
diversity among founders, enabling 
targeted interventions when oppor-
tunity gaps emerge.

Taken together, these changes 
will move entrepreneurship from 
the periphery of campus life to 

its centre. Only once that engine 
is running at full speed does it 
make sense to examine how GenAI 
reshapes instruction, research, and 
operations—topics explored in the 
sections that follow.

A personalised 
and supportive ecosystem.

Surprisingly, as GenAI reshapes 
the university, learning will become 
more human-centred—not less. 
Adaptive platforms will track each 
student’s pace and motivation, 
surfacing disengagement before 
grades suffer. Continuous analytics 
will allow tutors to intervene proac-
tively, yielding higher retention and 
deeper mastery across disciplines.

But academic success isn’t purely 
cognitive; students also require 
emotional resilience and clear 
career direction. GenAI will also 
strengthen the emotional and 
professional safety net for students. 
Conversational agents trained 
on evidence-based counselling 
frameworks will provide 24-hour 
mental-health triage, while AI 
career advisors tailor up-skilling 
pathways to labour-market shifts. In 
this environment, academic success 
expands to include well-being, 
adaptability, and long-term employ-
ability. 

At Arizona State University, an 
emerging AI Community of Practice 
appoints departmental “liaisons” 
who translate disciplinary needs into 
technical specifications, a model 
the institution hopes will ensure 
that historians can build archival 
chatbots while chemists fine-tune 
molecular generators.1 

University-wide AI literacy 
programmes will make it so that 
faculty collaborate with (rather than 
compete against) LLMs.  Similarly, 
in research, automated literature 
reviews will enable scholars to 
concentrate on framing original 
questions and better translating 
their findings for public benefit. 
Together, these changes reorient 
the academic enterprise around 
relationships, creativity, and impact.

Sustainable campuses 
without borders.

Breakthroughs spill quickly across 
borders, and GenAI makes it easier 
than ever for teaching to do the 
same. Real-time translation, secure 
digital credentials and mixed-real-
ity studios will shrink the distance 
between Lagos, São Paulo, and 
Singapore. Students will co-learn 
in globally networked classrooms, 
developing fluency not only in 

grading, scheduling, and 
routine correspondence 
become automated, edu-
cators can devote more 
time to mentoring, cura-
tion, and creativity
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content but also in cross-cultural 
collaboration.

Borderless classrooms depend on 
infrastructure that is both intelli-
gent and sustainable. AI-optimised 
micro-grids, predictive-mainte-
nance algorithms, and privacy-pre-
serving security analytics will help 
universities move toward net-zero 
targets even as data-centre loads 
grow. Libraries will re-emerge as 
knowledge commons where AI 
assistants guide visitors through 
digitised archives and three-dimen-
sional printed artefacts, blending 
the tactile with the virtual.

Ethical Challenges 
and Governance.

Each additional capability raises 
questions of stewardship and public 
trust. The ethical conversation is no 
longer theoretical; below, I include 
a few examples of pilot initiatives 
that are already putting this into 
practice.

•	 At Stanford University, the 
Regulation Lab has begun explor-
ing how “red-team” exercises 
might be applied to admissions 
and financial-aid algorithms, an 
approach that could soon lead to 
public-facing reports cataloguing 
both bias and remediation. 

•	 The University of Edinburgh is 
drafting procurement guidelines 
that would require any new learn-
ing analytics platform to satisfy 
measurable fairness thresholds 
before contracts are signed.

Senior leaders are also reacting: 
several leading UK research insti-
tutions are discussing the creation 
of Chief AI Ethics Officer posts that 
would give governance the same 
organisational weight as finance or 
research. 

National quality-assurance bodies 
are drafting sector codes that will 
clarify ownership of AI-generated 
intellectual property, require stu-
dent representation on oversight 
councils, and weave a credit-bear-
ing module on responsible AI into 
every undergraduate programme. 

Across the Pacific, the University 
of Queensland is piloting a revolving 
AI Transformation Fund that blends 
state seed money with private-sec-
tor co-investment; projects that hit 
agreed impact targets will return 
a share of revenue to the fund, 
financing the next wave of campus 
pilots.2 

When those reforms take 
hold, ethical literacy will 
leave campus with the 
graduate: the same digital 
diploma that certifies mas-
tery of machine-learning 
techniques will document 
competence in bias detec-
tion, explainability, and 
privacy-by-design.

“

Conclusion
By 2028, universities that achieve 

three milestones—swift data access, 
staff literacy in AI, and self-fund-
ing transformation pools—will 
be positioned to export proven 
models across national and cultural 
boundaries, ensuring that GenAI 
amplifies rather than erodes higher 
education’s civic mission.

GenAI will not replace the uni-
versity; it may, however, refashion 
it into an institution that matches 
the speed, scale, and complexity of 
the twenty-first century. The prize 
is compelling: a higher-education 
system that is simultaneously more 
entrepreneurial, more personalised, 
more globally connected, and more 
ethically self-aware than any in 
history. Universities that act now will 
arrive in 2035 as architects of that 
future rather than its passengers.
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Reimagining 
Higher Education? 
A Regenerative 
Catalyst in 
a Fragmented 
World

Sebastiaan Berendse

In the waning light of the Second 
Industrial Revolution, our uni-
versities stood tall as beacons of 
fundamental insight and new knowl-
edge. Later, they adapted to open 
innovation, becoming incubators of 
startups and engines of economic 
growth. But today, as the world 
fragments along lines of conflict, 
climate and inequality, those pillars 
are shaking. Higher education 
stands at a crossroads: will it remain 
an ivory tower and startup factory, 
or transform itself into something 
more profound: a regenerative 
force for planetary health, societal 
cohesion, and ethical courage?

I propose to reimagine the social 
contract between knowledge, 
industry and society; one where 
research and education are not 
a means to an end, but rather a 
catalyst for lasting positive change. 
In a world that urgently needs wis-
dom, resilience, and compassion, 
universities must prepare students 
for trailblazing thought leadership 
and act as institutions of innovation, 
public trust and moral imagination.

Rebuilding trust with 
public-centric innovation.
For decades, valorisation in Europe 

has meant spin-outs, patents, and 
intellectual asset commercialisa-
tion. Though valuable in bridging 
the European knowledge gap, these 
activities are insufficient in the face 
of the multiple crises of today’s 
society. Academia must shift its 
success metrics beyond papers and 
PhD defences towards real societal 
transformation; this means balanc-

ing economic and societal impact 
over longer timeframes.

Recent reforms support this shift. 
The 2022 European definition of 
knowledge valorisation and the 
Dutch Recognition & Rewards1 
reforms (since 2019) reflect a grow-
ing societal expectation that public 
investments should lead to public 
value:

"Knowledge valorisation is the 
process of creating social and 
economic value from knowledge by 
linking different areas and sectors 
and transforming data, know-how 
and research results into sustain-
able products, services, solutions 
and knowledge-based policies that 
benefit society".2

Yet many academics still view 
funder-required national impact 
plans as distractions from funda-
mental research or as requiring 
unfamiliar skills. Others, however, 
acknowledge the need for a new 
relationship between science and 
society, as seen in the 2015-2019 
Dutch Science in Transition initiative 
by UMC Utrecht and Utrecht Uni-
versity.3 Meanwhile, expectations 
on the use of knowledge continue 
to evolve. For example, the Dutch 
Research Council’s (NWO) Knowl-
edge and Innovation Covenant 
2024-2027 explicitly emphasises 
contributions to the well-being 
of people, the planet, and future 
generations.4 

Support programmes can guide 
academics and students in the 
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mindset and skills shifts required 
for impact-focused innovation. By 
offering “stage-gate” support and 
candid mentoring, universities can 
embed such valorisation into their 
research and education prac-
tices. One example is the recently 
developed Impact Catalyst pro-
gramme5 at Wageningen University 
& Research, which revolves around 
the Sustainable Development 
Goals. WUR drew inspiration from 
examples provided by the KTH Inno-
vation Programme in the design and 
implementation of its own incuba-
tor programme, e.g., how research-
ers and students are challenged in 
mixed settings, and the use of small 
grants to spur proof-of-concept 
development.6,7  

We should help researchers to 
combine curiosity with implemen-
tation, to use theories of change 
to deliver on the SDGs from the 
outset. Empower scientists to 
co-design solutions not for society, 
but with it—in a true quadruple (or 
even quintuple!) innovation helix, 
including the environment as well 
as industry, government and the 
public.

I envision this will result in pub-
lic-facing, SDG-mapped, impactful 
research. From regenerative food 
systems and biodiversity recovery 
to health equity and climate resil-
ience, bridging “the lab” with the 
lived world. But redefining impact 
is only one piece of the puzzle; we 
must also rethink the university 
itself as it turns into its fourth life-
cycle.

The 4th-generation university.
 As the global world order shifts 

rapidly toward a multi-polar bal-
ance, universities can no longer find 
refuge in science as an “endless 
frontier".8 The 4th Generation 
University is a societal stabiliser 
embedded in regional ecosystems, 
navigating these uncertainties as TU 
Eindhoven has begun to do.9  

Therefore, the classroom must 
also evolve to allow more room for 
debate and dialogue in education. 
Changing from educating experts to 
cultivating responsible changemak-
ers. The third educational transition, 
following previous paradigm shifts 
from homo universalis (19th century), 
to research-talent (early 20th), to 
targeted expertise for the labour 
markets (late 20th). Responsible 
changemakers act amid societal 
polarisation, disinformation and 
fraying social cont(r)act.10 Univer-
sities should reorient their role 
to become trusted convenors as 
educators, mediators and ecosys-
tem enablers - especially through 
their alumni who will be shaping our 
shared future. 

Institutions should see their 
students and researchers as 
science-based entrepreneurial 
actors, embedded within regional 
and global networks that enable 
transition pathways. Towards regen-
erative solutions and sustainability 
leadership. Since the Anthropocene 
has set the world alight, it demands 
that universities balance unwavering 
scientific principles with ecological, 
social, and economic considera-
tions.

I foresee alumni reshaping the 
world through idea validation, 
co-creation with stakeholders and 
engaging the public authentically. 
Listening, daring to speak with 
integrity and nuance, navigating 
complex dialogue. Equipped with 
impact literacy and SDG fluency, 
they will drive action-based and 
boundary-crossing learning all whilst 
holding their alma maters account-
able.

Rebalancing the innovation 
portfolio.
The ongoing student protests 

against fossil fuel collaboration11  
illustrate the need to rethink value 
beyond economic return. How do 
we value blossoming biodiversity 
and natural resilience in 2050? Can 
we measure the effects of ambi-
tious, science-based strategies in 
conservation, food system transfor-
mation and climate action? Can we 
bend the curve of biodiversity loss? 

Valorisation, in line with the EU 
definition, also includes policy 
uptake, social transformation and 
ecosystem restoration. It recognises 
team contributions through stories, 
dialogues, and shared solutions 
that resonate across sectors and 
generations. 

However, startups are extremely 
energising, product innovation is 
economically tangible, and univer-
sity-industry collaboration finan-
cially attractive. These will remain 
important in valorisation, as parts 
of a bigger picture. Yet, impact-
ful science also drives policy or 
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social initiatives and can transform 
the public sector or communities 
through innovation. These forms of 
impact deserve equal celebration in 
the years ahead.

Such pathways require joint effort, 
often over many years or decades, 
to effect real change, especially 
when real societal change takes 
years or decades. By co-creat-
ing value and impact with varied 
ecosystem partners, universi-
ties can diversify their research 
application—supporting spin-offs 
alongside participatory methods like 
action research and citizen science. 
Collaboration, therefore, must be 
pursued with care and reflection, as 
ethics and complexity deepen.

In partnerships too, moral 
clarity, and strategic 
autonomy compel uni-
versities to take a stand 
amid dual-use dilemmas, 
ideological extremism, dig-
ital sovereignty challenges 
and breached planetary 
boundaries— all without 
slipping into political pos-
turing.

“

Managing partnerships wisely is 
essential. More concretely, this 
means forging ethical alliances 
rooted in reciprocity and respect, 
understanding funders’ motives, 

recognising gaps between public 
narratives and actual drivers, and 
engaging in frank dialogue about 
potential conflicts of interest. At 
the same time, universities must 
expand their co-creation ecosys-
tems (e.g., living labs, regional hubs, 
and public-private partnerships) 
whilst upholding academic neutral-
ity.

Scientific processes demand 
methodological rigour and transpar-
ency. Valorisation, however, through 
collaboration and co-creation, 
involves value-driven decisions. 
I propose to make these values 
explicit, using transparency, sto-
rytelling, and inclusive design to 
reclaim science as a public good. 
Shored up by offering tools that 
empower public action, deepen 
participation, and illuminate 
complexity without reducing it to 
metrics.

Mission-driven innovation 2.0 –
pro-actively renewing the social
contract.
Horizon Europe (FP9) brought mis-

sion-driven research and innovation 
to Europe’s centre stage. Building 
on earlier national experiments, it 
aimed to steer funding more clearly 
toward solving societal challenges. 
Yet measuring impact remains diffi-
cult, relying on ex-post evaluations 
and case studies. Implementation, 
often seen as a government task, 
has proven equally complex.

But what if politics has become 
fragmented and polarised—under-
mining science, questioning its 

value, and cutting budgets? What if 
Europe struggles to act cohesively 
on safety, energy, and food transi-
tions? Then universities must be the 
ones to lead, pursuing tipping points 
through science-based decisions 
and helping others move forward 
faster than policy allows.

I envision a just, regenerative, 
inclusive and sustainable world 
where SDGs are not posters on a 
wall, but embedded in the core of a 
university’s research, teaching, and 
valorisation. This is not utopia. It is a 
direction. A declaration. 

A responsible future worth 
creating: A personal note.
In my experience, balancing trade-

offs has been a constant challenge, 
much like building cross-sectoral 
bridges. For example, when regen-
erative farming practices consider 
not just healthy soil, but also sus-
tainable consumption and business 
models for farmers and value chain 
partners. Or when biotech startups 
must balance between positive 
economic, societal and environ-
mental impact, in choosing whom 
to work with, ideally as an investor 
or strategic partner. Or when 
students call for more agroforestry, 
despite the reality that it could not 
feed the entire planet. I have seen 
both the promise and the tension 
of co-creation, and the excitement 
of shared purpose will undoubtedly 
meet with the challenge of mis-
aligned incentives or timelines. Yet, 
in these spaces, I’ve also witnessed 
the seeds of genuine trust and 
transformation, wrought through 
mutual understanding.
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Across Europe, leading institu-
tions are stepping up—embracing 
mission-orientation and working 
with impact-driven partners. The 
examples mentioned are no longer 
rare; they are becoming the new 
benchmark.

Though progress is far too slow 
and fragmented, the momentum 
is there and buoyed by the EU’s 
valorisation agenda and growing 
innovation ecosystems. Though this 
must be matched with commitment 
from academia itself. By engag-
ing students, staff, and partners 
– openly, ethically, and inclusively 
- and through sustained investment 
in discovery and valorisation, uni-
versities can shape futures that are 
just, regenerative, and resilient.

Sebastiaan Berendse coordinates and develops 
Wageningen University & Research (WUR) activities 
to generate impact and value added for society. 
Value creation as third core task of WUR focuses on 
generating impact through application in practice. 
He is responsible for knowledge transfer, startups 
and entrepreneurship, shared research facilities 
and Wageningen Campus development, the Science 
Shop and Wageningen Dialogues. His passion is 
to have a personal impact on global challenges 
(e.g. circular, protein and energy transitions) by 
using his business administrative background (RSM 
Erasmus and Stockholm School of Economics). He 
has been working for more than 20 years in the field 
of business development, valorisation, innovation 
clusters, start-up and scale up support and 
international cooperation in R&D. Next to his WUR 
role he is involved with the impact VC investment 
fund Shift Invest (Investment Advisory Committee), 
board member of the University Fund Wageningen 
foundation and the StartLife foundation board.
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A Vision for a 
Flexible, Resilient, 
and Innovative 
Institution

Victoria Galán-Muros

It is the year 2040, and I stand 
within a university that embodies 
the most transformative changes 
of the last two decades. Against 
a backdrop of uncertainty, rapid 
changes and questions around the 
university’s relevance and value, 
the entrepreneurial university has 
emerged as an agile, visionary, and 
deeply purpose-driven institution. 
The entrepreneurial university is 
no longer a concept or aspiration; 
it is a living, breathing reality. It is 
not merely a place of knowledge 
transmission, but a dynamic eco-
system that cultivates innovation, 
empowers learners, and continu-
ously renews its social contract with 
society. A university that acts like an 
entrepreneur.

This university is not a singular 
model or constrained by borders 
or bureaucratic moulds. It is an 
evolving organism defined by its 
capacity to respond creatively and 
constructively to complex global 
challenges. At its core, it thrives 
on five interwoven imperatives: 
flexibility, resilience, innovation, 
equity and sustainability, and it is 
underpinned by entrepreneurship 
as a mindset and mission. These are 
not buzzwords; they are lifelines for 
relevance and impact in an increas-
ingly volatile world.

Traditional models, once grounded 
in predictability, structure, and 
stability, are being reshaped by the 
tectonic shifts of technological dis-
ruption, climate crisis, demographic 
changes, and evolving labour mar-
kets.

Flexibility.
Flexibility permeates every layer 

of this future university—its curric-
ulum, structures, partnerships, and 
governance. The rigid departmental 
and faculty silos of the past have 
given way to fluid, interdisciplinary 
constellations, allowing knowledge 
to be created and flow freely across 
boundaries. Programs are designed 
for modularity, enabling learners to 
construct personalised educational 
pathways aligned with their aspira-
tions, life stages, and career needs.

Organisational structures embrace 
decentralisation and autonomy. 
Faculties and research teams 
respond swiftly to emerging 
opportunities. Governance systems 
are inclusive and participatory, 
with diverse voices shaping the 
university's evolving mission. Faculty 
contracts, learner engagement, 
and evaluation metrics reflect this 
reality, emphasising adaptability and 
creativity.

Here, everyone is the learner. 
Education serves all generations. 
Lifelong learning is the norm, 
supported by micro-credentials, 
recognition of prior learning, and 
flexible enrolment schemes. 

Education is no longer 
a phase of life—it is a 
constant companion to 
personal and professional 
evolution.

“
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Resilience.
Resilience is a defining strength of 

this university. It does not merely 
withstand shocks—pandemics, 
political instability, financial crises—
but thrives in their wake. Resilience 
here means leaping forward with 
renewed purpose and capability 
instead of bouncing back to an old 
normal.

A culture of anticipatory thinking 
anchors this institution. It invests 
in foresight capacity, continuously 
scanning the horizon for signals 
of change. Scenario planning and 
strategic agility are deeply embed-
ded, enabling it to pivot rapidly 
while staying true to its values and 
direction.

The university nurtures psycholog-
ical and social resilience. It is a safe 
space for experimentation, where 
failure is a vital ingredient of learn-
ing. Emotional intelligence, empa-
thy, and well-being are embedded 
in its DNA. Leadership is ethical, 
transparent, and inclusive, guiding 
the community through uncertainty 
with confidence and care.

Innovation.
Innovation pulses through this 

university’s core. It transcends 
research labs and tech hubs—it is 
systemic, cultural, and continuous. 
The university is an incubator of 
ideas, a living laboratory for pro-
totyping and scaling new models 
of sustainability, governance, and 
community development.

Research, teaching, and societal 
engagement are deeply integrated, 
creating a virtuous cycle of knowl-
edge co-creation. Learning is expe-
riential and challenge-based, while 
research is interdisciplinary and 
applied. They both often take place 
in the field, in close collaboration 
with communities, businesses, and 
governments. 

Digital transformation is fully 
integrated; artificial intelligence, 
virtual reality, and data science 
shape every discipline, power-
ing novel pedagogies, predictive 
analytics, and immersive learning 
environments. Yet, innovation is also 
values- and relationship-driven. The 
university interrogates the ethical 
implications of its discoveries, 
ensuring that progress is inclusive, 
fair and sustainable.

Equity and Sustainability.
Agility and innovation are 

grounded in equity and sustaina-
bility. The university actively disman-
tles structural barriers to education. 
It invests in inclusive pedagogies, 
multilingual platforms, and acces-
sible technologies. Environmental 
literacy and social justice are tenets 
throughout the curriculum. Every 
graduate emerges not only job-
ready but future-ready. 

This entrepreneurial university 
recognises its responsibility to 
democratize access to opportu-
nity and to steward the planet's 
resources wisely. The university's 
operations reflect its values—green 
campuses, ethical procurement, 

zero-waste policies, and climate-re-
sponsive design are standard. 
Research agendas align with global 
sustainability priorities, from renew-
able energy to climate resilience or 
circular economies.

Expanding its impact, the univer-
sity has established global equity 
hubs—satellite centres located in 
underserved regions that operate in 
partnership with local communities. 
These hubs function as innovation 
accelerators for social equity, driv-
ing grassroots solutions, fostering 
leadership among marginalised 
populations, and ensuring that 
knowledge production and benefits 
are decentralised and universally 
accessible.

Entrepreneurship as a mindset
and mission.
Entrepreneurship defines the 

spirit of this university. It is not 
confined to business creation. It 
is a mindset—creative, proactive, 
bold, risk-taker and value-added. It 
is the ability to transform ideas into 
action, whether through launching 
a social enterprise, reshaping public 
policy, or igniting an artistic move-
ment.

This entrepreneurial mindset is 
cultivated at every level. Students 
explore real-world problems, 
challenge assumptions, and imagine 
alternative futures. Faculty are 
recognised for innovation in peda-
gogy, community engagement, and 
collaboration. Institutional policies 
support experimentation, auton-
omy, speed, and scale.
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The university fosters "venture 
studios" where interdisciplinary 
teams of students, faculty, and 
external partners co-develop 
initiatives that address societal 
challenges. These ventures are 
not isolated exercises; they are 
integrated into academic pathways, 
allowing entrepreneurial learning to 
be accredited and scaled globally. 
Risk-taking is not only encour-
aged but systematically supported 
through mentorship, seed funding, 
and legal frameworks designed to 
protect and empower innovators.

What we are witnessing today 
is not just an evolution, but a 
fundamental metamorphosis of 
higher education. The entrepre-
neurial university described above 
has dissolved its walls, becoming a 
vibrant, porous ecosystem, deeply 
interwoven with society. This shift 
has forged a new social contract, 
one built on trust, co-creation, and 
a shared commitment to the public 
good. This is not merely a theoreti-
cal framework; it is the lived reality 
of learning, research, and innova-
tion in 2040, a testament to bold 
decisions and visionary leadership.

From institution to ecosystem.
This entrepreneurial university no 

longer exists as an isolated campus. 
It is an open ecosystem, interlinked 
with regional, national, and global 
partners. Porous and networked, it 
serves as a nodal point in a web of 
knowledge flows, investment, and 
innovation.

This quadruple helix ecosystem 
includes businesses, civil society 
organisations, and governments. 
Together, they co-design and 
co-develop curricula, co-fund and 
undertake joint research, as well as 
drive social innovation. The univer-
sity is both catalyst and connector, 
aligning local development agendas 
with the Sustainable Development 
Goals.

The boundaries between aca-
demia and the external stakeholders 
are dissolved. Professors are practi-
tioners; students are co-research-
ers; communities are co-educators. 
This multiplicity of roles enriches 
relevance and broadens impact.

A new social contract for higher
education.
This university is a cornerstone of 

a renewed social contract between 
education and society. It reaffirms 
the public mission of higher educa-
tion while embracing new modalities 
of action. It does not retreat into 
elitism or detachment—it embraces 
its role as a transformative force.

A vital element of this social con-
tract is the commitment to open 
governance: students, community 
representatives, and external stake-
holders sit on advisory and deci-
sion-making councils. Transparent 
dialogues, participatory budgeting, 
and collective strategic foresight 
sessions ensure that the university 
remains accountable to the aspira-
tions and needs of the societies it 
serves, embodying true democratic 
education in action.

Living the future.
In 2040, I witness a university that 

is not an institution of inertia, but 
one of imagination and courage. 
It is flexible in its design, resilient 
in its spirit, and innovative in its 
mission. It is a beacon of possibility: 
a place where education is a lifelong 
endeavour, and innovation is a col-
lective pursuit. Here, every learner 
is a catalyst for change. Every 
partnership is a step toward shared 
progress. And every discovery is an 
opportunity to build a better world.

This university has been the result 
of the decisions made in the last 15 
years, where inclusive, responsive, 
and visionary university leaders 
worldwide came together and dared 
to redefine what was possible in 
the service of humanity. This is the 
result of 15 years of investment not 
just in infrastructure and policy, but 
in mindset and mission. The result 

This new contract is 
based on trust, shared 
responsibility, and collec-
tive intelligence. Gov-
ernments, educators, 
learners, and commu-
nities co-own the vision 
and co-create the path-

“

ways. It is a participatory 
evolution, not a top-down 
reform.
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of nurturing ecosystems that have 
honoured complexity, celebrated 
diversity, and channelled creativity 
into meaningful change.
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A New Hope for 
the University

Todd Davey & 
Arno Meerman

Great societal leaps happen when 
we briefly ignore the present reality 
and embrace all possibilities. The 
Wright brothers didn't start by 
improving the airship; they asked, 
"How could we fly?" When creating 
the internet, Tim Berners-Lee 
didn't seek to connect telephones 
or improve faxes; he asked, "What 
if all information was linked?". If we 
applied the same first-principles 
audacity to higher education, what 
would we design— not focusing to 
preserve its current forms, but to 
solve the defining problems of our 
century? 

ACT 1 – A world without 
universities.
Suppose, for a moment, that 

universities did not exist. There are 
no lecture halls, no ivy-covered 
buildings, no sprawling campuses. 
Yet, the foundational needs of a 
thriving society remain. We would 
still need to cultivate brilliant talent, 
drive innovation, and advance our 
civilisation through entrepreneur-
ship. We would still face staggering 
societal challenges: a global crisis of 
purpose and power, the existen-
tial threat to planetary and human 
resilience, the persistence of scar-
city and poverty, and the forces of 
deglobalisation clashing with a world 
that desperately needs collabora-
tion. 

What would emerge to fill this 
void? In their absence, new 
architectures would rush in to 
claim the space. Corporate titans 
would forge their own academies, 
training employees in the brutal, 

fast-changing skills of the market 
while their R&D capabilities form 
centres of creation which double 
as incubators.  Digital and physical 
platforms would become bustling 
marketplaces where expert guides 
and AI tutors sell learning à la carte, 
their lessons verified by a con-
stellation of blockchain-stamped 
micro-credentials. 

Communities might expand librar-
ies into innovation hothouses with 
maker-spaces, run peer-to-peer 
training programs or schools, and 
crowdfund local problem-solv-
ing. Governments would expand 
their national institutes to lead in 
long-horizon research and voca-
tional training, while philanthropic 
consortia would pour resources 
into global challenge programs. 
We might even witness a return of 
the medieval guilds—networks of 
practice where mastery is earned 
in workshops, not lecture halls, and 
where freelance scientists band 
together as modern R&D guilds to 
chase the difficult, long-shot prob-
lems that no single firm will fund.

ACT 2 – What we lose without
universities.
Each of these models is a frag-

mented and divided piece of some-
thing bigger. While the approaches 
may produce job-ready skills and 
push prototypes into the world, 
there remains a gaping hole in our 
society.

The integrity of knowledge - With-
out universities, a widely trusted, 
impartial steward of knowledge 
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would disappear. Empirical facts 
and evidence-based knowledge 
would give way to proprietary silos, 
and information would be shaped 
by the interests of those who 
control it, leaving humanity without 
a neutral ground for learning from 
past mistakes. Knowledge would be 
owned by a company's worldview, 
an AI engine regurgitating fake news, 
or influencers trying to sell their 
opinions or their sponsors’ prod-
ucts. No institution would remain to 
act as a global referee for creden-
tials or to educate a mass of critical 
thinkers capable of identifying, 
understanding, and implementing 
solutions to complex problems.

The engine of innovation – We 
would face a major shortfall in 
the training of scientific workers 
in essential fields like technol-
ogy, medicine, engineering, and 
mathematics. Most importantly, an 
enormous percentage of the world’s 
blue-sky research would be lost. 
This foundational, curiosity-driven 
research, which led to the invention 
of the GPS, the internet, the laser, 
and the serendipitous discovery 
of penicillin, would simply cease to 
exist, as would the resulting patents. 
Companies are excellent at the "D" 
in R&D, but universities are uniquely 
specialised in the "R". The essential 
infrastructure for grand observa-
tories, longitudinal datasets, and 
ethically governed biobanks would 
have no obvious steward.

Promoting societal progress - 
Effective public debate would lose 
its neutral ground, replaced by 

competing interests. Universities’ 
entrepreneurial role would also 
shrink: there would be fewer safe 
places to test ideas before they are 
"market ready," burning the bridges 
between foundational research and 
new ventures. Important innovation 
ecosystems would lose a home 
base, and future cohorts would miss 
the opportunity to learn how to 
build something valuable and dura-
ble with others. 

To imagine a society 
without a university is 
to imagine a brain with a 
damaged hippocampus 
(memory) and impaired 
prefrontal cortex (critical 
thinking)—leaving the per-
son with only their reptilian 
brain and little resistance 
from anything else.

“

ACT 3 – What we need 
universities to be.
Thus, the question is not whether 

universities should exist, but rather: 
what is the purpose of a university 
in the modern world? The future 
university is an open platform 
for society; networked, fluid, and 
deeply embedded. If we were to 
rebuild it from first principles, we 
would:

Forge the future human - Society 
needs individuals who are informed, 
open, and ethically courageous. We 

need leaders and citizens who can 
create and manage organisations 
that are ambitious yet social-
minded, who can enable economies 
of both scale and scope, and who 
give back more to society than they 
take.

Rebuild the curriculum around 
challenge - Learning must become 
interdisciplinary, experimental, and 
intensely collaborative. Bache-
lor's, Master's, and PhD programs 
must be redesigned around a 
practice-oriented, project-driven 
model. PhD programs would be 
aligned not just with research excel-
lence, but with entrepreneurial, 
industrial, and societal ends.

Lead with a permeable talent 
ecosystem - Universities must act 
as places for continuous learning, 
beyond graduation, offering short, 
flexible courses and training pro-
grams that help professionals adapt 
to new technologies, employer 
and societal needs. This constant 
exchange of talent and ideas blurs 
the line between "academic" and 
"practitioner," thereby enriching 
both sectors.

Become a regional anchor - The 
university can transform into the 
anchor tenant for a region’s innova-
tion ecosystem, providing a home 
base for local businesses, startups, 
and social organisations to foster a 
community for innovation.

Transform into a Living Labora-
tory - In contrast to the tradi-
tional, siloed institution, this future 
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university must become a living lab, 
a nerve centre for innovation and 
problem-solving. This model would 
allow the university to facilitate 
networks by bringing together busi-
nesses, government agencies, and 
the community.

Act as a research and venture 
launchpad - By reorganising into 
challenge-focused institutes with 
a project-driven curriculum, the 
university can become a launchpad 
for experimental research and 
new ventures. Successful concepts 
and prototypes can be rapidly 
supported by dedicated innovation 
studios fully equipped with labs and 
maker spaces.

Act as a neutral forum - In a post-
truth world where common ground 
is hard to find, universities have a 
critical opportunity to re-establish 
themselves as a neutral forum. They 
can bring opposing parties together 
to engage in reasoned debate and 
discuss shared problems in a safe, 
neutral environment.

ACT 4: What we need universities
to do.
Recognising these principles, the 

changes universities must make are 
clear and urgent.

Shatter silos - We must transition 
a significant portion of research 
and educational activity out of 
the traditional faculty model. 
Instead, we should restructure into 
challenge-focused, collaborative 
institutes that address grand soci-
etal problems like climate change or 

social inequality. This new structure 
would facilitate a project-based 
curriculum where students from 
different disciplines work side-by-
side on 2–4-year keystone projects 
with companies, NGOs and govern-
ment agencies. This builds career 
pathways from the educational 
experience directly into jobs and 
develops the human-centric skills 
that complement the rise of AI. For 
example, a "Global Health & AI" hub 
would unite students from medi-
cine, computer science, ethics, and 
sociology.

Unlock knowledge - To shorten 
the scientific process and foster 
real-world impact, universities must 
embrace a new model of collabora-
tion. This means actively supporting 
and creating IP structures that 
encourage open, transparent, and 
collaborative research. Research 
collaboration between universities, 
industry and government should 
start from the definition of the 
research question, through the 
discovery process into develop-
ment. Instead of treating intellectual 
property as a proprietary fortress 
to be guarded, universities should 
adopt a principle of open and 
collaborative IP management. This 
frees up the exchange of ideas 
and positions the university as a 
launchpad for new ventures, which 
allows them to partner with accel-
erators and innovation studios to 
help speed up the transition from 
research to application.

Redefine success - The current 
framework for success, which often 

rewards only research publications, 
must be re-evaluated. Universities 
need to advocate for and lead the 
way in new national and interna-
tional frameworks that reward a 
broader range of contributions, 
including successful graduate 
careers, reskilling, regional innova-
tion, and the successful launch of 
new ventures. Driving such systemic 
change would require bold, collab-
orative leadership, e.g., scientifically 
skilled professionals as founders 
and CTOs of their own companies, 
moving flexibly between academia, 
industry, and government.

Serve a new era - For the uni-
versity to function as a hub of 
innovation, its internal systems must 
treat all stakeholders (i.e. students, 
researchers, and external partners) 
as customers. This means creating 
a professional, proactive, and lean 
administration that delivers excep-
tional service for all these groups, 
rather than being a bureaucratic 
minefield. By focusing on the needs 
of these customers, the university 
can attract and retain the best 
talent and partners, ensuring it 
remains an essential part of socie-
ty's fabric.

Educating in an AI world - 
Research has shown that relying 
on AI can dull our senses and our 
brain's capabilities. With that in 
mind, we must design engaging 
education that encourages students 
to work with and without AI. We 
must teach them how to master AI 
use without dumbing down their 
capabilities and add value that AI 
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cannot. Curricula and pedagogies 
could be built around:

•	 Positioning humans as initia-
tors, leaders and collaborators.

•	 Developing critical thinking, 
problem-solving and ethical 
reasoning.

•	 Developing adaptability, entre-
preneurship and creativity.

•	 Building social and emotional 
intelligence and cohesion.

•	 Understanding human-AI 
interaction, behaviour, and social 
consequences 

•	 Understanding the historical 
development of our societies and 
human activity.

•	 Understanding challenges of 
sustainability and regeneration.

Finally...
Taking meaningful steps into an 

uncertain future is what we as 
humans do. Now is the time for 
our most important institutions to 
do the same and show us the way, 
to embrace the challenges facing 
humanity rather than retreat into 
what we know. What we need is 
bold leadership, greater engage-
ment, and a proven approach for 
scientists and entrepreneurs alike.

Todd Davey is an a/Professor of Entrepreneur-
ship at the Institut Mines-Télécom Business School 
in Paris, an Associate Partner at UIIN, and holds 
academic positions at the University of Technology 
Sydney, the Technical University of Vienna, and 
Washington University in St. Louis, specializing in 
entrepreneurship and innovation. With over 20 
years of consulting experience, including a previous 
role as a Senior Manager at Deloitte Australia and 
as an executive for a fast-growing tech startup, 
he has advised prominent organizations like the 
European Commission, UNESCO, and the Australian 
government on innovation and entrepreneurship. 
Todd is the author of the book Entrepreneurship at 
Universities, and co-editor of the Future Universities 
Thoughtbook series. He also created the Startup 
Engine entrepreneurship method and the TechAd-
vance™ evaluation tool.

Arno Meerman is the CEO and founder of UIIN, 
a global organisation dedicated to strengthening 
the relationships between universities, industry 
and government to drive innovation and societal 
impact. From UIIN’s base in Amsterdam, Arno leads 
an international team that supports more than 140 
member institutions through research, strategic 
advisory services, executive education and large-
scale events such as the annual UIIN Conference 
and global forums. With a background in entrepre-
neurship and a passion for reimagining the role of 
universities, Arno has authored and co-authored 
numerous whitepapers, casebooks and reports on 
university–industry collaboration and the future of 
higher education. A sought-after keynote speaker 
and facilitator, he works with leaders worldwide 
to build innovation ecosystems, scale partnerships 
and unlock the talent potential of universities for 
economic and societal benefit.
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‘HUMAN HISTORY BECOMES MORE 
AND MORE A RACE BETWEEN 
EDUCATION AND CATASTROPHE’

– H.G. Wells
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A VISION FOR AN 
ENTREPRENEURIAL 
UNIVERSITY
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Imagine an 
Entrepreneurial 
University 

Arturo Cherbowski Lask

An entrepreneurial university, with 
the spirit that defines entrepre-
neurs: creative, motivated, passion-
ate, and capable of transforming its 
mission to respond to the demands 
of an ever-changing world. This 
institution does not limit itself to 
training entrepreneurs through tra-
ditional programs that develop spe-
cific competencies. Instead, it works 
intensively with its management 
staff and faculty to transform their 
mindset and make each of them 
an entrepreneur as well, fostering 
teamwork towards the same goal. 

