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4 The future of Europe 
and the contribution 
of research-intensive universities

Foreword by the Chair and Secretary-General of LERU  

The second decade of the 21st century is coming to 
an end. For the European Union, it has brought many 
new, unexpected challenges, which have not always 
been easy to master. They are well-known: migration, 
security, terrorism, climate change, etc. The upcoming 
third decade of the century will no doubt also have its 
surprises. But with her strong speech in the European 
Parliament on 16 July 2019, the president-elect of the 
European Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, has 
indicated that she is more than ready to deal with new 
challenges, surprises or any other unexpected events. 
Together with her team of commissioners, she will 
present a more detailed agenda for the next five years 
in the fall of 2019. 

With this publication, “Universities and the Future of 
Europe”, the 23 members of the League of European 
Research Universities (LERU) wish to contribute to the 
shaping of this agenda for 2019-2024. This publication 
is also intended for the recently elected members of 
the European Parliament, many of whom are new to EU 
policy in the field of research, innovation and education. 

In this document LERU asks the following question: 
how can research universities best help 21st century 
society to cope with old and new challenges? Our 
answer is, by taking a serving role: by training excellent 
students, performing outstanding research, forging 

Universities 
        the future 
of Europe
and 

scientific breakthroughs, producing new products and 
services, etc. In a nutshell: by engaging with society 
and creating societal added value. As comprehensive, 
multidisciplinary institutions, with a long-term vision, 
bright students and talented staff members, research 
universities are one of the very few forces capable 
of rendering this service to society. And this service 
will be crucial if the realisation of the United Nations’ 
Sustainable Development Goals is to be taken seriously. 
Research universities will be a key actor to make that 
possible. 

At the same time, universities themselves face numerous 
challenges: increased internationalisation, reduced 
funding, worrying fake news, criticism of excellence 
and expertise, demands for societal and institutional 
diversity, damaging cases of lack of integrity, the need 
for institutional collaboration, to name just a few. And the 
reality is that not all universities are ready or sufficiently 
able to tackle these challenges. As a consequence, their 
role of serving society is threatened, and society risks to 
be left behind, disappointed by and in its universities. 

We consider this a plausible rather than a potential 
scenario. One thing is absolutely clear: a more supportive 
environment for universities, facilitated by local, regional, 
national and European public and private actors, is 
absolutely crucial. Such an environment is not only 
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Prof. Jean Chambaz, 
Chair of LERU

Prof. Kurt Deketelaere, 
Secretary-General of LERU

about funding, although it remains an essential element. 
That is why the Multi-Annual Financial Framework 2021-
2027 must invest more in research and innovation than 
the 94 billion euro proposed by the Commission. As 
indicated by the European Parliament and the Lamy 
Group, a budget ranging from 120 to 160 billion euro is 
what is realistically needed to tackle pressing research 
and innovation challenges. We urge the Member States 
to support such a budget increase for research and 
innovation.

Alongside budgetary issues, the European Research 
Area (as foreseen in the Treaty on the Functioning of the 
European Union) must still be fully realised, meaning 
that obstacles at the Member State level must finally be 
eliminated. Domestic tax, social security, pension, VAT 
and other rules hamper the free circulation of knowledge 
in the EU. The European Education Area must do the 
same for education by 2025, albeit against a much 
weaker Treaty background. We call for a level playing 
field in research, innovation and education in Europe. It 
will make cooperation between universities easier and 
better, and in this way increase their service to society. 

In this document we have examined the most pressing 
issues through several interviews with LERU rectors. 
We hope you enjoy the up-close and personal style of 
the interviews with some of Europe’s most influential 
academic leaders. In addition, we offer you a number of 
LERU messages, recommendations, best practice and 
solutions, based on the views and policy papers that our 
association has carefully built up over the past 17 years 
(and counting). 

We are proud of our engagement in Brussels, Europe and 
beyond, working with many politicians, administrations 
and stakeholder organisations. We are looking forward 
to continuing this close working relationship with you in 
the period 2019-2024. 
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Introduction

Ask Europe’s leading research universities about their 
role and it is surprising how little they talk about research. 
They are proud of their excellence in generating new 
knowledge, of course, but they see their place in 
European society as much more than this.

