
We live, more than ever before, in a knowledge-based economy, an economy where routine activities are increasingly automated 
or outsourced, and where creative tasks and innovation have become more prominent. We also live in a society facing global 
challenges for which appropriate solutions have to be found. In this context, attitudes, skills and behaviours are needed that 
stimulate the pursuit of creative tasks and the addressing of complex problems in innovative ways. These attitudes, skills and 
behaviours can be called entrepreneurial, because they provide individuals with the willingness and ability to recognise and 
pursue opportunities for new value creation and problem solving in any organisational setting. Entrepreneurship must therefore 
be understood as a multifaceted concept that includes the attitudes and skills to create new value in society, not (just) being a 
business owner or founder of a start-up.

The economic changes and societal challenges not only influence the skills and attitudes needed, but have also shed new light 
on the role of research-intensive universities in today’s economy and society. This role, as educators of tomorrow’s employees, 
policy makers, leaders and citizens needs to be rethought. In depth, disciplinary, scientific expertise remains the cornerstone of 
a university education, but enriching it with attitudes and skills that aim at creating new societal value and shaping tomorrow’s 
society has become of the utmost importance. One of way of forging such skills and attitudes is through interdisciplinary teamwork.  

For many of today’s global societal challenges, research will be a crucial part of the solution. However, it is often not 
straightforward how this newly generated knowledge must be translated into addressing these societal challenges, and how new 
solutions should be deployed to generate the necessary impact. This requires students and researchers that are equipped with 
appropriate entrepreneurial skills and attitudes. To do this, universities need to stimulate bottom-up initiatives, combined with a 
university-wide vision. This might require a change of the organisation of the university and its staff.

Universities do not need to become “entrepreneurial” themselves, but they should be aware of their role in entrepreneurial 
ecosystems, namely to educate students that can create value in the organisations, economy and society they will join after 
graduation and that are able to tackle (societal) problems in an innovative way. In order to keep track of this and to learn how to 
do this effectively, universities should take the lead in developing and using tools for assessment. These tools should diagnose 
what the university’s  position is on entrepreneurship, how it can improve, and whether or not it achieves the aspired changes 
and ultimately creates a better society. Last, but not least, universities should increasingly become the driving force in forming 
entrepreneurial ecosystems in which students are no longer a human resource that is being deployed, but an entrepreneurial 
driving force that creates new value in society.

This paper sets out LERU’s vision on the role that universities, and higher education institutions in general, need to play when it 
comes to stimulating and supporting student entrepreneurship. It is intended for all stakeholders who play a role in shaping the higher 
education system, from universities, to profit and non-profit organisations, and from individuals involved in coaching and/or teaching 
to policy makers and governments. It is enriched with good practice examples of student entrepreneurship at LERU universities. 

Resulting from this vision, LERU makes the following recommendations:

1. Research-intensive universities need to proactively develop the entrepreneurial skills and attitudes of their students and staff. 
2. Interdisciplinary student work and project-based learning are essential components of successful entrepreneurship 

education.
3. For entrepreneurship to thrive at universities and to make it accessible and relevant to all students, its meaning needs to be 

reframed.
4. Research-intensive universities need to embrace bottom-up initiatives that help to foster an entrepreneurial culture.
5. Universities need to be open and take the lead with regard to entrepreneurship education in their entrepreneurial ecosystem.
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About LERU

LERU was founded in 2002 as an association of research-intensive universities sharing the values of high-quality teaching in an 
environment of internationally competitive research. The League is committed to: education through an awareness of the frontiers of 
human understanding; the creation of new knowledge through basic research, which is the ultimate source of innovation in society; the 
promotion of research across a broad front, which creates a unique capacity to reconfigure activities in response to new opportunities 
and problems. The purpose of the League is to advocate these values, to influence policy in Europe and to develop best practice through 
mutual exchange of experience.

LERU publications

LERU publishes its views on research and higher education in several types of publications, including position papers, advice papers, 
briefing papers and notes. 
Advice papers provide targeted, practical and detailed analyses of research and higher education matters. They anticipate developing or 
respond to ongoing issues of concern across a broad area of policy matters or research topics. Advice papers usually provide concrete 
recommendations for action to certain stakeholders at European, national or other levels. 
LERU publications are freely available in print and online at www.leru.org.
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