Let us visualise this entrepre-
neurial university as an institu-
tion that abandons the rigidity of 
bureaucracy and the slowness of 
traditional structures, to become 
an agile organisation, willing to take 
constant risks, to rethink models 
and to seek innovative ways of 
fulfilling its mission on a permanent 
basis. This university is not afraid 
of experimentation and change. It 
understands that dynamism is indis-
pensable in a globalised and highly 
competitive environment.

At this university, an entrepre-
neurial mindset is maintained at all 
levels, and transformation starts 
from within. All members of the 
community take a fundamental 
role and leadership in its initiatives; 
managers are not mere administra-
tors of processes: they are resilient 
leaders with a strategic vision, capa-
ble of guiding their teams towards 
a future that's uncertain, but full 
of possibilities. Professors, for their 
part, not only transmit knowledge; 

they are facilitators, designers of 
learning experiences that empower 
students to question, innovate and 
create. This institution fosters a cul-
ture of collaboration and proactivity 
that permeates all its members and 
breaks the hierarchical structures 
that have historically hindered aca-
demic progress.

In a world where challenges arise 
at breakneck speed, this university 
is not reactive, nor does it wait for 
solutions to come from the outside. 
On the contrary, it is proactive 
in its interaction with society, 
understanding that its responsibil-
ity does not end in the classroom. 
When faced with problems such as 
climate change, digital transforma-
tion or economic crises, it adapts 
its operating models and even 
reinvents itself, when necessary, 
to offer relevant and effective 
responses. This capacity for con-
tinuous change makes it a driver of 
social innovation, capable of posi-
tively influencing its environment.

Unlike the traditional paradigm, 
in which knowledge is generated 
and transmitted exclusively in 
classrooms or laboratories, this 
entrepreneurial university is a 
space open to creativity, redefining 
spaces and ways of learning. It 
understands that knowledge is built 
in the constant interaction with 
industry, government and society, 
in a permanent dialogue that 
enriches both the academy and its 
external allies. Students participate 
in problem-based challenges, with 
tangible impact, where they can 
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To be truly entrepre-
neurial, this university 
is capable of shedding 
the bureaucracy that 
has historically slowed 
its responsiveness. This 
implies a critical review of 
its processes, prioritising 
flexibility and efficiency, 
rather than the inertia 
of doing things because 
"we've always done them 
that way".

“

apply and transform knowledge into 
practical solutions. This institution 
values learning outside the campus 
boundaries and promotes academic 
and professional mobility. It builds 
bridges and learns from the expe-
riences of academic institutions in 
other latitudes, facilitating collab-
oration with companies, NGOs and 
international organisations.

Each decision-maker is respon-
sible both for the impact of his or 
her decisions within the institution 
and also for how the institution 
will impact each of its students 
and wider society. For this reason, 
it is feasible to decentralise deci-
sion-making, conceding greater 
autonomy to work teams, as well as 
adopting technologies that allow a 
more agile and transparent man-
agement.

In this model, innovation is taught, 
practised, and promoted. From 
administration to teaching methods, 
the institution adopts an experi-
mental approach, where mistakes 
are not a failure but a learning 
opportunity. As students learn to 
face failure, they are not afraid 
to start over when the situation 
demands. This entrepreneurial spirit 
turns the university into a living lab, 
where new strategies are designed 
and tested to meet the challenges 
of the present and the foreseeable 
future.

The entrepreneurial university 
does not consider its graduates as 
finished products, but as individuals 
in constant evolution. Therefore, it 
offers an educational model based 
on lifelong learning, with flexible 
programs that adapt to the chang-
ing needs of professionals at dif-
ferent stages of their development. 
From the beginning of their journey, 
students are trained to "learn to 
learn”, developing critical skills such 
as adaptability, problem-solving and 
creative thinking. This approach 
enables them to face an increasingly 
dynamic labour market, where the 
skills of the present may become 
obsolete in a few years, or even 
months. This logic also applies to its 
teachers, directors and adminis-
trative staff, who are constantly 
undergoing training, always seeking 
to continue learning.

The entrepreneurial university 
is not an isolated entity; it is a 
fundamental node within a broader 
ecosystem. It actively collaborates 

with the productive sector to iden-
tify the technological and economic 
trends that shape the labour market 
and to jointly design educational 
programs that not only guarantee 
the employability of graduates but 
also promote sustainable economic 
development.

 This university also maintains a 
close relationship with the govern-
ment, participating in the creation 
of public policies that promote 
innovation and social welfare. This 
interaction allows it to anticipate 
changes in the political and eco-
nomic environment, and to prepare 
its students to face the challenges 
and take advantage of the opportu-
nities that arise from them.

 
Although there is no manual to fol-

low, the entrepreneurial university 
is not afraid, because it knows that 
entrepreneurs write their own man-
uals and learn as they build. Along 
the way, they find allies who build 
up with their experience, and the 
university has the power to create 
collaborative networks, to share 
success stories and to walk accom-
panied along the different paths. 

 
Imagine this entrepreneurial 

university no longer fearing change, 
but embracing it as part of its 
essence, becoming a catalyst for 
global and local change. Its capacity 
for reinvention impacts not only its 
students but also the communities 
in which it operates. Rather than 
being a reactive institution, it is 
proactive, permeating its vision and 
influencing the way society faces 
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global challenges, from social equity 
to environmental sustainability.

This vision is not a utopia. It is an 
urgent necessity in a world that 
demands educational institu-
tions that are more responsible, 
dynamic and connected to their 
environment. The entrepreneurial 
university is not only the future; it 
is the present that we must build. In 
it, knowledge, creativity and action 
intertwine to transform realities and 
shape a more just and promising 
future.

Arturo Cherbowski Lask has dedicated over 20 
years to advancing higher education in Mexico, spe-
cializing in educational innovation, internationaliza-
tion, and academic mobility. He has contributed to 
national and international forums and led initiatives 
that foster educational and societal development 
in Mexico.

In 2024, he received the CASE James L. Fisher 
Award for Distinguished Service to Education from 
the Council for Advancement and Support of 
Education (CASE) and an Honorary Doctorate from 
Caucasus University in Georgia for his contributions 
to higher education.

He serves as Executive Director of Santander 
Universities and General Director of Universia in 
Mexico, overseeing projects that promote entrepre-
neurship, educational innovation, and digital trans-
formation. His work includes scholarship programs, 
academic collaborations, and financial services for 
the university community.

Born in Mexico City, he holds a degree in political 
science from the University of California, Berkeley, 
and a master’s and doctorate from Yale University.
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Accelerating 
Entrepreneurship: 
A Triple Flywheel 
Model for 2035 

Farshida Zafar

I can already hear you thinking 
- "Wait a minute, isn't this a bit 
like the butcher weighing his own 
meat?" As director of the Erasmus 
Centre for Entrepreneurship at 
Erasmus University Rotterdam in 
the Netherlands, I might seem too 
invested in the subject of entrepre-
neurship to be objective. However, 
my position has given me a unique 
insight into how conventional narra-
tives often reduce university entre-
preneurship to merely technology 
transfer and commercialisation of 
research, missing the full potential 
of what an entrepreneurial univer-
sity could be.1  

The convergence of exponential 
technological developments, declin-
ing public funding, eroding trust in 
scientific institutions, and growing 
political polarisation has created a 
perfect storm. While this threatens 
traditional academic structures, it 
also offers unprecedented oppor-
tunities for reinvention.2,3 This raises 
important questions: Will current 
academic models remain viable? 
What adaptations are necessary to 
remain competitive while preserv-
ing educational quality? How can 
universities evolve to thrive amid 
these transformations? Looking 
to successful entrepreneurs and 
business leaders provides valuable 
insights for universities navigating 
uncertainty.

The vision for 2035
Meeting these challenges effec-

tively requires universities to inno-
vate while maintaining their com-
mitment to core academic values. A 

The Triple Flywheel model 
integrates research, 
education, and entrepre-
neurship. Unlike traditional 
universities that often treat 
these elements as separate 
domains, the entrepre-
neurial university creates 
deliberate connections 
between them.5

“

passive approach puts academics, 
institutions, and society at risk. Like 
successful businesses, educational 
institutions must regularly assess 
their position in these volatile, 
uncertain, complex, and ambiguous 
times.4  

Just as entrepreneurs thrive 
by identifying market gaps and 
developing innovative solutions, 
universities can adopt similar 
approaches to address educational 
and institutional challenges. In this 
piece, I outline the Triple Flywheel 
Model, a framework to help uni-
versities apply this entrepreneurial 
approach and realise this 2035 
vision where research laboratories, 
classrooms, and innovation spaces 
blend seamlessly, and technological 
advancement aligns with societal 
needs through intentional design 
and collaboration.

The Triple Flywheel Model: How
to move from a traditional to an
entrepreneurial approach

Connect teaching, research and 
entrepreneurial domains
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Research feeds into educational programs, which spark entrepreneurial 
initiatives, creating a self-reinforcing cycle of innovation and value creation.6

The research flywheel generates cutting-edge knowledge, which is quickly 
integrated into educational programs. Students and faculty engage with 
this knowledge through experiential learning, leading to new ventures and 
applications. These entrepreneurial outcomes—the tangible manifestations 
of innovation—then generate new research questions, completing the cycle 
and accelerating the momentum of all three flywheels.7 

The model's strength lies in this self-reinforcement. Each component 
strengthens the others: research informs teaching, teaching inspires entre-
preneurship, and entrepreneurial activity drives new research. This creates 
a sustainable ecosystem where academic excellence and practical impact 
strengthen each other.5 In this context, entrepreneurship represents the 
process through which innovation is implemented and scaled—moving ideas 
from conception to impact.

Flywheel model,
 Erasmus Centre for 
Entrepreneurship

Platform-based transformation
The entrepreneurial univer-

sity functions as a sophisticated 
multi-sided platform, enhanced by 
AI-powered matching algorithms 
that connect stakeholders effec-
tively.8 This platform approach 
transforms the university from a 
traditional hierarchy into a dynamic 
ecosystem where knowledge flows 
freely, and innovation emerges nat-
urally through collaboration.

The platform enables seamless 
interaction among researchers, 
educators, students, industry part-
ners, and community stakeholders, 
creating an environment for natural 
interdisciplinary collaboration and 
efficient allocation of resources to 
complex challenges.9 The platform's 
ability to facilitate rapid knowledge 
transfer, enable real-time collab-
oration, and generate powerful 
network effects accelerates each 
flywheel while strengthening con-
nections between them. 

In this model, social sciences and 
humanities (SSH) act as bridges, 
connecting technical innovation 
with human needs and societal 
impact. These disciplines provide 
crucial frameworks for understand-
ing behaviour, culture, and ethics 
that shape how society develops 
and adopts innovations. Their 
methodologies—from ethnographic 
research to ethical reason-
ing—ensure that technological 
advancement serves human needs 
and promotes sustainable progress. 
Integrating humanistic perspectives 
with technical innovation creates a 
more balanced approach to solving 
complex societal challenges. 54



This human-centred foundation 
becomes even more powerful when 
amplified by network effects within 
the university ecosystem. As more 
participants join the platform, the 
value for all stakeholders increases 
exponentially: enhanced research 
collaborations, more diverse funding 
opportunities, richer educational 
experiences, and stronger connec-
tions between academic work and 
societal impact. The more robust 
the network becomes, the more 
attractive the university is to poten-
tial students, faculty, and partners, 
creating a self-reinforcing cycle of 
growth and innovation that benefits 
from the insights provided by SSH.

Importance of the 
entrepreneurial mindset
The entrepreneurial mindset forms 

the essential foundation of the 
Triple Flywheel model. Without this 
mindset—characterised by oppor-
tunity recognition, resourceful-
ness, and action orientation—even 
well-designed structural changes 
will fail to generate sustainable 
innovation. This mindset creates the 
cognitive and cultural conditions 
necessary for meaningful collabo-
ration.10  

This mindset reframes challenges 
as opportunities, encourages 
experimentation, accepts produc-
tive failure, and values learning from 
experience—all essential qualities 
for adapting to technological dis-
ruption and funding pressures.11 It 
also enables university stakeholders 
to connect seemingly disparate 
fields and identify unexpected 

synergies, crucial for addressing 
complex societal challenges.

Developing entrepreneurial skills
across the university ecosystem
The entrepreneurial mindset ben-

efits not just students but the entire 
university ecosystem. For students, 
developing entrepreneurial com-
petencies means graduating with 
more than subject knowledge; they 
gain adaptability, resiliency, creative 
problem-solving, and collaborative 
skills increasingly valued in changing 
job markets. Research shows these 
skills significantly improve employ-
ability and career advancement 
across sectors.12 

For academics, entrepreneurial 
thinking enables meaningful engage-
ment with industry and societal 
challenges. It helps faculty translate 
research into practical applications 
and identify new research direc-
tions based on real-world needs.13  
This engagement often leads to 
more diverse funding opportunities, 
enhanced research impact, and 
stronger connections to communi-
ties.

The integration of entrepreneur-
ial skill development throughout 
curricula—from humanities to 
STEM fields—creates a common 
language of innovation that bridges 
traditional disciplinary silos.14 When 
embedded in teaching method-
ologies, research practices, and 
institutional processes, entrepre-
neurial competencies help all uni-
versity stakeholders become more 
adaptive, opportunity-focused, and 
impact-oriented.12 

Leadership for the future
The transformation toward an 

entrepreneurial university requires 
a distinct form of leadership. Lead-
ership already requires a delicate 
balance between maintaining 
academic excellence and driving 
innovation, and as such, it will not 
change.15 In this context, univer-
sity leaders function as ecosystem 
architects, carefully designing and 
nurturing the conditions that allow 
the Triple Flywheel model to oper-
ate effectively—allocating resources, 
developing partnerships, and align-
ing the university's entrepreneurial 
activities with its broader institu-
tional educational and research 
missions.13 Being an active ecosys-
tem player also requires leaders to 
maintain academic integrity while 
fostering innovation across disci-
plines and creating environments 
where diverse perspectives can 
converge productively.16

One could compare uni-
versity leaders with con-
ductors of an orchestra; 
they create harmony 
across the different 
instrumental sections of 
research, education, and 
entrepreneurship, not by 
playing every instrument, 
but through their vision, 
timing, and ability to high-
light different sections at 
appropriate moments.

“
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A key leadership challenge lies in 
managing the tension between aca-
demic freedom and market respon-
siveness. Successful leaders create 
frameworks that protect intellectual 
independence while fostering 
productive external engagement, 
develop new KPIs that balance 
traditional academic measures with 
entrepreneurial outcomes, and 
champion the role of SSH to ensure 
technical innovation serves society.

Interconnected ecosystems 
for comprehensive solutions
Ecosystems create persistent rela-

tionships characterised by ongoing 
collaboration, shared resources, 
and mutual benefit.  These extend 
beyond university boundaries to 
form regional, national, and global 
networks that leverage collective 
intelligence and resources.  As a 
result, the path forward requires 
creating interconnected ecosys-
tems that address challenges com-
prehensively. 

The entrepreneurial university can 
act as both a hub and a participant 
in these ecosystems, which might 
include:

• Regional innovation networks: 
Connecting universities with local 
governments, businesses, and com-
munity organisations to address re-
gion-specific challenges while lever-
aging unique local strengths. These 
networks can revitalise economies 
and address social inequalities.19

• Cross-institutional academic 
collaborations: Forming comple-

mentary partnerships with other 
academic institutions. This ap-
proach allows universities to pool 
specialised expertise, share costly 
infrastructure, and tackle research 
questions at scales impossible for 
single institutions.

• Industry-academic platforms: 
Creating dynamic interfaces 
between universities and indus-
try partners to enable continuous 
knowledge exchange, talent devel-
opment, and collaborative prob-
lem-solving.

• Civic engagement ecosystems: 
Building sustained relationships 
with community organisations, 
non-profits, and civic institutions to 
co-create solutions while providing 
enriching student learning experi-
ences.

These interconnected ecosystems 
gain resilience through diversity—of 
perspectives, resources, and capa-
bilities. They thrive through shared 
governance structures that distrib-
ute decision-making authority while 
aligning activities around common 
purposes. When properly designed, 
they create value that transcends 
what any single participant could 
achieve alone, generating outcomes 
that benefit all stakeholders.

The entrepreneurial university's 
platform approach particularly suits 
ecosystem building, as it creates 
the technical and social infrastruc-
ture needed to coordinate diverse 
actors without imposing rigid 
hierarchies. Through these ecosys-

tems, universities fulfil their societal 
mission at unprecedented scales, 
addressing complex challenges 
while creating new educational and 
research opportunities.

What universities can do now
Universities seeking to implement 

this vision can begin with these 
concrete actions:

1.	 Curriculum integration: 
Embed entrepreneurial compe-
tencies across all disciplines by 
redesigning courses to include 
opportunity identification, 
creative problem-solving, and 
value creation projects. This isn't 
about adding business courses 
but transforming how existing 
subjects are taught.12

2.	Platform development: Cre-
ate a digital infrastructure that 
allows seamless collaboration 
between stakeholders. Begin with 
pilot projects connecting spe-
cific departments with industry 
partners before scaling universi-
ty-wide.8 

3.	Incentive realignment: Review 
and revise promotion and tenure 
criteria to recognise entrepre-
neurial outcomes alongside tradi-
tional academic metrics. Cel-
ebrate and reward faculty who 
successfully bridge research with 
practical impact.

4.	Competency development: 
Invest in professional develop-
ment programs that build entre-
preneurial skills among faculty 
and staff. Create communities of 
practice where early adopters 
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can share experiences and men-
tor colleagues.

5.	Boundary-spanning struc-
tures: Establish physical and 
organisational spaces where 
different disciplines and external 
stakeholders can collaborate on 
complex challenges. These "inno-
vation hubs" should be designed 
to facilitate the Triple Flywheel 
interactions between research, 
education, and entrepreneur-
ship.5 

Progress on these steps should 
be iterative rather than linear, with 
each university finding its own pace 
and emphasis based on institutional 
context, strengths, and community 
needs. 

Final thoughts
The entrepreneurial university of 

2035 represents a fundamental 
shift in how we create, share, and 
apply knowledge. The enhance-
ments proposed here—developing 
entrepreneurial skills throughout 
the university ecosystem, clarifying 
the central importance of the 
entrepreneurial mindset, visualising 
leadership as orchestration, and 
implementing concrete steps 
toward transformation—strengthen 
the case for this new vision. They 
demonstrate that the entrepre-
neurial university isn't a theoretical 
construct but an achievable future 
that builds on existing university 
strengths while adapting to emerg-
ing realities.

Success in this model will be 
measured by a dual metric: the 

university's ability to maintain 
excellence in traditional academic 
domains while simultaneously 
accelerating meaningful innova-
tion and driving positive societal 
change. The path forward lies not in 
choosing between academic rigour 
and entrepreneurial responsiveness 
but in finding dynamic synergies 
between these complementary 
forces and boldly embracing the 
entrepreneurial mindset needed for 
the decades ahead.
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Looking to the 
Past for the 
Future 
Entrepreneurial 
University 

Marcelo Tedesco

Looking to the past to build 
the future
Over the past two decades, uni-

versities have increasingly measured 
their success by the number of 
entrepreneurs they produce or the 
employability of their graduates. 
Yet history has taught us that the 
utilitarian approach to knowledge 
can be deeply harmful. From its 
manipulation under authoritarian 
regimes—such as the infamous case 
of Lysenko in the former Soviet 
Union—to the environmental crisis 
and growing inequality that afflict a 
world obsessed with productivity 
since the Industrial Revolution.

The university, as a sanctu-
ary of universal knowledge—not 
merely taught, but discovered and 
explored—was never conceived as 
a factory for employees or entre-
preneurs. Its origins are rooted in 
the pursuit of enlightenment, in 
illuminating that which lay hidden 
in the shadows, beyond the reach 
of humanity’s gaze. Across the cen-
turies, it has evolved into a temple 
of knowledge, dedicated to the 
resolution of society’s most pressing 
challenges.

Highly skilled individuals are 
undoubtedly essential in today’s 
world, yet the university was never 
conceived as an instrument of 
mechanisation. It was not designed 
to standardise, but to create; not to 
conform, but to innovate. The aca-
demic institutions that have exerted 
the greatest influence on human 
civilisation—MIT, Oxford, Cambridge, 
Stanford, UCL, and LSE—have never 

been preoccupied with producing 
entrepreneurs. Rather, they have 
cultivated environments in which 
critical thinking, research, and inno-
vation are allowed to flourish.

The true engine of entrepreneur-
ship does not lie in the didactic 
instruction of business method-
ologies, but in the generation of 
profound knowledge through trans-
disciplinary inquiry—knowledge that 
addresses the shared challenges of 
humanity. It is striking, to say the 
least, that institutions such as MIT 
and Stanford—were they sovereign 
nations—would rank among the ten 
largest economies in the world due 
to the wealth generated by their 
entrepreneurial graduates. And yet, 
neither of these institutions offers 
a dedicated degree in entrepre-
neurship, nor do they impose man-
datory courses on the subject.

Since the days of Plato’s Academy, 
the fundamental mission of higher 
education has been to explore the 
limits of knowledge—unconstrained 
by the immediate demands of the 
market or the exigencies of com-
mercial enterprise.

I envision the university of the 
future returning to this principle as 
a fundamental step towards over-
coming our societal adolescence. 
I do not see it as an automated 
factory churning out entrepreneurs, 
much less employees. The university 
of the future must produce crea-
tors, not entrepreneurs. More than 
anything, this is what developing 
nations need. Those in the most 
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The entrepreneurial 
university of the future, 
therefore, will not be 
defined by the quantity 
or quality of its entrepre-
neurship programmes, 
but by the extent to which 
it engages in meaningful 
cooperation with other 
actors, with peer insti-
tutions, but also across 
the broader landscape of 
economic and social inno-
vation.

“

vulnerable positions are the ones 
who would benefit most from this 
renewed vision of higher education.

The universities of the future will 
not seek to attract those whose 
sole ambition is to establish a 
business of their own, nor students 
merely in pursuit of a well-paid job. 
Rather, they will cultivate the free 
thinkers of tomorrow—those capa-
ble of crafting solutions to human-
ity’s most pressing challenges. At 
the same time, they will instil an 
understanding that entrepreneur-
ship is the most effective means 
of swiftly and efficiently delivering 
these solutions to society.

Thus, they will teach that entre-
preneurship is not an end in itself, 
but rather a conduit—a means 
through which knowledge, innova-
tion, and problem-solving find their 
way into the world.

The Future is built within 
the ecosystem
In this same vein, the entrepre-

neurial university of the future 
will have a clear understanding of 
its role within the economic and 
social ecosystem it inhabits. The 
international research initiative, 
Global Ecosystem Dynamics (GED), 
has spent years analysing how com-
plex structures emerge to support 
entrepreneurship and innovation.  
One of its most significant findings—
drawn from the study of more than 
25 economic ecosystems across 17 
countries— is that the most innova-
tive and prosperous ecosystems are 
those in which universities perceive 
themselves as both knowledge gen-

erators and gravitational centres 
within their respective ecosystemic 
structures.

The most robust and efficient eco-
systemic structures, as well as the 
centrality of their key actors, are 
not the result of isolated efforts 
but of deep, sustained, and inten-
sive collaboration across the entire 
ecosystem. 

And crucially, this collaboration will 
not be driven by the pursuit of insti-
tutional prestige, but by a genuine 
commitment to the advancement of 
its ecosystem as a whole.

It may seem paradoxical, but the 
entrepreneurial university of the 
future is the one that understands 
that entrepreneurship must not be 
the ultimate goal of higher educa-

tion, yet at the same time recog-
nises its fundamental role within the 
economic and social ecosystem. 
It is precisely by fostering this 
intellectual foundation that future 
entrepreneurs will be prepared to 
tackle both the unresolved chal-
lenges of today as well as those that 
will define the next decade. Thus, 
this university is not one that simply 
produces entrepreneurs; it forms 
changemakers who, by fully under-
standing the economic and social 
ecosystems to which they belong, 
can transform their insights into 
practical solutions that will reach 
society through entrepreneurship.

For this to happen, this future 
university must also abandon the 
notion that its role ends in the 
classroom and fully acknowledge 
its interdependence with the 
outside world; it must embed itself 
within collaborative networks that 
include businesses, governments, 
investors, and other key actors 
within the ecosystem. Only through 
such integration can the knowledge 
developed within the university truly 
flow and generate tangible impact 
in society.

When the university functions as a 
node within a broader ecosystem, 
innovation emerges organically. 
Neither students nor faculty need 
to follow a predetermined path 
towards entrepreneurship; instead, 
they gain access to networks, 
resources, and opportunities that 
enable them to experiment, fail, 
learn, and ultimately transform 
ideas into projects of significant 
economic and social impact.
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The future is systemic
For this entrepreneurial university 

of the future to serve as a true 
engine of transformation, it must be 
systemically structured. I envision 
a university centred on three key 
principles.

1.	Learning rooted in explora-
tion, discovery, and a love for 
knowledge. A university that 
does not focus on producing 
entrepreneurs through prede-
fined paths and rigid curricula, 
but rather is a space where 
ideas develop freely and where 
the application of knowledge 
emerges organically, as a natu-
ral consequence of intellectual 
inquiry.

2.	A transdisciplinary environ-
ment that breaks down dis-
ciplinary siloes. The university 
must encourage dialogue and 
collaboration across disciplines 
such as engineering, biotech-
nology, philosophy, design, and 
business, creating an internal 
learning ecosystem where com-
mon challenges are approached 
through a synthesis of knowl-
edge, tools, and methodologies—
often beyond those tradition-
ally employed to address such 
problems.

3.	A structure that facilitates 
connection with the real world. 
Rather than focusing on short-
term metrics, this future univer-
sity will prioritise strengthening 
its collaborative ties with the 
economic and social ecosystem. 
By doing so, it will enable its stu-
dents, academics, and research-

ers to find the necessary path-
ways to translate their ideas and 
solutions into real-world impact.

The entrepreneurial university 
of the future, therefore, does not 
need to teach entrepreneurship as 
an institutional slogan, nor should it 
reduce it to an organisational KPI. 
Its true role will be to ensure the 
free flow of knowledge, to safe-
guard intellectual exploration from 
the constraints of market demand, 
and to contribute to the economic 
and social ecosystem through col-
laboration.

The universities that will grow the 
most significant and disruptive ven-
tures of the future will not be those 
that merely teach how to become 
an entrepreneur, but rather those 
that return to the origins of univer-
sal education—creating environ-
ments where curiosity, academic 
rigour, the pursuit of knowledge 
as an end in itself, and experimen-
tation are embedded in the very 
fabric of their culture.

The entrepreneurs who will 
emerge from these universities will 
not be mere “successful business 
leaders”, but philosophers, scien-
tists, and innovators—people with 
a great love for the society they 
inhabit and seek to transform it 
through the path of entrepreneur-
ship.

Marcelo Tedesco is the Director of Research in 
Economic Sciences, Society, and Management 
at the Instituto Tecnológico de Buenos Aires 
and the Founder & Executive Director of Global 
Ecosystem Dynamics (GED), an international 
research initiative focused on economic ecosys-
tems. GED was originally founded as an affiliated 
initiative with MIT D-Lab at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, where he served as a 
Research Affiliate (2018–2022). He continues this 
work as an International Research Collaborator 
with MIT LIFT Lab. Previously, Marcelo led the MIT 
Enterprise Forum in Mexico as Executive Director 
(2014–2019), engaging over 8,000 entrepreneurs, 
business leaders, and scientists.
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In Pursuit 
Of An Ideal: The 
Entrepreneurial 
University Of My 
Dreams 

Peter Bamkole

Imagine a place where every 
problem under the sun is brought 
forward, and passed through a lab-
oratory or factory, where multiple 
solutions could be carefully curated, 
tested and refined. What if this 
same place generates future-proof 
products and services based on the 
data continuously collected from 
its environment? Lastly, imagine if 
this place is a university- an entre-
preneurial university where, as a 
graduation prerequisite, your badge 
of honour is not your high Cumu-
lative Grade Point Average but the 
patent or prototype that bears your 
name and that helps move society 
forward. That’s the entrepreneurial 
university of the future that I dream 
of.

Building entrepreneurial mindsets
through experience
In all my four decades of working 

across the oil and gas industry, the 
public water sector, and educa-
tion, there has been one common 
denominator: the importance of 
cultivating an entrepreneurial mind-
set in graduates. Regardless of their 
discipline, universities must ensure 
that graduates leave not just as 
engineers, accountants, or lawyers, 
but as enterprising professionals. 
This mindset is what enables them 
to pivot when reality demands it. 
Like any skill, building an entrepre-
neurial mindset requires continuous 
practice.

In my role as Deputy Vice Chan-
cellor (Admin) at Pan-Atlantic 
University, I’ve had the chance to 
bring this approach to life. Lever-

aging my background in mechan-
ical engineering and expertise in 
entrepreneurship, I have challenged 
our engineering students to apply 
their learnings to problems around 
them. When we had problems with 
our sewage systems, we tasked 
students through their coursework 
to design a solution in the form of 
a simple device. When our central 
kitchen was experiencing extreme 
heat, students tackled the problem 
as part of their thermodynamics 
assignment. Imagine if the boundary 
between the classroom and the 
real world was so blurred that 
students passed through it like a 
revolving door? That’s when learning 
becomes truly meaningful—and I 
dare say, fun. 

Scaling solutions
In 2011, I had the opportunity to 

lead a team that implemented what 
would become Nigeria’s largest 
business planning competition: 
YouWin! (Youth with Innovation). 
The objective of Youwin! was to look 
for existing small businesses that 
needed resources for expansion, as 
well as innovative new businesses 
that needed seed capital. Selection 
was merit-based and for inclusion, 
cutting across the six geopolitical 
regions of Nigeria. Selected partic-
ipants were trained for one week, 
across 18 locations in Nigeria, on 
how to start and run a successful 
business. Thereafter, the trained 
participants wrote and submitted 
their business plans. Those selected 
at this stage were given a grant of 
up to US$40,000.  
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Increasingly, students use 
AI to rapidly complete their 
coursework, leaving many 
educators worried that 
genuine learning may no 
longer be taking place. My 
thinking is: why not view AI 
as a partner in education, 
rather than something to 
fear?

“

A popular competition in its first 
year, we received over 20,000 
applications. In the second year—
with all female entries—that number 
jumped to over 50,000. By the third 
year, we reached over 120,000 
applications. Each application had 
to be graded using a standardised 
marking scheme, which, even in 
year one, proved time-consuming: 
it involved training graders to assess 
concept notes, and then having 
another team audit 25% of the 
graded entries for quality assurance.  

That’s when our entrepreneurial 
mindset kicked in. There had to 
be a more efficient way to achieve 
the same result, if not better. We 
turned to machine learning, using 
the first year’s data to train an 
auto-marking system. By year two 
(after a few iterations), the system 
handled the initial grading, allowing 
us to focus on re-evaluating the top 
10% of applications. In year three, 
it shortlisted the best 12,000 out 
of over 120,000 applications, which 
were graded again by our team, sav-
ing countless time and resources. 

The lesson for me was that most 
problems can be solved more 
effectively when we leverage tech-
nology. It leads to greater efficiency 
at significantly lower cost. This is 
the mindset that any graduate from 
this envisioned entrepreneurial 
university should have: the ability 
to solve problems faster and more 
resourcefully. 

Future readiness
Solving today’s problems is only 

one part of the equation, however. 
The university I envision should 
also be able to analyse current 
trends against the backdrop of 
historical data and predict the likely 
pathway(s) ahead. That’s where 
future-ready products and services 
are born. Student teams, branded 
as “Future Decoders”, would work 
across campuses using real-time 
data and input from industry lead-
ers to predict a future that most 
people couldn’t see and anticipate 
needs before they arise. Now pic-
ture these efforts being fully inte-
grated into student assessments, 
counting towards course credit. In 
this model, differently abled stu-
dents would be able to contribute 
in ways more aligned with their 
strengths, offering greater value to 
society than traditional assessments 
allow. 

Turning fear into opportunity
One thing that has generated so 

much debate in today’s universities 
is the use of AI. 

This future university should 
leverage AI differently. We should 
embrace the fact that every student 
learns differently, and that putting 
them together in one classroom, 
teaching at the same pace, and 
expecting them to yield the same 
results will obviously put some 
learners at an advantage and dis-
advantage others. With AI, we can 
measure each learner’s progress, 
provide focused support to close 
any knowledge gaps and amplify 
areas of strength. This would lead 
to personalised learning that is 
more efficient and measurable. The 
potential outcomes are incredible.

Looking into the future
As we march toward the future, 

the entrepreneurial university of my 
dream will not just be an ivory tower 
but an enabler, a solution provider 
and the centre of gravity in nation 
building. The students will focus 
less on grades and more on solving 
societal problems. For those who 
will choose the pathway of venture 
creation, my experience is that, 
beyond establishing a formidable 
venture, they are often motivated 
to build ecosystems within their 
industry or sector. In doing so, they 
go beyond personal ambition to 
address systemic problems. On the 
other hand, those who become 
employees also bring tremendous 
benefits to their organisations, 
as they will constantly strive to 
innovate their product or service, 
process improvement, etc. 

It was while interviewing one 
of our students who worked in a 
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multinational oil company that I had 
a lightbulb moment. He was valued 
by the organisation not because 
he was the most experienced or 
intelligent, but because of the 
entrepreneurial mindset developed 
while studying for his MBA with us. 
He asked the right questions; he 
was inquisitive and ready to explore 
new territories. As a result, he was 
always the first to be offered new 
roles whenever a new unit was 
created. These are the kinds of skills 
future-ready organisations will be 
looking for, and universities must 
position themselves to produce 
graduates with this mindset.

Dr. Peter Bamkole is the Deputy Vice Chancellor 
(Admin) at Pan-Atlantic. He previously served as 
the Chief Operating Officer and pioneered the 
Enterprise Development Centre of the Pan-Atlantic 
University – now one of the top enterprise devel-
opment centers in Africa. Trained as a Mechanical 
Engineer, with MBA from IESE Business School in 
Spain and alumnus of Lagos Business School (Chief 
Executive Program), his over four decades cognate 
experience spans both public and private sectors. 
He obtained his PhD in Entrepreneurship and Inno-
vation at the International School of Management 
(ISM) in Paris and consults widely in Sub-Saharan 
Africa on entrepreneurship development and 
practice. 

Peter is a fellow of the Corporate Governance 
Society of Nigeria and a member of the Chartered 
Institute of Directors. He currently chairs the board 
of Education Collaborative – West Africa Hub, 
Nigeria Climate Innovation Center, and Global 
Entrepreneurship Network, Nigeria. He is an Inde-
pendent Non-Executive Director of Zenith Bank, 
and member of IIT Governing Council among others. 
His book Built by Enterprise is a culmination of two 
decades of developing entrepreneurs in Nigeria.  
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The 
Entrepreneurial 
University:
A Blueprint for 
Future Higher 
Education
 

Raymond Chu

What if every person in a univer-
sity embraced the mindset of an 
entrepreneur? This is the vision we 
must strive for: a university model 
that empowers students, faculty, 
and staff alike to think creatively 
and contribute to shaping a better 
society through innovation and 
entrepreneurship.

In my mind, this university is a 
vibrant environment that blends 
physical campuses with digi-
tal spaces—perhaps even the 
metaverse. It is a place where inno-
vative technologies are developed, 
lifelong learning is championed, and 
entrepreneurs and startups are 
nurtured. Most importantly, it is a 
place where meaningful impact is 
continuously created.

A new academic revolution
The traditional model of uni-

versities, one that is centred on 
knowledge dissemination and 
academic advancement (Fig. 1), has 
long served society by educating 
talent and generating research. 
However, this model is increasingly 
inadequate in addressing the com-
plex challenges of the 21st century 
that call for more innovative, agile 
responses. 

In this context, universities must 
urgently reassess and redefine 
their roles and missions to remain 
relevant and impactful. The future 
university must not only educate 
but also actively engage with indus-
try, government, and communities 
to co-create value. 

