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Abstract
This essay explores the future of universities 

amid sustainability imperatives, addressing the bal-
ance between transformation and institutional per-
sistence. Universities are under pressure to integrate 
sustainability into their missions while maintaining 
academic independence. The discussion highlights 
paradoxes such as societal relevance versus intel-
lectual autonomy and the need for co-creation with-
out compromising academic freedom. The paper 
advocates for embedding sustainability within uni-
versity operations and fostering truly dynamic and 
mission-oriented governance. The role of leadership 
in bridging tradition and innovation is emphasized, 
underlining the need for universities to act as trans-
formative institutions that align academic goals with 
global priorities.
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1. Introduction

As we grapple with rapidly evolving socio-economic and technological landscapes, the 
role of the university as a pivotal institution for knowledge generation, economic growth, 
and societal change has never been more critical. The contemporary university faces in-
creasing demands to engage with the most pressing global issues—climate change, digital 
‘transformation’, social justice, and economic inequality—while balancing its traditional 
roles in education, research, young scholars’ generation, and community service. 

These co-evolving mandates present both opportunities and challenges, requiring 
those in charge of universities to rethink the institutions’ strategies, governance models, 
and core missions to remain impactful and relevant in an unpredictable future while pre-
serving values of stability and theoretical inquiry.

2. Navigating revolutionary change and institutional continuity

There is a growing sense, both in academia and among policy-makers, that we are liv-
ing in an era of profound revolutionary change. Whether driven by the digital revolution, 
pushed by, and even superseded already by the AI label, by sustainability imperatives, or 
by new economic and security models, the pressures on institutions to innovate and adapt 
towards those driving forces have rarely been greater. Universities, as the generators and 
disseminators of knowledge, are expected to play a proactive role for these trajectories. 

Universities are being called upon to not only generate new knowledge but also to ac-
tively participate in the redesign of socio-technical systems—energy, mobility, governance, 
and the economy—which requires a level of flexibility and innovation that traditional 
governance models struggle to accommodate. These expectations create a paradox: uni-
versities are typically conservative institutions, known for their stability and slow pace of 
change, which is an asset inasmuch as it allows them to maintain a long-term perspective 
on progress, to remain relatively immune, at least theoretically, to fads and fashions, and to 
focus on long-term societal development issues.

Universities have historically embodied continuity and stability, often described as 
‘professional bureaucracies’ in Mintzberg’s terms, prioritizing stability, and depth over 
rapid adaptation (Mintzberg, 1979; Mintzberg and Rose, 2003). This also means that the 
social contracts between academia and society have evolved rather slowly and gradually 
(Martin, 2012). Today, however, popular, and political expectations are very different (see 
Karo et al., 2016). Balancing these revolutionary expectations with the need for institu-
tional persistence thus presents a unique challenge. And as Rudolf Otto observed in his 
reflections on academic institutions, moments of profound transition demand a pause for 
reflection, an examination of purpose and values, so as to ask, ‘What are we, what should 
we be?’ (Otto, 1927).
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3. The paradox of relevance and non-relevance

A fundamental tension in the university’s mission is the balance between societal 
relevance and the freedom to pursue knowledge unburdened by immediate applicabili-
ty. Hans-Georg Gadamer underscores this through his concept of academia’s ‘freedom 
from ends’, where inquiry must exist ‘free of purpose’ to allow knowledge to unfold in-
dependently of external pressures (Gadamer, 1991b, 1998). This balance is essential, for 
universities serve society not only by providing answers but by cultivating a space for deep, 
independent inquiry whose value may only reveal itself over time. As Gadamer asserts, 
genuine scholarship is characterized by its ‘passion for theory’, a freedom from utilitarian 
constraints that permits questions that enrich society in both tangible and intangible ways.

This freedom to pursue seemingly non-relevant knowledge is critical to innovation, 
as transformative discoveries often emerge from basic research unconstrained by practical 
concerns. In this light, the university’s role includes preserving this freedom to contribute 
knowledge that may not provide immediate utility yet fosters a broader understanding of 
the world. 

As a side note, especially universities of technology, from which we write, may face 
here the largest challenge in resolving the paradox that they have originally been designed 
to provide socially and economically useful and immediately applicable knowledge, skills 
and solutions, but paradigmatic changes in our socio-technical trajectories and views of the 
future would require them to partially let go of this core purpose and mission, at least for a 
while, to make sense of the future and the best pathways to get there—which however is in 
line with their historic move towards ‘full’ universities (see Karo et al., 2024). 