“We are among the few institutions in our countries, and 
in Europe, who are integrators of society,” says Jean 
Chambaz, president of Sorbonne University in Paris and 
the current chair of LERU. “We perform research, we 
develop and transmit knowledge, we educate and we 
innovate. We transfer value to society in many senses, 
not just through creating new devices, goods and start-
ups, but also with intangible development and culture. 
And through the people we train, we are a lever for the 
economic and social development of Europe, and for its 
cohesion.” 

If there is a problem, it’s that this range of contributions 
is not always recognised. “We have the frustration, as 
research universities, of not being used as much as we 
could be,” he concludes.

In particular, there is a tendency to forget that research 
universities are equally devoted to teaching. “Education 
is very important, in order to disseminate our latest 

knowledge from research and to create Europe’s 
future leaders,” says Karen Maex, rector magnificus of 
the University of Amsterdam. “This role should not be 
undervalued.” 

Michael Arthur, the president and provost of University 
College London, agrees that people are at the heart of 
what it means to be European research university. “It’s 
about being at the centre of activities that are of benefit 
to European society, not the least of which is the impact 
produced by our graduates and scholars,” he says. 
“Providing society with highly skilled graduates is a big 
contribution that we make to Europe and its future.”

Skills for society

With European society evolving so quickly, education 
needs to move just as rapidly as research. “Knowledge 
is changing and information is circulating so fast that we 
have had to change the way we teach our students,” 
says Professor Chambaz. “They have to learn how 
to learn, with a critical reflection on what they do. We 
have to give them data literacy, and make them able 
to understand what they observe in different jobs 
throughout their careers. More than teaching facts, it’s 
about transmitting this research culture of creative and 
critical thinking.” 

The future of Europe and 
the contribution of
research-intensive universities

Interview with the LERU Board of Directors
Prof. Jean Chambaz, President of Sorbonne University, Chair of LERU
Prof. Michael Arthur, President & Provost of University College London
Prof. Karen Maex, Rector Magnificus of the University of Amsterdam
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This is being achieved with new approaches to 
teaching. For instance, rather than coming to a lecture 
to receive information, students arrive already prepared 
to critically discuss what they have learned with their 
professors. “This also reflects the role they will play in 
their future society,” says Professor Maex.

Meanwhile students are taking the initiative much 
more, using university workshops known as fab-labs to 
work on projects that are outside the curriculum. “The 
question for us is how to acknowledge the success of 
that process by giving them credits for what they do 
by themselves, rather than just for passively attending 
lectures,” says Professor Chambaz.

Being educated at a research university also imparts 
a sense of integrity and responsibility that is reflected 
in civic values. “Our graduates are more likely to vote, 
more likely to give to charity, and less likely to get 
involved in crime,” says Professor Arthur. “They provide 
a stability and a civility to society that is a great benefit.”

Their ambitions in life are also progressive. “When I talk 
to my students, they don’t talk about making a lot of 
money or becoming famous. What they really want is to 
have a very fulfilling life, with an interesting job. If they 
succeed in that, then I think their contribution to society 
will be a very positive one.”

The citizens that Europe needs for the future will not be 
like those who graduated in the 20th century, expecting 
a linear career or even a job for life. “When I retire, I will 
be one of the last dinosaurs,” jokes Professor Chambaz. 
“Our wish in universities is no longer to reproduce our 
own species, but to supply society and the economy 
with flexible, critical-thinking, decision-making, con-
cerned citizens.” 

Reaching out 

Yet even though more students are passing through 
universities, there is still a risk that a gap persists 
between the academic community and society. “We 
are involved with one half of the population, but not the 
other half,” says Professor Maex, “so we are talking a 
great deal about how we can reach out to the other 
50% of the people. They also want to know and feel why 
universities are there.”

One response is for greater engagement with the cities 
most research universities call home. “At the University 
of Amsterdam we have programmes together with the 
city, not just to do research, but also looking at the 
city as a pool of ideas and potential testbeds. This 
increase in local connections is a trend you see in many 
universities.”

These interactions are also a chance to show citizens 
that universities are dealing with the same issues that 
are on their minds. “If you look at the problems that we 
have in society, such as conflict, political divergence, 
poverty, these are all things that are being discussed at 
the university,” she concludes. “We underestimate the 
breadth of universities, sometimes.”

One issue in the public eye where universities can 
make a strong contribution is migration. Part of that is 
about generating knowledge. “We can substantially fill 
the public arena with high-quality research data to help 
formulate much better policy,” says Professor Arthur. 