This is the essence of the 
entrepreneurial university: 
a dynamic institution that 
integrates innovation and 
entrepreneurship into its 
core mission, empower-
ing students, faculty, and 
institutional strategies to 
drive economic and social 
progress.

“
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Revolution
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University mission:
1st Generation of 
Knowledge;
2nd Research 
Development;
3rd Knowledge 
as a path of 
economic and 
social development 

2nd Academic 
Revolution

Fig.1: Traditional University Model. Adapted from: 
Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff (2000); Etzkowitz, Webster, 
Gebhardt, & Terra (2000); Etzkowitz (2004); Plonski 
& Carrer (2009); Etzkowitz (2013).

67



Universities, like those in 
Hong Kong, are adopt-
ing “Entrepreneurship +” 
models, allowing students 
from all disciplines to 
pursue entrepreneurship 
as a secondary major. 
This cross-disciplinary 
approach equips students 
with the skills necessary 
for navigating an uncertain 
job market.

“Why universities must become
entrepreneurial
This shift is, in part, technolo-

gy-driven; the way knowledge is 
created, captured, and shared is 
undergoing a profound transfor-
mation through the rise of AI. Uni-
versities must adapt their learning 
environments and pedagogical 
approaches to harness their poten-
tial, ensuring that education remains 
relevant in an increasingly digital 
world.

This, in turn, means that future 
professionals must also be adept at 
working alongside AI and intelligent 
machines. While communication 
and collaboration remain essen-
tial, as AI and robotics become 
integrated into daily life and the 
workplace, education systems must 
evolve to equip students with the 
necessary technical and adaptive 
skills.

The journey of technological 
advancement often originates from 
university research; when translated 
and commercialised, this drives 
the development of life-saving 
products, enhances quality of life, 
and boosts productivity. Therefore, 
as society accelerates its adoption 
of new technologies, the demand 
for continuous innovation grows. 
Universities must therefore become 
more entrepreneurial—bridging the 
gap between research and real-
world application to maximise their 
societal impact.

Building an entrepreneurial 
university
This transformation to become an 

entrepreneurial university requires a 
multi-dimensional approach involv-
ing institutional culture, curriculum 
design, partnerships, and admin-
istrative reform. Below are the key 
components that define and drive 
the development of an entrepre-
neurial university:

1.	Promoting knowledge transfer 
and commercialisation. Knowl-
edge Transfer (KT) has emerged 
as the essential “third mission” 
of universities, alongside educa-
tion and research. By translating 
research into real-world appli-
cations, universities can drive 
technological innovation, support 
industry growth, and generate 
societal impact. A strong KT 
ecosystem includes partnerships 
with industries, startups, and 
local communities. Universities 
can serve as innovation hubs by 
offering incubators, accelera-
tors, and co-working spaces. For 
example, Stanford University’s 
proximity to Silicon Valley has 
enabled it to become a power-
house of tech entrepreneurship. 
Future universities should aim 
to replicate such ecosystems, 
fostering collaboration between 
students, faculty, and external 
stakeholders to solve real-world 
problems.

2.	Fostering an innovative and 
entrepreneurial mindset.  
a) Education and pedagogical 
design. Entrepreneurship should 
extend beyond business schools, 
encouraging every member of 

the university—students, faculty, 
and staff—to think entrepreneur-
ially.
Even when students do not pur-

sue a full entrepreneurship track, 
general education courses on inno-
vation and entrepreneurship can 
provide foundational knowledge and 
spark their interest. Faculty, espe-
cially researchers, should also adopt 
entrepreneurial thinking to support 
student initiatives and translate 
research into impactful ventures. 

Innovating how education is 
delivered is equally important; 
traditional lecture-based teaching 
is giving way to active, student-cen-
tred learning, incorporating ped-
agogies like flipped classrooms, 
design thinking, and hackathons. 
These promote hands-on experi-
mentation and interdisciplinary col-
laboration. The Hong Kong Science 
& Technology Parks Corporation 
(HKSTP), for example, collaborates 
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with university faculties to offer stu-
dents real-life projects sponsored 
by startups, immersing students in 
entrepreneurial environments to 
develop practical skills and a deeper 
understanding of innovation. 

b) Promoting lifelong learning.
Entrepreneurial universities support 
lifelong learning by offering flexible, 
accessible educational opportuni-
ties for learners at all stages of life. 
This includes micro-credentials, 
online courses, executive education, 
and alumni programs. The National 
University of Singapore exemplifies 
this with its “Lifelong Learning L³” 
initiative, which provides alumni 
with free masterclasses, discounted 
courses, and AI training. Similarly, 
MIT’s OpenCourseWare makes 
high-quality education freely availa-
ble to the global public, democ-
ratising access to knowledge and 
fostering a culture of continuous 
learning.

3.	Liberalising processes to 
foster innovation. Universities are 
often burdened by bureaucratic 
processes that can stifle inno-
vation. From research funding 
applications to intellectual prop-
erty policies, rigid systems can 
hinder the translation of ideas 
into impact.

Progressive institutions are 
rethinking these structures. The 
University of Waterloo in Canada, 
for example, allows researchers to 
retain ownership of their intellectual 
property. This more liberal policy 
has led to a surge in commercial-
isation, startups, and spin-offs, 

KT, Entrepreneurship 
& Commercialisation

Process 
Innovation & 
Liberalisation

Innovative & 
Entrepreneurship 

Education & 
Lifelong 
Learning

Entrepreneurial University

Fig.2: Components of an Entrepreneurial University

positioning Waterloo as one of the 
most innovative universities in the 
country. To foster a truly entrepre-
neurial culture, university leadership 
must embrace flexibility, encourage 

experimentation, and continuously 
review policies to remove barriers 
to innovation.
Why universities must be 
entrepreneurial to stay 
at the forefront of society
Entrepreneurial universities are 

uniquely positioned to address 
pressing global issues such as cli-
mate change, inequality, and public 
health. By fostering a culture of 
innovation, promoting interdiscipli-
nary collaboration, and translating 
research into real-world solutions, 
these institutions can play a pivotal 
role in shaping a more sustainable 
and equitable future.  

With over a decade of experience 
in higher education and now at 
HKSTP, I have seen how universities 

play a key role in shaping our future 
society through talent development 
and innovation. 
This transformation requires more 

than structural changes; it demands 
a shift in mindset. University lead-
ers, faculty, students, and adminis-
trators must collectively embrace 
entrepreneurship as a core value. 
Through bold vision, strategic 
partnerships, and a commitment to 
continuous learning and improve-
ment, universities can become 
engines of progress that empower 
individuals and uplift communities.

In short, the future belongs to 
universities that dare to innovate. 
By becoming entrepreneurial, they 
will not only survive the challenges 
of the 21st century, they will also lead 
the way forward.

To remain at the forefront 
in a rapidly evolving world, 
and to continue serving 
as a vital pipeline of talent 
and innovations, univer-
sity leaders must lead with 
vision and courage: cham-
pioning institutional trans-
formation, embedding 
innovation into academic 
culture, and making entre-
preneurship a strategic 
priority. 

“
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Building Ethical 
Leadership in 
Tomorrow’s 
Entrepreneurs
 

Susana Jurado Apruzzese

Imagine a world where technology 
dominates and ethical consider-
ations are neglected; machines 
everywhere make life-or-death 
decisions based solely on efficiency. 
Each technological breakthrough, 
lacking human values and societal 
impact, increases the likelihood of 
leading to a dystopian world. This 
begs the question: What if universi-
ties were not just producing coders 
but were shaping architects of a 
more ethical digital future?

In this article, I will explore how 
entrepreneurial universities can 
contribute to developing leaders 
who embody ethical values and 
social responsibility, particularly in 
the tech industry.

Why ethical leadership 
matters now
Unlike previous technological 

waves, much of the research in 
AI is driven by private companies 
rather than academic institutions, 
intensifying the debate about the 
impact of this technology on soci-
ety. Questions about regulation, job 
displacement, and its potential to 
replace humans are at the forefront 
of these discussions.

Let’s consider the implications of 
Artificial General Intelligence (AGI). 
AGI is a hypothetical form of AI 
capable of comprehending, learn-
ing, and utilising knowledge across 
diverse tasks with intelligence akin 
to that of humans, i.e., it could 
undertake any intellectual activity a 
human could, including reasoning, 
problem-solving, and adapting to 
novel circumstances. The question 

Technological break-
throughs enable us to 
address needs that were 
previously unsolvable. 
However, it is not the 
technology itself that 
impacts society, but rather 
the way these technologi-
cal advancements are uti-
lised and applied. In other 
words, the way we harness 
these breakthroughs ulti-
mately determines their 
societal impact.

“
remains: What will happen when 
AGI becomes a reality? 

As many of the technological inno-
vations reaching the market today 
come from startups, now more 
than ever, we need entrepreneurial 
leaders whose guiding principles 
are integrity, respect, transparency, 
social responsibility, and sustaina-
bility. By embodying these values, 
leaders can inspire trust, loyalty and 
create a positive and productive 
organisational culture for future 
companies.

The role of entrepreneurial 
universities
Entrepreneurial universities have 

the potential to shape leaders 
who prioritise the greater good by 
focusing on key aspects of ethical 
leadership:
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Creating an inclusive culture. By 
integrating the principles of equity, 
diversity, and inclusion (EDI), univer-
sities not only build an environment 
where each individual is given equal 
opportunities to succeed but also 
build a generation of leaders who 
prioritise ethical considerations 
and inclusivity. An inclusive culture 
leads to innovation and productiv-
ity through diverse hiring practices 
and inclusive workplace policies. By 
embracing diversity in all its forms, 
universities can ensure that future 
leaders understand and appreci-
ate different perspectives, leading 
to more holistic decision-making 
processes.

• Transparent communication. 
Transparent communication with 
employees, customers, and inves-
tors is essential for building trust 
and a positive reputation. Univer-
sities can teach future leaders the 
importance of honesty and open-
ness in all their dealings – an espe-
cially crucial point in our current 
times, where misinformation can 
spread rapidly.

• Sustainable business practices. 
Adopting sustainable business prac-
tices that minimise environmental 
impact is another key area. This 
includes using eco-friendly materi-
als, reducing waste, and supporting 
green initiatives. Universities can 
inspire a sense of environmental 
responsibility in future leaders, en-
suring that they make decisions that 
benefit both their businesses and 
the planet.

• Data privacy and security. Data 
privacy and security are paramount, 
requiring robust data protec-
tion measures and transparency 
with users about data collection, 
use, and storage. Universities can 
educate future leaders about the 
importance of safeguarding person-
al information and building systems 
that protect user privacy.

• Ethical product development. 
Universities can teach future 
leaders how to design and develop 
products that are fair and inclu-
sive, bridging the digital divide and 
democratizing access to technolo-
gy. Avoiding biases and prioritising 
user accessibility in product devel-
opment is central to this.

• Fair share. Ensuring that benefits 
are shared fairly with the rightful 
owners is crucial for fostering a 
sense of fairness and accounta-
bility. Universities can emphasise 
the importance of recognising and 
rewarding contributions justly. This 
could be done through initiatives 
such as an  IP & equity policy for 
researchers and students that 
grants creators ownership unless 
significant university IP or restrict-
ed resources were used, enforce a 
data and model provenance policy 
in case datasets or participant data 
are used with documented con-
sent and a benefit-sharing plan, 
or establish conflict-of-interest 
guardrails with clear disclosures 
for staff and faculty on the start-
ups they advise or invest in. These 
measures help build a culture of 
equity and respect within organisa-
tions. By integrating some of these 

ethical considerations into their 
curricula, entrepreneurial universi-
ties can create an “Ethical Frame-
work” where graduates are not 
only equipped with technical skills 
but also with a moral compass that 
guides their decisions.

In this way, universities can serve 
as incubators for innovation, where 
new ideas are tested against these 
ethical standards before being 
introduced to the wider market. 
This proactive approach can pre-
vent ethical dilemmas and further 
nurture a culture of responsibility 
and accountability. 

The integration of ethical con-
siderations in both education and 
research & innovation encourages 
future leaders to think critically 
about the societal implications 
of their work. Universities can 
play a pivotal role in governance 
by influencing policy through 
evidence-based research and by 
training leaders who are committed 
to ethical decision-making. This 
link between education, research 
& innovation, and governance can 
lead to a more just and sustainable 
future, where technological pro-
gress is aligned with human values 
and societal well-being.

Entrepreneurial universities 
and corporate collaboration
Entrepreneurial universities can 

leverage their research capabilities 
to study the long-term impacts of 
emerging technologies, like AGI, on 
society. By conducting interdis-
ciplinary research that combines 
insights from technology, ethics, 
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and social sciences, universities 
can provide valuable guidance to 
policymakers, industry leaders, and 
the public to help shape regulations 
that ensure the responsible devel-
opment and use of new technolo-
gies.

Over the years, corporations 
have established corporate social 
responsibility teams to ensure com-
pliance with regulations and uphold 
company values. Many of these 
companies have reached a level of 
maturity that allows them to antici-
pate such regulations. For example, 
in 2018, Telefónica became one 
of the first companies to establish 
ethical principles for AI.1 Since then, 
we have continually updated and 
evolved these principles and now 
also have a dedicated AI Ethics 
team to ensure compliance.

There are numerous ways in which 
a corporation, and particularly a 
venture builder within a corpo-
ration, can support this change. 
With their years of experience and 
increasingly high standards for gov-
ernance and corporate responsibil-
ity, we can embed these values into 
our partnerships with universities 
and startups. This collaboration 
can help cultivate a new generation 
of leaders who prioritise ethical 
considerations in their entrepre-
neurial endeavours, ensuring that 
technological advancements benefit 
all segments of society.

Final word
Entrepreneurial universities play 

a pivotal role in shaping the ethical 

leaders of tomorrow by growing a 
culture of ethical leadership and 
social responsibility. Through active 
and thoughtful collaboration with 
corporations and a focus on key 
areas of ethical leadership, such as 
EDI, transparency, and sustainable 
business practices, universities cul-
tivate a new generation of leaders 
who will ensure that technological 
advancements benefit all segments 
of society equitably, paving the 
way for a more just and sustainable 
future. 

During my years leading the 
Venture Builder at Telefónica, I was 
fortunate to witness incredible 
creativity and meet founders with 
the potential to change the world. 
Yet, time and again, I noticed that in 
most cases, ethical considerations 
were absent from their pitches and 
plans, despite the potential societal 
impact of their technologies. It 
often fell to us, as the Venture 
Builder—driven by Telefónica’s 
strong commitment to responsi-
ble innovation—to ask the difficult 
questions about ethics, and long-
term consequences.

Those moments convinced me 
that if we want a future where tech-
nology truly serves society, we must 
embed ethics into the very DNA of 
entrepreneurship from the earliest 
stages, especially within the sup-
portive environment of universities. 

Susana Jurado Apruzzese is Head of Telefónica 
Venture Builder. Susana’s career has been 
focused for more than twenty years on innova-
tion. She is currently Telefónica Venture Builder, 
the vehicle to create and invest in technological 
startups based on innovative ideas with a high 
market potential. Previously, she was Head of 
Telefónica Open Innovation Campus, an initiative 
to explore and implement innovation models 
with the academic world. Before this role, for 
more than seven years, as Head of Innovation 
Portfolio, she was responsible for executing and 
evolving Telefónica’s intrapreneurship program, 
Lean Elephants.
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From Ivory Towers 
to Innovation 
Ecosystems: The 
Imperative Rise of 
Entrepreneurial 
Universities

Desmond Cheng, Rain 
Luk, Yun Wah Lam & 
Victor Lau

The urgency for reinvention
In 2023, a Stanford graduate’s 

LinkedIn post ignited global debate: 
"I spent $200k on a degree that 
ChatGPT does better than me". 
This lament summarises a systemic 
crisis: universities across the US 
and UK face collapsing enrolment 
(down 15% since 2020), evaporat-
ing public trust, and unsustainable 
debt models.1,2,3 Nearly half of UK 
graduates now regret their degree, 
citing inadequate career readiness 
and crippling student debt.4 

Generative AI tools like ChatGPT 
and DeepSeek accelerate this reck-
oning. They automate foundational 
academic skills—paraphrasing, syn-
thesis, basic coding—undermining 
the cognitive scaffolding essential 
for critical thinking.5 

Universities must then answer the 
question: What can humans teach 
that machines cannot?

This is a call for a system rede-
sign. This article argues that the 
entrepreneurial university offers a 
compelling alternative, structured 
requires across three paradigm 
shifts. Drawing on examples from 
the Chinese University of Hong Kong 
(CUHK), we show how this model 
reimagines education as a dynamic, 
community-anchored ecosystem 
where students cultivate creativity, 
adaptability, and problem-solving 
prowess—skills AI cannot replicate.

AI’s disruption is dual-
edged. While democratis-
ing information access, it 
risks stunting intellectual 
growth by shortcutting 
essential cognitive pro-
cesses. 

“
AI’s Paradox

Skills like synthesis and paraphras-
ing are not academic busywork—
they are gateways to metacognition 
and innovation.6 Consider how AI 
undermines traditional pedagogy: 
through automation of cognitive 
foundations (e.g., essay drafting, 
formulaic problem-solving), and 
growing dependence on prefab-
ricated outputs, inhibiting original 
thought.

To thrive in an AI-disrupted world, 
universities must prioritise three 
irreplaceably human competen-
cies: problem-framing — moving 
beyond preset questions to define 
meaningful challenges, as seen 
in MIT-IBM collaborations on AI 
ethics frameworks; metacognition— 
teaching students to interrogate 
their thinking, evidenced in POGIL’s 
biodegradable materials projects; 
and ambiguity navigation— being 
comfortable with open-ended 
problems (exemplified by CUHK’s 
social ventures). In the two cases 
below, AI transforms from threat 
to collaborator. Students use LLMs 
to gather data but must critically 
evaluate outputs.
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Case Studies: Pedagogical 
innovation in action

POGIL: Building ambiguity 
navigation.

• Context: When discussing ambi-
guity navigation, Process-Oriented 
Guided Inquiry Learning (POGIL) of-
fers a proven framework. Students 
tackle real-world challenges (e.g., 
designing COVID-detecting masks) 
without predefined solutions, forc-
ing iterative problem reframing.

• Outcomes: At CUHK, 78% of PO-
GIL participants reported height-
ened motivation; 100% recognised 
chemistry’s societal relevance 
through projects like water-purify-
ing nanomaterials.

• Lesson: Rigid curricula fail. 
Success hinges on student-driven 
inquiry embracing uncertainty.

CUHK’s Ecosystem: Co-creation 
as engine.

• Context: Programs like Kowloon 
East Social Precinct (KPF/S-KPF) 
and the Hong Kong Social Enter-
prise Challenge (HKSEC) reframe 
entrepreneurship as social value 
creation. Ventures like "Meat the 
Next" (plant-based foods) and "En-
vironmental Sustainability Guardian" 
blend STEM innovation with civic 
engagement.

• Outcomes: cross-disciplinary 
teams (engineers, sociologists, de-
signers) and embedded community 
feedback loops have led to 62% 
of ventures sustaining community 

impact three or more years post-
launch, measured through SDG-
aligned KPIs such as carbon reduc-
tion and food security metrics.

• Lesson: Entrepreneurship eco-
systems deliver lasting change when 
technical expertise and community 
insight are combined during co-cre-
ation.

Three paradigm shifts
The entrepreneurial university 

requires systemic redesign across 
three dimensions: 

Actionable Steps
- Forge industry part-
nerships to co-design 
courses
- Embed "live" chal-
lenges from NGOs/
startups 
- Examples: in MIT-IBM 
AI Ethics Labs; CUHK’s 
community-pitched 
design sprints

- Replace lectures with 
incubators/maker-
spaces
- Tie assessments to 
real-world impact	
- Examples in: CUHK’s 
climate tech maker-
space; Brown Univer-
sity’s Open Curriculum 
co-design

- Blend micro-cre-
dentials with physical 
"innovation hubs"
- Use AI for personal-
ised learning paths	
- Examples: EU Hori-
zon-funded blockchain 
credentialing; Stanford’s 
d.school pop-up hubs

Traditional Model 
    Entrepreneurial
    Model

1. Curriculum
       Co-Creation

2. Student 
       Solutionist

3. Centralised
       Hybrid Learning	

These shifts matter because they 
reshape how universities create and 
deliver value to society. Co-Crea-
tion ensures knowledge production 
aligns with societal needs (e.g., AI 
ethics modules shaped by technol-
ogists and philosophers). Similarly, 
a solutionist focus yields ventures 
addressing SDGs (e.g., student-led 
solar grids in rural Asia). Lastly, 
hybrid learning counters MOOC fa-
tigue by blending digital agility with 
human serendipity.7

Visions for 2040
By 2040, we may see the emer-

gence of open-source universities: 
blockchain-enabled global collab-
oratives tackling crises like clean 
energy or pandemic response. 
AI-Powered personalisation could 
tailor learning paths that merge 
fintech, policy, and activism to in-
dividual student aptitudes. Univer-
sities may increasingly act as civic 
anchors, embedded in their com-
munities, and co-designing urban 
renewal efforts, as seen in  MIT’s 
Kendall Square initiative.

Realising this vision will require 
mobilising stakeholders and coor-
dinated action: governments must 
fund interdisciplinary experimen-
tation (e.g., via EU Horizon grants); 
academic culture must evolve 
to reward faculty for community 
impact, not just citations; and lastly, 
students must be empowered to 
co-design curricula (e.g., Brown’s 
student-faculty curriculum commit-
tees).

Catalysts for human potential
By centring higher-order cogni-
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tion, civic co-creation, and hybrid 
agility, institutions can transform 
this moment of crisis into an oppor-
tunity. As Hong Kong’s case studies 
prove, when universities embrace 
their unique role in innovation eco-
systems, they can become beacons 
of resilience. In sum, the future of 
education isn’t a place per se, it’s a 
platform for equity, creativity, and 
stewardship—the platform is ready, 
and the time to build is now.

Desmond Cheng is currently a manager of 
the Venture Acceleration Team at the CUHK 
with expertise spanning knowledge transfer, 
technical project management, and research 
commercialization. At CUHK, he assisted 13 
research teams to secure over HK$400 million in 
government grants and developed new university 
policies supporting deep-tech entrepreneurship. 
Previously, at Biel Crystal, Desmond established 
the firm’s first R&D center in Hong Kong and led 
cross-functional teams to deliver prototypes 
for international clients. Together with a Ph.D. 
research background in advanced materials 
research, he has a multifaceted background 
to support successful technology transfer and 
excels at bridging academia, industry, and gov-
ernment to deliver innovative, pragmatic results 
in dynamic environments.

Rain Luk is Project Manager of the Social Inno-
vation Team at The Chinese University of Hong 
Kong (CUHK), where she oversees flagship research 
impact schemes, including the Knowledge Transfer 
Project Fund (KPF) and the Sustainable Knowledge 
Transfer Project Fund (S-KPF). She has supported 
more than 100 academic-led projects and facil-
itated over HK$90 million in follow-on funding, 
enabling CUHK faculty to translate research into 
community impact and social ventures. Her port-
folio includes leading the Social Impact Academy, 
fostering cross-sector partnerships with govern-
ment, NGOs, and industry, and advising academics 
on research translation, impact pathways, and 
outcome evaluation.

Rain brings cross-sector experience in higher 
education, healthcare, legal compliance, and 
corporate innovation, underpinned by an LL.M. 
in Medical Ethics and Law from The University of 
Hong Kong and an LL.B. from BPP University. She is 
committed to advancing social innovation in higher 
education and building ecosystems that connect 
research with societal needs.
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Dr. Yun Wah Lam is an Associate Professor at 
Hong Kong Metropolitan University, where he 
bridges science, education, entrepreneurship, 
and the arts. Trained in chemical biology, he has 
built a career exploring molecular cell biology 
while developing innovative approaches to talent 
development and teaching. His research spans 
cancer biology, neurodegeneration, extracellular 
matrix proteomics, and novel diagnostics, with a 
strong translational focus. Yun is actively involved 
in entrepreneurial education: he founded the 
pioneering GREAT programme at City University of 
Hong Kong, created the EPIC role-play framework 
for chemistry education, and embed design thinking 
across health and science curricula. Alongside this, 
he pursues art–science collaborations that explore 
food, ecology, and interspecies communication, 
reframing research as cultural dialogue. His work 
reflects a commitment to crossing boundaries, 
between disciplines, sectors, and cultures, to gen-
erate knowledge, foster creativity, and empower 
communities locally and globally.

      

With over twenty years’ experience in microelec-
tronics substrate R&D and manufacturing, Victor 
Lau has progressed from technical roles (process 
engineering, quality control) to executive leadership 
and factory ownership. His hands-on experience 
covers the full product lifecycle from innovation 
to mass production. Since 2011, Victor has applied 
this industrial expertise as a university technology 
transfer specialist in Hong Kong and now focuses on 
evaluating research commercial potential, securing 
IP protection, and bridging academia-industry col-
laboration. His dual background uniquely positions 
him to identify viable technologies, develop com-
mercialization strategies, and mentor researchers 
in bringing innovations to market. This career transi-
tion allows Victor to combine deep technical knowl-
edge with academic technology transfer, fostering 
Hong Kong's innovation ecosystem by transforming 
cutting-edge research into practical solutions.
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‘THE CLASSROOM REMAINS THE 
MOST RADICAL SPACE OF 
POSSIBILITY IN THE ACADEMY’

– bell hooks
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DISRUPTING 
TEACHING AND 
LEARNING
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Perspectives 
on Emerging 
Futures for 
Entrepreneurial 
Education at 
Universities

Birgit Hofreiter

Looking at the recent history of 
universities reveals an impressive 
success story. Worldwide, the sub-
stantial growth in higher education 
institutions and student numbers 
represents a massive achievement 
for civilisation. Increased interna-
tional student exchanges further 
contribute to global understanding 
and peace. In recent decades, many 
universities have also expanded 
their programs to include entre-
preneurial education, leading to a 
considerable number of successful 
start-up companies.

Despite this apparent success, 
complacency would be misguided. 
A closer examination reveals 
identifiable problems within both 
general teaching and entrepreneur-
ial education. Serious challenges lie 
ahead, though they are fortunately 
accompanied by great opportuni-
ties. In this position statement, I will 
offer a personal account of these 
problems, particularly concern-
ing entrepreneurial education at 
universities, while also considering 
university teaching as a whole and 
its relation to entrepreneurial pro-
grams.

1. Focus on entrepreneurial 
education
The idea of complementary pro-

grams to develop students’ entre-
preneurial interest and venture 
creation ability is relatively new. 
These programs are usually offered 
on an interdisciplinary basis outside 
regular study curricula. This has 
the positive effect of familiarising 
participants with the challenges and 

Simultaneously, university 
employees responsible for 
program organisation are 
more loosely associated 
with the university than 
traditional academic staff, 
leading to considerable 
fluctuation due to inten-
sive poaching attempts.

“

opportunities of interdisciplinary 
collaboration, while also pooling 
resources to promote access to 
relevant networks. However, the 
scheduling of these programs out-
side regular teaching has significant 
downsides.

For example, positions for such 
teachers are often unavailable due 
to non-traditional job descriptions, 
requiring alternative financing and 
posing challenges for teaching 
continuity. 

A cultural divide also sometimes 
exists between regular subjects and 
these supplementary programs. This 
may stem from subtle academic 
reservations about the commercial-
isation of scientific knowledge. Fur-
thermore, professors are often dis-
pleased when particularly talented 
students are encouraged to found 
companies, potentially discouraging 
them from academic careers.

The significant attention entre-
preneurial education receives from 
politics and society is certainly 
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This attitude is fuelled by 
the fact that the university 
is not perceived as a com-
munity of teachers and 
lecturers in the traditional 
sense, but as a largely 
anonymous institution.

“

helpful, promoting resource pro-
vision and symbolic recognition. 
However, this attention also leads to 
inappropriate expectations, often 
expressed through performance 
indicators like the number of start-
ups or average turnover after five 
years. Such metrics can distort the 
actual performance, overlooking 
that the sole focus should not be on 
new ventures. Instead, these pro-
grams should encourage students 
to initiate broader changes in their 
professional lives that contribute 
to successful economic and social 
development. While the idea of 
promoting "intrapreneurial" skills 
addresses this demand, it remains 
far from popular.

2. Teaching at universities: 
Symptoms of crisis and need 
for change
Suppose we want to develop an 

orientation for how universities can 
better prepare students for start-
ups in the future without neglecting 
their central tasks; in that case, it 
is essential to first analyse some 
fundamental problems of teaching 
and learning.

Specialisation hinders the devel-
opment of an interdisciplinary 
perspective

The focus of traditional degree 
programs is primarily on imparting 
specialist knowledge and learning 
the corresponding methods. This 
specialisation is becoming increas-
ingly important due to the fact that 
scientific disciplines are becoming 
increasingly differentiated. While 

this development is an obvious 
consequence of an increasingly 
complex world, it is not without its 
downsides. Students are confronted 
with high demands that relate to 
very specific issues. This hardly pro-
motes their ability to work together 
across disciplines. It also leaves 
many unable to devote themselves 
to fundamental questions. 

Tight structures as an obstacle

At many universities, the large 
number of students has led to an 
increasing structuring of study pro-
grams (“Verschulung” in German). 
At the same time, the number of 
examinations has increased, putting 
students under pressure to repro-
duce content they have learned in 
the short term. As a result, there is 
often no critical examination of the 
content. Instead of focusing on per-
sonal progress, many students limit 
themselves to passing the exams. 
This is not without consequences 
for the success of study programs. 
In a comprehensive study, Arum and 
Roksa concluded that a large pro-
portion of undergraduate students 
in the US have made no significant 
progress in terms of essential skills, 
not least the ability to analyse criti-
cally, after completing their studies.i  
Even if this result is not necessarily 
representative, there are also signs 
in other countries that students are 
insufficiently qualified.

Lack of identification with the idea 
of the university

Even students who are dissatis-
fied with individual aspects of their 
studies often do not think about 
campaigning for improvements. 
Instead, the established, often 
bureaucratic structures of the 
university encourage the fatalistic 
impression that nothing can be 
changed anyway.

This represents a serious obstacle 
to developing the courage to take 
the risks associated with starting up 
a business or pursuing innovative 
paths in general.

Threats to the traditional university 
model

The traditional model of teaching 
is coming under increasing pres-
sure. Digital platforms sometimes 
offer high-quality content and 
benefit from economies of scale 
that universities can only dream 
of. At the same time, they offer 
a growing number of micro-cre-
dentials that threaten the value of 
traditional degrees and thus the 
role of the university. Furthermore, 
there are many indications that the 
use of AI will lead to a comprehen-
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sive transformation of teaching that 
universities cannot ignore if they 
want to survive.

3. Back to the future 
as a guiding principle?
Renovation is needed for both 

university entrepreneurial programs 
and general teaching, offering a 
synergistic opportunity. Entrepre-
neurial education aims to enable 
graduates to move beyond tradi-
tional approaches, discovering new 
possibilities by abstracting from 
familiar patterns. This aligns with 
the university's original purpose: 
empowering students not just to 
learn established knowledge, but to 
critically question it and contrib-
ute to its development, fostering 
abstract thinking.

Entrepreneurial action focuses on 
the ability to think and implement 
change, benefiting the university 
itself. 

This necessitates a new univer-
sity orientation—less a business 
model, more a model focused on 
empowering students for social 
and economic progress.ii This 
requires rethinking the university's 
external form, architecture,iii virtual 
representation, degrees, and entry 
requirements. Above all, a funda-
mental shift towards a new teaching 
and learning culture is paramount.

As Postman and Weingartner 
provocatively argued in "Teaching 
as a Subversive Activity," universities 
should support students in over-
coming "arbitrary abstractions".
iv This recommends integrating 
entrepreneurial education as a 
cross-cutting theme within core 
teaching, promoting transdis-
ciplinary skills. Furthermore, 
the often-flamboyant jargon of 
entrepreneurial programs needs 
maturing; tighter integration with 
university teaching demands a more 
sophisticated vocabulary. Crucially, 
such programs should broaden 
their focus beyond mere business 
success to encompass meaningful 
change within institutions, compa-
nies, and society.

Such profound change requires 
adapted curricula, ongoing debates, 
skill development, and an evolved 
university culture, viewed within a 
broader institutional context. How-
ever, reforming both the university 
and entrepreneurial education 
offers clear mutual benefits: entre-
preneurial education aids in devel-
oping and testing new university 
models. Concurrently, a university 

reflecting on its traditional values 
will produce competent, free, 
creative, and "subversive" graduates 
essential for successful ventures. 
This development strengthens 
entrepreneurial education's credi-
bility, ensuring the university prac-
tices the change it advocates.

Change like this cannot happen 
overnight. Curricula need to be 
adapted, debates need to be held, 
skills need to be developed, and 
an appropriate university culture 
needs to evolve. And of course, this 
must be seen in a broader context. 
It would be naive to limit visions for 
the future of the university to this 
focus.

Changing both the university and 
entrepreneurial education could 
produce a clear case of mutual 
benefit: entrepreneurial education 
would contribute to developing and 
testing new models of university. 
At the same time, a university that 
reflects on its traditional values 
produces not only competent, 
but also creative, and “subversive” 
graduates, whose skills are needed 
not least for the successful founding 
of companies. Last but not least, 
such a development would clearly 
strengthen entrepreneurial edu-
cation at universities. After all, it is 
not very credible if the university 
teaches people to dare to change 
while its structures resist change.

To remain successful, 
universities must evolve to 
cultivate traditional values 
under new conditions, 
rather than merely reflect-
ing on them. As famously 
attributed to Gustav 
Mahler, "Tradition does not 
mean the worship of ashes, 
but the preservation of 
fire".

“
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before joining TU Wien to develop entrepreneurial 
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University and 
Entrepreneurship: 
A Personal 
Journey from the  
Classroom to the 
Startup World

David Pistoni

What if the path from university 
campus to successful startup wasn't 
a leap taken after graduation, but a 
journey within the university itself? 
As an engineer and later a deep-
tech startup co-founder, I expe-
rienced firsthand how academic 
knowledge transforms into tangible 
innovation when given the space to 
grow on campus. Universities pro-
vided not only my technical founda-
tion but also the very platform for 
launching ideas. Through this fusion, 
I learned a critical lesson: entrepre-
neurship thrives when embedded 
within the educational experience. 
Encouraging student-led creation 
revitalises university ecosystems 
and builds the essential mindset for 
success long before graduation day.

In this article, I would like to share 
my perspective on the role of 
universities in fostering entre-
preneurship, based on personal 
experience. Our technology startup 
Zeleros, based in Valencia, Spain, 
now boasts a team of around 40 
professionals developing electrifica-
tion and automation technologies in 
the mobility sector. With over nine 
years of experience and €15 million 
invested in R&D, we are among the 
leading companies advancing the 
development of hyperloop, consid-
ered the "fifth mode of transport" 
and a rapidly growing global market.

The birth of Zeleros
Our journey with Zeleros began 

several years before the company 
was officially founded, which gave 
us a taste of entrepreneurship even 
before we knew about the "startup" 

concept. In 2012, we established 
Makers UPV, a student-led com-
munity aimed at sharing knowledge 
between colleagues of different 
disciplines, and applying class-
room concepts through hands-on, 
interdisciplinary projects. During our 
first years, we organised teams and 
participated in several editions of 
NASA Space Apps—a global open-
source competition where teams 
tackle real-world challenges set by 
NASA. As Makers UPV, we ended 
up as finalists and even winners on 
different occasions, gaining early 
international exposure and valuable 
experience in solving complex 
problems. The Makers UPV commu-
nity remains active today, offering 
workshops, lectures, hackathons, 
and robotics competitions that 
bring together students from across 
engineering disciplines.

Soon after, the Polytechnic Univer-
sity of Valencia (UPV) launched the 
Generación Espontánea program 
to support these types of student 
initiatives. Today, it includes student 
teams working on racing cars, rock-
ets, biotechnology, architecture, 
and more, balancing academic stud-
ies with real engineering challenges.

In 2015, Elon Musk’s companies 
Tesla and SpaceX launched a global 
competition to accelerate the 
development of Hyperloop, a new 
high-speed transportation concept. 
Again, as Makers UPV, we organised 
a student project and entered the 
inaugural competition, winning two 
of the main awards: Best Overall 
Concept and Best Propulsion 
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Finding the right balance 
between theoretical depth 
and practical application is 
essential, and this applied, 
project-based learning is a 
natural pathway to entre-
preneurship.