4. Ignoring fads, engaging with existential transformations

The most significant challenge universities face today is probably their role in address-
ing global sustainability issues. With climate change at the forefront of global policy agen-
das, universities are increasingly seen as key players in the global effort to create sustainable 
societies. The UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC; https://www.
ipcc.ch/) has issued dire warnings about the narrowing window to mitigate the worst im-
pacts of climate change, and universities are expected to not only educate the next genera-
tion of leaders but also to drive innovation in sustainable technologies and social practices 
(Stein, 2024).

One of the most common criticisms of how universities approach sustainability is the 
so-called ‘add-on’ approach, where sustainability goals are tacked onto existing strategic 
frameworks without a comprehensive redesign of core activities. This approach is evident 
in many universities that have created sustainability offices, research centers, or policies, 
but have not integrated these efforts into their broader institutional mission (Karo et al., 
2024; George et al., 2024).

This approach risks reducing sustainability to a tokenistic endeavor rather than a foun-
dational commitment. From a broader perspective, this would be an adequate strategic 
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approach in case sustainability was just another fad passing through our societies and insti-
tutions, as it would allow universities to maintain traditional roles and structures next to 
engaging with fads and fashions. But to engage effectively with sustainability as a real-exis-
tential challenge, universities must actively consider re-imagining their governance struc-
tures and values, positioning sustainability as an institutional priority that permeates re-
search, teaching, and all other operations as well (see e.g., Loorbach and Wittmayer, 2024). 
It means inoculating sustainability into the DNA of universities, next to excellence and 
taking a long-term, curiosity-driven approach to the challenges (while also offering more 
immediate and dynamic solutions to the short-term issues of the broader sustainability 
drive).

Such an embedded approach arguably aligns with Gadamer’s notion that genuine 
knowledge need not seek direct utility but contributes to society through depth and the-
oretical insight. Only by fully integrating sustainability as a guiding principle can univer-
sities respond to the long-term needs of society and the environment, indeed of human 
existence and the planet as a whole, while remaining true to their intellectual mission.

5. Political and societal demands

The problem is that, as we see more clearly in 2024 than for decades before, political 
demands and societal expectations towards the university are not always helpful for society 
itself and certainly not always in the interests of those whose demands are represented here. 
The entire idea of academic autonomy is the recognition that sometimes, going against 
what formatted society wants or demands is beneficial already in the mid-run, but that 
is not only hard in a democracy, but especially so in the polarized atmosphere of a social 
media world (van den Berg, forthcoming 2025). But this is a structural issue, as Gadamer 
makes clear:

The conflict between free research and state power is entirely irresolvable by 
political means. Political power is obliged to apply the criterion of purpose in all 
its decisions. By contrast, the postulate of the basic sciences is that they are ‘free of 
purpose’. It is in a certain sense a necessary pretense when someone explains to the 
public, with its expectation of purpose, that science sometimes involves asking basic 
questions from whose answers no results can be expected that would directly fulfill 
any purpose. I call this a lame pretense because, in truth, all research is basic re-
search, and only through a secondary transformation can it address the problem of 
applying its findings (Gadamer 1991b, pp. 78–79, 1998, p. 63). 

And in his famous essay, ‘The Limits of the Expert’ (1989), he lines out that our ev-
er-increasingly complex world has the tendency to ‘outsource’ decision-making precisely 
to experts, who thus are supposed to give final answers to the questions at hand, because 
in our culture we tend to equate scientific findings with truth. This, however, is impos-
sible, because a genuine scholar can almost be defined by their insight that such clear an-
swers precisely do not exist, nor is there a science-truth connex without context—anyway 
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not, but a fortiori not in all matters where human persons are concerned. Yet the demand 
placed on the university by state and society today is exactly that she be a center of experts, 
of expertise, a production-place of valuable and immediately applicable knowledge, and 
this inevitably leads to fundamental problems, because this is an impossible task.

But there is no planet B, and we live in the world we live in, to combine two truisms: the 
challenge of the university of the future is to gain support from the structures that exist, 
with the majorities or at least significant minorities that exist, while pursuing solutions for 
the future, not least for sustainability, well beyond ‘drill, baby, drill’.

6. Co-creation and collaborative engagement 

As universities strive to address complex sustainability issues characterized by complex-
ity, uncertainty and conflictual societal expectations, some fields of scholarship argue that 
universities should engage in co-creation with industry, government, and civil society (see 
Trencher et al., 2014; Loorbach and Wittmayer, 2024). It is expected that this collabora-
tive model would allow universities to address societal transformation, fostering a culture 
of relevance and inclusivity. 

