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Abstract
Universities have historically been pivotal in socie-

tal development, serving primarily as (1) ‘knowledge 
generating institutions’, (2) structural elements of 
the welfare state promoting the democratization of 
education, and (3) direct contributors to economic 
development and social integration. 

Despite their consolidated and expanded roles, 
the 21st century presents a series of profound chal-
lenges that threaten these traditional functions and 
the legitimacy of their position. These challenges 
include (1) increased competition from non-aca-
demic actors, (2) shifts in political ideologies, and 
(3) rapid technological advancements, particularly 
artificial intelligence. Collectively, these factors pose 
a potential existential threat to the traditional model 
of the university. This essay critically examines the 
current position of universities amidst these disrup-
tive changes and explores the pressures to reinvent 
themselves to preserve their role as essential con-
tributors to human development.
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Introduction

Universities can be conceptualized as a form of human ‘technology’ with the purpose 
of understanding reality, generating knowledge, and educating communities in the effec-
tive utilization of this knowledge. 

Originating in medieval times as centers of learning, they have continuously evolved 
into multifaceted institutions, adopting much broader and multifaceted roles. Universities 
have developed in tandem with societal progress to meet the needs of the times. Through-
out the 19th century, and even more in the 20th century, they solidified their positions by 
becoming essential elements of the Welfare State. From a functional paradigm (Parsons, 
1959, 1971), we can convincingly argue that they have assumed a critical role in the process 
of democratizing education and are adding societal value by directly contributing to the 
integration of individuals into society’s economic and social structures, thereby promoting 
social cohesion and stability. However, disruptive changes in the 21st century—such as 
increased competition to their products by non-academic actors, ideological shifts in po-
litical and societal spheres, technological advancements like artificial intelligence, and the 
widespread use of social media, are exerting significant pressure on universities to maintain 
their authority and legitimacy in the collective mindset of the individuals, which may pose 
an existential threat. 

This essay synthesizes the current position of universities, explores the most significant 
threats they face and highlights the potential implications of these threats for the future of 
higher education institutions.

Assertion 1: Historical role of universities as knowledge institutions

Historically, universities have been established as institutions dedicated to studying and 
understanding reality, generating knowledge, and disseminating this knowledge through-
out society. Their authority stems from the high utility of their contribution as formal 
centers for knowledge production—this has been especially relevant with the evolution 
of scientific thought initiated during the Renaissance and Enlightenment (Rüegg, 1992). 
The adoption of the scientific method—characterized by empirical observation and rigor-
ous experimentation—further solidified universities as trusted repositories of knowledge 
(Shapin, 1996).

The 19th and 20th centuries marked a period of substantial expansion in the societal 
role of universities, as they emerged as frontrunners in developing the scientific method 
and promoting it as the highest standard for knowledge creation. The implementation of 
the Humboldtian model, which integrated teaching and research, was fundamental to this 
evolution (Fallon, 1980). Consequently, universities became the primary institutional sites 
for scientific inquiry and the application of the scientific method. The trust placed in them 
stems primarily from their commitment to objectivity and the rigorous application of the 
scientific method (Merton, 1973). 
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Assertion 2: The expansion of the institutional role of universities 
in the 20th century 

In the twentieth century, universities expanded their functions beyond the mere gen-
eration of scientific knowledge, becoming integral components of the Welfare State. This 
ideological transformation manifested in a growing emphasis on education as a mechanism 
for advancing individual social progress and overall societal development. The democrati-
zation of higher education was a central feature of this shift, reflecting its alignment with 
the broader objectives of the welfare state. As a result, universities assumed a pivotal role 
as ‘institutional generators’ of human capital, producing an educated workforce that gov-
ernments recognized as essential for promoting economic growth, fostering technological 
innovation, and ensuring social stability. In response to these perceived benefits, states sig-
nificantly increased their investments in education and research, leading to the expansion 
of public universities throughout the Western world. 

Parsons (1971) underscores the essential role played by educational institutions in so-
cializing and transforming individuals, thereby preparing them to become active contrib-
utors to economic and social systems. Through these processes, universities facilitate the 
transmission of societal values and norms, thereby reinforcing social cohesion and stabili-
ty. Kerr (1963) introduced the concept of the ‘multiversity’ to encapsulate the continuous 
expansion of roles, complexity, and diversity of modern universities, while other scholars 
highlighted the cultural and social dimensions of these institutions. In particular, universi-
ties are credited with enhancing social mobility and providing opportunities for individu-
als to improve their socioeconomic status (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990).

Assertion 3: Challenges of the 21st century: (1) Increased competition from 
non-academic entities; (2) Technological change, and (3) Postmodern ideologies

The traditional role of universities is challenged in present times by a series of factors: 
increasing competition for the role of knowledge generators, workforce development, and 
social integration.