“System. This marked the beginning 
of Hyperloop UPV, which remains 
active, with more than 30 students 
working together every year.

Later, as we neared the end of our 
master’s studies, we handed over 
leadership of the university team 
and founded Zeleros to pursue our 
hyperloop vision and experience 
at a professional level, with the 
support of the entrepreneurship 
department of the University, Ideas 
UPV.

Learning international 
perspectives from KTH Stockholm
A second major learning on 

the importance of the balance 
between theory and practice came 
during my Erasmus exchange at 
KTH in Stockholm, Sweden. At the 
Polytechnic University of Valencia, 
academic rigour was high, and I split 
my efforts, as much as possible, 
between studying and running stu-
dent projects. In contrast, while the 
theoretical depth at KTH (at least in 
my master’s engineering courses) 
was somewhat lower, the approach 
was decidedly more practical. Most 
courses culminated in final projects 
developed in collaboration with 
companies, which presented their 
challenges for students to solve.

This model brought academic 
content to life, making it easier to 
apply theory to real-world situa-
tions and increasing both engage-
ment and relevance.

Key enablers of university-driven 
entrepreneurship
In addition to student-led projects 

and industry collaboration, universi-
ties must equip aspiring entrepre-
neurs with the tools they need—
whether they come from technical 
or business backgrounds. Creative 
and business-minded students 
should be connected with technical 
experts, and engineering profiles 
should be trained in business fun-
damentals to round out their skill 
sets. Both perspectives are needed, 
and the connection between them 
is a win-win situation.

For example, at Zeleros, we con-
tinue to collaborate with various 
universities, including UPV and the 
Hyperloop UPV team. We offer 
internships to students who already 
have strong technical and entre-
preneurial skills—often before grad-
uation. Another example is Clean 
Mobility & Thermofluids (CMT), the 
technology research centre where 
the professor who first encouraged 
our 2016 trip to the U.S. works, and 
which now collaborates with us in 
European R&D projects.

Another noteworthy example of 
ecosystem-building is Marina de 
Empresas in Valencia, an initiative by 
Juan Roig, founder of Mercadona. 
It brings together the university 
Escuela de Negocios en Valen-
cia (EDEM), Lanzadera (a startup 
accelerator), and Angels Capital 
(an investment fund). This close 
integration of education, mentor-
ship, and funding alongside industry 
professionals involved in teaching 
creates a practical and opportu-
nity-rich environment for future 
entrepreneurs.

Final reflections
Based on my experience, I believe 

the following points are crucial to 
strengthening the university–entre-
preneurship link:

1.	Encourage student projects 
that aim to solve real-world chal-
lenges beyond the classroom. 
In this way, the student moves 
beyond theory and connects 
more quickly with the challenges 
and practical reality of technol-
ogy and projects.

2.	Promote early exposure to 
corporate challenges through 
innovation chairs and open 
innovation programs. This is also 
essential for building bridges 
between the theoretical content 
of classes and the reality of the 
market and corporate landscape.

3.	Identify and nurture entrepre-
neurial talent in both technical 
and business domains, as well as 
the connection between them. 
They are two sides of the same 
coin, and they need each other. 
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4.	Create room for extracurricu-
lar innovation activities, much like 
for elite athletes. It is necessary 
to encourage and value effort 
beyond exams and classes in this 
regard.

5.	Foster international exchange 
to broaden perspectives on 
education, collaboration, and 
innovation. Every country, region, 
and university has its own way of 
doing things, both technically and 
culturally. Learning how others 
approach challenges differently is 
deeply enriching.

Technology and society are 
evolving at an unprecedented pace. 
Universities must adapt—not by 
sacrificing educational fundamen-
tals, but by becoming more agile 
and responsive to the skills and 
attitudes required in today’s world. 
As crucial platforms for learning 
and development, universities can 
foster entrepreneurship as a way 
of thinking and acting that benefits 
students, companies, institutions, 
and society.

David Pistoni is the CEO and co-founder of 
Zeleros. He holds a degree in Industrial Engineering 
from the Polytechnic University of Valencia and 
KTH Royal Institute of Technology in Stockholm. 
He received the 2019 Innovator Award from the 
European Institute of Innovation and Technology 
and was featured in Forbes 30 Under 30 in 2021. 
Zeleros is a Spanish company at the forefront of 
hyperloop development in Europe, advancing key 
technologies for the electric mobility transition. The 
company was founded after winning the university 
competition organized by Elon Musk in 2016.
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Shining the Light

Joe Steensma

Under the microscope
When I was a freshman in college 

(in fact, my very first week in botany 
class), I had my first opportunity 
to look through a high-quality 
microscope. I had used micro-
scopes before, but this one was 
different; it had clarity, precision, 
and power that I had never expe-
rienced. I placed a slide under the 
lens and adjusted the focus. Slowly, 
the invisible came into view. Cells, 
organelles, even chromosomes. 
Whole structures I had only read 
about were suddenly right in front 
of me. The magnification made the 
invisible visible—and that alone was 
amazing.

But what truly blew my mind 
wasn’t the magnification. It was the 
light.

This microscope had a switch 
that let me change the type of light 
shining through the slide. I started 
with polarised light, and certain 
things jumped into focus. Then I 
switched to phase contrast, and 
those things disappeared, replaced 
by entirely new structures I hadn’t 
seen before. When I changed to 
incandescent light, I saw still more 
things that had been completely 
hidden just moments earlier.

These weren’t just sharper 
images—they were entirely different 
structures, visible only under cer-
tain forms of light. That experience 
changed how I thought about see-
ing and knowing—that the truth was 
really in the perspective. It taught 
me the benefit of being armed with 
many "types of light".

Modern higher education 
has become overly focused 
on magnification. Students 
are encouraged to spe-
cialise, to double major, to 
develop depth in a single 
discipline. We train them to 
become experts. 

“

The light
That moment has stayed with me 

ever since, and it serves as a met-
aphor for what higher education is 
and what it needs to become. Yes, 
magnification matters—we need to 
look closely and develop expertise—
but we also need different kinds of 
“light”, i.e., scholars who can shift 
perspectives and reveal what would 
otherwise remain hidden.

While there is value in that kind 
of focus, it can also leave students 
blind to the broader context of the 
problems they are trying to solve. 
They may see clearly within a nar-
row band but miss the larger pat-
terns, systems, and consequences.

In my view, the entrepreneurial 
university of the future must teach 
students both to magnify and shift 
perspective, gathering many differ-
ent forms of light, and directing it 
boldly and with purpose.

Depth as well as width
I’ve been fortunate to have some 

success as an entrepreneur. I don’t 
measure that success by financial 
returns, but by the impact my 
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ventures have had on real problems 
that affect people and commu-
nities. Interestingly, I never took a 
business class or formally studied 
entrepreneurship. And while many 
of my ventures have been grounded 
in science, it wasn’t scientific train-
ing alone that prepared me to solve 
problems.

What helped me was the ability to 
understand the interconnectedness 
of things. The problems we face are 
rarely isolated; they are tangled, 
systemic, and deeply human. And 
solving them requires seeing the 
whole picture, not just a narrow 
slice of it. That’s a theme I’ve seen 
repeated again and again among 
successful entrepreneurs: the 
ability to perceive how a solution 
might ripple through other parts of 
society.

This is why I believe entrepre-
neurial universities must look to the 
past. A true liberal arts education—a 
broad, curiosity-driven exploration 
of multiple fields—offers a model we 
need to reclaim. It was never about 
checking boxes, but about devel-
oping the capacity to think across 
domains, see connections, and ask 
better questions. It helped students 
gather many forms of light.

That breadth of vision is exactly 
what entrepreneurship requires.

Entrepreneurs are those 
who undertake
Entrepreneurship is about 

venturing into the unknown. It’s 
about being bold enough to enter 

uncharted territory and curious 
enough to explore it deeply. At its 
root, the word “entrepreneur” 
means “one who undertakes". As 
such, they are discoverers, explor-
ers, intrepid souls with a compul-
sion to use every asset they have to 
solve problems.

Universities must embrace that 
spirit and encourage exploration 
across disciplines, rewarding the 
integration of ideas, and equipping 
students to navigate complexity. 
It must help students gather light 
from science, philosophy, engi-
neering, ethics, economics, art, and 
beyond—and then teach them how 
to shine that light with purpose into 
the places that are most in need of 
clarity.

This vision of education changes 
how we structure learning. It 
demands that we create space for 
interdisciplinary inquiry and that 
we measure success by more than 
credentials or job placement. It asks 
us to value imagination as much as 
information. And it requires that 
we reframe rigour, not as depth 
alone, but as the ability to consider 
multiple perspectives and multiple 
outcomes.

Preparing for lives 
of consequence
This doesn’t mean we abandon 

technical skill or specialised knowl-
edge; it means we complement 
them with breadth, balancing it with 
curiosity, and pairing expertise with 
empathy.

If we do that, we‘ll be training 
people for jobs as well as preparing 
them for lives of consequence. We’ll 
be developing the kinds of thinkers 
and doers who can lead through 
uncertainty, connect ideas that 
others miss, and offer solutions that 
are as wise as they are effective.

So if you ask me what the future 
of higher education looks like, I’ll 
tell you this: the entrepreneurial 
university of the future will be the 
one that teaches its students to 
gather many forms of light and to 
shine that light in order to develop a 
fulsome understanding of the com-
plex challenges faced by society. 
Paradoxically, I believe that the best 
way to do so might not come from 
developing some new pedagogical 
approach. It may come from looking 
back. 

Historically, universities were 
places of wide-ranging curiosity and 
bold exploration across disciplines. 
As a young scholar, Isaac Newton 
invented calculus not as part of a 
course syllabus, but to answer a 
previously unanswerable question: 
why do planets move in ellipses 
instead of perfect circles? Newton 
developed a new field of mathe-
matics to illuminate a problem from 
a (seemingly) totally different field of 
inquiry!

That kind of curiosity-driven, 
problem-centred scholarship, 
rooted in a desire to understand 
the world more fully, is exactly what 
we need to revive. The future will 
belong to institutions that remem-
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ber what the earliest universities 
already knew: discovery happens 
when thinkers are free to explore, 
connect ideas, and shine light into 
the unknown. 

Maybe...just maybe...if we can 
harness the power of light, we can 
travel back to a time when edu-
cation was focused on developing 
problem solvers, armed with many 
forms of light, as opposed to people 
with "answers" armed with magni-
fication. Such a revival of education 
would serve enterprise, society, and 
our planet very well. In my opinion, 
it cannot happen soon enough.

Joe Steensma is a professor at Washington 
University in St. Louis and serves as the Director of 
Entrepreneurship in Public Health at the university’s 
School of Public Health. A successful entrepreneur, 
Joe has founded and scaled multiple companies 
across sectors, consistently applying business 
acumen to solve complex public health and social 
challenges. He is a passionate advocate for the 
liberal arts as the most powerful foundation for 
entrepreneurial thinking and problem solving. 
Throughout his academic and professional career, 
Joe has championed innovation in education, 
developing programs that prepare students to 
launch impactful ventures rooted in critical think-
ing, creativity, and systems-level understanding. 
His work bridges theory and practice, with a focus 
on using education…not only entrepreneurship…
as a tool for change. He has been a driving force in 
shaping new models of entrepreneurial education 
that equip the next generation of leaders to navi-
gate uncertainty and create value in dynamic and 
evolving fields.
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Changing the 
Internship into an 
Entrepreneurship 
Opportunity

Lucas Quinonero
& Todd Davey

The allure of the internship is 
undeniable. For students eager to 
dive into the real-world, and for 
universities aiming to foster student 
readiness and a greater connection 
to the world of work, these experi-
ences promise lessons and potential 
career springboards. 

Yet, we must pause and critically 
examine the dominant models cur-
rently on offer. Does the traditional 
internship develop students with 
the mindset, skills, and validated 
experience needed to become suc-
cessful entrepreneurs? Or are we 
falling short, offering experiences 
that are either too detached or 
too unsupported to forge genuine 
entrepreneurial capability?

The entrepreneurial internship 
holds significant appeal. Currently, 
the dominant option for wannabe 
entrepreneurs is to do an internship 
within existing startups. In this sce-
nario, they join teams, contribute 
to projects, learn workflows, and 
report to managers. This offers 
them exposure to startup culture, 
practical skill development, and 
networking. 

However, this experience often 
mirrors that of a junior employee. 
The student learns to execute 
tasks within a defined structure 
and someone else’s vision. They 
become proficient contributors, but 
rarely grapple with the foundational 
uncertainty, decision-making, and 
responsibility that define the entre-
preneurial journey. It’s an internship 
in, but not necessarily of, entrepre-
neurship.

Neither model optimally 
serves the goal of devel-
oping entrepreneurs. 
One provides participa-
tion without foundational 
responsibility; the other 
provides responsibility 
without sufficient scaf-
folding.

“

The second path involves a 
much rarer internship opportu-
nity whereby students intern ‘in 
their own company’, where they 
develop a startup idea. This offers 
direct venture-building experience, 
autonomy, and often, palpable pas-
sion. However, this "sink or swim" 
approach carries significant risks. 
Too often, students lack structured 
guidance at critical junctures. And 
while mentorship might exist, it's 
frequently sporadic or misaligned 
with their immediate needs. 

Students possess energy and 
time but inevitably lack seasoned 
perspective regarding deep market 
understanding, viable business 
model design, customer acquisition 
strategies, and market entry path-
ways. Without focused support, 
they risk pursuing flawed assump-
tions, making avoidable errors, and 
expending valuable internship time 
inefficiently. The experience can 
lead to disillusionment rather than 
effective learning.
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A third path is needed – one that 
merges the student-led initiative 
with structured, expert guidance.

Introducing the structured entre-
preneurial internship: A guided 
pathway to validation

Imagine a transformed model 
where students work on their own 
ventures, retaining ownership, but 
within a framework supported by 
regular, targeted expert mentorship 
and validation. This shifts the focus 
from simply "experiencing" entre-
preneurship to actively learning and 
validating the core components 
of a viable business under expert 
guidance.

The concept involves breaking 
the complex startup journey into 
manageable, sequential phases or 
"sprints," inspired by lean startup 
methodologies. Instead of facing 
the entire mountain, the student 
tackles specific stages, receiving 
expert feedback and validation 
before committing significant 
resources to the next phase. This 
provides scaffolding for learning 
and de-risks venture development 
without stifling student initiative.

This structured internship could 
be organised around key "startup 
engine" milestones, each repre-
senting a critical hypothesis to test:

1.	Value proposition validation: 
Does the idea solve a meaningful 
problem for a specific customer 
segment? Who are the early 
adopters? What is the unique 
value? Mentorship Focus: Market 
research, customer discovery, 

problem definition, value state-
ment crafting. Validation: Evi-
dence of customer pain points 
and resonance with the pro-
posed value.

2.	Product-solution fit: Can a 
minimum viable product (MVP) 
or prototype effectively address 
the validated problem? Does 
the solution align with the value 
proposition? Mentorship Focus: 
MVP strategies, prototyping, 
user experience basics, tech-
nical feasibility. Validation: User 
feedback demonstrating the MVP 
addresses the core need.

3.	Product-market fit: Is there 
a sufficiently large and accessible 
market? How does the solution 
fit? What are viable channels? 
Mentorship Focus: Market sizing/
segmentation, competitor 
analysis, channel strategy, initial 
go-to-market planning. Valida-
tion: Data supporting market 
size/accessibility, clear target 
segments and channels.

4.	Revenue model & business 
viability: How will the venture 
generate revenue? What is the 
pricing strategy? Key costs? Does 
the initial financial model suggest 
potential sustainability? Mentor-
ship Focus: Business model can-
vas, pricing, financial projection 
basics, cost drivers. Validation: 
A coherent, plausible business 
model.

5.	Go-to-market & traction: 
How to acquire first customers? 
Key metrics for early traction? 
Mentorship Focus: Sales/market-
ing basics, early adopter acquisi-
tion, defining KPIs, pitch develop-

ment. Validation: Initial customer 
interest/sign-ups/first revenue, 
defined traction metrics.

The power of structured 
mentorship and validation
In this revised model, mentorship 

is proactive and integrated. Each 
phase culminates in a structured 
review with relevant experts – 
academics, entrepreneurs, and 
industry specialists. The goal is a 
critical assessment, rather than 
a formal "pass/fail", e.g., Has the 
student sufficiently validated this 
phase's assumptions? What are the 
key risks? What adjustments are 
needed? This provides crucial learn-
ing moments and prevents building 
upon a shaky foundation.

This structured approach offers 
significant advantages, including:

• Accelerated learning: Students 
apply core entrepreneurial meth-
odologies (customer discovery, 
validation, iteration) practically.

• Reduced risk: Early validation 
identifies flawed assumptions 
before extensive resources are 
wasted.

• Supported learning: Mentorship 
is focused and timely, maximising 
impact to support the founder with 
decision-making.

• Increased confidence & compe-
tence: Success at validated stages 
builds evidence-based confidence.

• Tangible progress: Reaching key 
milestones, including potential first 
revenue or concrete KPIs within the 
internship, becomes more achiev-
able.

• More capable founders and 
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better ventures: Emerging founders 
are more prepared and have better 
skills, whilst startups are better vali-
dated with clearer paths forward.

The ecosystem for success
Implementing this model requires 

commitment from the university 
and its ecosystem. Moreover, it 
requires flexible internship struc-
tures accommodating validation 
checkpoints and potentially inte-
grating more closely with existing 
entrepreneurship curricula, incuba-
tors, and accelerators.

Concerns about stifling creativity 
can be addressed by emphasising 
that the structure provides a frame-
work for testing the student's vision, 
not dictating it. Expert validation 
empowers students with better 
information to make informed 
pivots or persevere confidently. 
The autonomy remains in how the 
student tackles each phase and 
responds to feedback. Finding 
sufficient expert mentors requires 
deliberate network cultivation by 
the university, leveraging alumni, 
industry partners, and experi-
enced faculty. While potentially 
more resource-intensive upfront 
than unstructured approaches, the 
return on investment, measured 
by student learning and venture 
viability, promises to be substantially 
higher.

Addressing the gap with 
the Seed Entrepreneurship Major

To bridge the gap in traditional 
entrepreneurial internships, we 

(together with Adeline Leroy) 
established the SEED Major at IMT 
Business School (France).1 This 
year-long, accelerated program 
combines practical application with 
structured support. Students intern 
for three weeks per month within 
their own startup hosted in the 
campus incubator, supplemented 
by one week of masterclasses, 
workshops, and guided experiences. 

The classes are hosted by expe-
rienced entrepreneurs who act as 
coaches and aim to advance the 
thinking and execution of the stu-
dents’ startup concepts, and then, 
during the month, they receive 
additional mentoring. 

A number of tenants underpin 
the major’s design:
Develop the starter, not just the 

startup – this is a key feature that 
differentiates this programme from 
others. The founder development 
process starts with an onboarding 
week to prepare students for what’s 
ahead, including expectation-set-
ting, self-reflection, team-building 
and planning sessions. Through-
out the year, there are constant 
check-ins, facilitated self-reflection 
sessions, one dedicated week for 
coaches to actively help the student 
teams achieve mutually agreed-
upon goals, and students build their 
Startup Manifesto, which encapsu-
lates their beliefs about what makes 
a good founder and company. 

Design for failure, support revival 
- The intention is to provide the 
experience of an entrepreneur, as 

students go through all the different 
phases of lean startup, whilst devel-
oping the skills, knowledge, and 
networks required to succeed. This 
means that they are required to test 
their concept, and by design, will 
experience some measure of failure 
during this customer discovery pro-
cess. The classes then provide the 
opportunity for students to reflect 
on their experiences, the coaches 
help build confidence, and actively 
work on their projects using entre-
preneurship frameworks and tools.

Focus on the progress milestones 
– the declared aim is for student 
teams to achieve problem-solu-
tion fit by actually solving a market 
problem and secure initial sales or 
commitments by year-end. At the 
same time, coaches aim to make a 
measurable difference to student 
skills, confidence in entrepre-
neurship, and interest in creating 
something that didn’t exist before, 
whether it is a startup upon course 
completion or at some stage in the 
future, or within an existing com-
pany or social venture.

Forging true entrepreneurs
Placing students in startups offers 

valuable work experience, but not 
the core creative struggle. Leaving 
students to build ventures alone 
honours passion but neglects 
essential guidance.

The structured entrepreneurial 
internship, built around validated 
learning phases and expert mentor-
ship, offers a compelling third way. 
It respects student autonomy while 

97



providing the critical scaffolding 
needed to translate ideas into 
potentially viable ventures. It trans-
forms the internship from mere 
exposure into a focused, high-im-
pact learning journey – a crucible 
where skills are forged, assump-
tions meet reality, and students are 
empowered not just to participate 
in the future, but to co-create 
it. By adopting such intentional, 
structured approaches, universities 
can better fulfil the promise of the 
entrepreneurial internship, equip-
ping graduates with the validated 
capabilities to build the innovative 
companies and solutions of tomor-
row.

Lucas Quinonero is a French entrepreneur pas-
sionate about innovation and sustainable mobility. 
He earned a degree in musical performance (clari-
net) in 2013, followed by an engineering degree from 
École Centrale de Lyon in 2017. In 2015, together 
with his friend François Rostker, he founded Teedji, 
a free carpooling service. This initiative evolved in 
2018 into Mobeelity, a SaaS platform for responsible 
corporate mobility, which aggregates various 
modes of transport and rewards eco-friendly 
behavior. Under his leadership, Mobeelity has been 
adopted by major corporations, including CAC 40 
companies, to optimize employee travel. In parallel, 
Lucas is actively involved in mentoring young entre-
preneurs, serving as a coach in several programs, 
including those of IMT-BS, the University of Adelaide 
(Australia), and the Œnotourisme Lab.

Todd Davey is an a/Professor of Entrepreneur-
ship at the Institut Mines-Télécom Business School 
in Paris, an Associate Partner at UIIN, and holds 
academic positions at the University of Technology 
Sydney, the Technical University of Vienna, and 
Washington University in St. Louis, specializing in 
entrepreneurship and innovation. With over 20 
years of consulting experience, including a previous 
role as a Senior Manager at Deloitte Australia and 
as an executive for a fast-growing tech startup, 
he has advised prominent organizations like the 
European Commission, UNESCO, and the Australian 
government on innovation and entrepreneurship. 
Todd is the author of the book Entrepreneurship at 
Universities, and co-editor of the Future Universities 
Thoughtbook series. He also created the Startup 
Engine entrepreneurship method and the TechAd-
vance™ evaluation tool.
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Virtue on Mars: 
Rethinking 
Education at the 
Edge of Humanity

Santiago Iñiguez
de Onzoño

What if there was a university 
on the surface of Mars? To do so 
is to imagine a new frontier not 
just in space exploration, but in 
education itself. This college would 
be far more than a facility where 
students acquire technical skills or 
professional acumen; it would be a 
pioneering experiment in rethinking 
what it means to educate leaders 
for a radically different future. Living 
and working on Mars demands a 
profound redefinition of human 
knowledge, community, and lead-
ership — and at the heart of this 
reinvention lies an unwavering com-
mitment to the humanities and the 
vital role of professors as guides, 
mentors, and moral compasses.

In the thin, harsh atmosphere 
of Mars, where every breath is 
hard-won and survival hinges on 
cooperation, leadership cannot be 
a narrow pursuit of profit or strat-
egy alone. It must be deeply human 
— grounded in virtues like empathy, 
integrity, humility, courage, and 
resilience. The Martian University 
would be an institution dedicated to 
nurturing these qualities alongside 
intellectual rigour, crafting leaders 
who understand that their decisions 
affect not only markets but lives and 
ecosystems in fragile environments.

Central to this vision is the culti-
vation of virtues — moral qualities 
that shape character and behaviour, 
enabling individuals to act wisely 
and well in complex situations. This 
emphasis draws inspiration from 
classical education traditions that 
viewed education not merely as the 

transmission of information, but as 
the formation of the whole person. 
The great educators of antiquity, 
from Socrates to Aristotle, from 
Confucius to Aquinas, recognised 
that knowledge without virtue is 
hollow and that true leadership 
requires a cultivated character.

The virtues cultivated in a Martian 
university would be both timeless 
and urgently relevant. Courage 
would empower leaders to face the 
unknown with steadiness; prudence 
would guide their decision-making 
amid uncertainty; justice would 
ensure fairness and respect in frag-
ile social ecosystems; temperance 
would regulate excess and promote 
balance; and humility would foster 
openness to others’ perspectives 
and the limits of one’s knowledge. 
These virtues would not be abstract 
ideals but lived realities, practised 
daily in the demanding conditions of 
Martian life.

Here, the humanities would take 
centre stage: philosophy, literature, 
history, art, and ethics would not be 
the foundation of the curriculum. 
These disciplines foster critical 
thinking, self-awareness, and moral 
imagination — capacities essential 
to navigating complexity and uncer-
tainty. Through the humanities, 
students would learn to grapple 
with questions of meaning, justice, 
identity, and responsibility, all of 
which become acute in a world 
where social bonds are literally a 
matter of life and death.

99



Ethical reflection would 
shape business decisions; 
history would inform 
approaches to leadership 
and governance; literature 
would deepen understand-
ing of human motivation 
and cultural difference. 
This integration reflects an 
essential truth: true edu-
cation is holistic, cultivat-
ing the whole person, not 
just a technical specialist.

“

Humanities courses would be 
designed not only to transmit 
knowledge but to immerse students 
in deep, dialogical inquiry. Story-
telling seminars might explore the 
narratives of pioneering explorers, 
marginalised voices, and speculative 
futures, cultivating empathy and 
broadening perspectives. Philoso-
phy workshops would challenge stu-
dents to confront ethical dilemmas 
posed by terraforming, resource 
allocation, or AI governance. The 
arts would inspire creativity and 
provide a vital outlet for expressing 
the profound psychological and 
social shifts that life on Mars entails.

This immersive humanities core 
would be tightly interwoven with 
practical problem-solving and 
scientific knowledge. Far from being 
isolated silos, the disciplines would 
interact dynamically.

Professors would be central to this 
vision, playing roles far richer than 
mere conveyors of information. In 
an era dominated by AI tutors and 
the rapid dissemination of knowl-
edge via technology, the human 
teacher remains indispensable. 
Professors would serve as mentors, 
facilitators, and ethical interlocu-
tors, helping students make sense of 
what they learn and apply it wisely.

Their role would involve more 
than delivering lectures or grading 
assignments. They would engage 
students in Socratic dialogue, 
encouraging questioning and 
self-reflection. They would model 
moral courage and intellectual 
humility, openly grappling with 
uncertainties and complex dilem-
mas. Through sustained relation-
ships, professors would foster a 
culture of trust and intellectual dar-
ing, helping students navigate the 
emotional and ethical challenges of 
life on Mars.

These educators would also be 
scholars and practitioners, con-
stantly engaging with cutting-edge 
research and real-world challenges. 
Many would shuttle between 
Earth and Mars, bridging plane-
tary perspectives and enriching 
the academic community with 
cross-cultural insights. Their work 
would extend beyond the classroom 
into the community, supporting 
leadership projects, mediating con-
flicts, and facilitating collaborative 
innovation.

Technology would undoubtedly 
enhance education in this Martian 
university, but never replace the 
nuanced human interactions that 
form the core of meaningful learn-
ing. AI tutors—equipped with the 
most advanced natural language 
processing and reasoning capabil-
ities—would provide personalised, 
adaptive assistance. They would 
guide students through complex 
subjects, offer Socratic questioning, 
and track individual progress, allow-
ing professors to focus on mentor-
ing and ethical guidance rather than 
rote instruction.

Yet, educators would remain wary 
of over-reliance on technology. 
Research shows that excessive 
cognitive offloading to machines 
can dull critical thinking and ethical 
sensitivity. Therefore, the curric-
ulum would intentionally include 
“deep thinking modules” where stu-
dents engage in reflective dialogue, 
ethical reasoning, and creative 
problem-solving without AI aid. 
These modules serve as counter-
balances, ensuring that technology 
supplements but does not supplant 
human judgment.

The campus itself would embody 
this blend of high-tech innovation 
and human-centred design. Envi-
sion modular titanium and bio-com-
posite domes housing classrooms, 
living spaces, meditation rooms, 
and communal areas. Central to the 
campus would be the Educatron, 
a sleek titanium capsule that can 
download years of knowledge 
in mere minutes, enabling rapid 
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acquisition of languages, literature, 
mathematics, and systems thinking. 
But access to this potent tool would 
be highly regulated—reserved for 
students who have demonstrated 
deep engagement through experi-
ential learning and ethical maturity.

Alongside the Educatron, the 
Leadership Pill—a neurobiological 
innovation—would be available 
to enhance empathy and social 
attunement by carefully modulating 
hormones like oxytocin and vaso-
pressin. Again, use of this pill would 
be voluntary and contingent upon 
thorough psychological screening, 
ethical training, and community 
approval, ensuring it is a tool for 
deepening virtues, not a shortcut to 
leadership.

However, despite these futuristic 
technologies, the university’s core 
commitment would be to human 
growth through social connection, 
dialogue, and shared experience. 
Students and professors would live 
in close-knit residential “clusters” 
fostering extended conversations 
during meals, projects, and reflec-
tion sessions. Peer mentoring and 
community rituals would reinforce 
trust, accountability, and belonging 
— vital in the isolated and high-risk 
Martian environment.

Learning would be deeply expe-
riential. Instead of exams, students 
would be assessed through lead-
ership projects addressing real chal-
lenges—managing habitat systems, 
resolving resource conflicts, or 
designing social enterprises. These 

projects would be co-led by faculty 
mentors and AI advisors, blending 
human wisdom with computational 
insight.

The humanities would permeate 
every aspect. The ethical questions 
raised by terraforming or AI govern-
ance would not be abstract theory 
but immediate, lived realities. Lit-
erature and art would offer solace 
and inspiration, helping students 
process the psychological weight of 
isolation and the vastness of space. 
History would provide lessons from 
past civilisations, helping future 
Martian leaders avoid repeating 
Earth’s mistakes.

This emphasis on the human-
ities and the indispensable role 
of professors reflects a deeper 
understanding of what it means to 
educate for the future. Techni-
cal knowledge and AI-assisted 
learning are powerful, but without 
a grounding in moral reflection, 
cultural understanding, and human 
connection, education risks pro-
ducing leaders who are efficient but 
unwise, brilliant but disconnected.

The Martian university would thus 
be a beacon of holistic education 
— one that honours the complexity 
of human experience and prepares 
leaders not only to succeed but to 
serve. Its graduates would return 
to Earth or found new colonies 
equipped not just with skills but 
with vision and character, ready 
to lead with integrity in an era 
that demands cooperation over 
competition and stewardship over 
exploitation.

Virtue cultivation also fosters the 
inner resilience and community-ori-
ented mindset critical for survival 
on Mars. The psychological stresses 
of isolation, confinement, and the 
unforgiving environment mean that 
students must develop self-mas-
tery, emotional intelligence, and a 
strong ethical compass. Classical 
virtues are not antiquated relics but 
practical tools for building trust, 
managing conflict, and sustaining 
hope in the face of adversity.

Long before humans set foot on 
Mars, this vision can inspire Earth-
based institutions to rethink educa-
tion — re-centring the humanities, 
elevating the professor’s role, 
integrating technology wisely, and 
building learning communities that 
nurture whole persons. The chal-
lenges of Mars simply amplify truths 
that have always mattered: that 
education must engage the heart 
as well as the mind, that teachers 
are guides on lifelong journeys, and 
that humanity’s future depends on 
leaders who can think deeply, feel 
deeply, and act ethically.

In the end, the Martian university is 
more than a futuristic concept; it is 
a call to reimagine education itself. 
It asks us what it means to learn, 
to teach, and to lead when life 
depends on cooperation, creativity, 
and courage. How do we cultivate 
wisdom in an age of accelerating 
technology? How do we nurture 
community in a world that can seem 
fragmented and alienating? How do 
we honour our humanity even as we 
reach for the stars?
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These are urgent questions for 
educators everywhere. Mars may be 
far away, but the lessons it demands 
are already here on Earth. The 
humanities and dedicated profes-
sors are not relics of a bygone era; 
they are the heart of education’s 
future — whether on the red planet 
or the blue.

Santiago Iniguez is the President of IE University 
and a global leader in higher education. He 
received the Founders Award by Thinkers50 and 
has authored several books, including The Learning 
Curve (2011) and Philosophy Inc. (2023), with 
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book, Dante in the Workplace (2025), explores 
leadership through the lens of Dante's "Divine 
Comedy".
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It is Time to 
Rethink Graduate 
Research and 
Education

Hélène de 
Burgh-Woodman

Imagine undertaking a PhD in 
which your contribution to new 
knowledge is a new company. Your 
vision for the venture is your hypoth-
esis, your practical entrepreneurial 
journey is your methodology, and 
the outcomes of your work, together 
with a meaningful reflection, are 
your PhD final thesis. 

It is time to rethink graduate 
research and education.

There is no question that the 
social licence of universities is 
drawing greater interrogation 
than ever before. This new reality 
certainly challenges conventional 
thinking, and even the way in which 
university ‘third mission’ contribu-
tions are conceptualised. 

This critical juncture 
has not been lost on 
most institutions and the 
opportunities for evolu-
tion are being played out 
in the research arena, 
with impact, knowledge 
exchange and commer-
cialisation becoming more 
embedded as expected 
outcomes.

“

Equally, much attention is given to 
undergraduate training programs 
as the basis for sovereign capability 
and the development of a future-
ready workforce, which has led to 
significant innovation in the teach-
ing and learning arena. 

Reimagining the PhD for 
an innovation-driven future 
By contrast with these develop-

ments in research and undergrad-
uate education, very little attention 
has been given to innovation in 
graduate research programs. On 
the one hand, this is understand-
able given that the PhD is seen as 
a smaller part of university training 
and research – which is not always 
the case when universities factor in 
the research productivity that flows 
from PhD projects. On the other 
hand, the lack of attention paid to 
PhD-level research and researchers 
ignores the criticality of PhD grad-
uates as future experts, thought 
leaders and innovators in their 
industry or professional field. 

The history of the PhD has largely 
continued to define its future, 
where universities rely on the clas-
sic Humboldt view of the PhD as a 
demonstration of scholarly acumen 
through a deliberative investigation 
into a given research topic and a 
resultant thesis. The presentation 
of a thesis, either in monograph or 
article form, remains the dominant 
model through which the original 
contribution to knowledge is made 
manifest. The lack of attention given 
to doctoral-level programs might 
also be explained by the lingering 
assumption that the PhD is only 
a stepping stone to an academic 
career. 

Studies repeatedly show that the 
majority of students who complete 
a PhD will not become academics 
(Guthrie & Bryant, 2015; McGagh 
et al., 2016; Neumann & Tan, 

103



If graduate research has 
remained essentially 
unchanged, how do we 
then reconcile this stag-

“

2011). Rather, the PhD supports 
knowledge-intensive professions 
or, increasingly, is used as the 
foundation for a start-up (Bao et al., 
2016). While the degree of variability 
regarding career is visible across 
countries (and partially driven by an 
increase in PhD graduates), broadly, 
the global trend towards using the 
PhD outside of academia is well-es-
tablished. This rapidly changed land-
scape effectively means that those 
who use doctoral-level training to 
enhance creativity, problem-solving, 
project design, critical thinking and 
expert technical skills risk being 
shoehorned into a narrow program 
from the eighteenth century.

Real change in undergraduate
learning - homeostasis for
post-graduates

This stands in stark contrast with 
thinking in teaching and learn-
ing more broadly. Undergraduate 
and postgraduate course-based 
education has transformed over the 
last twenty years. Digital learning 
technologies, new assessment 
approaches, work-integrated learn-
ing opportunities and accelerator 
programs are just a few of the edu-
cational developments that have 
driven this transformation. 

The result is a vastly different 
learning experience and capacity 
for practice constructed around 
the needs of future professional life 
– although the valorisation of digital 
learning and new technologies as 
the basis for claims to innovation 
should not be understood as the 

drivers for meaningful change. The 
emphasis on practice-based learn-
ing, peer-to-peer engagement and 
a realignment to formative assess-
ment have been more impactful on 
the actual quality and relevance of 
undergraduate education. 