Universities can also lead by example. “We should play 
a part by welcoming refugees when they are in a po-
sition to attend courses at universities,” says Professor 
Chambaz. 

This is something that many research universities do, 
thinking it both the right moral response and good for 
the university as a whole. “Anything that brings diversity 
and a committed group of students and staff to the 
university is a good thing,” says Professor Arthur. “Many 
of these people, who are displaced through no fault of 
their own, are very good academics, so it feels right to 
help them. The students like it, other staff like it, so it 
feels good to be involved.”

It is also consistent with the ambition of research 
universities to create international classrooms. “People 
who are going to be leaders need international skills,” 
says Professor Maex. “They need to have contact with 
people from other countries, they need to understand 
why people think differently.”

6 The future of Europe 
and the contribution 
of research-intensive universities

Prof. Jean Chambaz
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Prof. Jean Chambaz
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Prof. Michael Arthur

Conflict and security

Conflict prevention is another area where universities 
can contribute through both their research and as 
educators, transmitting a culture of ethics and integrity, 
and exposing students to an international classroom. 
And once again, universities lead by example. 

“When there are conflicts between countries, the last re-
maining ties are between academics,” Professor Cham-
baz observes. “Knowledge is a universal language. Sci-
entists, professors and students from all over the world 
still know how to communicate. They share the creation 
and dissemination of knowledge, and that’s often the 
last bridge between people. And if it is the last bridge, it 
should also be the first.”

But when the conversation shifts from conflict prevention 
to security, harder questions arise, such as whether or 
not universities should carry out research on defence 
applications or dual use technologies. “When we see all 
of the ways military-driven research has been applied 
to solve problems in civil society, we have to consider 
it,” says Professor Chambaz. “The question is how that 
research will be used by the military, and whether or not 
the researchers in our universities are compromised by 
doing the research.”

For Professor Arthur, there is no hard and fast rule about 
defence research. “We tend not to work with defence 
projects, particularly those that involve lethal force, but 
we take each case as it comes,” he says. “And we are 
cautious and try to be ethical about the work we do.” But 
he can see other areas of research where universities 
can directly support security.

“Increasingly cybersecurity is a big issue, and I think 
universities can contribute to making cyber more 
secure,” he says. This can be through research and 
by providing potential recruits for the cybersecurity 
services. “They might be graduates with a background 
in high-level mathematics or computer algorithms. So 
we contribute in that way too.”

Speed of change

The growing importance of cybersecurity is part of a 
wider wave of change, driven by digital technologies. 
“The digital revolution means that everything is 
transformed, even ourselves,” says Professor Chambaz. 
Under the banner of Open Science, universities are 
making unprecedented amounts of their knowledge 
public. Not just scientific papers, but also the underlying 
data is being released for other researchers to verify and 
to use.

“We are massive proponents of open science,” says 
Professor Arthur. “We make available copies of all of 
our papers as research monographs, as PDFs that are 
free of charge, and we do the same for text books.” 
University College London has also started its own 
open-access journal, with a focus on earth sciences and 
sustainability.

But there is a concern that universities may be put at 
a disadvantage by being so open. “Private companies 
worldwide will get a lot of data because it is all open, 
but they are not open in return. Data is not just a source 
of information but an asset,” says Professor Maex. 
“Universities are in no way protected in this. So in 
principle I’m all for Open Science, but it will change our 
ecosystem tremendously.”

Meanwhile the speed of modern society is also having 
an effect. “We feel much more than in the past the 
pressure of short-termism,” says Professor Chambaz. 
Politicians need results during their mandates, the 
media demands instant responses, and citizens want 
something to change in their lives. “They all come to 
the researchers and want to know: ‘What are you doing 
for me today?’ Well, what we are doing is preparing a 
sustainable future for the next generation, but dealing 
with this time pressure creates a lot of tension.”
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Research missions

This political desire to focus researchers’ attention has 
resulted in the concept of research missions in Horizon 
Europe, the next EU research programme. These 
are to be ambitious yet achievable projects aimed at 
major societal challenges, such as curing cancer or 
developing smart cities. Professor Arthur recognises 
that this could be a contentious approach.

“If you have mission-driven programmes with funding 
attached, then perhaps there is other good science 
that does not get as much funding as it deserves,” he 
says. But if the EU research budget rises, then this 
risk of displacement decreases. “In terms of additional 
funding for research, having grand ideas with very clear 
objectives allows politicians to see the benefit.”