Increasing competition

The widespread adoption of the internet has democratized access to information, there-
by diminishing universities’ former monopoly on knowledge dissemination. The internet 
now functions as a vast repository of human knowledge, albeit one with variable standards 
of quality and rigor. This dynamic creates a competitive environment in which universities 
no longer serve as exclusive ‘gatekeepers’ of information. Open educational resources, free 
online courses, and various digital platforms offer alternative, accessible, and often cost-ef-
fective means of acquiring knowledge (Seaman, Allen and Seaman, 2018). 

The landscape of higher education and training has undergone a significant transfor-
mation in recent years, with non-academic entities emerging as powerful competitors to 
universities (Musselin, 2018). Non-academic entities including private companies, online 
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platforms, and industry consortia are now offering lifelong learning opportunities, open 
courses, and microcredentials. These developments challenge the traditional monopoly 
universities have held over higher education and professional training. In this context, uni-
versities must adapt to remain relevant and competitive.

One of the primary challenges universities faces is the speed and flexibility with which 
non-academic entities deliver training (George and Wooden, 2023). Companies like 
Coursera, edX, and LinkedIn Learning provide highly tailored courses that are often in-
dustry-specific and immediately applicable. They also have the advantage that they can of-
fer flexibility in terms of the content delivered but also in terms of schedule, thus catering 
to the needs of busy working professionals. Unlike traditional academic programs, these 
offerings are typically less bureaucratic, quicker to update, and more responsive to market 
demands (InfoStride, 2024). This agility places significant pressure on universities, which 
often struggle with the slow pace of curriculum development and accreditation processes.

The rise of microcredentials further legitimizes the role of non-academic entities in 
providing education. Microcredentials allow learners to gain recognition for specific skills 
without committing to lengthy degree programs (European Commission, 2022). These 
certifications are particularly appealing to both employers and employees as they allow 
for the acquisition and mastery of targeted/niched competencies. In contrast, university 
degrees often represent broader and less specific qualifications. To stay competitive, uni-
versities must reimagine their offerings, incorporating modular and stackable credentials 
that align with the evolving expectations of both learners and employers. Numerous uni-
versities worldwide are already doing this, but the pace of change is less rapid than in the 
case of non-academic entities.

Moreover, the narrative around lifelong learning has shifted public perception of edu-
cation. The idea that education is not confined to traditional institutions but can happen 
anywhere and anytime empowers non-academic providers to claim an equal footing with 
universities. This democratization of education forces universities to rethink their value 
proposition. It is no longer enough to confer degrees; institutions must demonstrate their 
unique ability to foster critical thinking, interdisciplinary knowledge, and a deeper under-
standing of complex societal issues (Field, 2006).

Universities are also challenged by the branding and marketing capabilities of their 
competitors. Non-academic entities often use sophisticated strategies to promote their 
programs and emphasize their direct connection to career advancement. Universities, on 
the other hand, may struggle to effectively communicate their distinct advantages, such 
as research-informed teaching, the credibility of their qualifications, and the networking 
opportunities they provide through campus communities (Elken, 2020).

There are also spillover effects of increased access through digital means. The ubiq-
uity of social media adds another layer to this democratization process, as the massive 
global user base has eroded the authority that universities once held as the central source 
of expert information. The accessibility of information (through social media) has led 
to a devaluation of traditional expertise (Nichols, 2017)—personal opinions are credited 
with the same authority (if not more) as scholarly research, while the legitimizing of 
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knowledge through formal diplomas issued by universities is facing competition from 
alternative digital forms of credentialing and professional development, such as digital 
badges and certificates (Carey, 2015). Notably, universities themselves have begun to 
respond by offering open courses and more flexible, shorter-term programs that align 
with these emerging trends.

Postmodern ideology

Ideological transformations within broader society have increasingly permeated uni-
versities, influencing their missions and roles. Ideological changes concerning what uni-
versities are, their mission, and their role in society have significantly influenced the core 
activities of teaching, research, and dissemination of knowledge.

Rather than exclusively functioning as neutral institutions dedicated to knowledge 
generation and dissemination, some universities now actively engage as political entities, a 
direct reflection of a fundamental change in the underlying assumptions concerning their 
identity. While adaptive responses to changing social conditions are neither unexpected 
nor inherently detrimental—this is evidence the system is alive (the same process led to 
the expansion of responsibility and adoption of the mass educator role, gateway to pro-
fessional integration role—see assumption 2)—this ideological reorientation implies that 
their contribution to society is now to establish and generate knowledge that is ‘morally 
correct’, instead of the traditional mission of ‘scientific knowledge generators’—at its core, 
this is a reflection of the belief that the value of doing what is morally correct is higher than 
the value of establishing what is scientifically correct. 