By contrast, higher research 
degrees have remained essen-
tially the same for centuries, with 
comparatively few changes, with 
industry-based projects or creative 
works often cited as meaningful 
developments. While some have 
argued that the massification or 
standardisation of higher education 
has had a profound impact on 
graduate research degrees in terms 
of funding, alignment to national 
research agendas and the position-
ing of the PhD as a contributor to 
knowledge economies, the basic 
degree structure, delivery and out-
come remain essentially unchanged. 
The core expectation of a sustained 
piece of bespoke research, framed 
almost exclusively for an academic 
audience in anticipation of paving 
an academic career path, remains 
at the heart of graduate research 
degrees. 

The opportunity for meaningful 
change in graduate research
programs

It’s tempting to just focus on the 
impact of technology as innovation 
and the disruptive effect a changed 
technoscape will have on industries 
(both old and emerging), with a view 
to considering how this might be 
reflected in doctoral-level training – 
which has often been the dominant 
consideration for undergraduate 
education. 

But more to the point, it is about 
considering what the role of future 
thought leaders will look like, 
what critical skills they will need 
to embody, and how originality, 
creativity and contribution to new 
knowledge might be re-imagined in 
a training context. Brian Rosenberg, 
former President of Malacaster 
College, makes the point that if 
you want to change faculty culture, 
then graduate school is the place 
to start.1 It could be argued that the 
same holds for the higher education 
sector and innovation more gener-
ally. 

In particular, if the entrepre-
neurial university is a key tenet 
of higher education’s future, how 
does this align with a critical stream 
of expert-level training that has 
remained unchanged? In principle, 
universities have come to under-

nation against the back-
drop of sweeping change 
in higher education and 
the acknowledged need to 
create a pipeline of expert 
thought leaders who can 
transform industries? 
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stand the value of cultivating entre-
preneurial capability within doctoral 
programs. So, how do we square 
this realisation with the retention of 
classic programs? 

Additional researcher training in 
entrepreneurship typically works in 
parallel with a classic PhD program 
structure that delays the devel-
opment of an original concept. 
Globally, the anecdotal evidence 
suggests that PhD entrepreneurs 
represent a high rate of withdrawal 
as they come to see the PhD as a 
distraction to their intellectual and 
commercial ambitions. This has the 
net result of universities losing lead-
ing-edge ideas, inhibiting research 
impact and compromising their own 
innovation eco-system. 

By enabling entrepreneurs to 
realise high-quality, commercially 
promising projects within the 
program (rather than at the end of 
it), and giving access to academic 
expertise, mentorship and business 
training, universities can capture the 
intellectual capital earlier, re-invest 
in their innovation eco-systems and 
maintain direct connection with 
industry through alumni engage-
ment.

The entrepreneurial PhD
This provides the backdrop for 

the story behind the development 
of the entrepreneurial PhD at Uni-
versity of Technology Sydney (UTS), 
Australia. UTS, as an institution, has 
built its global profile on its industry 
connectedness, social mission and 
impactful teaching and research. 

Entrepreneurship is consistently 
identified as one of its defining 
attributes, which is particularly 
attractive to its large undergraduate 
cohort. 

Equally, the emphasis on research 
impact, translation and knowledge 
exchange makes UTS distinctive in 
the national university landscape. 
So, it made perfect sense that UTS 
needed to reflect on its classical 
PhD program and rethink both 
the relevance and the structure 
of the offering. The result was the 
development of a new PhD program 
suite, which included the entrepre-
neurial PhD. 

The entrepreneurial PhD is 
designed to attract entrepreneurs 
who want to bring their inven-
tions, ideas and expertise to UTS 
to develop an agreed leading-edge 
tech, creative (or other) artefact 
that represents an original contri-
bution to knowledge. Examples of 
an artefact might be new medtech, 
deeptech, a new creative artefact 
that advances the creative indus-
tries, an innovation in renewa-
bles, a new sustainable material, 
technology for agriculture or food 
management, etc. 

The final demonstration of original 
contribution to knowledge is made 
through the realisation of a unique 
artefact and a synthesis. Supported 
by the UTS Startups incubator, 
emerging entrepreneurs deliver the 
artefact with a minor synthesis that 
illuminates the originality, contribu-
tion to new knowledge and value of 

The UTS entrepreneurial 
PhD has no thesis as such, 
an emphasis on attracting 
ideas for cultivation, bring-
ing talent diversity into the 
university and building a 
bespoke support system 
that places entrepreneurs 
in a ‘safe harbour’ to grow 
ideas into recognised intel-
lectual contributions.

“

the development for a given sector 
or field. The program also enables 
UTS to enhance its own innovation 
eco-system, further draw industry 
towards its research and create the 
knowledge capital of the future. 

The ongoing connection with 
graduating entrepreneurs as men-
tors and industry connectors is 
also a key aspect of the program to 
continually support each generation 
of start-up entrepreneurs. 

The UTS entrepreneurial PhD 
stands as a testament to the 
untapped potential within graduate 
research by challenging traditional 
training and output assumptions. 
It has opened new horizons of 
thought leadership, demonstrating 
how universities can leverage their 
core capabilities by reassessing 
their relevance and redeploying 
them innovatively for future impact. 
This example holds real potential 
to inspire other universities to con-
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sider the immense opportunities 
within graduate research programs 
and to design new pathways to orig-
inal contribution for today and into 
the uncertain future.
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Co-Creating 
Knowledge: 
Bringing 
Philosophy 
Back into the 
Entrepreneurial 
University

Rasmus Rahm

We often talk about entrepreneur-
ial universities in terms of numbers: 
how many startups they launch, 
how much investment they attract. 
These achievements are impressive, 
but they only tell part of the story. 
Beneath the balance sheets and 
press releases lies a more funda-
mental question: what role do we 
give our students in this process? 
Are they there to absorb estab-
lished wisdom and apply proven 
methods to pre-defined opportu-
nities? Or are they active partners 
in shaping ideas, testing possibilities, 
and creating knowledge that didn’t 
exist before?

In many universities, the model is 
familiar. Knowledge is treated like 
a set of facts and formulas waiting 
to be delivered. The professor 
holds the answers, the students 
take notes, and the entrepreneurial 
process starts from a template. But 
entrepreneurship is rarely that tidy. 
New ideas often emerge in the mid-
dle of messy collaboration — from 
conversations between people with 
different skills, from experiments 
that don’t go as planned, from 
unexpected connections that no 
syllabus could fully predict.

When we design learning environ-
ments that make space for this kind 
of exchange, the dynamic changes. 
The classroom stops being just a 
place to receive information and 
becomes a space where ideas are 
built. Teachers and students work 
together in real time, combining 
perspectives and shaping concepts 
as they go. This approach demands 

more than memorisation or the 
application of fixed frameworks. It 
asks students to take part in making 
something new — to experiment, 
to prototype, to explore. The act of 
creating in this way builds a sense 
of ownership. People are more 
invested in ideas they’ve helped to 
form, and that investment carries 
through into the ventures that grow 
out of them.

Our assumptions about what 
knowledge is — and how it comes 
into being — quietly shape the way 
we teach and learn.

If we think of knowledge as 
something static that can 
only be “found,” it’s nat-
ural to structure learning 
as a one-way transfer from 
expert to novice. 

“

But if we see knowledge as 
something that can be brought into 
existence through human effort, 
then students become authors in 
the process, not just recipients. 
This change opens the door to 
different kinds of innovation — the 
kind that comes from mixing dis-
ciplines, challenging assumptions, 
and inviting contributions from 
unexpected sources. Universities 
that embrace this mindset, new 
patterns emerge. Engineers work 
with artists. Business students col-
laborate with medical researchers. 
The energy in the room changes 
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because participants feel they are 
making reality, not just studying it. 
Hierarchies soften, and people who 
might otherwise be sidelined find 
ways to contribute meaningfully to 
the conversation.

By bringing philosophy back into 
the conversation about entrepre-
neurial universities, we widen our 
lens. We can still care about the 
metrics, but we also start to ask: 
what mindsets are we nurturing? 
Are we creating conditions where 
students have the confidence and 
the freedom to help shape the 
future? In practice, this might mean 
rethinking how projects start, allow-
ing students to frame the questions 
rather than simply respond to them. 
It might mean letting research 
agendas grow from a mix of faculty 
expertise and student curiosity. It 
might mean treating experimenta-
tion — even the kind that doesn’t 
produce a market-ready product 
— as a valuable outcome in itself 
because it expands our collective 
understanding.

A university that takes this 
approach graduates people who 
can do more than identify existing 
opportunities. They can bring new 
ones into being. They become not 
just participants in the economy 
but active shapers of society. That 
is the deeper promise of combining 
philosophical awareness with stu-
dent empowerment: a place where 
knowledge is alive, evolving, and 
shared — a place where creating 
futures is part of the everyday work 
of learning.

Rasmus Rahm is CEO of the Stockholm School 
of Entrepreneurship. He conducts commissioned 
research, teaches executive education, and gives 
keynotes on innovation, entrepreneurship, and 
organisational change.
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‘I BELIEVE THAT THE MOST 
IMPORTANT SINGLE THING, 
BEYOND DISCIPLINE AND 
CREATIVITY IS DARING TO DARE’ 

– Maya Angelou
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ENGAGEMENT AND 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP
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The Petter 
Principle: 
A Challenge for
Entrepreneurial 
and Engaged 
Universities

Andrew Petter

In 1969, Dr. Laurence J. Peter 
exposed a counter-productive ten-
dency within business organisations 
that results in employees being 
placed in positions beyond their 
level of competence. This tendency, 
which became known as the “Peter 
Principle”, refers to the practice 
of recruiting individuals based on 
evaluations of their performance in 
prior positions that require different 
or lesser capabilities.

In recent years, I have become 
concerned about an equally coun-
ter-productive tendency within 
universities experiencing financial 
challenges. Faced with tightening 
budgets, the inclination of many 
universities is to protect what their 
internal constituencies regard as 
“core academic attributes”, by 
which they mean traditional teach-
ing and research activities. As a 
result, investments in programs and 
practices that are innovative, entre-
preneurial or community-engaged 
are commonly targeted as leading 
candidates for budget cuts.

This tendency, call it the “Petter 
Principle”, is counter-productive in 
at least three ways. First, it places 
in jeopardy programs and practices 
that provide extraordinary value to 
students and scholars. Second, it 
threatens to deprive external com-
munities of the benefits that many 
of these programs and practices 
provide. And third, it diminishes the 
ability of universities to demonstrate 
their worth, and to earn community 
recognition and government sup-
port for all of their activities. 

One of the great virtues of univer-
sities that are innovative, entrepre-
neurial and community-engaged is 
that, by providing outward-looking 
educational and research oppor-
tunities, they not only offer their 
students more varied and mean-
ingful educational experiences, and 
give their faculty more relevant and 
impactful research possibilities, 
they also deliver extraordinary ben-
efits to the communities they serve. 

Students who become involved 
in work-integrated learning, entre-
preneurship initiatives and other 
community-engaged programs 
make significant societal contribu-
tions even as they gain practical 
skills, civic understanding and a 
greater sense of social efficacy. 
Faculty members who participate in 
community-engaged research and 
are committed to innovation add 
substantial value to communities 
in the process of evaluating and 
addressing important economic, 
social and environmental issues.

Universities also benefit communi-
ties through other outward-looking 
activities such as continuing studies 
programs, cultural offerings and 
economic endeavours.   

While these often come 
at a cost, they enable 
universities to engage 
ordinary citizens and to 
forge mutually beneficial 
and sustaining relationships 

“
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What can be done to coun-
ter this tendency and its 
negative consequences? 
The answer, I believe, is 
for university leaders to 
respond to major finan-
cial challenges not with 
a zero-sum exercise of 
program cuts, but with a 
positive-sum process of 
program reform.  

“

with businesses, govern-
ments, alumni and other 
key stakeholders.

By reducing or eliminating 
programs and practices of this 
kind, universities diminish their 
connections to communities at 
the very time that such connec-
tions are most urgently required. 
In an era of populist politics that 
seeks to portray them as detached 
and elitist, universities need to do 
everything they can to demonstrate 
their relevance to society. Instead, 
internal academic pressures push 
them to do the opposite. In the 
process, they weaken their ability 
to gain recognition for their societal 
contributions.

Instead of sacrificing the edu-
cational benefits of community 
engagement, entrepreneurship 
and innovation in an effort to pre-
serve “core academic attributes”, 

university administrators should be 
charged with remodelling courses 
to integrate these functions across 
its programs. This, in turn, would 
enable the university to streamline 
its curriculum without decreasing 
its educational value.

Instead of reducing commitments 
to community-engaged research 
and innovation, support for these 
practices should be embedded 
within the university’s research 
enterprise. While this might not 
lower costs, it should make it pos-
sible for the university to secure 
greater business, government and 
community support for all of its 
research activities. 

And instead of abandoning other 
outward-looking activities that add 
value to society, financial threats to 
their viability should be viewed as 
occasions to enlist the support of 
municipalities, businesses and oth-
ers to sustain them for community 
benefit. Working with these groups 
to generate new funding sources 
and revised delivery models would 
go a long way to help the university 
not only maintain these initiatives, 
but also strengthen its relationships 
and reputation with the communi-
ties it serves.

These responses, I recognise, are 
easier to describe than to deliver. 
Program reform is more difficult 
to achieve than program cuts and 
may be more threatening to many 
faculty members. The importance 
of extending commitments to 
community-engaged research, 

innovation and other outward-look-
ing activities could be a tough sell 
during a period of fiscal challenges 
within the university community. It 
will therefore require strong and 
determined leadership to persuade 
internal academic constituencies of 
the value of these responses, and to 
successfully see them through. 

On the other hand, changes of 
this kind are worth pursuing even 
in the absence of budgetary pres-
sures that might otherwise provoke 
the “Petter principle". Viewed in 
this light, the financial challenges 
facing universities can be seen as 
an opportunity for them to initiate 
reforms that provide long-term 
benefits, in addition to helping 
them strengthen community bonds 
and sustain government support at 
a time they are most needed.
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I Say “Phooey”
 to the Valley 
of Death

Anthony Francis

Please bear in mind that the 
following article is the musings of a 
practitioner. It is not academic in 
nature but observational and from 
the experience of living across many 
environments of innovation and 
commercialisation.

Where are we? 
In many universities, we are stuck 

with an organisational model and a 
process that is out of date. 

It is hard to know how it hap-
pened, but it seems a more 
linear-minded group imagined 
the notion of tech transfer and 
how universities should go about 
commercialising their innovations. 
A possible explanation is that the 
projects that they modelled around 
were therapeutics, where a linear 
approach aligns with protocol and 
the market dynamics. It is also 
possible that this is the way we build 
things and historically develop pro-
jects, where you can’t do the next 
step without finishing the last. 

Let’s explore that possibility for a 
moment. Imagine a new potential 
therapeutic (a small molecule) that 
addresses a specific problem/ con-
dition. We know the sufferers (gen-
erally the market) and the path to 
market is through a well-developed 
regulatory and distribution process 
to ensure safety and proper use 
of the innovation. In this world, 
protecting the invention and seeing 
which of the drug companies might 
license the technology is entirely 
appropriate as an imagined model. 
It is a technology transfer model, 

It didn’t work for 
everything, and, even 
worse, it even stopped 
working for therapeutics 
as the major companies 
decided they would bet-
ter manage their risk by 
licensing later given the 
large costs associated with 
development, so licensing 
wasn’t so easy.

“

package it into a patent and then 
transfer it to a commercial firm. 

From that “step by step 
approach”, we build models that 
are largely centred on patents and 
selling (not marketing). Whilst com-
plex, the model is flawed for just 
about everything other than a ther-
apeutic as markets are uncertain, 
and the path to market can only be 
navigated as information/ testing 
becomes known. 

Of course, the genesis of the 
model is hypothetical, but nonethe-
less, this is the model that universi-
ties have been dealing with up until 
probably 20 or 30 years ago. 

 

Put simply, building linearly doesn’t 
work. If the process doesn’t work 
for the innovation projects, then 
organisationally, there’s a bigger 
problem.
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Put simply, it’s that we’ve 
not built the production 
line for new technologies. 
Instead, we’ve labelled it 
“the valley of death” and 
made our observations.

“

In my hypothetical, I like to think 
that the same folk who were all 
now part of the journey of “tech 
transfer” wondered what hap-
pened. They banded together, or 
heard someone say it, and labelled 
the problem “the valley of death”. 
This was the explanation for the 
gap between traditional funding in 
a university grant setting and new 
funding that would propel the inno-
vation forward, which commercial 
partners would pick up. There are 
words like “market failure” bandied 
around here, too. 

I say “phooey”.

This problem or phenomenon has 
existed from the beginning and is a 
product of how we as universities 
have thought and gone about “tech 
transfer”. 

It is our problem.

The notion that organisations 
simply license patents is only true in 
some instances. It mainly includes 
the instances where the market is 
well defined, and the partner has 
a direct route to customers or a 
protected route to customers. This 
is a very valuable pathway, so it’s 
important not to throw the “baby 
out with the bathwater”, but it is far 
from the only pathway. It never was. 

What was missing was taking both 
a project-based and an organi-
sationally based approach to the 
notion of “working backwards from 
the market”. Working at both levels 
means that there are often specific 

things that a project needs to grad-
uate being partnered/ invested in, 
as well as general things we know 
are true for most all projects. That 
“most projects” can also be fur-
ther broken down to the needs of 
specific areas, which have common 
themes. 

Meanwhile, a lot of innovation 
never went anywhere as it looked 
across the cavern of its own con-
struction and wondered what it 
would be like on the other side. 

Let’s break this down even further. 
The “other side” doesn’t want 
patents, which is the very product 
of our tech transfer process. Even 
if they do, they wonder about the 
value and argue that, alone, they 
aren’t worth much. Instead, in my 
experience, they are looking for:

• People/leadership
• Understood risk
• Elimination/ creativity around a 

cost driver
• Unique technology that has aca-

demic/ scientific / use momentum
• Alignment of market elements in 

development
• Timing is important; execution is 

more important

• Capacity to pivot/ change key 
elements

• Connections/ specific market 
insight

This is a far cry from our present 
process and begins to inform what 
a real process might look like in 
reaching investment or market 
potential. So, if we are going to 
“sell” things from research, we need 
to add or develop the elements that 
meet the market. Work backwards 
from what someone wants. Think 
organisationally about the people 
we have in tech transfer and the 
capacity of the organisation to add 
those elements. 

Each of these elements adds 
resources and raises the questions: 
How can we do this in a seemingly 
unfunded environment? How do we 
go across all projects, and how do 
we split the benefits?

These are all good questions to 
have, because without them, we are 
back staring in the crevice of our 
own doing. To solve them is the key. 
To solve them on an organisational 
basis and to solve them on a project 
basis means we’ve built the produc-
tion line. 

What an amazing challenge. 
Imagine unlocking a supply chain 
of innovation that can make lives 
better.

This thought-starter article is 
intended to do just that. With the 
roadmap beginning to appear, there 
are many ways to build a production 
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line that can work for you. Each 
is likely to be different. What is 
important is to address each of the 
market attributes, and not expect 
one to be a silver bullet. Otherwise, 
you are continually building half a 
product. 

To give you a snapshot of how 
we are applying the thinking at the 
University of Texas at San Antonio 
(UTSA), we’ve seen the process as 
a circle of value. Once you do that, 

you realise that the outside part-
nerships you need only increase 
as you go around the circle. It also 
means a shift from a cost-based 
service provider to almost a 
resource provider and ultimately to 
an investor or shareholder. It chal-
lenges the core of the old process. 
Perhaps it should. 

Our model that traverses this pro-
cess includes unique systems that 
track opportunities (disclosures) as 
well as pin down legal agreements 
for fast execution. It means we 
know what our stock is in market 
terms and how the production line 
will shape success. Importantly, it’s a 
shopping list for our entrepreneurs. 

At UTSA, we have a defined 
entrepreneur program that gives 
a defined equity stake and remu-
neration on each project. It is 
generous, as the number one issue 
our markets/ investors want is lead-
ership. Our scientists want to stay 
scientists. 

These projects get the common 
elements but also get specific ele-
ments to help the partnering phase. 
We are actively building studios 
to help add more resources and 
market connections to our projects.  
By doing this, we have added the 
more specific elements for each 
area without impacting others. It 
also enables us to make specific 
partnerships in each studio. Our AI 
studio, for instance, has technical 
and platform access, as well as con-
sulting open to our projects. 

In another space, I can detail what 
we at UTSA are doing more specif-
ically. What is important is to have 
a framework of development and a 
measurement of success. 

As mentioned from the outset, 
these are the musings of a practi-
tioner. In my mind, there is no such 
thing as tech transfer. Instead, it is a 
process of commercial enhance-
ment and building the value that the 
market wants. 

I’ve deliberately spent less time 
on the details of the solution and 
skimmed across ours at UTSA, to 
give a flavour of how it looks. 

By saying “phooey”, we can open 
doors that we only previously 
explained as an obstacle, rather 
than perhaps seeing it as one of the 
greatest opportunities of our time. 

A Model for Success
From cost-base to value-driven: a frame-
work for inside and outside the University. 
To reach equity management and build a 

portfolio, active processes and systems must 
be in place.

As I mentioned, there’s 
no set way; it’s a matter 
of working backwards and 
building the production 
lines to meet the market 
needs.

“

01 Traditional

Disclosures
Patent Management
Client Engagement

02 Systems

Workflow Management
Deal Flow
IP Systems

03 Studios & 
Development
Innovation Studios
Therapeutics & Devices
Partner Discovery

04 Equity 
Management
Project Diversity
Value Maximization
External Partners
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Anthony Francis is the Associate Vice President, 
Innovation and Development at UT Health San 
Antonio and Director, Office of Commercialisation 
and Innovation, UTS

Anthony Francis specialises in amplifying the 
intrinsic value within organisations, fostering 
innovative ecosystems, and developing dynamic 
new markets. Anthony has an extensive track record 
in innovation management. His roles at leading 
universities and healthcare institutions showcase 
his ability to shape high-performance teams that 
align with the overarching goals of the organisations 
he leads. 

Anthony’s career has centred around empowering 
institutions and teams to realise their potential 
through a blend of disciplined execution and entre-
preneurial insight. During his tenure at the University 
of California, San Francisco (UCSF), he played a 
pivotal role in enhancing the technology transfer 
process, positioning UCSF as a leader in converting 
research into impactful real-world applications. He 
oversaw UCSF’s shift to a market-driven approach, 
creating programs that empowered faculty and 
entrepreneurs to develop start-ups while securing 
substantial investment. Through his leadership, 
UCSF’s licensing revenue soared from $20 million 
to $50 million, while its equity portfolio expanded 
to over $270 million. Anthony’s deep understanding 
of startup ecosystems and his partnerships with 
high-profile investors have been instrumental in 
securing capital and support for innovative ventures 
across sectors.
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It Takes a Village: 
Entrepreneurial 
Universities and 
Their Ecosystems

Carol Stewart

Introduction
The future of entrepreneurship 

at universities is poised for a pro-
found transformation. Historically, 
universities have been institutions 
of higher learning, focused on 
intellectual development, research, 
and preparing students for the 
workforce. Today, universities are 
expected to be more than just edu-
cational institutions - they must be 
catalysts for innovation, entrepre-
neurship, and economic develop-
ment.

As we step into this new era, 
the future of entrepreneurship at 
universities requires a fundamental 
shift in perspective, strategy, and 
infrastructure. What if we took that 

What if we imagined the 
university not just as a 
campus, but as a village- an 
ecosystem that nurtures 
both the visionaries and 
integrators, students and 
alumni, researchers and 
entrepreneurs, businesses 
and community members?

“

one step further?
The aspiration is not only to foster 

individual talents but to contribute 
to economic development both 
locally and globally. 

University as a village
The concept of a university as 

a "village" transcends traditional 

academic structures. It reflects the 
idea of the campus as a dynamic, 
inclusive environment where ideas 
are exchanged, collaborations are 
nurtured, failure is encouraged 
and innovation flourishes. In this 
context, universities must redefine 
their role in society as both centres 
of education and vibrant innovation 
hubs.

Within this "village," students, 
faculty, researchers, alumni, 
entrepreneurs, and community 
members come together to solve 
real-world problems, and the 
campus becomes a launching pad 
for new ventures, ideas, and tech-
nologies. This integrated ecosystem 
enables students to experience the 
intersection of academic learning 
and practical application through 
immersive entrepreneurship, pre-
paring them to solve the challenges 
of tomorrow while contributing to 
the region’s economic prosperity.

This thought piece explores the 
emerging trends and challenges, 
highlighting the essential program-
ming and infrastructure that edu-
cational institutions play in creating 
an entrepreneurial ecosystem. Here 
are actionable steps universities can 
take to move toward this vision:

A campus of visionaries and 
integrators
To create this future, we must 

shape a campus of visionaries and 
integrators. Visionaries are those 
who see the possibilities beyond 
the conventional, while integrators 
are those who take action to turn 
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those dreams into reality. Univer-
sities need to provide students 
and researchers with the tools, 
resources, and support to move 
from vision to reality.

This requires cultivating a culture 
that celebrates risk-taking, failure, 
and resilience—key characteristics 
of successful entrepreneurs. It's 
not enough to teach entrepreneur-
ship in the classroom; the campus 
environment must encourage 
experimentation by fostering crea-
tive thinking and problem-solving in 
real-world contexts. Students and 
researchers need to feel empow-
ered to pursue their entrepreneur-
ial aspirations. Such a culture thrives 
only through access to mentor-
ship, funding opportunities, maker 
spaces, and incubators that allow 
testing and refinement of pioneer-
ing ideas.

A fundamental shift 
As universities embrace a more 

entrepreneurial mindset, their focus 
will fundamentally shift their orien-
tation. Rather than focusing solely 
on academic excellence and the 
dissemination of knowledge, univer-
sities will place greater emphasis on 
creating value through entrepre-
neurship and innovation.

This shift will involve reimagining 
curricula, adopting interdisciplinary 
approaches, and placing a stronger 
emphasis on hands-on learning. 
Traditional academic silos must give 
way to collaborative environments 
where students and researchers 
from diverse disciplines can unite to 

solve complex problems and launch 
innovative projects. To support 
this transformation, universities will 
need to prioritise agility, adaptabil-
ity, and entrepreneurial thinking 
across both their administrative and 
academic frameworks.

Creating a continuum
Entrepreneurship at universities 

must be an ever-evolving contin-
uum that includes alumni, faculty, 
researchers and the wider commu-
nity. Universities can foster a lifelong 
entrepreneurial ecosystem by culti-
vating alumni networks that provide 
ongoing mentorship, funding, and 
collaboration opportunities.

Additionally, universities should 
develop partnerships with local 
startups, incubators, accelerators, 
and venture capital firms, ensuring 
that the entrepreneurial spirit 
remains vibrant throughout the 
entire lifecycle of a venture. By con-
necting students and researchers to 
this broader ecosystem, universi-
ties can empower entrepreneurs 
to sustain their ventures long after 
graduation.

University of Arizona 
innovation ecosystem 
This gear graphic shows how the 

University of Arizona research drives 
innovation—from lab discoveries to 
market-ready startups. Tech Launch 

University of Arizona Innovation 
Ecosystem

The Office for Research, Innovation and 
Impact supports the world-class research 

enterprise at the University of Arizona, which 
is ranked among the top 20 public universi-
ties nationwide with more than $955 million 

in research activity*.
*2023 NSF HERD submitted

Innovation 
Engine

Facilitators Impact

Arizona secures IP, UACI supports 
early growth, and companies scale 
at the UA Tech Park. 

Specialised programs 
and infrastructure  
To meet the growing demand for 

entrepreneurship, universities must 
invest in specialised programs and 
infrastructure. The traditional edu-
cation model no longer adequately 
prepares students with the entre-
preneurial skills required in today’s 
fast-paced, technology-driven 
world.

Key to this transformation will be 
the creation of corporate innova-
tion hubs, incubators, accelerators, 

Workforce
Development

Social
Impact

Economic
Growth

Global
Connections

Startup 
Wildcats

for students

Center for
Innovation

Tech Launch
Arizona

Tech Parks
Arizona
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and prototyping labs that leverage 
university assets. These dynamic 
environments will provide students 
with the opportunity to collaborate, 
ideate, and launch new ventures 
while receiving mentorship, access 
to capital, and guidance from indus-
try experts.

Beyond physical spaces, universi-
ties must also provide tailored pro-
grams such as venture development 
workshops, startup competitions, 
and innovation boot camps. These 
initiatives should be designed 
to help students, faculty, and 
researchers translate their ideas 
into viable businesses, navigate the 
complexities of entrepreneurship, 
and build connections with inves-
tors and industry partners.

Experiential learning and 
cooperative education
One of the most powerful ways 

to cultivate entrepreneurial skills 
is through experiential learning. 
This approach immerses students 
through engagement with real-
world problems, interaction with 
industry leaders, and learning 
through hands-on experience. 
Experiential learning empowers 
students with the opportunity to 
test their ideas in a controlled, yet 
dynamic environment, providing val-
uable insights into what it truly takes 
to succeed as an entrepreneur.

Cooperative education (co-op) 
programs are another critical 
element in preparing students 
for entrepreneurial success. By 
embedding paid, relevant work 

experience into the academic 
curriculum, co-op programs allow 
students to develop hands-on skills 
while earning academic credit. 
This model is a win-win for both 
students and industry partners. Stu-
dents gain valuable business insight 
and acquire industry-specific skills, 
while companies benefit from fresh 
perspectives and the opportunity 
to nurture talent that may later 
become entrepreneurs themselves. 

Pressure for economic 
development
Universities are under growing 

pressure to actively contribute to 
the broader economic develop-
ment of their communities and 
regions and are expected to play a 
more active role in driving regional 
innovation and economic prosper-
ity. This has given rise to the notion 
of the "entrepreneurial university," 
where research and innovation are 
directly aligned with local and global 
economic needs. By partnering with 
local businesses, industries, and 
governments, through research & 
technology parks, incubators and 
accelerators, universities can effec-
tively bridge the gap between aca-
demia and the workforce. To remain 
relevant, universities must evolve 
into engines of economic devel-
opment, leveraging their research, 
talent pool, and infrastructure to 
foster new ventures and dynamic 
business ecosystems.

An organic groundswell 
of entrepreneurial initiatives
One of the most exciting develop-

ments in entrepreneurial universi-

ties today is the organic groundswell 
of student-led initiatives. More 
than ever, students are proactively 
creating startups, social enterprises, 
and innovative projects during 
their studies. This student-driven 
movement reflects a growing desire 
to create meaningful change in the 
world. Encouraging a self-sustaining 
entrepreneurial ecosystem, driven 
by students themselves, can lead 
to the emergence of groundbreak-
ing innovations and new business 
models that have a transformative 
impact on society. One such exam-
ple comes from one of University of 
Arizona’s own:

Case example: Revolute Robotics
Revolute Robotics exemplifies 

university-driven entrepreneur-
ship. The company originated from 
research by University of Arizona 
doctoral candidate Sahand Sabet, 
who developed a spherical robot 
capable of both rolling and flying – 
an innovation aimed at enhancing 
mobility in confined spaces. With 
support from Tech Launch Arizona, 
the university's commercialisation 
office, Sabet advanced his proto-
type and protected its intellectual 
property. In 2020, he co-founded 
Revolute Robotics with Collin Taylor, 
a graduate of the McGuire Center 
for Entrepreneurship. Revolute 
Robotics later benefited from 
joining the University of Arizona 
Center for Innovation (UACI), a busi-
ness incubator offering essential 
resources. 

The company's innovative 
approach has garnered significant 
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attention; it was recently awarded 
$100,000 through the Flinn Entre-
preneurship Program and named as 
one of the "Ten Startups to Watch 
in 2024" by the Phoenix Business 
Journal. Most recently, Revolute 
Robotics joined the Mass Robotics 
Accelerator in Boston and received 
a $100,000 grant from the Massa-
chusetts Technology Collaborative. 
This trajectory illustrates the effi-
cacy of university support systems 
in nurturing entrepreneurship and 
contributing to economic develop-
ment. As CEO Collin Taylor reflects: 

"The support we received from 
the University of Arizona and the 
incredible mentors and staff at 
UACI was key in transforming our 
innovative idea into a thriving 
venture. We were provided with 
the roadmap, resources, and 
specialised guidance needed 
at the earliest stages of our 
company … This continuum of 
support has been essential to 
our growth and success". 

A future of limitless potential
Building entrepreneurial capacity 

at a university is much like nurturing 
a village. By transforming campuses 
into villages of innovation, where 
visionaries and integrators collab-
orate across disciplines, univer-
sities can become pivotal drivers 
of economic development and 
societal change. At the University 
of Arizona, I’ve had the privilege of 
helping build that village through my 
leadership at UA Tech Parks and the 
UA Center for Innovation. I’ve seen 
how shared spaces, mentorship 

and collaboration create fertile 
ground for innovation. This village 
model is more than a meta-
phor—it’s a blueprint for inclusive 
growth and lasting change. When 
universities embrace their role 
as conveners and catalysts, 
they become the heartbeat of 
regional prosperity. 

Carol Stewart is the Vice President for Tech Parks 
Arizona at the University of Arizona (UA), President 
& CEO of the UA Tech Park at Rita Road and UA 
Tech Park at The Bridges, and President of the UA 
Center for Innovation (UACI), a technology business 
incubator network.

Stewart is a global leader in research parks, with 
over 20 years of experience driving technology 
commercialization, business incubation, and stra-
tegic partnerships. A pioneer in the field, she has 
shaped national policy, built technology clusters, 
and guided international science and technology 
initiatives.

Stewart is a passionate advocate for universi-
ty-based economic development. She previously 
served as North American Division President for the 
International Association of Science Parks (IASP) 
and CEO of the Association of University Research 
Parks (AURP). Collaborating with global leaders, she 
advances research parks by promoting best prac-
tices, education, and strategic partnerships.
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University 
of the New Age

Dipanjan (DJ) Nag

The university's first revolution 
The first academic revolution was 

the transformation of universities 
through the integration of research 
as a core function alongside tradi-
tional teaching. The transformation 
was significant post-World War 
II, influenced by Vannevar Bush’s 
vision of “Science – the Endless 
Frontier". Since then, universities 
have been the beacon of educa-
tion, research, and service. Many 
universities in the US are now also 
considered economic engines, and 
often key drivers of job creation 
through startup formation. This 
mission for universities started with 
the creation of the Bayh-Dole Act 
of 1980, when universities were 
allowed to own the intellectual 
property (IP) they created from 
federally funded research. 

Consequently, technology trans-
fer in a formal sense has existed 
since the legislation of this act. 
Before that, only a few universi-
ties, such as Stanford University 
(1970), the University of Wisconsin 
(1925), MIT (1940), and Iowa State 
University (1935), had offices for 
technology transfer. Although 
technology transfer has existed for 
less than 50 years, its impact has 
been profound. Some pioneers of 
technology transfer have been the 
usual suspects, such as Stanford 
University, MIT, ETH Zurich, and 
Cambridge University, which have all 
established innovation ecosystems 
or were the creators of startup 
hubs.

This evolution is a fundamental 
shift in how universities perceive 

their role in society, moving beyond 
their traditional academic mission 
to become active in economic 
development and startup forma-
tion, and sometimes even acting 
like venture capitalists with direct 
investment activities in spinoffs. 
Some scholars refer to this as the 
"third mission" - a commitment to 
economic and social development 
that adds to teaching and research 
missions. 

Business schools have taught 
entrepreneurship as a track, but 
recently, they have partnered with 
technology transfer offices (TTOs), 
making inventions available to stu-
dents to create potential startups. 
While this might seem like standard 
practice today, this link between 
entrepreneurship and TTOs is a 
recent trend that connects with 
the new mission of universities (i.e., 
driving economic growth through 
startups) and has contributed to 
creating incubators, accelerators, 
and venture studios. Annually, 
universities in the US generate 
more than a thousand startups, as 
reported by the AUTM licensing 
survey.1 These startups culminate 
in students, faculty, entrepreneurs, 
and researchers collaborating. 

Besides the sheer number of 
startups from universities, these 
ventures bring additional bene-
fits:  the survival rate of university 
spinoffs is generally much higher 
than that of startups created out-
side of the university “ecosystems”, 
creating a substantial number of 
high-paying and sustainable jobs 
and creating long-term economic 
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This evolution from tech-
nology transfer to technol-
ogy development, leading 
to the era of technology 
commercialisation, epito-
mises the effective model 
that the US has arrived at, 
finally starting to con-
nect academic engines of 
innovation to the capital 
markets. 

“

growth in the community they 
serve.  