He suggests dementia as a mission subject that could 
encompass a wide range of excellent research, targeted 
to a concrete goal. “It’s a worldwide problem, increasing 
in frequency, a major cause of death and suffering, and 
a huge economic burden,” he explains. “It seems to me 
that, if there is a big mission-driven approach, we could 
make some significant progress.” 

But while the mission can be set at the political level, that 
is where the external steering of universities should stop. 
“We can agree that there should be a few big missions, 
but researchers should still be free to determine how 
they answer these questions,” says Professor Chambaz.

Professor Maex agrees. “The missions should be 
organised in an open way, so that all kinds of research 
come together to make an interdisciplinary ecosystem. 
Information and knowledge have to move and be 
discussed, and that is how science advances.”

Curiosity-driven research will have as much to contribute 
to these missions as applied research. Indeed, the 
boundaries are no longer hard and fast. “We work in an 
ecosystem and there has to be room for independent, 
curiosity-driven research,” she goes on. “But curiosity 
can also take place when dealing with applications, so it 
is not so black and white.”

And while multidisciplinary research will be needed 
to answer the complex, challenging questions posed 
in the missions, this multidisciplinarity rests on 
excellent research in the core of each discipline. “No 
interdisciplinary project can be fruitful if it cannot draw 

on excellent core disciplinary expertise,” says Professor 
Chambaz. “You have to support research both at the 
core of the disciplines and transversely.”

Driving the economy

As well as being called on to address global challenges, 
research universities will be expected to continue 
contributing to the growth of Europe’s economy. Their 
record in this respect is already good. According to 
a study by Biggar Economics, the members of LERU 
generated a gross added value of €99.8 billion in 2016, 
creating 1.3 million jobs.

Once again Professor Chambaz argues that the key 
to this success is giving researchers the space to 
follow their instincts. “If we want research to be fruitful, 
then it should be free. You cannot have innovation or 
application on demand. It’s a matter of having the 
freedom to develop appropriate research to answer the 
correct question.” 

Basic research has a decisive role to play. “It is the 
fundamental, underpinning research that leads to the 
big, significant breakthroughs,” says Professor Arthur. 
“And if you don’t have a fundamental understanding of a 
process, for example in the life sciences, then you stand 
no chance of designing an effective intervention. So you 
have to get the basic science right.” 

Where academics want to be entrepreneurs, it is 
important to support them. “It’s about giving people the 
time they need and the permission, if you like, to pursue 
an entrepreneurial idea,” he goes on. “It’s saying that 
this is allowed in the academic world, and then aligning 
the reward structures accordingly.” An academic should 
be able to become a professor though entrepreneurial 
success as easily as they can through publishing high-
impact scientific papers. “This used to be called the third 
arm or third mission of academia, but we just regard it as 
an integrated function of being an academic.”
 
While some academics will make good entrepreneurs, 
it is not something all should be required to do. “The 
transfer of technology is the responsibility of the 
institution,” says Professor Chambaz. “As rectors, it’s our 
role to foster, to simplify and to be present whenever a 
technology could be transferred.”

Protecting the knowledge in a university is an important 
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precondition for this activity. “And the academic 
community is becoming more and more alert and better 
at protecting intellectual property,” says Professor Arthur. 
“There is a lot of space for that in the future European 
economy, and it’s inconceivable to me that science and 
technology will not underpin a significant part of industry.”

A magnet for talent

Another significant way that universities contribute is 
by acting as a focus for talented young people. “The 
mobility of youngsters has increased significantly over 
the last decades, be it for short or longer stays abroad,” 
says Professor Maex. “Talented people are essential for 
the future economy, and universities play an important 
role in attracting young talented people to come to and 
to stay in Europe. That role will become more important 
in the decades to come, especially in new fields of 
economic and societal activity.”

It is also the people who pass through research 
universities who build the high-tech industries that can 
transform cities and bring prosperity. “There may be no 
scientific product, no patent, but there is a relationship 
between a modern industry and a university that 
will absolutely be beneficial for the economy,” says 
Professor Arthur. “So we act as a magnet, because of 
the research that we do, because of our capabilities and 
because of the quality of our people.”