According to some authors (Pinker, 2018), universities are becoming arenas where 
political ideologies overshadow academic rigor and rational discourse. The sidelining of 
reason and evidence-based inquiry in favor of political agendas undermines the Enlighten-
ment ideals that have historically propelled human progress. He argues that these values are 
essential for critical thinking and the advancement of knowledge. Furthermore, this shift 
may lead to an erosion of public trust in universities as reliable sources of knowledge. If 
universities are perceived as promoting particular ideologies rather than fostering open in-
quiry, their role as neutral arbiters of truth is compromised. Other authors stress the nega-
tive impact on the development of the students. Lukianoff and Haidt (2018) examine how 
well-intentioned efforts to protect students from discomfort are leading to unintended 
negative consequences. The authors note a shift in university culture towards ‘safetyism’ 
—prioritizing protection from psychological harm over exposure to diverse perspectives. 
This has two major consequences: (1) by shielding students from ideas that might cause 
discomfort or offense, universities may hinder the development of critical thinking skills, 
and emotional resilience and intellectual growth; (2) the rise of practices such as trigger 
warnings, safe spaces, and the stigmatization of dissenting opinions can create an environ-
ment where open discourse is stifled, free exchange of ideas is discouraged, elements which 
are fundamental to the mission of higher education. In the long term, these developments 
could diminish graduates’ capacity to navigate complex professional and social environ-
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ments that require engagement with diverse perspectives, exercising critical thinking, and 
the ability to engage constructively with differing viewpoints.

Technology

Rapid technological advancements, notably in artificial intelligence (AI) and automa-
tion, present significant challenges to the traditional role of universities in preparing indi-
viduals for the workforce. As AI-driven systems increasingly process, generate, and even 
instruct in various domains of knowledge (Brynjolfsson and McAfee, 2014), the necessity 
for individuals to pursue lengthy, content-heavy programs may be reduced. Moreover, the 
displacement of employment opportunities across numerous sectors due to automation 
raises doubts about the enduring value of higher education as a straightforward route to 
stable professional positions. The accelerating pace of skill obsolescence in the global econ-
omy does not align well with the traditional, linear, and time-consuming model of univer-
sity-based education. Similarly, the long-term usefulness of memorizing facts or acquiring 
broad general knowledge diminishes as AI becomes more capable in these areas. Consider-
ing these structural economic changes, universities must reevaluate their curricula, peda-
gogical approaches, and assessment methodologies, placing a stronger emphasis on critical 
thinking, adaptability, creativity, interpersonal communication, and the continuous rein-
vention of one’s intellectual skill set (Harari, 2018).

Reflection: the future of universities

If the preceding assumptions hold, it can be inferred that universities are facing major 
difficulties in maintaining their position as knowledge generators and mechanisms for so-
cial integration, in the internal fiber of society. The combined effect of diminishing the 
value of their contribution and declining societal trust poses a substantial threat to their 
continued viability as essential contributors to human development. It is therefore imper-
ative that universities engage in critical self-reflection and formulate a considered, strategic 
response to these pressures. 

At a minimum, they must address the following issues:
•	 Technological challenges—artificial intelligence, digital reality

In an era characterized by rapid developments in artificial intelligence and the prolifer-
ation of digital environments, universities must implement adaptive strategies that effec-
tively incorporate these innovations into their central functions of teaching, research, and 
knowledge dissemination. They should take an active role in unraveling the ethical impli-
cations of these technologies, guiding their application to ensure alignment with principles 
of responsible innovation and the broader interests of societal well-being.
•	 Restoring trust

To fulfill their institutional mission, universities must actively restore public con-
fidence in their legitimacy and authority. This process entails a deliberate reaffirmation 
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of the foundational values that have historically justified their societal standing: academ-
ic freedom, rigorous scientific inquiry, impartiality, and a clear commitment to rational 
discourse. Equally critical is the integration of critical thinking as a central pillar in both 
research endeavors and pedagogical strategies. By communicating transparently and con-
sistently demonstrating their adherence to these principles, universities can effectively mit-
igate perceptions of political bias and reestablish their credibility as impartial, intellectually 
rigorous sources of knowledge and innovation.
•	 Contributions to workforce development

In order to enhance their contribution to workforce development, universities should 
assess and calibrate their educational offerings to better align with present and anticipat-
ed labor market demands. Beyond subject-specific expertise, universities should prioritize 
the cultivation of transferable competencies—such as critical thinking, adaptability, com-
munication, digital literacy, and collaborative problem-solving—that broaden graduates’ 
employability and resilience in a volatile professional landscape. Achieving these objectives 
may require restructuring traditional degree programs, offering more flexible learning 
pathways, and implementing continuous professional development modules.
•	 Institutional authority and expertise

To regain their status as authoritative sources of expertise, universities must reori-
ent themselves toward addressing complex societal challenges through rigorous, evi-
dence-based research. Developing collaborative frameworks that involve a broad spectrum 
of stakeholders, and integrating diverse perspectives, resources, and areas of specialization, 
universities can foster synergistic partnerships that lead to innovative, context-specific 
solutions. Such an interdisciplinary and cooperative approach not only enhances the rel-
evance and applicability of academic research but also reinforces universities’ capacity to 
influence policy, drive social innovation, and contribute meaningfully to the public good.
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