Emergence of the second 
academic revolution 
for universities
With the second academic 

revolution, universities actively 
contributed to economic devel-
opment as the third facet, besides 
teaching and research. Perhaps 
this was an automatic extension 
of the knowledge economy that 
the country leapt into in less than 
three decades, exemplified by the 
drastic shift of US-based companies 
towards IP-led products and the 
inversion of the economy with a 
tectonic shift towards intangible 
valuation of companies. From 1975 
to 2005, the Ocean Tomo research 
data on companies' intangible value 
illustrates that more than 80% of a 
company’s value was intangible in 
2005, shifting from 17% in 1975. This 
ushered in the era of a knowl-
edge-based economy, shifting it 
from a predominantly manufactur-
ing base. 

Figure 1: S&P 500 companies market value in terms of tangible and intangible assets2

Research expenditure is directly 
correlated with the creation of 
innovation, as measured by the 
number and quality of publications. 
Innovation is positively correlated 
with the creation of IP, which is 
related to the number of startups, 
the ultimate driver of economic 
development. Perhaps the most 
striking example of a nation trans-
formed by its R&D investment is 
China. In less than two decades, 
China has become the leader in 
innovation and patent filings, with 
China’s R&D investment increasing 
from 34.9 billion yuan in 1995 to 
3.6 trillion yuan in 2024—a more 
than 100-fold increase—and patent 
applications growing from 69,535 in 
1995 to 5.38 million in 2023.

Transition of technology transfer
to technology commercialisation.
It took the US more than forty 

years to recognise that technol-
ogy transfer in its most traditional 
form is not effective. The model 
initially focused on the pure transfer 
of technologies, with universi-

ties licensing the technologies to 
large companies or MSMEs. This 
approach produced some prod-
ucts, but with the realisation that 
universities captured only a tiny 
portion of the value, and in some 
extreme instances, were even 
being suppressed from having a 
product in the market due to an 
already existing product. Today, 
it has become almost a universal 
practice to incubate technologies 
at the university using in-house 
resources and expertise, such as 
the drug development performed 
at Emory University, Yale University, 
the University of Chicago, or the 
University of Oxford. This effectively 
derisks technologies by substantially 
increasing the technology readiness 
level (TRL), making it attractive for 
large companies to make acquisi-
tions of market-ready technologies 
that truly address lean startups' 
product market fit concept. 

Components of S&P 500 Market Value

Tangible Assets Intangible Assets Source: Ocean Tomo, A Part of J.S. Held, 
Intangible Asset Market Value Study, 2020
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From basic sciences 
to research-market-fit
Academia often takes pride in 

its research's purity, which is why 
the open science model is popular 
among researchers, but that is 
the antithesis of productisation 
and the commercial impact of 
research. With a few exceptions, 
open science does not support 
research commercialisation. Aca-
demic research should improve the 
quality of people’s lives, and the 
demand in the market is that it does 
so in a single generation. Without 
diminishing the value of fundamen-
tal research, the university and the 
researcher’s fiduciary duty is to 
ensure that the work performed will 
ultimately benefit the population, 
acknowledging that they are not 
merely contributing towards the 
university's image as an ivory tower. 
Sometimes this simple thought is 
lost, and friction arises in certain 
academic communities that view 
any practical-oriented research as 
somehow not pure. The concept 
of product-market fit was much 
easier to grasp because a product 
is created with a profit motive. The 
idea of a research-market-fit (RMF) 
is coming to bear, albeit painfully, 
through the need to provide value 
from the research to society. While 
the Bayh-Dole Act does have a pro-
vision for returning a portion of the 
revenues from commercialisation to 
the institution, the absolute return 
is less than 1% in actual numbers 
and has not made a substantial 
impact. 

Economic and social prosperity,
over basic science
Universities today must be nim-

ble. The old days of just teaching 
and research are gone. In almost 
every nation, the government, 
the taxpayers, and the most 
critical stakeholders seek value 
from the university beyond just a 
degree-granting organisation. When 
the world faces a catastrophe, 
it increasingly turns to academic 
research organisations to solve 
those mega challenges. COVID was 
a notable example, as research-
ers from the top universities and 
hospitals around the globe came 
together to address the pandemic. 
These are the kinds of challenges 
universities are now expected to 
solve. While not every problem can 
be solved in a few years (challenges 
like global warming, water scarcity, 
or energy solutions will take more 
time to solve), there needs to be a 
risk management framework for any 
research performed and a demon-
strable impact on society. 

Government disconnects 
and the global economic vision
In many countries, governments 

can focus narrowly on solving local 
problems. This approach is often 
not conducive to real growth, nor is 
it ideal for a thriving university eco-
system. A more global perspective 
towards problem-solving is more 
worthwhile from an economic and a 
societal standpoint. However, local 
and national policies can hinder 
this. Take the example of the CEE 
nations: collectively, they produce 
high-quality research in artificial 

intelligence and deep tech, and 
in countries like Poland, there is 
tremendous entrepreneurial activity 
where universities are adept at cre-
ating startups. But almost none of 
the companies reach unicorn status 
with a global reach. Innovating 
locally while thinking globally offers 
a model whereby the university 
spinouts could be driven by solving 
bigger market-based challenges at 
the EU or even global level. The gov-
ernment's role in this respect could 
influence the spinouts if there is 
financial and other support for 
companies with a broader reach. 
In the US, the funding agencies are 
sometimes equally myopic, with 
funding only going towards solving 
US-based market problems.

A new model for universities
The Oxford English Dictionary now 

defines an ecosystem (in general 
use) as a complex network or 
interconnected system. So, what is 
an ecosystem for startups or inno-
vation specifically? An ecosystem 
in this context is a matrix of several 
factors that create a dynamic envi-
ronment that fosters the creation 
of a successful translational model 
for innovations, often startups. The 
four elements that make up that 
matrix are:

•	 Innovation

•	 Entrepreneurship

•	 Intellectual property 

•	 Funding
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Research &
Development

Risk 
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Patents & 
know-how

Innovation

Funding

Entrepre-
neurship

Intellectual 
Property

In the new model for universities, 
it is at the heart of that matrix that 
creates innovation, attracts entre-
preneurs, and guides the process 
of developing IP, which can then be 
funded through either government 
grants or venture capital. This is 
the new role that a university must 
evolve into.

Dr. DJ Nag is the President of Innovaito, an IP 
strategy advisory company partnering with the top 
academic and research institutions.  His profes-
sional career spans the intersection of intellectual 
property strategy, technology transfer, and aca-
demic leadership. As an IP strategist, he has been 
recognized with the IAM300 award for being one of 
the 300 global IP strategists in 2019 and 2022-24. In 
technology transfer, Dr. Nag successfully led offices 
at Rutgers University, Ohio State University, and the 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln. He was a Director 
at Ocean Tomo (Chicago), pioneering patent auc-
tions. He was invited and appointed as an expert at 
the National Science Foundation, USA (NSF) from 
2023-24. Dr. Nag currently teaches IP strategy as 
a Professor of Practice at Rutgers University, ITQB 
NOVA, and Sofia University, Bulgaria. His interna-
tional experience includes work in Poland, Bulgaria, 
Japan, India, Turkey, Brazil, South Korea, Chile, and 
Ukraine. Dr. Nag's credentials include a Ph.D. and 
MBA from the University of Nebraska-Lincoln and 
a BS in pharmaceutical engineering from Jadavpur 
University, India. He served on the Board of AUTM 
from 2012-14.
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The Role of 
Industry in 
Entrepreneurial 
Universities: From 
Idea to Impact

Natascha Eckert

For over 15 years, I’ve worked at 
the intersection of industry and 
academia, managing strategic 
partnerships between a major cor-
poration and universities, research 
institutes, and academic startups. 
Along the way, I’ve seen both the 
struggles and the massive potential.

One thing has become increasingly 
clear: the major challenges we face 
- whether technological, economic, 
or societal - can’t be tackled alone. 
They require alliances, networks, 
and ecosystems.

Conferences on university-indus-
try collaboration that once focused 
on the differences between 
academia and industry are shifting 
toward how to build successful 
cross-sector collaborations. Yet 
despite this shift, I still see the same 
fundamental disconnects: Academia 
and industry don’t fully understand 
each other, questions from one side 
often don’t make sense in the oth-
er’s context, advice is ignored, not 
out of stubbornness, but because it 
doesn’t translate.

A vicious cycle.

Could the entrepreneur-
ial university be the place 
where academia and 
industry finally see eye to 
eye, at least on the rules 
and psychology of eco-
nomics? Yes, it can. 

“

The reality check: (Unconscious)
biases on both sides

It is well known that industry and 
academia both come with deeply 
ingrained assumptions about each 
other.

How industry often sees 
academia, or where industry 
struggles with academia:

•	 Universities are seen as “ivory 
towers” - great at theory but 
lacking practical project manage-
ment skills.

•	 Universities seek long-term 
funding commitments with 
maximum flexibility in how they 
allocate the funds. Their guiding 
principle is stakeholder value, not 
shareholder value.

•	 Universities are not always 
ideal business partners: some 
researchers don’t recognise 
(or even deny) the value that 
collaboration with industry can 
bring. Others prioritise their own 
startups over industry partner-
ships, which can make negoti-
ations around IP, licensing, and 
commercialisation particularly 
complex. 

•	 While there are now many 
systematic models for knowledge 
transfer between academia and 
industry at the level of young 
researchers (master’s and PhD 
students), actively involving more 
experienced academics (Post-
docs and beyond) is still pretty 
uncommon – or at least not well 
established. 
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•	 Companies looking to engage 
with academia often struggle to 
find a clear single point of entry. 
Research collaborations typically 
rely on personal relationships 
between industry and academic 
researchers, while talent acqui-
sition efforts often get routed 
through the university’s career 
service centre.

How industry is often seen by 
academia, or where academia
struggles with industry:
•	 “Deep pockets” is a myth—

corporate budgets are tight, 
driven by margins and KPIs. Long-
term funding commitments? 
Hard to secure. Even when com-
panies commit, quarterly budget 
cycles can lead to abrupt cuts.

•	 “Open innovation” is a great 
vision - but legal teams and 
patent offices often see it as a 
nightmare.

•	 When it comes to academic 
startups, many companies lack 
both the experience and the 
willingness to engage in high-risk 
investments. Additionally, tech 
mentoring can sometimes be 
counterproductive, particularly 
when companies consider their 
technology to be already mature 
and fear that collaboration with 
academia might disrupt their 
existing business models.

•	 Vice versa: Universities don’t 
deal with just one part of a com-
pany. They must navigate a com-
plex web of stakeholders across 
different departments - there’s 
no single door to knock on!

What entrepreneurial universities
need (and what companies can
offer)
How can industry help to actually 

make this happen?

1.	Strategic support 
Companies can contribute by:

•	 Committing to long-term 
instead of one-off projects to 
ensure sustained impact.

•	 Attracting top students 
through industry collaborations, 
e.g., offering exciting opportuni-
ties like internships, thesis pro-
jects, and even dual career paths 
for top international students.

•	 Smart scaling of innovation. 
When it comes to technology 
readiness levels (TRLs), academia 
and industry complement each 
other—while researchers explore 
new ideas, industry brings expe-
rience in IP and knows how to 
bring those ideas to market. 

•	 Joining university advisory 
boards to provide industry 
insights and help steer initia-
tives. Often, these boards are 
also established at the faculty or 
school level.
 

2.	Enhancing education
Industry can help to bridge the gap 

between theory and practice by:

•	 Co-designing courses and 
case studies that reflect real-
world challenges.

•	 Offering experiential learning 
through capstone projects and 
industry problem-solving tasks.

•	 Training faculty in industrial 

research and development, 
business and leadership through 
workshops, industry sabbaticals, 
and job shadowing programs.

•	 Providing hardware and 
software to enhance theoreti-
cal education through practical, 
hands-on training.

3.	Improving access to funding, 
investment and infrastructure
To truly support entrepreneurial 

universities, industry can:

•	 Open corporate R&D facilities 
to universities to offer insights 
into industrial (real-world) 
research.

•	 Facilitate technology transfer 
and commercialisation through 
licensing agreements and joint 
ventures.

•	 Invest in university startups 
through corporate venture funds.

•	 Sponsor business and entre-
preneurial competitions and 
startup grants or founders’ 
scholarships to foster innovation 
at an early stage.

4.	Strengthening academic 
startups
Startups emerging from univer-

sities often need many things that 
can be provided by companies:

•	 Technology or business model 
validation – proving if an innova-
tion is relevant and scalable.

•	 Mentorship and coaching (in 
tech, sales, and business strat-
egy) and

•	 Access to networks - from 
early customers to potential 
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partners and experienced lead-
ership - providing C-level exper-
tise to guide growth. Startups 
can even recruit experts from 
industry, even at C-level!

•	 Funding - because great ideas 
without capital rarely get far. 

5.	Creating a strong entrepre-
neurial culture
Beyond funding and mentorship, 

fostering an entrepreneurial mind-
set within universities is critical. 
Industry can help by:

•	 Teach young entrepreneurs 
how to build a successful busi-
ness – from writing a solid busi-
ness plan to developing a sales 
channel or sourcing strategy, all 
while keeping supply chain laws 
in mind. 

•	 Supporting flexible career 
paths, allowing company employ-
ees to work on university pro-
jects and/or startups through 
secondments or inviting scien-
tists to spend an industry sabbat-
ical or industrial fellowship in a 
company.

•	 Sharing and learning from 
success and failure stories from 
existing corporate-university 
partnerships.

•	 Scaling successful initiatives 
globally - expanding proven 
models to other universities, 
companies, and regions.

Creating real, mutual value
Staying one step ahead.
Product-related R&D is com-

panies’ main focus. For more 
future-oriented R&D, universities 

are a crucial partner. Siemens, 
for example started to work with 
universities on large language 
models (LLM) very early; at that 
time, nobody was expecting their 
tremendous success. When LLMs 
hit the market, Siemens already 
had lots of expertise in this field 
by training industrial applications 
with its own data. Without those 
early-stage investments, the race 
to catch up in AI – both technologi-
cally and commercially – would have 
been much more difficult.

Future-ready critical thinking 
Partnering with academia keeps 

us connected to the next gener-
ation - often the most insightful 
and forward-thinking minds. Let 
me give you an example: When 
Siemens engaged a group of 
talented students to explore the 
future of mobility, the result was 
a wealth of innovative ideas. Their 
thinking shifted the concept from 
simply moving people and goods 
to reimagining mobility itself, like 
bringing places to people, as seen 
in concepts such as the metaverse. 
In return, universities benefit by 
working with real-life problems and 
actual datasets. 

Agile and fast-moving 
academic start-ups
Collaborating with universities 

opens the door to truly disruptive 
innovation. To spark bold, out-of-
the-box business ideas, companies 
increasingly turn to external sources 
– often unconventional and cut-
ting-edge products and solutions 
emerging from academic start-ups. 

In turn, academic startups can gain 
access to companies’ infrastruc-
ture, network, advice, and money.

When these partnerships between 
industry and universities are long-
term, strategic, and backed by real 
investment, they offer planning 
security for both sides. That means 
aligning across the entire innovation 
chain—from PhD projects and 
research papers to intellectual 
property and new products and 
solutions. In short: from idea to 
impact.

Key ingredients of resilient 
partnerships
If you’re reading this, you’ve 
already taken the first important
step. 

Academics don’t usually think 
of business partnerships as their 
first priority, and there are many 
reasons for that. Primarily, industry 
is seen as a potential employer for 
graduates, and only secondarily as 
a partner for joint research and 
development projects. Additionally, 
university rankings are still largely 
driven by KPIs that measure global 
and local academic reputation for 
research excellence among peers 
(e.g., scholarly papers published 
in high-quality, impactful journals, 
and the dissemination of new 
knowledge and ideas in the global 
research community), rather than 
by transfer-oriented metrics. You 
often hear voices in academia 
expressing a desire not to become 
“economised” (i.e., instrumentalised 
by industry). 
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On the other hand, academia 
often still holds a reputation in the 
corporate world as being removed 
from real-world practice - locked 
away in ivory towers, research-
ing exotic topics and educating 
students who are theoretically 
skilled but unfamiliar with business 
realities. Diverging objectives (profit 
margin vs. publications) and cultures 
(short-term profit pressures vs. 
long-term commitment) only add to 
the tension between academia and 
industry. Adopting an entrepreneur-
ial university approach may help to 
overcome these barriers. 

What’s needed are bridge-build-
ers - individuals on both sides 
who tirelessly work to show the 
value that collaboration can bring. 
Bridge-builders who understand 
both worlds and engage in expec-
tation management, despite budget 
constraints and prejudices.

Most essential is top-level man-
agement commitment on both 
sides to treat collaboration as a 
strategic partnership, not just 
isolated projects. Without this, even 
promising initiatives may dissolve. 
Under economic pressure, strategic 
partnership units may face budget 
cuts.

Lastly, we need university-in-
dustry collaboration, community 
builders like UIIN, who foster mutual 
understanding, and help develop 
replicable collaboration in research, 
education, and valorisation.

A strategically oriented executive, Natascha Eck-
ert  brings extensive experience leading innovation 
and technology-driven teams at Siemens AG and 
OSRAM GmbH. She previously was responsible 
for Siemens AG's strategic partner program with 
universities, research insitutes, and academic 
startups - the Siemens Research and Innovation 
Ecosystem. Now a Senior Consultant specialising 
in academic-business translation and advising 
international universities, an angel investor, and a 
mentor for women in tech. Natascha also sits on the 
UIIN Advisory Board and serves as a Senior Fellow 
at UIDP.
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Higher Education 
at a Crossroads: 
Autonomy, 
Adaptation and 
the Global Talent 
Race

Sarah Jaber

Around the world, universities are 
facing growing pressure — finan-
cially, politically, and institutionally. 
While the sector has long weath-
ered funding reforms and shifting 
policy landscapes, the current 
moment feels fundamentally differ-
ent. A convergence of global crises 
is threatening not only the financial 
viability of higher education but 
also the principles of autonomy, 
academic freedom, and the social 
contract that has long underpinned 
its role in society.

This is not a distant, abstract risk. 
It is happening now — in escalating 
political interference in the United 
States, in mounting deficits across 
European and Australian institu-
tions, in growing public scepticism, 
and creeping threats to institu-
tional independence. Universities 
are being forced to confront an 
uncomfortable truth: the traditional 
operating model is breaking down 
and unless institutions act decisively 
to build new pathways forward, they 
may lose control of their future.

From funding dependency 
to political vulnerability
Universities have always relied, 

to some extent, on government 
funding. But what has changed is 
the intensity and nature of political 
intrusion. In the US, the Trump 
administration has threatened to 
withdraw billions in federal funding 
from institutions that fail to comply 
with demands to dismantle DEI 
programs, overhaul admissions, and 
respond to ideological concerns.1 

In April 2025, Harvard became a 
target of federal action when over 
$2.3 billion in research funding was 
frozen. The administration accused 
the university of failing to meet 
new federal expectations around 
viewpoint diversity, protest control, 
and hiring practices. Rather than 
comply, Harvard chose to fight 
back — filing a lawsuit against the 
federal government and asserting 
that these demands constituted 
unconstitutional interference in 
academic governance and institu-
tional autonomy.2 This has further 
escalated with threats to revoke all 
federal funding for Harvard, leading 
them to take action to contain the 
damage.

Ongoing developments show 
the deepening of this crisis: a 
recent Wall Street Journal analysis 
suggests Harvard could face a $1 
billion annual budget shortfall if all 
federal grants, student aid, inter-
national enrolment, endowment 
tax rises, and tax-exempt status are 
revoked — prompting hiring freezes, 
research cuts and a new fundraising 
drive.3

Despite the threats, Harvard’s abil-
ity to take a stand is underpinned 
by its $53 billion endowment, global 
reputation, and legal resources. But 
what about the rest of the sector?

Most institutions don’t have the 
same margin for resistance. Public 
universities, regional institutions, 
and smaller colleges often operate 
on thin financial lines. The threat 
of funding withdrawal, reputational 
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damage, or political retaliation can 
force these institutions into difficult 
compromises — curbing academic 
programs, silencing dissent, or 
reshaping research priorities in 
order to survive.

This pressure is not limited to 
Harvard, but the Harvard example is 
emblematic. It shows that autonomy 
can be defended, but it also reveals 
the uneven playing field in higher 
education. If elite institutions can 
stand their ground, others may have 
little choice but to bend.

Budget cuts and shrinking space
This erosion of support is not con-

fined to the US. In the UK, it’s esti-
mated that nearly half of England’s 
universities could report deficits 
this year, due in part to stagnating 
tuition fees and falling international 
student enrolments.4 Cardiff Uni-
versity has already announced plans 
to cut hundreds of academic roles 
and phase out entire subject areas 
— nursing, music, and languages 
among them.5

In the Netherlands, a €1 billion cut 
to the national higher education 
and science budget has sparked 
protests around the country. 
These cuts include plans to reduce 
support for internationalisation — a 
move that not only threatens Dutch 
universities’ global competitiveness 
but signals a retreat from the open, 
international academic model that 
has long defined European science 
and scholarship.6

In Australia, anti-migration rhetoric 
and tighter student visa policies are 
hitting universities hard, with thou-
sands of jobs at risk. For a country 
whose universities depend heavily 
on international students, this shift 
has continued to expose the fragil-
ity of the current financial model.7,8 

Academic freedom and
the global talent race
One of the most alarming con-

sequences of these pressures is 
the emerging brain drain. In the 
US, scientists and early-career 
researchers are exploring exit 
strategies in response to funding 
instability, political interference, and 
growing restrictions on academic 
speech. Several top researchers 
have warned that the politicisation 
of academia risks diminishing the 
country’s global leadership in sci-
ence and innovation.9

Europe is actively encouraging this 
shift. In May 2025, the European 
Commission launched the €500 
million “Choose Europe for Sci-
ence” initiative — a strategic funding 
program designed to attract top 
researchers from around the world, 
particularly from the US. The initia-
tive offers relocation support, long-
term funding, and public backing for 
academic freedom, with the first 
funding calls just released.10,11 

This underscores a new global 
competition — not just for students, 
but for scientific leadership and 
institutional trust.

What this reinforces
for universities everywhere
This is not the first time higher 

education has come under pres-
sure, and it won’t be the last. Over 
the past two decades, institutions 
have experienced repeated shocks: 
public funding cuts, pandemics, 
shifts in migration policy, changing 
student demand, and the volatility 
of research priorities. Many uni-
versities have already started to 
adapt, recognising that overde-
pendence on a single revenue 
stream — whether public subsidies, 
international student fees, or even 
industry contracts — leaves them 
dangerously exposed.

That’s why external engagement 
must now be understood not only 
as a means of creating impact, but 
as a core strategy for institutional 
resilience.

In his keynote at the 2025 UIIN 
Conference, Arno Meerman, CEO 
and Founder of UIIN, described 
universities as being ‘under siege’, 
facing threats from all directions. 
In such moments, the instinct may 
be to close the gates, to retreat 
inward and defend the institution 
like a castle under attack. But cas-
tles, once effective fortresses that 
protected all inside their walls, were 
rendered obsolete by the invention 
of weapons that could destroy even 
the thickest walls.
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If universities respond to 
external pressures by iso-
lating themselves – pulling 
back from open science, 
international collabora-
tion, or societal engage-
ment – they risk a similar 
fate. The challenge now is 
not to close the gates and 
thicken the walls, but to 
reimagine the role of the 
university in an open, vola-
tile world.

“

Universities that build diverse, 
strategic partnerships across sec-
tors — with business, government, 
start-ups, and the wider community 
— are better positioned to:

•	 Broaden their revenue base

•	 Share risk across multiple rela-
tionships and funding sources

•	 Demonstrate public value in 
ways that strengthen legitimacy

•	 Access new pathways for 
research translation, innovation, 
and student opportunity

The goal isn’t simply more part-
nerships — it’s more purposeful 
engagement. That means shifting 
from opportunistic collaborations to 
long-term, values-aligned relation-
ships that support the university’s 
mission and provide mutual benefit.

Even more crucial, this strat-

egy cannot be one-size-fits-all. 
Recent research published by UIIN 
has shown just how significant an 
institution’s context is to the model 
and success of their engagement.  
Effective engagement must reflect 
each university’s unique mission, 
assets, and environment — there is 
no universal template for success.

In this moment, what’s needed is 
a renewed commitment to it as a 
strategic lever for autonomy, adapt-
ability, and long-term relevance.

A moment to act 
At UIIN, we’ve long argued that 

external engagement isn’t a ‘nice 
to have’ — it’s a core institutional 
capability. This moment demands a 
renewed focus on how universities 
engage beyond their walls — as a 
foundation for resilience, rather 
than a box-ticking exercise. By 
building meaningful, diversified 
relationships across sectors and 
borders, universities can reduce 
risk, protect their core values, and 
sustain their role in society. 

What we are seeing across global 
higher education is not new, but 
it is urgent. Political interfer-
ence, financial fragility, and global 
competition for talent will only 
intensify. But universities are not 
powerless: With the right vision, 
partnerships, and engagement 
strategies, they can reclaim control 
over their futures and continue 
as vital engines of societal impact 
and drivers of regional and global 
collaboration.
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Sarah Jaber is a Director at UIIN, where she leads 
the organisation’s advisory services and business 
development. She focuses on strategy develop-
ment, institutional transformation, and building 
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ships. Before joining UIIN, she worked in the higher 
education practice at KPMG Australia, advising 
clients on research commercialisation, innovation, 
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organisation’s thought leadership on engagement, 
innovation, and partnership development. Sarah 
holds a PhD in Nanoscience from the University of 
Melbourne.
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The Future 
University: 
Innovation
Power Plants

Søren Land

The global innovation race is 
heating up, and Europe risks falling 
behind. The stark reality, laid bare in 
the "Draghi Report," is undeniable: 
Europe must dramatically enhance 
its innovation capacity to remain 
competitive on the world stage. But 
what does this mean for European 
universities?

Universities, long bastions of aca-
demic pursuit, must now transform 
into dynamic Innovation Power 
Plants, driving economic growth 
and ensuring Europe's continued 
prosperity. This imperative extends 
far beyond Europe's borders, as the 
need to accelerate innovation and 
harness the intellectual capital of 
universities is a global challenge.

Transforming the university
The transformation involves reim-

agining university roles, structures, 
and strategies to foster a culture of 
entrepreneurship and innova-
tion. For some universities, this is 
already part of their strategy and 
DNA, while for others, steeped in 
centuries of tradition, this may pose 
a significant challenge. In this piece, 
I will touch upon some of the most 
important aspects of overcoming 
these challenges.

Cultivating an 
entrepreneurial mindset
The future university will play 

a crucial role in fostering an 
entrepreneurial mindset amongst 
academic graduates and research-
ers. Politicians are responsible for 
national and local policies and 
strategies to promote early-stage 

motivation for entrepreneurship 
through general and broad cultural 
entrepreneurship initiatives and, 
ideally, also through the implemen-
tation of mandatory youth educa-
tion programmes. This will create 
the foundation or pathway where 
universities can take over and focus 
on academic culture with integrated 
activities to further develop the 
entrepreneurial mindset in all 
early-stage research and student 
education programs.

Engaging in political debate
University management must 

engage even more actively in polit-
ical debates, providing politicians 
and civil servants with insights to 
support legislative adaptation. 
For innovation to occur at the 
necessary speed, more flexible 
legislative frameworks are essential 
to enhance innovation capacity, 
accelerate progress, and strengthen 
competitive advantages. 

To secure political support for 
entrepreneurship initiatives, man-
agement will need to have access to 
robust economic impact data and 
tracking outcomes from incubators. 
Establishing advisory boards that 
include local and national policy-
makers can further increase polit-
ical buy-in. Additionally, focused 
events that bring together students, 
entrepreneurs, investors and poli-
ticians can platform success stories 
and reference cases, helping to 
pave the way for supportive policies 
and funding.
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Interaction with society
Future universities must interact 

seamlessly with both private and 
public institutions. It is time to make 
university walls more penetrable to 
fulfil the mission “for and with the 
surrounding society”. This poses 
a challenge to achieving the right 
sort of collaboration and integration 
between the university and external 
stakeholders. 

Enhanced prioritisation of broad 
networks alongside more formal 
partnership agreements that can 
facilitate smooth and effective col-
laboration on development within 
crucial areas in academic research 
and education is part of the suc-
cessful transformation.  Early stages 
of this transformation are already 
visible through practice involvement 
in education programs and specific 
entrepreneurship courses, which 
add relevance and quality, providing 
students with valuable insights and 
increasing the number of value-cre-
ating graduates.

The likely increase in externally 
funded chairs demands clear 
understanding of mutual expec-
tations on outcomes, alongside 
explicit respect for the freedom of 
research. This clarity and respect 
are essential to ensure external 
funding is not viewed as an intrusive 
influence that undermines the 
integrity of academic knowledge. 

Agile innovation houses
We will likely see more compa-

nies on campus as universities set 
up agile innovation houses. These 

houses will respond to emerging 
technology and societal trends, 
bringing together companies, 
researchers, students, spin-outs, 
and startups to accelerate develop-
ment based on the highest possible 
innovation synergy.

Fostering a university culture 
of innovation
Universities must focus on fos-

tering a culture of innovation. Key 
actions include:

•	 Action by university manage-
ment: University top manage-
ment must advocate for a nation-
ally anchored entrepreneurial 
strategy with clear objectives, 
allocated financial means, and an 
added legislative framework that 
prevents obstacles for collabora-
tion. This will enable universities 
to integrate external partners, 
including private and public com-
panies, clusters, and NGOs.

•	 Strategic partnership develop-
ment: Universities should further 
develop partnerships, including 
public-private innovation (PPI) 
initiatives and international 
university partnership programs. 
This will facilitate high innovation 
speed, where each participant 
can leverage mutual best prac-
tices and knowledge sharing.

•	 Technology transfer support: 
Universities could encourage 
research spinouts through incen-
tive models that make it more 
attractive for researchers to ini-
tiate new enterprises and return 
to university research later. This 
is a central part of building an 
innovation culture.

•	 Student incubators as engines: 
University management should 
fund student entrepreneur-
ship centres and incubators to 
provide a stable foundation and 
focus over time, and prevent 
searching for funding for key 
positions year-to-year. Strate-
gies that define the incubator 
pathway and set up clear objec-
tives must be able to work with a 
medium to long-term perspec-
tive.

•	 Entrepreneurship learning 
embedded in education: Univer-
sity management should provide 
entrepreneurship education for 
researchers and students to 
anchor the mindset that inspires 
both groups to engage in innova-
tion for society. One way of doing 
this is by establishing coopera-
tion between university teachers 
and incubator business develop-
ers. This will enrich the teaching 
with an extra hands-on perspec-
tive, and students will be exposed 
to the features of the incubator 
alongside the mandatory curricu-
lar demands.

National Perspective: 
Denmark as an Example
Using Denmark as an exam-

ple, initiatives are being taken to 
strengthen the focus on innovation 
power. A national entrepreneurship 
and innovation act was passed in 
2024, signalling its importance at 
a national level. This act provides 
a perspective on the global race 
for innovation and secures initial 
financial means to catalyse political 
ambition. 
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Drawing on the knowledge 
and best practices housed 
within strong university 
student startup incuba-
tors, specially designed 
talent programs can sig-
nificantly boost student 
entrepreneurship, intra-
preneurship, and startup 
creation.

“

As a positive add-on, the press 
coverage of the public debate 
around the birth of the innovation 
act attracted even higher attention 
on the topic from several relevant 
stakeholders, including ecosystems, 
clusters, private and public compa-
nies and investors. This has proven 
valuable in securing the continu-
ous high focus on both university 
spinouts from research and univer-
sity student startup incubators.

Additionally, national initiatives 
targeted at younger researchers 
have been established, like the 
Danish “Spinouts Denmark". Here, 
founders can apply for competence 
and business development support 
for their technology discovery, with 
a goal of establishing a company 
and an early-stage pathway. Both 
types of initiatives will represent 
internal and external statements to 
university research staff that this is 
prioritised, attractive and most of 
all – recognised.

Initiatives like the Danish 20 ECTS 
extracurricular "Below Zero" are 
an example of offering university 
students agile and flexible formats. 
These programs are designed to 
cultivate essential entrepreneurial 
skills and foster a practical "doer 
mentality," often focusing on rele-
vant global topics such as carbon 
capture and general sustainability.

Conclusion
The university as an innovation 

power plant can only become a 
reality through strong, multi-sided 
value creation. Universities will play 
an essential role in future innova-
tion, power and competitiveness 
as partners in various national and 
international partnerships. As listed 
here, the challenge calls for actions 
on many different levels. 

Legislation and the urge to reg-
ulate must be adjusted to balance 
innovation quality and implemen-
tation speed against general safety 
when it comes to the development 
of new business and technology. At 
universities, we must reach a high 
level of innovation culture to make 
sure we can set free the maximum 
innovation potential within our uni-
versity and its surroundings. 

As university walls come down 
and strong engaging partnerships 
are built, universities must maintain 
freedom of speech, research, and 
education to deliver high-quality 
contributions and leverage part-
nerships for value creation with the 
surrounding society.
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Søren Land is heading up the incubator at Univer-
sity of Southern Denmark (SDU Startup Station) as 
well as Outreach and Partnership activities, working 
to integrate the surrounding public and private 
sector into university research, education programs 
and lifelong learning.

Søren holds experience from both private and 
public sector companies with focus on innovation, 
business development, sales & marketing and 
change management. The business verticals include 
Education, FMCG and New Tech Automation 
(drones and robotics) as part of companies and 
organisations including LEGO, KOMPAN, Lorenz 
Technology and UAS Denmark/Odense Robotics. As 
trained and skilled moderator and keynote speaker, 
Søren delivers the message crisp and clear leaving 
the audience inspired.
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‘THE FUTURE IS DARK, WHICH IS 
ON THE WHOLE, THE BEST THING 
A FUTURE CAN BE, I THINK’

– Virginia Woolf
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FORWARD-
LOOKING 
EXAMPLES
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Buenos Aires 
Institute of 
Technology: 
Own Your Future

Andrés Basilio Agres

Picture a university where intellec-
tual curiosity drives every aspect of 
campus life. Where learning takes 
the front seat, shaping not just 
academics but the entire student 
experience. An experience where 
a student’s learning is indistinguish-
able from generating actionable 
knowledge or gaining working expe-
rience, and the issues they work on 
are real problems, coming from the 
real world. This is our aim, our vision 
at the Buenos Aires Institute of 
Technology (ITBA).

Let me introduce you to ITBA, 
an industry-centred university 
with interdisciplinarity at its core 
and where learning is central and 
happens everywhere. It is the only 
private university in Argentina spe-
cialising in Technology, Engineering, 
and Management. For more than 65 
years, it has contributed to solving 
humanity's challenges through 
university education of recognised 
excellence, the production of scien-
tific knowledge, and international 
collaboration. Since its founding, it 
has educated students based on 
the values of innovation, creativity, 
entrepreneurship, and leadership. It 
pursues a unique educational model 
in the country, oriented toward 
research and project generation, as 
well as early student engagement 
with businesses. But what makes us 
different? 

Where learning has a front seat
We aim for academic excellence 

and innovation. The university is 
renowned for its cutting-edge cur-
riculum, blending theoretical knowl-

We want classrooms to 
be dynamic spaces where 
discussions are encour-
aged, and learning extends 
beyond textbooks into 
practical experiences.

“

edge with hands-on application. 
Professors are not just lecturers but 
mentors, guiding students through 
research, real-world problem-solv-
ing, and interdisciplinary projects. 

We are building our new Campus 
to empower exploration and col-
laboration. We call our model FIT: 
Flexible, Integrated & Transparent. 
It reaches every aspect of campus 
life, from faculty offices to student 
social spaces. State-of-the-art 
facilities equipped with world-class 
resources, integrated research 
centres and technology labs. Where 
students have unrestricted access 
to the latest resources to explore 
and innovate. Smart classrooms, 
interactive simulations, and collab-
orative learning spaces create an 
environment where education is 
immersive and engaging. 

We place curiosity at the heart of 
our university experience. Students 
are encouraged to ask questions, 
challenge conventional wisdom, and 
push the boundaries of knowl-
edge. Seminars, guest lectures, and 
hackathons provide opportunities 
to engage with thought leaders, 
industry experts, and scholars from 
diverse fields.
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At ITBA, approximately 
95% of all students have 
a job by the time they get 
their diplomas. This, in 
part, is a result of students 
having compulsory intern-
ships and work placements 
with industry partners.

“

We also committed to fostering a 
strong and supportive learning envi-
ronment. We have been building 
our digital capabilities with world-
class solutions. A dedicated support 
system provided by our staff, 
with clear measures of improve-
ment like the NPS (Net Promoter 
Score), among others, ensures that 
students thrive academically and 
personally. 