Social transformation 

Meanwhile Professor Maex sees the entrepreneurial 
spirit in a wider context. “It is not only being an 
entrepreneur, it’s the desire to change and the desire 
to do something in society. The entrepreneurial attitude 
also thrives outside the economic context.”

In a similar way, research universities are not just devis-
ing technologies that will transform the economy. “The 
evolution that we see in the next years in biotechnology, 
artificial intelligence and digitalisation, for instance, will 
mean that universities will have a larger impact than only 
creating business,” she goes on. “Here the full breadth 
of a university comes into play, to look for solutions and 
the right knowledge we need to discuss these develop-
ments.”

The social sciences and humanities have a particularly 
important role to play. “When we have a project on 

artificial intelligence, it is not only one of the exact 
sciences,” she says. “It’s also a project in law, in social 
sciences, and in culture. It will be across the university.” 
And timing is everything. “It’s not about asking, after 
the technological research has been done, whether or 
not it will be useful. The social sciences and humanities 
should be involved from day one, asking what a new 
technology means for society and how we can develop 
it together.”

For Professor Chambaz, some of the most significant 
solutions to global challenges will come out of the 
social sciences and humanities. “Who cares if you 
discover a new gene indicating who is susceptible to 
cardio-vascular diseases?” he asks. “We know what we 
have to do: eat and drink healthily and take exercise. 
It’s a question of behaviour, of social habits and 
social environment. So we need the contribution of all 
disciplines to solve these issues.”
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Foreign policy

Global challenges need global partnerships, and 
universities have a lot to think about in the area that 
might be called their foreign policy. Relationships need 
to be built with the scientific superpowers of the USA 
and China, while the rising economies of Latin America 
and Africa also require attention. 

“China has an astonishing capacity at this time to invest 
resources in its universities and research, so we have 
to deal with that, and think about how we build fair 
relationships,” says Professor Chambaz. Fairness also 
needs to be a feature of collaborations with Africa. “We 
need to gain, not by attracting the best African students 
to Europe, but rather by developing links between 
European research universities and those that exist or 
are developing in Africa, to help build their capacity.”

People will be of paramount importance, thinks Professor 
Maex. “We need to do more in the years to come to work 
together to build up the leaders of the future in Africa.” 

Bringing Europe together

But the question of fair and equal collaboration is also a 
live one within Europe, where there is a political imperative 
to see EU research funding more equally distributed 
between West and East. “The secret to this will be to 
fund on the grounds of excellence,” Professor Arthur 
says, “but you need to make sure that the assessment 
system is fair, so that excellence in the Central and 
Eastern European countries is recognised. We need to 
help them bring their level of scientific excellence up, 
not reduce the requirement for excellence.” 

More broadly, Professor Chambaz thinks that finding 
ways to free the circulation of students and academic 
staff among Europe’s universities -- including those 
outside the EU -- would make a significant contribution 
to European cohesion. “Clearing the constraints would 
help us build a new age of enlightenment Europe.”

Professor Maex agrees. “I sometimes feel that the 
narrative is too negative, always talking about what 
is wrong, but Europe has so many assets, and its 
universities play such an important role. They are there 
in culture, in multilingualism, all these things that are 
typically European. So let’s foster that and not dismiss 
it as unimportant,” she says. “This movement of people 
enables us to create a melting pot, which is both good 
for diversity and simply good for research. Together, we 
can achieve a lot.”
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We need to prepare “for a 
more united, stronger and 
more democratic Union in an 
increasingly uncertain world”, the 
European Commission stated 
in its contribution to the EU’s 
strategic agenda 2019-2024 
for the informal EU27 leaders 
meeting in Sibiu on 9 May 2019. 
 
LERU welcomes this message, 
in particular the reference to 
the importance of research 
and innovation in this agenda. 
Whilst LERU also recognises 
that we therefore “need to 
focus research and innovation 
on the ecological, social and 
economic transitions and 
related societal challenges” 
(p.31), LERU wishes to call 
attention to the importance of 
frontier, open-ended research 
to secure Europe’s long-
term competitiveness and 
prosperity, as well as the need 
to make the most of research 
and education linkages. 

The European Council, at 
its meeting of 20 June 2019, 
adopted a new Strategic Agenda 
2019-2014 for the Union. As the 
overall policy framework for the 
next five years it focuses on four 
priorities: 1/ protecting citizens 
and freedom, 2/ developing a 
strong and vibrant economic 
base, 3/ building a climate-
neutral, green, fair and social 
Europe, and 4/ promoting 
European interests and values 
on the global scale. 
 