However, this implies that the fundamental dilemmas of change and continuity we 
addressed on the level of university missions reveal themselves also on the operational level: 
freedom of inquiry has traditionally been embedded in the visions and freedoms of schol-
ars and academics (‘science is what recognized scientists recognize as science’; Marquard, 
1985, p. 199), but any forms of co-creation, without engaged partners accepting the 
unique role and perspective of academia, would lead to constraints on this particular role. 

In other words, these co-creative partnerships must preserve the university’s inde-
pendence. Gadamer rightly emphasizes that academia’s mission is not merely to ‘deliver 
answers’ but to ‘ask fundamental questions’ in ways that foster long-term societal value 
(Gadamer, 1991b). Collaborative research should therefore enhance, not limit, scholarly 
freedom, as universities act as ‘niche-level’ experimenters, exploring new ideas with intel-
lectual autonomy (see Stephens and Graham, 2010). Co-creation should not be based on 
the idea that academia helps society to fix real-world problems (as defined by policy and 
industry), but first of all help policy and industry to co-define the real real-world problems 
(along the long transformative pathway towards just and sustainable societies) and only 
then dig deeper into co-creating real solutions.

7. Balancing national and international demands

Sustainability is a global challenge and accordingly requires an adequate level of re-
sponses. Since their inception, universities have straddled both national and international 
roles. Historically, but a fortiori since the Reformation, European universities served na-
tional interests, preparing professionals while engaging in intellectual traditions. This dual 
role remains essential, for while state funding often supports university research, universi-
ties must preserve their commitment to open-ended inquiry (Drechsler, 1998). The first 
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‘national’ universities, such as Marburg in 1527, were founded without external privileges, 
aligning their missions with the needs of their respective states while fostering a broader 
ethos of Wissenschaft, or scholarship (see Kaehler, 1927).

Today, state funding often aligns research with specific societal needs, yet Gadamer 
rightly warns us that end-goal-oriented pressures risk compromising the values of 
open-ended inquiry, and ironically, this prevents reaching or helping those very end goals 
(Gadamer, 1991a). When one of the most famous academics of the 19th century, Matthew 
Arnold, called Oxford, explicitly in opposition to the German research university, ‘the 
home of lost causes’ (1865, preface), this is what he actually meant: if there is such a home, 
the causes are in fact not lost.

To balance these demands, universities must continue to act as both national and inter-
national institutions, pursuing knowledge that serves societal interests without sacrificing 
scholarly autonomy. By maintaining this commitment, universities uphold their essential 
role in fostering intellectual diversity and critical inquiry, without purpose and for the 
greater purpose.

8. The University as a learning organization and university leadership

To balance these competing demands, universities must evolve into ‘learning organi-
zations’, which may be a particular challenge in the context of modern managerialism (see 
Stephens and Graham, 2010), which continuously adapt while remaining true to theoret-
ical pursuits. This sounds oxymoronic, but such balances are often necessary, just as agile 
stability is for organizations supporting innovation generally (Kattel, Drechsler and Karo, 
2022). Unlike traditional hierarchies, a learning organization emphasizes decentralized 
governance, empowering departments to innovate independently. Such governance struc-
tures create an environment where faculty and students can pursue intellectual agendas 
that align with both the university’s mission and societal needs.

Leadership is essential for fostering this adaptability, bridging continuity with change. 
Effective leaders understand the university’s role as both a stable institution and a dynamic 
center for progress (see Leigh and Teece, 2016). By embracing an inclusive, mission-orient-
ed culture, leaders support the university’s resilience and its capacity to respond to external 
demands while preserving its academic principles.

The future of the university in the age of the sustainability imperative therefore de-
pends on visionary leadership capable of aligning traditional academic goals with emerging 
global, and thus national, priorities. Effective leaders must integrate sustainability, inclu-
sivity, and adaptability, preparing the university to address pressing challenges. Gadamer’s 
and Otto’s calls for introspection emphasize that university leaders must balance relevance 
and non-relevance, enabling universities to remain committed to their intellectual purpose 
while adapting to new societal expectations, because there is none without the other.
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9. Conclusion

As universities move forward, it is clear that they must honor both historical roots and 
contemporary responsibilities. This means that the universities of the future must inte-
grate sustainability, embrace decentralized governance, and foster a culture of learning 
and collaboration, while maintaining a commitment to theoretical inquiry. In this way, 
universities can fulfill their potential as transformative institutions themselves that benefit 
both their academic communities and society at large, but more importantly, once again, 
humankind and planet.
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