Alumni from ITBA are not 
just degree-holders but prob-
lem-solvers, critical thinkers, and 
change-makers ready to make 
meaningful contributions to society. 
They leave with not just knowledge, 
but the skills and mindset to keep 
learning for a lifetime. This is a uni-
versity where learning is not just a 
process but a way of life, preparing 
students to lead, innovate, and cre-
ate a better future.

An industry-centred university
An industry-centred university 

is an educational institution that 
places a strong emphasis on collab-
oration with industries, businesses, 
and other professional sectors with 
a view to bridging the gap between 
academic knowledge and practical, 
real-world applications, and prepar-
ing students for careers in specific 
industries. Since its founding, ITBA 
has been developing with a strong 
focus on this strategic approach. 
Among other things, these are key 
characteristics of ITBA that we have 
been fostering.

ITBA utilises its strong partner-
ships with companies, startups, and 

research institutions, so our courses 
can be updated in collaboration 
with industry professionals to 
ensure students learn skills that are 
directly relevant to the workforce 
and valued by employers, e.g., 
problem-solving, teamwork, com-
munication, and leadership. This, 
in turn, leads to research projects, 
internships, work placements, and 
opportunities for students to gain 
hands-on experience in real-world 
industry environments. 

These practical experiences allow 
students to apply what they learn 
in the classroom to real-world 
situations, and often secure job 
opportunities post-graduation. 
We offer dedicated job placement 
services, career counselling, and 
alumni networks to help students 
transition from education into 
employment. Also, student associ-
ations host events like career fairs, 
industry panels, and guest lectures 
from professionals in various fields, 
offering students valuable network-
ing opportunities and a chance to 
engage with industry leaders. We 
have found that this is the best way 

to have an impact on both busi-
nesses and students.

The research conducted at ITBA 
is often geared toward solving real-
world problems faced by society. 
This means that the university might 
engage in applied research that 
directly benefits industries, such as 
technology development, process 
improvement, or new product inno-
vation. Every diploma at ITBA has 
a Final Undergraduate Thesis that 
tackles a real-life problem, often in 
collaboration with an industry.

ITBA is a university where the 
professional experience of faculty is 
an asset. The majority of our faculty 
members come from industry 
backgrounds, bringing practical 
expertise and real-world experi-
ence into the classroom. Overall, 
ITBA creates a dynamic learning 
environment where education and 
industry practice are intertwined, 
providing students with the skills 
and experience they need to thrive 
in their chosen careers.

Interdisciplinary is 
at the core of ITBA
At ITBA, we aim to break down 

traditional academic silos, encour-
aging collaboration between fields 
to tackle complex problems. Our 
core philosophy is centred around 
the integration of knowledge and 
methodologies across multiple aca-
demic disciplines. As such, ITBA has 
restructured its academic depart-
ments to strategically address some 
of humanity's challenges and has 
created the Complex System and 
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Energy Department, Mobility and 
Environment Department, Digital 
Systems and Data Department and 
Life Sciences Department. In such a 
way, the university offers programs 
and courses designed to blend con-
cepts, theories, and methods from 
various disciplines. It also allows us 
to focus research on solving com-
plex global issues such as climate 
change, health disparities, urbani-
sation, or artificial intelligence. ITBA 
offers a holistic view of education, 
recognising that many of the world’s 
biggest challenges do not fall neatly 
within the boundaries of a single 
discipline. For instance, issues like 
healthcare in our Bioengineering 
curricula require the integration of 
medical science, economics, policy, 
ethics, and communication.

Students at ITBA can often design 
their own degree programs by 
combining courses from various 
disciplines that align with their 
interests. The emphasis is on creat-
ing personalised educational paths 
that reflect a broad perspective 
on a particular problem or field. 
Students are encouraged to think 
beyond traditional boundaries and 
develop critical thinking skills that 
can be applied to a wide range of 
challenges. They are often taught to 
approach problems from multiple 
viewpoints, utilising methods from 
various disciplines to propose com-
prehensive solutions.

We often employ collaborative 
learning methods where students 
from different academic back-
grounds and places on Earth come 

together to work on projects, case 
studies, or research. This fosters 
teamwork and allows students to 
see the value of diverse perspec-
tives.

The interdisciplinary nature of the 
university encourages innovation, as 
students and faculty are not con-
fined to one academic framework. 

Creativity thrives in this 
environment as new ideas 
can emerge from the 
fusion of different disci-
plines. It also encourages 
a global perspective by 
incorporating interdiscipli-
nary studies into interna-
tional and cross-cultural 
contexts.

“

For example, student exchange 
programs and double degrees have 
been growing consistently over the 
last four years. Many interdiscipli-
nary programs provide options for 
students to participate in inter-
national projects or study abroad, 
contributing to their understanding 
of global perspectives.

In essence, ITBA fosters a learning 
environment where boundaries 
between fields and geographies are 
fluid, and students are encouraged 
to take a comprehensive approach 
to problem-solving. The focus is not 
only on specialisation but on the 
ability to integrate knowledge from 

various disciplines to understand 
and address the complexities of the 
world.

But it is not enough…
The future offers many opportu-

nities for growth. Universities can 
work even more closely with indus-
tries and society, sharing spaces, 
sharing knowledge and ideas. There 
are already some good examples, 
with learning happening directly in 
the industry, instead of on an aca-
demic campus.

Lately, innovation in higher edu-
cation comes more from different 
frameworks rather than content. 
Fostering and taking advantage of 
academic agreements will allow 
everyone to offer innovative learn-
ing experiences that need not be 
confined to a given campus. There 
is much work to do on a global level 
for the higher education system to 
truly collaborate connected. Build-
ings need to be repurposed, with 
their main value lying in forming 
communities, maybe even more so 
than facilitating learning. However, 
in-person encounters and sharing 
are, and will continue to be, critical 
to prepare leaders for the future.

We need to shape our future – the 
future of higher education. A future 
that is connected.
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Andrés Basilio Agres has been Rector of the 
Buenos Aires Institute of Technology since March 
2020. He holds an MSc. degree from TUDelft in 
the Netherlands. He holds a Civil Engineering 
degree from the University of Buenos Aires. He has 
peer-reviewed publications on Systems Sciences 
and Group Decision and Negotiation. Co-founder 
of Continente Siete, a company dedicated to 
developing algorithms in highly complex business 
decision-making. He has worked as a consultant for 
companies such as Unilever, Diageo, Techint, and 
Danone in Argentina, Latin America, the USA, and 
Europe. He also served as a Technical Advisor on 
Artificial Intelligence for the Federal Administrator 
of Public Revenue (AFIP). Andrés is married with 
three children, with whom he enjoys the mountains 
and sailing. He is a self-starter, strategic, and 
innovative thinker. Fan of challenges and teams. He 
is interested in digital decision-making, artificial 
intelligence, the adoption and use of innovations 
and leadership.
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The Future of 
Education:
A Model for 
Transformative 
Learning at 
Kaospilot

Federico Bortoletto 
& Ulla Grøn

From interest-driven 
to impact-driven
“Together, we sense and act on 

today’s needs and tomorrow’s chal-
lenges through the power of edu-
cation. Our mission is to develop 
next-generation leadership that 
drives transformative change and 
fosters hope and belonging".

The above is Kaospilot’s renewed 
Purpose Statement. We recognise 
that traditional learning models, 
built on predictability and linear 
progression, are ill-equipped to 
prepare today’s students. At Kaospi-
lot, a private, alternative higher 
education institution based in Aar-
hus, Denmark, we empower learn-
ers as active participants in shaping 
this uncertain future — as designers, 
leaders, and system changemakers.

This approach is based on our 
2025–2027 strategy, reimagining the 
role of education as an intercon-
nected element of society, woven 
into the fabric of communities, 
industries, and ecosystems. In that 
sense, Kaospilot advocates for a 
shift from individual success to 
collective action. Learning should 
be hopeful, relational and commu-
nity-anchored, enabling students to 
engage in participatory processes.

Accordingly, we have updated our 
curriculum to be a living practicum 
capable of constant adaptation. 
It will be launched in August 2025 
and integrates relational learning, 
systemic inquiry, and hands-on 
engagement with communities and 
real-world challenges. It is designed 

Kaospilot students are 
therefore both learn-
ing about the world and 
actively participating in 
its transformation. This 
approach to education 
prepares students for 
existing careers while 
empowering them to 
create entirely new fields 
of work, leadership, and 
entrepreneurship.

“

to guide students to become agile 
and skilled in navigating transitions 
to reimagine systems that sustain 
life.

Education as a transformative
practice
Our pedagogical approach 

acknowledges that learning must 
be an experiential, emergent, and 
relational journey of transforma-
tional change to effectively prepare 
students for the metacrisis - the 
interconnected social, ecological, 
and economic crises shaping our 
era.

The learning experience at Kao-
spilot is based on fundamental 
principles:

1.	Connection comes before 
content, ensuring that learning is 
anchored in relationships, con-
text, and deep listening rather 
than passive knowledge intake. 

2.	Exploration precedes expla-
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nation, as students learn by 
inquiry, experimentation, and 
reflection.

3.	Hope ignites transformation: 
We insist on hope as a driver for 
change, supporting students in 
developing resilient mindsets 
that embrace uncertainty and 
see challenges as invitations for 
creative experimentation.

We emphasise embracing com-
plexity, helping students develop 
the capacity to work with ambiguity, 
tension, and paradox rather than 
seeking simplistic solutions. Edu-
cation here is about engaging the 
head, heart, and hands, recognising 
that learning must integrate intel-
lectual, emotional, and action-ori-
ented dimensions to foster deep 
transformation.

Kaospilot Living Labs
One of many important ways that 

we at Kaospilot “walk the talk” in the 
new curriculum will be through our 
Living Labs: long-term partnerships 
with local organisations, businesses, 
NGOs, and government agencies 
that create immersive environments 
where students engage directly 
with real-world challenges. These 
labs will be spaces for experimen-
tation towards meaningful systemic 
change, where students, practition-
ers, and communities collaborate. 

Students will experience interdis-
ciplinary collaboration, gaining the 
knowledge and skills to navigate 
complexity and work across sectors. 
By integrating diverse perspectives 
- from entrepreneurship and new 

business models, circular design, 
and social innovation to climate 
adaptation - students will develop 
projects that contribute to long-
term systemic resilience. The Living 
Labs should flourish through this 
kind of symbiosis; students bringing 
fresh insights and experimental 
approaches, while civic society con-
tributes lived experiences. 

Each Living Lab will be built to:

•	 Encourage cross-sector part-
nerships and nurture dynamic 
collaborations between aca-
demia, government, civil society, 
and business

•	 Generate new data and 
innovative metrics, supporting 
informed decision-making 

•	 Catalyse creativity and co-cre-
ation, ensuring students and 
stakeholders engage in designing 
forward-thinking solutions

•	 Enhance system-wide capac-
ity, so that organisations, institu-
tions, and entire communities are 
equipped to respond to change 
effectively

Dedicated project leads - com-
prised of students and staff - will 
serve as learning stewards, holding 
space for emergent collaboration 
while guiding students and partners 
through iterative cycles of sensing, 
prototyping, and collective reflec-
tion that inform evolving strategies 
for systemic change.

A framework for systemic 
collaboration
To bring this vision to life, Kaospilot 

made a prototype of a Living Lab in 
the spring of 2025, focused on solv-
ing urgent water-related challenges. 
Designed to build local capacity for 
tackling systemic issues, we invited 
a local public utility company, a 
private-sector innovator in water 
technology, and an environmental 
NGO to engage with the students.

The format was a three-day work-
shop with the students applying 
to start their education in August 
2025. The students immersed 
themselves in real-world innovation 
based on local water challenges: 
planning community sessions with 
residents affected by water chal-
lenges, designing design drafting 
sprints with utility engineers, and 
prototyping low-cost solutions with 
local innovators. They conducted 
stakeholder mapping exercises 
to understand complex water 
governance networks, organised 
co-creation workshops bringing 
together unlikely collaborators, and 
tested behavioural interventions to 
reduce household water consump-
tion. Some students developed 
entrepreneurial ventures addressing 
water access challenges, while oth-
ers designed policy proposals based 
on community feedback sessions. 
The partner organisations received, 
engaged with and responded to 
the proposals, and we are now in 
dialogue about the following steps 
for this prototype.

We will continue establishing 
Living Labs with existing and new 
partners. We aim to establish up 
to three labs over the coming one 
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and a half years. Our ambition is 
that throughout the three-year 
journey, students alongside staff will 
continue this hands-on work and 
learning through extended place-
ments within partner organisations 
across sectors - spending months 
embedded in NGO field operations, 
working alongside municipal plan-
ners, or joining startup teams work-
ing to develop climate solutions. All 
the while practising systemic entre-
preneurship: designing collaborative 
platforms and shared infrastructure 
that enable multiple actors to cre-
ate change together.

By engaging complex challenges 
not as problems to solve, but as 
systemic issues - encompassing 
sustainability, access, communi-
ties, infrastructure, and govern-
ance - the Living Lab is a model for 
cross-disciplinary capacity building, 
where education reclaims its role 
as a force of transformation in civic 
society. As well as being a local ini-
tiative, the Living Lab acts as a test-
bed for innovative ways toward sys-
temic change that can be adapted 
and applied across contexts.

Conclusion
We don't yet know all the out-

comes of this approach, and that is 
part of the point. What we do know, 
though, is what we witnessed in our 
prototype: when students engage 
this way, they become different 
kinds of learners: more resilient, 
more collaborative, more willing to 
work with uncertainty. And it is not 
just students who are transformed. 
The organisations and communities 

involved are also invited to new 
ways of working together, break-
ing down silos and finding fresh 
approaches to challenges they have 
been wrestling with for years. 

As we build the Living Labs model, 
we are convinced that this kind of 
education, grounded in real rela-
tionships and real challenges, and 
willing to dive into the messy work 
of change and learn from inevitable 
mistakes, is what our world needs 
right now.

What we also know is that this is a 
first step in a direction we strongly 
believe in: as the world changes, 
education must change radically 
too, placing itself in service to the 
communities and ecosystems that 
sustain us. The old model of educa-
tion as preparation for a predictable 
future is over. What we are building 
instead is education as deep prac-
tice - a way of learning that is capa-
ble of transforming both students 
and society in the process. And that 
calls on us, as an educational insti-
tution, to continuously transform 
and evolve alongside that. 
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Federico Bortoletto is an educator, strategist, 
and systemic leadership coach with deep 
experience in innovative learning methodologies, 
leadership development, and organizational 
transformation. He currently serves as the Head of 
Studies at Kaospilot in Aarhus, Denmark, where he 
previously held the role of team leader, fostering 
interdisciplinary approaches to leadership, systems 
change, and entrepreneurship.

His professional and educational journey cuts 
across disciplines and continents —spanning alter-
native education, systemic leadership, music and 
creative technology, from classrooms to studios, 
boardrooms to labs. Shaped by a restless curiosity 
and a drive to weaving together new possibilities.

With a background as multifaceted as the future 
unfolding before us, Federico works at the inter-
section of education, leadership, entrepreneurship, 
and systems change. His approach is a fusion of 
creativity and transformation, shaping bold new 
ways of learning, leading, and imagining what 
comes next.

Ulla Grøn has extensive expertise in organiza-
tional development, leadership, and diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (DE&I). In March 2024, she was 
appointed Principal of Kaospilot. Before this, she 
worked 11 years with Grundfos, holding key roles 
in Global Culture & Leadership and later serving 
as Global Head of DE&I. Her career also includes 
leadership in innovation and organizational devel-
opment at Region Midtjylland and as Principal of 
Kalø Højskole.

Grøn holds an MA in Spanish and Music from 
Aarhus University and a Diploma in Management 
specializing in leadership, strategy, and organiza-
tional development.

With experience across public and private 
sectors, Grøn's leadership is based on an inclusive 
approach to transformation and leadership. Her 
tenure at Kaospilot is expected to further reinforce 
the institution’s interdisciplinary and innovative 
pedagogical framework, ensuring the institution 
remains at the forefront of creative leadership 
education.
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Can 
Entrepreneurial 
Universities Help 
Solve the Global 
Productivity 
Crisis?

Guy Levesque 
& Oleksiy Osiyevskyy

Advanced economies face a pro-
found, silent crisis: the relentless 
slowdown in productivity growth. 
Since the mid-2000s, output per 
hour worked has decelerated 
alarmingly across major global 
regions, jeopardising future pros-
perity.1 This stagnation cripples eco-
nomic growth, deepens inequality,2 
and strains vital public services.3  
It fundamentally undermines our 
capacity for societal advancement. 
Addressing this crisis requires 
a concerted effort to revitalise 
productivity growth, ensuring sus-
tainable and inclusive prosperity for 
future generations.

Canada’s situation highlights this 
urgency; a decade of declining pro-
ductivity coincides with a staggering 
loss of 100,000 entrepreneurs in 20 
years.4 While past efforts have fallen 
short, the Bank of Canada recently 
emphasised the urgent need for a 
systemic fix.5 Rebuilding Canada’s 
entrepreneurial class, particularly 
in high-growth sectors, is a corner-
stone of this solution. 

Entrepreneurship is one of the 
few engines societies have at their 
disposal to reignite productivity 
growth. The economist William 
Baumol famously underscored that 
when channelled toward innovation, 
entrepreneurship becomes the 
primary force driving long-run eco-
nomic development, technological 
advancement, and improvements in 
living standards for all—not merely 
entrepreneurs themselves.6 Inno-
vative entrepreneurs do more than 
start companies; they disrupt stag-

nant systems, create entirely new 
markets, improve the effective-
ness of established processes, and 
introduce technologies that amplify 
human potential. Entrepreneurship 
is also the main source of job cre-
ation. The work of entrepreneurs 
fuels the very productivity gains 
that modern economies now so 
desperately lack. Without a vibrant 
entrepreneurial sector, societies 
risk stagnation not just economi-
cally, but socially and institutionally 
too.

This is where universities must 
step up. Entrepreneurial universities 
are contributors to the innovation 
economy, as well as stewards of 
productivity. In the past, universities 
have traditionally contributed to 
national productivity growth by 
generating research and advancing 
innovation. That remains vital. But 
today, the challenge is not only 
producing knowledge; it is about 
putting it to use. In an era of grand 
challenges and institutional inertia, 
we must also shape those entrepre-
neurs who can bring innovations to 
life in the corporate sphere, non-
profit sector, and public adminis-
tration, and of course in the new 
venturing domain. 

At its core, entrepreneurial think-
ing is about becoming an agent of 
change under conditions of uncer-
tainty and limited resources. It is 
the capacity to identify opportuni-
ties, marshal resources, and pursue 
innovation, whether as a founder, 
a public servant, or a changemaker 
within a large organisation. When 
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Not everyone resonates 
with the startup vernac-
ular, and not everyone 
should be expected to. But 
nearly everyone can con-
nect with the wanting to 
improve the systems they 
are part of.

“

we teach students to think entre-
preneurially, we are preparing them 
to renew systems, challenge inertia, 
and create public and private value 
alike.

Yet, in many academic settings, 
“entrepreneurship” still carries 
the baggage of being narrowly 
commercial. Some see it as a 
threat to the public mission of the 
university, rather than a means to 
advance it. We must change this 
narrative. Entrepreneurship, rightly 
understood, is not the enemy of the 
public good; it is its engine.

To put diverse forms of entrepre-
neurship at the core of solving the 
stagnating national productivity 
problem, we recommend three 
strategic shifts for the universities:

1.	Expand the definition of entre-
preneurship to include intrapre-
neurship and social innovation as 
core components (rather than 
sidelines!) of entrepreneurial 
education.

2.	Transform internal university 
systems to allow for more agile 
experimentation, bottom-up 
innovation, and institutional 
intrapreneurship.

3.	Align incentives, resources, 
and recognition with diverse 
forms of value creation, support-
ing not just those who start com-
panies, but those who rethink 
and rewire existing ones.

Our recent study, based on more 
than 170,000 individuals across 61 
countries, shows that intrapreneur-

ial experience (or leading innovation 
within existing organisations, 
whether private or public, commer-
cial or non-profit) is a key gateway 
to subsequent independent entre-
preneurship.7 People who engage 
in intrapreneurship are significantly 
more likely to develop entrepre-
neurial intentions and start ventures 
later on. This finding has two impor-
tant implications for universities:

•	 First, we must invest in 
developing intrapreneurial 
capabilities in students, beyond 
launching startups. That means 
embedding experiential learning, 
problem-solving under ambiguity, 
systems thinking, and cross-sec-
tor collaboration into our ped-
agogy. It also means recognising 
and celebrating student-led 
innovation that takes place within 
organisations, no matter the 
sector. Not every changemaker 
needs to launch a venture; some 
will transform existing institutions 
from within.

•	 Second, universities them-
selves must become more 
conducive institutional envi-
ronments, or places where 
intrapreneurship is both taught 
and practised. A university that 
enables its staff, faculty, and 
students to prototype new 
programs, challenge bureaucratic 
norms, and scale ideas across 
departments is living its entre-
preneurial mission. As research 
shows, these conducive environ-
ments serve as fertile ground for 
future entrepreneurship.

Importantly, this broader view 
of entrepreneurship allows us to 
engage more of the university com-
munity.

This opens the door to greater 
inclusivity, interdisciplinary collab-
oration, and alignment with the 
university’s public purpose.

The city of Calgary in Alberta, is 
a prime example of this mindset at 
work in building a thriving entre-
preneurial ecosystem. Calgary has 
had the most significant increase 
in its technology workforce in all of 
North America8 (26,000 new jobs 
in the past 5 years). Venture capital 
growth in our city reached $630M 
in 2024, a 1,000% increase since 
2018.9 And just last year, Calgary 
broke into the top 50 global emerg-
ing startup ecosystems10, creating 
local value ($8.1B) at double the 
global average. In the past month, 
the City of Calgary launched its 
first-ever Innovation Strategy11 and 
announced that its innovation and 
growth-focused Opportunity Cal-
gary Investment Fund would receive 
a new injection of $60M after its 
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initial $100M fund was fully commit-
ted earlier this year. 

At the University of Calgary, our 
selection as the Canadian hub for 
the XPRIZE,12 the first-ever non-U.S. 
XPrize Foundation location, demon-
strates this shift towards embracing 
entrepreneurship in all its forms. 
The Foundation empowers stu-
dents, researchers, and community 
partners to co-develop scalable 
solutions to humanity’s pressing 
challenges such as access to clean 
water, affordable housing and 
non-polluting, abundant energy. It is 
a vivid example of how universi-
ties can serve as launchpads for 
intrapreneurial and entrepreneur-
ial action outside the traditional 
boundaries of academia.

As university leaders, educators, 
and policymakers, we must cham-
pion an entrepreneurial culture 
that recognises value creation in 
many forms. This means measuring 
success not only in venture capital 
raised or patents filed, but also in 
public systems improved, equity 
expanded, and lives changed. It 
happens that the University of 
Calgary is home to the Hunter Hub 
for Entrepreneurial Thinking, Can-
ada’s single largest post-secondary 
entrepreneurially-focused initiative. 
The Hub’s core mandate is to “build 
the best entrepreneurial talent 
pipeline in the country” by meeting 
entrepreneurs where they are along 
their journey. Open to all students, 
researchers, professors, alumni 
and staff, regardless of discipline 
or stage of development, initiatives 

like the Hunter Hub are so critical 
to a systems approach to rebuilding 
Canada’s entrepreneurial class.    

The entrepreneurial university 
of the future will not be solely 
defined by the number of startups 
it spins out, but by the number of 
changemakers it empowers, both 
within and beyond its walls. In a 
world hungry for solutions, uni-
versities must reclaim their role as 
launchpads not just for ideas, but 
for action.

Our global productivity challenge 
demands nothing less.
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Oleksiy Osiyevskyy is a Professor of Entrepre-
neurship & Innovation at the Haskayne School 
of Business, University of Calgary, where he also 
serves as an Associate Dean in the Faculty of 
Graduate Studies. His areas of scholarly expertise 
are technology commercialization, new venture 
development (including a vibrant agenda on student 
entrepreneurship), and organizational leadership in 
crisis environments. 

Since joining the University of Calgary in 2017 
(from Northeastern University, Boston), he has been 
coordinating the signature “Entrepreneurial Think-
ing” course required for all Haskayne MBA students. 
Oleksiy founded his first Internet startup back in 
2003, during his undergraduate studies. Since that 
time, he has been actively engaged in real-world 
business practice across the globe as an entrepre-
neur, manager within large companies, consultant 
and educator.  Oleksiy has mentored, co-founded, 
invested in, and served on the boards of numerous 
startups within a broad range of industries, and 
engaged in strategic innovation projects within 
large organizations.

Guy Levesque’s 35-year journey comes full circle 
at the Hunter Hub, after transformative roles at 
the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research 
Council, the University of Manitoba, the Canada 
Foundation for Innovation (CFI), and the University 
of Ottawa. He has led initiatives that strengthened 
Canada’s innovation landscape, fostered research 
excellence, and built industry partnerships.

At the University of Ottawa, Guy served as the 
inaugural Associate Vice-President of Innovation, 
Partnerships, and Entrepreneurship, where he 
spearheaded programs that solidified the univer-
sity’s leadership in innovation ecosystems. He also 
played a key role at the CFI, managing research 
infrastructure funding and policies that empowered 
cutting-edge research across Canada.

Guy’s career began as a high school science 
teacher, igniting his passion for nurturing talent. 
Now, as Executive Director of the Hunter Hub for 
Entrepreneurial Thinking, he is returning to his first 
love: developing the next generation of changemak-
ers and transforming lives through entrepreneurial 
thinking.

Guy holds a Master of Science (Geology) and 
Bachelor’s degrees in Geology and Education from 
the University of Ottawa.
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Making a 
Difference 
through 
Entrepreneurship: 
A Latin American 
Perspective

Ignacio Sánchez

The dream of a more 
innovative society
Innovation challenges us to 

imagine a better world. For Chile, 
this means a more cohesive country 
that cares for the environment and 
where inhabitants feel welcome and 
can develop fully. To achieve this, 
we must embrace innovation and 
entrepreneurship in all disciplines. 
Our vision for the country is rooted 
in an integrated approach to inno-
vation and development.

Innovative activities can be social, 
design-based, technological, busi-
ness-oriented, or cultural. Some 
require strong research and devel-
opment and, particularly in the area 
of deep tech, significant invest-
ment. Innovation and entrepre-
neurship deliver new value through 
creation— a process that brings 
together researchers, inventors, 
designers, and, crucially, entrepre-
neurs to bring inventions to advance 
society.

They also mean rethinking how 
we do things to generate greater 
societal impact and promote 
inclusive progress. Innovation and 
entrepreneurship challenge us to 
grow, connect with others, and 
reinvent ourselves, developing new 
skills and continuing to learn. As 
such, it is essential to promote this 
education at all levels, especially in 
uncertain and volatile times such as 
those we face now and will continue 
to face. In essence, innovation and 
entrepreneurship involve being 
concerned with the development of 
people. 

University impact in Chile
At UC Chile, we are committed to 

the highest standards of scientific, 
technological and innovative devel-
opment. Moreover, we recognise 
that transferring knowledge is an 
integral part of generating it. In 
recent years, we’ve seen a signifi-
cant increase in the number of pat-
ents, licenses, and spin-offs, along 
with several teaching and training 
initiatives aimed at researchers. 

Yet today, a greater effort is 
needed to establish these bidirec-
tional relationships with compa-
nies — to understand their reality 
and encourage their support for 
research, innovation, technology 
transfer and intellectual property 
development. With under 5% of 
Chile’s R&D funding coming from 
the private sector, the public con-
tribution is by far the majority. For 
this reason, universities must act as 
strategic partners collaborating for 
national progress.

Universities are also the right envi-
ronment to build a culture of entre-
preneurship, offering the necessary 
workspaces and collaboration to 
build students' skills and capacity 
for teamwork— the fundamental 
characteristics of any entrepre-
neur. Changing this reality must 
also involve students from the early 
years of their education. At the 
university, we have a responsibility 
to advance knowledge transfer, 
particularly in areas such as culture, 
education, productivity, public 
policy, science and technology, and 
community well-being. 
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Universities have a vital 
role to play here; in Chile, 
95% of research is carried 
out in universities— a real-
ity mirrored across Latin 
America.

“

Innovation as a national 
imperative
Trust and dialogue between the 

different actors are essential. The 
country’s progress depends on 
society’s willingness to invest in 
innovative and sustainable projects 
that will benefit its population, 
especially the most vulnerable. This 
demands greater investment in 
education and research to ensure 
the transfer of knowledge and 
results to society.

Technological innovation and 
entrepreneurship arise from the 
interaction of companies, universi-
ties, and government agencies. The 
key lies in aligning university-gener-
ated knowledge with the needs of 
the productive sector, both public 
and private. When researchers and 
professional staff are embed-
ded within a culture that favours 
innovation and entrepreneurship, 
universities can contribute through 
patents, licensing and the creation 
of innovative social and tech-
nological ventures. This vision of 
innovation is brought to life through 
a range of initiatives at our univer-
sity, from student-led projects to 
faculty-driven ventures and institu-
tion-wide collaborations.

1. Youth-led innovation: 
Jump Chile
The Jump Chile program — active 

for over fifteen years— has had 
a significant impact across Latin 
America. It provides students with 
the space to develop and apply 
innovative ideas for public benefit. 

Several notable initiatives have 
emerged from Jump Chile across 
the fields of mobility, circular 
economy, sustainability and ecology. 
Examples like BCycle, Algramo, and 
Greenglass stand out as true “jump-
ers”— ventures that have made a 
mark on both the innovation eco-
system and society. 

Students involved have demon-
strated their commitment to social 
change through projects with a tan-
gible impact.  Their work has been 
central to building a socially minded 
entrepreneurial ecosystem.

2. Empowering professors: 
Brain Chile Contest
In parallel, an initiative targeting 

professors was developed, aimed 
at fostering trust and support for 
SMEs and accelerating research-
based ventures. The Brain Chile 
Contest backs innovative proposals 
from Latin American universities 
that offer solutions in fields such as 
health, agriculture, energy, ICT and 
biomedicine. 

The competition creates a virtuous 
cycle by harnessing the combined 
capacities and skills of the different 
actors. Through the Brain Program, 
with the participation and impact 

of researchers from Latin American 
universities, we equip participants 
with the skills and tools needed to 
launch a research-based venture. 
These projects require proof of 
concept and proposals to qualify 
for incubator programmes or seed 
capital.

Prototype projects have ranged 
from aquaculture sound processing, 
and the recycling of construction 
waste to seawater-powered boat 
engines and non-invasive respira-
tory devices for infants. So it’s clear 
that the competition can both 
launch new ventures and generate 
new markets that impact economic 
and social development. At the 
core of this effort is the need to 
promote interaction between com-
panies, universities, government, 
and civil society.

3. Institutional synergies: 
Metared X
Metared X was born from the need 

for collaborative networks in univer-
sity entrepreneurship. Promoted by 
Universia and Santander Universities 
and led in Chile by our university, 
the network is made up of nearly 
ten countries and 30 working 
groups in Latin America. Its objec-
tive is to strengthen the Entrepre-
neurship Units of each institution to 
enhance university startup creation 
and to share best practices that 
improve interaction with local and 
global ecosystems.

In this Network, strategic goals 
include the promotion of an entre-
preneurial mindset in teaching and 
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research; mobilising the entre-
preneurial ecosystem through 
collaboration to address emerging 
societal challenges; deepening the 
diagnosis and impact of entrepre-
neurial activities; and addressing 
entrepreneurship in its relationship 
with the ecosystem from a social 
and sustainable perspective. 

To date, MetaRed X Chile has 
supported the development of an 
international ecosystem mapping 
platform, new value models for 
Entrepreneurship Units, training 
needs studies, and collaboration 
on spin-offs and digital platforms. 
These networks offer ample 
opportunities to contribute to the 
university entrepreneurship system 
in service of society. 

Conclusions 
Investment in innovation and 

entrepreneurship is like a spring-
board to a better future. It drives 
economic growth, generates 
employment, improves competitive-
ness, and promotes development 
with the consequent benefits and 
prosperity for society, especially for 
the most disadvantaged. Innovation 
is therefore a powerful tool for 
inclusion, for removing barriers and 
revealing opportunities.

From a university’s point of view, 
promoting critical thinking, discern-
ment, and ethical behaviour is as 
important as adopting new technol-
ogies for innovative teaching meth-
ods. Ultimately, to educate means 
bringing out the best in students 
and delivering it to society. In my 

personal experience, the inclusion 
of innovation and entrepreneur-
ship has been a powerful driver in 
improving our educational mission.

Science must advance through 
community effort — not only by 
transmitting knowledge or encour-
aging interdisciplinary research, but 
by creating new references, building 
new and diverse networks, and 
working together. 

Universities are a privileged space 
for this, a concentration of young 
student talent and the seasoned 
expertise of researchers and 
professors. Undoubtedly, we must 
create the conditions necessary to 
articulate a culture of innovation 
and entrepreneurship for the bene-
fit of the country.
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Ignacio Sánchez is Full Professor at the School 
of Medicine of the Pontificia Universidad Católica 
de Chile (UC). He completed his medical studies 
at PUC, he later specialized in Pediatrics at the 
same institution and in pediatric respirology at the 
University of Manitoba, Canada.  

His academic work has been in the areas of 
respiratory sounds, cystic fibrosis and pulmonary 
function in infants. In the last years, he has written 
a number of articles on higher education that 
have been published in national and international 
specialized journals.  

Being elected President of the Pontificia Uni-
versidad Católica de Chile in 2010, he was later 
confirmed for a second period in 2015, and in 2020 
named for a third period which ended in March 
2025.

He has been awarded a Doctor of Science, 
Honoris Causa from Drexel University, the University 
of Notre Dame and the University of Los Andes, 
Colombia.
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A Vision for 
Entrepreneurship 
Inspired by 
TEDI-London

Judy Raper

The entrepreneurial university 
should not only teach innova-
tion and entrepreneurship to all 
students but also instil these values 
in everything they do. In other 
words, universities must “practice 
what they preach”. TEDI-London, a 
pioneering institution in engineering 
education, provides one idea that 
could be used as a blueprint for this 
approach.

Entrepreneurial universities 
have an adaptive administration
Being entrepreneurial means 

being adaptive and willing to 
embrace change swiftly. Traditional 
universities often operate under 
rigid structures that make the 
wheels turn extremely slowly and 
thus impede change. Processes and 
procedures must be designed to be 
agile and open to constant evolu-
tion, allowing the institution to pivot 
and respond to emerging trends 
and challenges. 

Entrepreneurial processes are 
manifest in different ways. Many 
universities currently run incubators 
and accelerators, teach innovation 
and encourage student start-ups. 
These are generally peripheral to 
the curriculum, treated as extras 
that are ‘nice to have’ but not 
essential, and seldom fit in with the 
complexity of course approvals that 
must go through multiple hoops and 
committees. It’s no wonder new 
developments take so long to take 
hold. 

The older the university, 
the more administra-
tively cumbersome it is. 
And unfortunately, new 
entrants to the market 
aspire to be just like their 
revered counterparts. 
Therefore, creating an 
entirely new environment, 
with different courses, 
programs and outcomes, 
requires real change. 

“

Embracing project-based learning
The Engineering and Design 

Institute (TEDI)-London was con-
ceived as a radical departure from 
traditional engineering education. A 
spin-out from the alliance between 
three powerhouse universities, Ari-
zona State University, King’s College, 
London and the University of New 
South Wales, Sydney, its concept 
is built on the philosophy of pro-
ject-based learning, where students 
engage in hands-on projects that 
require interdisciplinary collabora-
tion. 

The institute was established with 
the vision of producing engi-
neers who are not only techni-
cally proficient but also adept at 
problem-solving, innovation, and 
leadership. At the same time, these 
graduates embrace the values of 
economic and environmental sus-
tainability and social responsibility.
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TEDI-London employs a variety of 
innovative processes and method-
ologies to deliver its unique educa-
tional experience:

•	 Project-based learning as 
the foundation: All learning 
outcomes are achieved through 
project-based learning. Students 
work on interdisciplinary pro-
jects from the outset, applying 
theoretical knowledge to prac-
tical scenarios. These projects 
often involve collaboration with 
partners (from industry, govern-
ment and not-for-profit sectors), 
providing students with exposure 
to diverse real-world challenges 
with some engineering focus. 