LERU subscribes to and 
supports this agenda. It 
particularly welcomes 
the Council’s recognition 
that “we must step up 
investment in people’s skills 
and education, do more 
to foster entrepreneurship 
and innovation and 
increase research efforts, in 
particular by addressing the 
fragmentation of European 
research, development and 
innovation” (p.8).

“Strengthening European 
identity is both the ‘seed’ 
and the ‘fruit’ of European 
integration”, states a report by 
the European Parliamentary 
Research Service (2019, p.3). 
Moreover, it states that a strong 
component of national identity 
is related to universities, which 
are a “powerful symbol of the 
European contribution to global 
knowledge”. 
 
LERU is pleased to see that 
universities are recognised 
in this way. Universities 
are “integrators of society” 
LERU argues in the present 
publication, which aims to 
convince policy makers and 
politicians to engage with 
universities, to draw on their 
broad and deep range of 
expertise, so as to create and 
shape the future Europe we 
want.

LERU key messages

1. The future of Europe

LERU, as a leading network and powerful voice of Europe’s top universities, is committed 

to engage with the European institutions, offering its wealth of expertise, evidence and 

insight to confront current and yet-to-develop challenges at the European and global 

stage in the coming years. 



LERU Key Messages

Research-intensive universities are unique amongst 
human institutions in their strengths of connecting:
 
- education, through which they shape future 

generations of society’s most talented, creative 
and analytical minds; 

- research, by using the scientific method to create 
exciting and ground-breaking knowledge, which 
opens up new understanding and is the ultimate 
source of innovation in society; 

- innovation, thanks to which they are prolific 
sources of technological, economic and societal 
entrepreneurship.

The tangible benefits that universities bring to the 
economy and innovation are significant, but their 
more intangible benefits to individuals, families, 
communities and society are immeasurably 
important. Universities play a vital role in attracting 
and educating young talent, facilitating their mobility 
in Europe and beyond, and in harvesting and 
delivering talent to society (LERU, 2010, 2018).

2. “What are universities for?”

LERU calls on the incoming European policy makers and legislators to:

- be ambitious in their vision for higher education, research and innovation and 
make it central to EU policy making;

- use the wealth of expertise available at universities across a broad spectrum of 
policy making;

- support European universities so they can continue to thrive in challenging times.

Read LERU’s papers:
What are universities for? (LERU, 2008)
Harvesting talent: strengthening research careers in Europe (LERU, 2010)  
Delivering talent: careers of researchers inside and outside universities (LERU, 2018) 

In current, challenging times, universities act as 
integrators of society: they dialogue with society 
in an open culture of fact-based evidence and 
expertise, where diversity of opinion is respected 
and valued.

It is critical that all relevant EU policies recognise 
the broad, pervasive and long-term benefits of 
university education, research and innovation, 
and provide the support and environment that will 
ensure that these institutions continue to flourish. 
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The European Research Area (ERA) and European 
(Higher) Education Area (E(H)EA) are welcome and 
useful policy frameworks. Better linkages between 
the two should be sought and the ERA should 
receive a new impulse.

The European funding programmes for education, 
research and innovation are a success. With high 
quality and impact, they contribute real added 
value to the EU. They should be central to the EU’s 
political ambitions. The next programmes (Horizon 
Europe and the next Erasmus) must be cherished 
and safeguarded for the future.

3. What does LERU want for higher   
 education, research and innovation   
 in Europe? 

These programmes do not only have a positive 
impact on universities. They also bring substantial 
benefits to European industry, SMEs, as well as other 
sectors and society at large. In addition, it is valuable 
to recognise the contributions these programmes 
make at the global level, for example in relation to the 
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals.

The future success of these programmes crucially 
depends on the development of smart, strategic 
implementation plans, on a generous budget and on 
their timely delivery, all of which have to materialise 
in 2019 and 2020. There is no time to waste.