•	 Clever use of space and 
resources: TEDI-London utilises 
makerspaces where students can 
collaborate, design, and build 
their projects. These spaces are 
equipped with state-of-the-
art technology and resources 
to support creative thinking 
and innovation, and have been 
designed to encourage students 
to create, tinker and learn by 
doing. 

•	 Just-in-time learning: The-
oretical content is delivered 
online in self-directed interactive 
modules, ‘just in time’ to be used 
in the classroom for hands-on 
activities and collaborative 
project work. In direct contrast 
to the ‘just in case’ philosophy 
of traditional engineering edu-
cation, this method promotes 
active learning and ensures that 
students are fully engaged in 
their education. 

•	 Engagement and collaboration 
are central tenets: TEDI-London 
has established strong con-
nections with various partners, 
providing students with opportu-
nities for internships, mentorship, 
and collaboration on projects. 
These partnerships ensure that 
the curriculum remains rele-
vant and aligned with industry 
needs. Notably, the partners 
also work together to mentor 
students; rather than having one 
partner per project, all projects 
have mentors from the diverse 
range of stakeholders who could 
potentially benefit from the 
outcomes.

•	 Challenge themes a focus for 
applied learning: Every unit of 
study involves team and indi-
vidual projects, all related to a 
theme for the year, for example, 
‘zero carbon’ or ‘right to repair’. 
These themes ensure that every 
project has real-world value and 
adheres to the institute’s inten-
tions to contextualise students’ 
learning, appreciating the princi-
ples of economics, sustainability 
and social responsibility. The 
theme acts as a ‘coat-hanger’ on 
which to hang all learning mod-
ules. The themes are changed 
from year to year to ensure 
relevance. However, they could 
remain constant for the duration 
of a degree program, leading 
to specialised interdisciplinary 
degrees such as AI or Sustainable 
Cities, all based on appropriate 
projects.

•	 More fitting evaluation of 
knowledge and skill develop-

ment: Students are assessed 
continuously through project 
deliverables, presentations, and 
peer reviews. One integrated 
exam is held every year to assess 
technical and contextual under-
standing. This provides a more 
comprehensive evaluation of 
their skills and progress than 
the age-old ‘cram, examine and 
forget’ approach. 

•	 Self-ownership of learn-
ing encouraged: Students at 
TEDI-London are selected based 
on their curiosity, self-moti-
vation, potential to thrive with 
hands-on activities and their 
passion for the role of engi-
neering in society. Students are 
expected to take responsibility 
for their own learning. 

•	 Diversity embraced: The 
institute values diversity and 
inclusion, welcoming students 
from various backgrounds and 
cultures, because they believe 
that the different contributions 
from these diverse students lead 
to better project outcomes. 
Students work in teams and learn 
to appreciate and leverage each 
other’s strengths. 

Creating a transformational pro-
gram such as that at TEDI-London 
can be rife with many challenges, 
including overcoming bureau-
cracy and the rigidness of existing 
processes. Changing culture is even 
more difficult to achieve. Univer-
sities are steeped in tradition, and 
even those who believe in these 
interdisciplinary goals can subcon-
sciously revert to doing things as 
they have always been done. 
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Champions with extremely high 
energy are required to overcome 
these obstacles. With such a team, 
TEDI-London has produced its 
first set of graduates. Though few, 
their professional development 
has been phenomenal, and they 
are equipped with strong technical 
skills, together with a real apprecia-
tion of global societies.

A model for all learning
This is one small example of how 

an entrepreneurial university could 
evolve. The themes discussed above 
have been used as ‘coat-hangers’ 
for an engineering degree, but 
they could do the same for many 
different disciplines, even the whole 
university. 

This would mean that those 
studying humanities, science, busi-
ness, law, engineering, computer 
science, and many more, could work 
together on the same projects. The 
online modules and assessments 
would differ per discipline, but they 
would be mentored together by 
multi-disciplinary mentors. Assess-
ment would combine group and 
individual work as appropriate to 
the discipline. This is, after all, what 
the real world is like.

These real-life projects that 
bring together students from 
diverse backgrounds, mentored 
by professionals across sectors, 
form a virtuous circle of learning. 
These experiences attract diverse 
cohorts (especially important in the 
engineering profession), improve 
project outcomes and deliver bigger 

contributions to society.  Graduates 
of such an approach would emerge 
with technical, leadership and col-
laborative skills, and an appreciation 
of the social, economic and envi-
ronmental impact of their work.

Importantly, unifying the 
curriculum across disci-
plines around global chal-
lenge projects—such as 
‘affordable housing’, ‘sus-
tainable energy security’ 
or ‘smart, resilient cities’—
present excellent opportu-
nities for integrating a wide 
range of disciplines into a 
cohesive learning experi-
ence, and can also create a 
more sustainable business 
model.

“

These projects demand diverse 
expertise and perspectives, making 
them ideal for teaching material 
that spans the humanities, sciences, 
and professional schools. The 
teaching materials overlap, reducing 
preparation costs, while simpli-
fied and streamlined university 
structures could further minimise 
bureaucratic costs.

An integrated curriculum 
example: Affordable Housing
Using affordable housing as an 

example for an integrated curric-

ulum, the following contributions 
could be made:

•	 Humanities students could 
explore the social and cultural 
aspects of housing, from the 
historical evolution of housing 
policy to the impact of gentrifi-
cation. Literature, sociology, and 
history courses could use case 
studies to understand the narra-
tives of communities affected by 
affordable housing measures. 

•	 For science disciplines, 
affordable housing projects can 
provide context for studying 
physical and environmental sci-
ence, urban planning, and public 
health. Students can assess 
sustainable building materials and 
energy-efficient designs, focus 
on zoning laws, infrastructure, 
and how housing quality affects 
health outcomes.

•	 Professional schools such as 
business, law, and engineering 
could leverage these projects for 
practical applications: business 
students might develop financ-
ing models and strategies for 
affordable housing ventures; law 
students could explore housing 
regulations and tenant rights; 
and engineering students could 
design innovative, cost-effec-
tive housing solutions, including 
structures, services and technol-
ogy.

TEDI-London's innovative 
approach to education provides a 
compelling vision for the entrepre-
neurial university of tomorrow. By 
embracing adaptability, interdiscipli-
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Dr Judy Raper, PhD, FAICD, FATSE, AM, recently 
retired from her position

Dr Judy Raper recently retired from her position 
as Founding Dean and CEO of TEDI-London, a 
position she held from its incorporation in July, 2019 
to 2023. She took on the adventure of leading a 
start-up higher education provider in January, 2019 
after completing 10 years as Deputy Vice-Chancel-
lor (Research and Innovation) at the University of 
Wollongong, as well as roles as Division Director at 
the USA’s National Science Foundation, and Dean of 
Engineering at Sydney University.

 
Awards received  include:- Shedden Pacific 

award for young Chemical Engineer; Ada Lovelace 
Award for the most prominent female engineer in 
Australia; and the award of Member of the Order 
of Australia (AM).  She has been named as one of 
Australia’s 100 most influential engineers, and in 
2019 was named by Engineers Australia as one of 
Australia’s 10 Leading female Engineers. 

She is currently a Director on the Board of 
WaterCo Limited.

nary collaboration, and a focus on 
social impact, these institutions will 
empower students to become the 
change-makers of the future. 
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The CODE 
Difference: 
Transformative 
Learning in a 
VUCAAI World

Manuel Dolderer

“We cannot always build the 
future for our youth, but we can 

build our youth for the future". 

Franklin D. Roosevelt 

The Story of Two Students 
Elijah attends a prestigious yet 

conventional university. Lecture 
halls seat hundreds, and his main 
task is to memorise dense theories 
and write essays about them. 
Professors rarely invite questions; 
knowledge is tested, not explored. 

Ava enrols in an environment rich 
in project-based learning, entre-
preneurial spirit and AI integration 
— much like CODE University. She 
quickly discovers that she’s not just 
there to “be taught” but to actively 
learn and collaborate. She’s asked to 
define her personal mission, giving 
her education immediate purpose.

Elijah’s behaviour is driven by 
grades and exams. He must meet 
professors’ expectations, fulfil strict 
rubrics, and pass assessments. 
When AI tools like ChatGPT come 
up in conversation, he feels threat-
ened, fearing for his future job. 

Ava’s daily routine involves tackling 
real-world challenges with diverse 
teams. Professors are coaches 
rather than gatekeepers, guiding 
her to iterate, fail fast, and continue 
learning and growing. 

Graduating, Elijah is used to meet-
ing external expectations but lacks a 
personal mission. He is intimidated 
by the rapidly changing world and 
the pace of technological develop-

ment. His diploma feels more like a 
safety net than a launch pad. 

Ava graduates not just with 
knowledge but self-efficacy. She 
has pitched ideas, collaborated 
across disciplines, and devel-
oped hands-on familiarity with AI 
technologies. Ava sees the world as 
fertile ground for innovation and 
positive impact. 

The stark contrast between Ava 
and Elijah illustrates a fundamental 
challenge in higher education today. 
While Elijah's traditional university 
prepared him for the world as it has 
been, Ava's learning environment 
equipped her for the realities of a 
future defined by disruption. 

The Challenge: VUCAAI 

Volatility, uncertainty, complexity, 
ambiguity (VUCA) — these words 
have been used to describe our 
rapidly changing world since 1987. 
In response, higher education has 
engaged in countless discussions 
about "future skills," emphasising 
the need to prepare students for 
this future. Yet, for all the work-
shops and white papers, many 
universities still rely on the good 
old lecture-hall model that has 
remained virtually unchanged for 
decades. 

Today, artificial intelligence has 
begun to supercharge every aspect 
of VUCA — let’s call it VUCAAI. 
Algorithms now perform tasks once 
thought impossible, disrupting at an 
accelerating pace. We know change 
is essential, but how do we act on 
that knowledge? 
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The key lies in empowering 
those most affected — the 
students — by transform-
ing universities from static 
teaching institutions into 
entrepreneurial learning 
environments. For this, we 
need to reimagine higher 
education from the ground 
up. 

“

The challenge is implementation: 
how do we shift from talking about 
future-ready education to creating 
it?

The Solution

Reimagining the purpose 
of university education 
Historically, universities prepared 

students for specific profes-
sions with predictable skillsets. In 
a VUCAAI world, many of these 
roles are changing, might vanish 
completely, or haven’t yet been 
invented. The university’s role, 
therefore, must evolve to prioritise: 

•	 Future skills: Collaboration, 
creativity, critical judgment, and 
real-world problem-solving, 
combined with digital and AI 
literacy. 

•	 An entrepreneurial mindset: 
Fostering entrepreneurial spirit, 
self-efficacy, resilience, and a 
profound sense of social respon-
sibility. 

Professional expertise still matters, 
but it is not enough. Universi-
ties must emphasise continuous 
learning and adaptation, producing 
graduates ready to reinvent them-
selves throughout their careers. At 
CODE University in Berlin, we have 
replaced rigid course structures 
with flexible, project-driven cur-
ricula aimed at nurturing precisely 
these skills and mindsets. 

Designing for 
transformative learning 
Empowering students calls for 

more than traditional teacher-cen-
tred instruction where professors 
lecture and students passively 
absorb information. Instead, it 
demands transformative learning 
experiences: 

•	 Active learning formats: 
Instead of sitting through lec-
tures, students engage directly 
with material through pro-
ject-based learning, hackathons, 
and curiosity-driven discovery. 
This requires students to take 
initiative, actively designing their 
own learning paths rather than 
following a predetermined cur-
riculum. 

•	 AI literacy and integration: 
Students learn not only about 
AI but also with AI, using tools 
responsibly for research, prob-
lem-solving, and creation. 

•	 Interdisciplinary collabora-
tion: Complex problems require 
interdisciplinary solutions. By 
working in teams drawn from 
multiple disciplines, students can 
learn from each other.

At CODE University, these 
principles are embedded in each 
semester’s structure. Students take 
on real challenges, regularly incor-
porate new tech tools (including 
AI), and collaborate across coding, 
design, and business domains — 
mirroring the multifaceted problems 
they will face in the real world. 

Building an entrepreneurial 
mindset 
Transformative learning helps 

students master a methodology 
for identifying, approaching, and 
solving problems they encounter 
and choose to tackle. This self-di-
rected problem-solving framework 
becomes their toolkit for navigating 
future challenges and allows them 
to develop: 

•	 Confidence and self-efficacy: 
A strong belief in their ability 
to shape the future rather than 
merely surviving in it. 

•	 Future skills and AI profi-
ciency: Collaboration, creativity, 
critical judgment and prob-
lem-solving enhanced by AI and 
other emerging technologies. 

•	 A sense of purpose: Align-
ing personal, professional, and 
societal goals to create meaning-
ful impact and live a self-deter-
mined life. 

This is deeply ingrained into 
CODE’s learning environment, 
where students take on meaningful 
challenges and develop and test 
innovative solutions. By working 
through iterative design processes, 
they learn to fail productively and 
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keep refining their concepts. Such 
experiences shape the entrepre-
neurial mindset — an engine for 
impact and agency in the face of 
continuous disruption. 

The Implementation:
 A student partnership model 
In a VUCAAI world, universities 

should enlist students as co-cre-
ators rather than treating them as 
passive recipients of knowledge. 
Below is a three-step framework to 
illustrate how this partnership can 
help transform traditional universi-
ties into student-centred learning 
environments. 

Step One: Making students allies 
For true educational transfor-

mation, students must be active 
partners, not passive recipients. By 
fostering a culture of co-creation 
and shared responsibility, students 
turn into allies in shaping the future 
of learning. 

•	 Co-create a shared vision: 
Host inclusive forums where stu-
dents, faculty, and staff debate 
and define what future-ready 
education should look like. 

•	 Empower student leadership: 
Invite students to join the move-
ment, share their ideas and work 
together as equals. 

Step Two: Joint learning 
and upskilling 
In a perfect world, students and 

faculty would continuously learn 
from and with each other. Upskilling 
together, therefore, can create this 
environment of shared growth and 
innovation. 

•	 AI literacy workshops: Faculty 
and students learn about AI and 
emerging tools together, building 
a foundation to rethink AI-en-
hanced learning. 

•	 Learning experience design 
(LXD) sessions: Train everyone 
to build transformative learning 
experiences using proven meth-
ods and formats. 

•	 Shared expertise: Faculty and 
students both contribute their 
unique perspectives and expe-
riences. Joint learning fosters 
mutual respect and accelerates 
innovation. 

Step Three: Collaborative 
learning experience design 
From its founding, CODE Uni-

versity was built as a collaborative 
project where students have played 
an integral role in shaping and 
refining the learning environment. 
By involving learners in both the 
initial design of learning experiences 
and in continuous feedback loops, 
CODE continues to evolve hand in 
hand with its students. When stu-
dents and faculty co-design learning 
experiences with a shared vision 
as a compass, education becomes 
more relevant, engaging, and trans-
formative. 

•	 Real-world projects: Allow 
students to launch entrepreneur-
ial projects or partner with busi-
nesses, nonprofits, or govern-
ment agencies to solve problems 
in interdisciplinary teams. 

•	 Hybrid mentorship: Combine 
the guidance of faculty with 
industry or community mentors, 
offering a variety of insights. 

•	 Iterative curriculum review: 
After each pilot, students and 
faculty assess outcomes, refine 
the approach, and share their 
findings institution-wide. 

This process leads to stu-
dents who engage deeply 
with course content and 
learn cutting-edge tech-
nology in tandem with 
entrepreneurial thinking. 
They also gain self-efficacy 
from experiencing their 
ideas move from inception 
to implementation. 

“

The transformation has begun 
By making students active part-

ners, investing in joint learning, and 
collaboratively designing new learn-
ing experiences with a shared goal 
in mind, entrepreneurial universities 
can embrace – and even thrive in – 
the VUCAAI era. 

They can produce graduates who 
not only adapt to change but lead 
it — people who see uncertainty 
as an opportunity, who respond to 
complexity with collaboration, and 
who meet volatility with a strong 
sense of responsibility and entre-
preneurial spirit. 

A growing number of universities 
are forging this new path. Whether 
you are an educator, administrator, 
student, or industry partner, if you 
believe in empowering students as 
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Manuel Dolderer is an education entrepreneur 
transforming higher education for the digital age. As 
Co-Founder and Founding President of CODE Uni-
versity of Applied Sciences in Berlin, he champions 
curiosity-driven, project-based learning that builds 
self-efficacy and entrepreneurial spirit.

A two-time university founder, Manuel studied 
economics, philosophy, and cultural studies at 
Witten/Herdecke University, where he pioneered 
student-led income share agreements to promote 
educational equity.

As an international speaker and advisor on AI-era 
education, he collaborates with universities world-
wide while launching transformative initiatives. 
His code+design program has empowered 2,500+ 
underprivileged teenagers with digital skills, and 
the Future Alliance for Transformative Education 
advances systemic reform toward meaningful 
learning experiences.

His mission: creating learning environments that 
empower students to thrive in the age of VUCAAI.

co-creators, leveraging technology 
responsibly, and nurturing an entre-
preneurial mindset, get in touch, 
connect with like-minded change-
makers, and join our young commu-
nity of educational innovators. 
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O’Pake Institute 
for Economic 
Development and 
Entrepreneurship 
at Alvernia 
University

Rodney S. Ridley, Sr 
& Joseph E. (Tim) Gilmour

This case study describes the 
O’Pake Institute for Economic 
Development and Entrepreneur-
ship at Alvernia University (AU) in 
Reading, Pennsylvania. Through its 
Powered by O’Pake Model, the Insti-
tute provides a promising approach 
for universities to use to foster 
economic development while trans-
forming their academic programs 
to better prepare their students for 
the world of work. 

The University Context
Alvernia University is a compre-

hensive regional university offering 
more than 50 undergraduate majors 
and minors, adult accelerated 
programs, and a range of master’s 
degrees and doctoral programs. The 
university operates three campuses 
in Eastern Pennsylvania and is a 
Franciscan Order, mission-driven 
institution. 

Named after its benefactor, the 
late Pennsylvania State Senator 
Michael O’Pake, the O’Pake Institute 
began in 2008 as a traditional aca-
demic institute focused on ethics, 
leadership and public service.  After 
President John Loyack’s appoint-
ment in July 2019, Dr. Rodney S. 
Ridley, Sr. was recruited to radically 
transform the Institute into a hub 
for economic development and 
entrepreneurship, a central initiative 
in the Alvernia 2020-2025 stra-
tegic plan. The institute has since 
become a cornerstone for eco-
nomic redevelopment in downtown 
Reading, promoting an entrepre-
neurial spirit across the university 
and its surrounding regions. 

O’Pake Fellows Program
The O’Pake Fellows Program, 

launched in 2020, is the heart of 
the Institute’s mission. The program 
addresses a critical gap in small 
business support, where many 
agencies often cannot provide the 
intensive, hands-on guidance that 
early-stage ventures need due to 
limited staffing. The Fellows Pro-
gram recruits and trains students 
to work closely with early-stage 
businesses. These students, often 
paid through work-study or for-
credit programs, provide dedicated 
support for 3-5 businesses per 
semester, significantly reducing 
the cost of technical assistance 
for startups and gaining invaluable 
real-world experience, profes-
sional mentorship, and early career 
connections. Professional mentors 
offer pro-bono expertise, ensuring 
high-quality support for businesses, 
while students strengthen their 
skills, résumés, and make a mean-
ingful economic impact in their 
communities.

The Aim
The program aims to provide high 

school, undergraduate and grad-
uate students from diverse majors 
and backgrounds with experiential 
learning opportunities to enhance 
their theoretical learning.  At its 
core, it integrates workforce devel-
opment with economic, community, 
and small business development 
activities. High school students 
participate via the EmpowerED pro-
gram, trained and deployed similarly 
to the undergraduates. The O’Pake 
staff utilises numerous techniques 
to recruit and retain students from 
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a range of backgrounds (e.g., cur-
rent AU students, transfer, graduate, 
and non-traditional students, as 
well as adult learners) to support 
local brain gain versus brain drain.

How It Works
Fellows manage and execute a 

suite of services in a consultancy 
style, paired with a small full-time 
staff and extensive mentor and 
professional service provider net-
works. This offers business technical 
assistance and related professional 
services to regional entrepreneurs, 
small business owners, faculty 
researchers and industry leaders. 
Services are offered to local and 
regional municipalities, educational 
institutions, as well as civic and 
non-profit organisations supporting 
community and economic devel-
opment, while aligning with AU’s 
mission.

The Fellows are taken from across 
all academic study programs.  
Undergraduate Fellows work 15 
hours per week in a project-based 
learning environment; graduate 
Fellows 20-25 hours, including 
managing a team of UG fellows and 
projects in their area of expertise 
in a management trainee-style 
environment.  Recruitment mirrors 
Division III athletic recruiting, and 
part of the net tuition revenue from 
recruited and retained Fellows sup-
ports the Institute.  Additionally, the 
Institute utilises partnerships, phi-
lanthropy, grants, fee-for-service, 
and other non-traditional revenue 
sources to help fund this initiative.  
We are on track to be completely 

self-sustaining in the next 2-3 years.  
This recruitment approach, along 
with our Powered by O’Pake model, 
which includes proprietary training, 
operational processes, and student 
experiential models, allows us to 
maintain a consistently high level of 
output in a relatively high turnover 
environment.  

O'Pake Fellows fall into the follow-
ing four categories: 

1.	Undergraduate (UG) Fellows 
– work on various project teams 
across the various projects with 
an assigned primary area of tech-
nical assistance (communications, 
finance, marketing, tech trans-
fer, etc.), and managed by the 
graduate assistant of that area. 
To qualify, UG fellows must be in 
good academic standing, pass 
an extensive interview process, 
complete O’Pake development 
training, and shadow other Fel-
lows and GAs.  After an evaluation 
by the GA, they are certified to 
provide unsupervised assistance 
to clients. 

2.	Graduate Assistants (GA) 
– oversee a specific area of 
technical assistance, manage 
the day-to-day activities, client 
projects, and skill development 
of their assigned UG Fellows.  GAs 
receive a full scholarship with a 
monthly stipend. Standout gradu-
ate assistants can be elevated to 
the executive level.  

3.	Executive Graduate Assis-
tants (Exec GA) – GAs with 
greater responsibilities within the 
organisation, including budget 

management, more exten-
sive training, and being part of 
O’Pake’s extended leadership 
team. These are typically PhDs or 
experienced professional mas-
ter’s students

4.	High school interns - The 
Institute’s EmpowerED program 
introduces K-12 students to 
student experiential learning and 
entrepreneurship. Interns are 
High School students who, after 
receiving the appropriate train-
ing, work  ~10 hours a week in 
the O’Pake facility after school or 
over the summer on projects in a 
similar vein as UG students.  This 
student activity is typically unpaid 
and conducted as a part of their 
high school course requirements. 
We have a self-imposed goal 
of recruiting a significant per-
centage of eligible EmpowerED 
students into O’Pake.  

Services Offered 
by O’Pake Fellows

The Institute excels in providing 
experiential learning for its Fellows, 
opportunities that enable them 
to develop practical skills and gain 
knowledge across many domains. 

One of the Institute's offerings is 
business plan creation for both for-
profit and nonprofit ventures using 
the Business Model Canvas. This 
tool equips students with the ability 
to assist with business plan devel-
opment, turning ideas into detailed, 
actionable plans for O'Pake clients.

 
The Institute's emphasis on feasi-
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bility analysis and financial services 
allows students to assess the viabil-
ity and master the financial intrica-
cies of their projects. Students are 
supported in navigating the complex 
world of IP through services like IP 
acquisition, management, search, 
and strategy, preparing them to 
protect and leverage the client 
innovations. 

 
Guidance is provided across the 

realms of traditional, digital and 
social media marketing, includ-
ing logo development, website 
construction, and social media 
planning. Students are trained to 
understand the critical elements of 
brand identity and digital presence, 
giving clients the necessary tools 
they need to market their organi-
sation. In parallel, market research, 
SWOT analysis, and traditional mar-
keting services help students gain 
insights into consumer behaviour 
and competition. 

 
In addition, the Institute's ser-

vices extend to nonprofit advising, 
opportunity assessment, strategic 
planning, technology transfer, prod-
uct and prototype development, 
publishing, as well as debt financing 
and venture investment prepara-
tion. This approach fosters student 
entrepreneurial thinking and equips 
them with the tools to bring ideas 
to life. 

Another factor that sets the 
Institute’s efforts apart is its trade-
marked Project#6 process, which 
allows businesses to create innova-
tive solutions to existing issues. 

While the "first five" pro-
jects on any company’s 
to-do list are high-priority 
and time-sensitive, the 
sixth project—essential yet 
under-resourced—often 
lacks attention. This is 
where O’Pake can uniquely 
help. 

“

The lack of time sensitivity, cou-
pled with high enough priority to 
garner support resources, allows 
O’Pake to work effectively with 
companies. This practice is reward-
ing for both clients and Fellows and 
has enhanced the Institute’s repu-
tation in the community.

Key success factors
Dr. Ridley maintains that the key to 

the success of the Fellows has been 
the Institute’s unique culture, which 
has three distinguishing features:

•	 It is a culture of YES.

•	 It is outward-facing, seeking 
challenging real-world problems 
to solve.

•	 Its learning model is experien-
tial, focusing on making students 
work-ready.

Results
Currently, the Institute enrols 85 

undergraduate Fellows, 12 graduate 
Fellows, more than 10 interns and 
has served over 250 clients. It 
has attracted significant sponsor-
ships, identified business funding 

resources, and attained near finan-
cial sustainability. Over $1.7 million 
has been contributed for Center 
operations by the region’s business 
and philanthropic communities, and 
in a new Alvernia strategic plan, the 
Institute is projected to expand to 
100 Fellows.

While Fellows grow both personally 
and professionally, they are also put 
in an environment where they can 
think outside the box, experiment, 
fail, grow, and succeed. Through 
this environment, students can 
transition into their desired profes-
sions while learning to be creative 
and ethical leaders.

Dissemination and Enhancement 
The Institute seeks to expand its 

Powered by O’Pake model to other 
communities. It is now working to 
identify the next region(s) where 
this approach can be replicated. 

Pottsville CollegeTowne: PADCO 
and Ignite Schuylkill Collaboration. 
This partnership with the Pottsville 
Area Development Corporation 
(PADCO) and Ignite Schuylkill is 
aimed at fostering community 
growth and innovation in the 
Schuylkill County region. PADCO 
contributes its local insights and 
networks while Ignite Schuylkill, an 
entrepreneurial hub, promotes 
innovation and startup cultures. 
Together, these partners bring the 
Powered by O’Pake and Spark Busi-
ness Incubator models into play in 
the Pottsville area.
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Notre Dame and the University of 
Alabama Agreements. This collab-
oration gives students and faculty 
from both institutions access to 
the O’Pake environment, enabling 
joint research projects, educational 
programs, and community outreach 
initiatives, strengthening the impact 
of the universities in their respec-
tive communities and beyond. 

NSF Grant. In 2023, the National 
Science Foundation invested 
$400,000 in the Institute over 
three years. The grant enables the 
Institute to expand applied research 
activities with local industry and 
faculty “scholar-preneurs”, to 
increase their full-time staffing and 
student capacity by 25% year over 
year, thereby allowing it to enhance 
student experiential learning, max-
imise partnership engagement, and 
ultimately increase Alvernia’s impact 
on regional economic and cultural 
development.  

Dr. Rodney S. Ridley, Sr. is Vice-President of 
Research, Economic Development and Strategic 
Initiatives and formerly the Founding Dean of the 
Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts & Mathe-
matics College at Alvernia University (AU). He led 
the team that created and launched the John Post 
School of Engineering. He serves as the COO of 
the O’Pake Institute for Economic Development & 
Entrepreneurship at AU. Prior to joining AU, he was 
the Distinguished Professor of the Allan P. Kirby 
Center at Wilkes University and 20+ years of semi-
conductor engineering experience.

In April 2024, he was awarded the Ben Franklin 
Technology Partners of NEPA Innovation Award. In 
July 2023 he was awarded third place in the Male 
Entrepreneurial Leader of the Year in the Americas 
at the ACEEU Awards Ceremony in Barcelona, 
Spain.  Ridley holds 28 US patents, Ph.D.& MS 
Degrees in Engineering from Penn State University 
and a BS from Lincoln University (PA).

Joseph (Tim) Gilmour built a 40-year career 
in higher education, serving in senior leadership 
roles at the University of Maryland College Park, 
Georgia Tech, Northwest Missouri State University, 
and as President of Wilkes University. His work has 
consistently emphasised strategic thinking and 
performance excellence. At Wilkes, he led efforts 
that transformed the university through innovative 
partnerships, enrolment growth, new revenue 
generation, and talent development.

Since retiring from the presidency, Gilmour has 
continued to advance higher education as a Princi-
pal with Strategic Initiatives, helping higher educa-
tion leaders design and apply effective processes 
to navigate transformation.
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Reimagining the 
University as a 
Living Enterprise

Stuart Perrin

“What if a university didn’t just 
prepare students for the future, 

but created it?”

That question has been at the 
heart of the journey that Xi’an 
Jiaotong-Liverpool University’s 
Entrepreneur College (Taicang) is 
currently on. Nestled in a city that is 
part of the wider region of Suzhou, 
within Jiangsu Province in China, 
and known for its bold industrial 
ambitions, the Entrepreneur College 
(known as XEC) is itself a living lab, 
experimenting in the future of 
higher education. It’s a place where 
the curriculum is flexible in meeting 
the needs of industry, students 
are treated as creators rather than 
consumers, and the university func-
tions as a launchpad. 

Looking back, what we built 
was not just a campus or a set of 
programmes. It was, and still is, an 
experiment in what higher edu-
cation could be if we dared to be 
bolder.

The current scenario
When we first began concep-

tualising XEC, the world of higher 
education was already under 
strain. Uncertainty, disruption, and 
technological acceleration were 
reframing the skills our students 
would need. Producing narrowly 
trained graduates for yesterday’s 
job markets was no longer tenable. 
We had to think and act differently.

Each and every uncertainty the 
world is facing today challenges 
the very purpose and promise of 

higher education. In this context, 
entrepreneurial universities and 
entrepreneurs must become pro-
active agents of change, shaping 
industries, redefining knowledge, 
and developing learners who see 
themselves as co-pilots of this pro-
gress, guiding direction.

With this context in mind, let me 
reflect on how we shifted our think-
ing into a functioning educational 
model.

Moving from mindset to model
I found myself increasingly frus-

trated by how the term “entrepre-
neurial university” was being used. 
Too often, it means little more than 
tacking on a startup competition 
or spinning out an incubator. Alter-
natively, it can be seen as part of 
traditional education systems, but 
the focus is on entrepreneurialism 
rather than engineering. At XEC, 
we’ve tried to move beyond these 
fragments toward something more 
systemic: an entrepreneurial model 
of education. Personally, I’ve seen 
how this shift has empowered both 
faculty and students to reimagine 
their roles in education.

Rather than thinking of XEC as 
a college or a campus, I began to 
think of it as a platform, where it 
could be a living interface between 
learners, industries, researchers, 
and communities. I knew from the 
start that the boundaries between 
“university” and “world” had to dis-
solve. We would not be content with 
producing graduates, we wanted to 
co-create innovators.
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One of the most trans-
formative ideas we pur-
sued was this: “What if 
students treated their 
degree like a startup?” 
That question changed 
everything. 

“

This mindset has evolved into what 
the university now calls Syntegrative 
Education (SE), the brainchild of 
the Executive President, Professor 
Youmin Xi. SE is now an established 
innovative model, co-designed with 
industry, centred on real-world 
problem-solving. We have built 
curricula that blend technical depth 
with creative agility, and we embed 
external mentors directly into our 
teaching teams. These aren’t token 
collaborators; they are full partners. 
Industry leaders have helped us 
shape assessment, supervise stu-
dent work, and redefine success in 
ways that made sense outside of 
the university environment.

It has worked beyond my expecta-
tions. I have watched our students 
and faculty begin this perspective 
shift and seen how conversations 
have changed. The old hierarchy of 
“teacher delivers, student receives” 
has given way to something more 
dynamic and more human.

The learner as entrepreneur
We encouraged students to take 

ownership of their learning journeys, 
to act with curiosity, take risks, build 
teams, and design projects with 
real-world consequences. Since 
those admittedly shaky starts, I have 
seen final-year projects emerge not 
as research papers to be filed away, 
but as digital platforms, potential 
business ideas to be continued 
(and supported by the university 
through our postgraduate degrees), 
campaigns, and social ventures that 
tackled real problems.

Of course, this has meant changing 
how we assess learning, too. We 
shifted from exams to artefacts of 
creation: prototypes, portfolios, 
business models, and documenta-
ries. It was naturally much messier, 
and initially difficult for students to 
understand, as they were looking for 
a “mark” or “score” that highlighted 
that they knew the answer. It there-
fore required new thinking, but the 
pain was worth it, because what 
we saw was students developing 
resilience, creativity, and purpose, 
qualities the traditional classroom 
rarely nurtures but are essential for 
the modern workplace.

Co-creation as curriculum
I’ve come to believe that co-cre-

ation is the defining feature of 
future-ready universities. This is 
at the heart of XEC; co-creation 
both between student and teacher, 
as well as between university and 
industry, education and enterprise, 
local need and global possibility.

As a foundational principle at 
XEC, every programme has been 
co-created with enterprise input. In 
practice, this has meant our indus-
try mentors joined weekly meetings, 
helped craft learning outcomes, and 
co-supervised student teams. In 
many ways, they became part of the 
university itself. This, however, also 
had its challenges, and at times has 
been very uncomfortable for staff 
not used to sharing development. 
Co-creation is unpredictable, as 
different work and creative cultures 
clash, but this feedback-rich envi-
ronment has pushed us forward, 
forced us to stay relevant, and in 
doing so, prepared our students 
(and ourselves) for the complexities 
of reality. 

The university as ecosystem
Looking ahead, I believe univer-

sities urgently need to transform 
from closed institutions into open 
ecosystems. Instead of controlling 
knowledge, they should facilitate its 
flow. Rather than simply producing 
graduates for the economy, they 
should cultivate active citizens for 
society. Instead of enforcing hierar-
chies, they must enable collabo-
rative networks. I see XEC not as a 
traditional university, but as a living, 
learning, and leading ecosystem.

We designed our campus with 
this philosophy in mind. Innovation 
studios, maker spaces, incubators, 
these weren’t just add-ons; they 
were and are the heartbeat of our 
learning culture. I remember watch-
ing students brainstorm smart city 
solutions in one space, while others 
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developed media campaigns for 
social causes in another. Education 
flowed into public life, and vice 
versa.

And the ecosystem doesn’t stop at 
our campus gates. Our cross-bor-
der networks with institutions and 
enterprises across Europe, South-
east Asia, and beyond allow us to 
imagine a future in which education 
is no longer bound by geographical 
borders. Students might complete 
parts of their journey through 
hybrid models, international 
exchanges, or virtual co-working 
spaces, developing global com-
petencies as a foundation of their 
degree.

Reflections on lessons I have 
  learnt in this journey

Too often, the future of education 
is framed in terms of technology. 
Whilst often they are exciting tools, 
they are not enough; they are just 
tools, no different than a calculator 
or a laptop. Reflecting, therefore, 
on this journey with this in mind, a 
few things stand out;

1.	Tools don’t transform edu-
cation, people do. AI, VR, and 
blockchain are fascinating, but 
they’re only as powerful as the 
values that guide their use. 

2.	Courage is the currency of 
change. None of what we built at 
XEC was easy. We faced scepti-
cism, resource constraints, and 
the inertia of tradition. But we 
acted anyway.

3.	Education is no longer just a 
product; it’s a process, a plat-
form, and a partnership.

Building on this, I believe that an 
entrepreneurial university must be:

4.	A living institution, constantly 
learning from and evolving within 
its environment, iterating its 
practices, and embracing experi-
mentation.

5.	A learning institution, not just 
transmitting knowledge but gen-
erating it in tandem with those it 
serves.

6.	A leading institution, willing to 
question norms, take risks, and 
pioneer futures not yet imagined.

At XEC, we have embraced this 
ethos. We do not pretend to have 
all the answers. But we do have the 
courage to ask different questions, 
to try new models, and to invite 
others into the process.

When I walk through the XEC 
campus today, I don’t see finished 
products. I see a living process, 
students reshaping industries, col-
leagues reimagining academia, and 
partners investing in people, not 
just credentials.

So here is my invitation: 

Be bold. 

Be unfinished. 

Be part of the living university.

The university of the future is not a 
fixed place. It is a dynamic process. 
And we are all invited to be part of 
its unfolding.
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