LERU calls on the incoming European policy makers and legislators to: 

- make research, education and innovation key EU policy and funding 
priorities in the next Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF);

- concentrate efforts on delivering the best Framework Programme for 
Research and Innovation and Erasmus Programme yet;

- secure a timely start on 1 January 2021 to avoid painful funding 
gaps which could jeopardise Europe’s prowess in education, 
research and innovation.
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Horizon Europe will be one of the largest EU 
programmes for research and innovation ever. To 
match the scale of its ambitions and to deliver the 
desired impact, the budget should be in the order of 
160bn euro, not the 94bn currently on the table, as 
has been argued by many stakeholders, including 
LERU and a consortium of university networks 
(#EUinvestInKnowledge), as well as in the Lamy 
report (2018).

Excellence in research emerges on the basis of 
international competition and collaboration, both of 
which are needed. Fairness and openness are crucial 
notions. 

Decision makers must not lose sight of the 
Framework Programme’s most proven and most 
successful programmes, in particular the European 
Research Council and the Marie Sklodowska Curie 
Actions. Funding for these must be increased. The 
best way to do this is to increase the overall Horizon 
Europe budget.

Research excellence, competition and cooperation 
must prevail in Horizon Europe, while at the same 
time smart opportunities to foster excellence should 
be used, such as through the widening participation 
actions, whereby the focus should be on developing 
synergies between Horizon Europe and European 
Structural Investment Funds. 

Horizon Europe should be an open programme: 1/ 
open to certain non-EU countries (especially those 
that are part of the ERA, such as Switzerland and 
potentially the UK) and 2/ open and connected to 
other EU programmes, as research and innovation 
play an important role in all policy fields. Streamlining 
measures will be necessary to avoid overly complex 
programmes. 

4. What must the EU programmes for   
 research, innovation and higher    
 education deliver?

Developing synergies across programmes will be 
necessary, valuable and welcome, such as with 
those in relevant thematic areas including energy, 
health, agriculture and transport, and, importantly, 
between the Horizon Europe and Erasmus 
Programmes. 

As EU-funded defence research has become 
possible, it is important to take into consideration 
the constraints on European universities (and even 
the impossibility for some) to engage in defence 
research. 

Higher education has rightly become more 
important in the EU agenda in recent years; 
it should continue to be a priority for the next 
European Commission. Within its limited possibility 
to act in the field of education, the EU should 
increase the support for exchanges of both 
students and staff, for collaboration between higher 
education institutions and for the development and 
implementation of, and best practice exchange on 
innovative pedagogies.

‘European universities’ is an interesting and 
important initiative of the EU in the field of higher 
education. It has already incentivised many higher 
education institutions to investigate how they can 
more intensively collaborate in the future with other 
institutions from other EU countries. Education, 
research, innovation and service to society are 
all fully intertwined at universities, particularly at 
research-intensive ones. The European universities 
initiative should recognise this and stimulate 
collaboration within the networks on all these 
aspects.   

LERU Key Messages
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LERU calls on the incoming European policy makers and legislators to:

- significantly increase the budgets for Horizon Europe and Erasmus;
- resist political pressure to compromise on excellence as a key feature across all Horizon Europe 

strategic and work programmes;
- continue the ‘European universities’ initiative, provide decent funding for it, and recognise research-

intensive universities’ inextricable links between education, research and innovation;
- seek to secure close organisational links between the Directorates-General that cover higher 

education, research and innovation through one Commissioner.

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for Horizon Europe and Erasmus:  
LERU welcomes the partial political agreement on Horizon Europe (LERU, 2019)
10 key LERU messages for Horizon Europe (LERU, 2018)
Research, innovation and education deserve even more in the MFF (LERU, 2018)
Beyond the Horizon: LERU’s views on FP9 (LERU, 2017)
Seize our common future: joint call for an ambitious Horizon Europe budget (Joint statement, 2019)

https://www.leru.org/news/leru-welcomes-the-partial-political-agreement-on-horizon-europe
https://www.leru.org/files/Publications/10-key-LERU-messages-for-Horizon-Europe.pdf
https://www.leru.org/news/100-billion-for-horizon-europe-fp9-good-but-not-good-enough-yet
https://www.leru.org/files/LERUs-Views-on-the-9th-Framework-Programme-for-Research-and-Innovation.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/Documents/Joint-Call-for-an-Ambitious-Horizon-Europe-Budget1.pdf
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Prof. Michel Deneken
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Michel Deneken’s office has a panoramic view over the 
University of Strasbourg campus. The faculty buildings 
with their clean lines are separated by broad pavements 
and lawns planted with trees. Beyond are blocks of flats 
and offices, and in the distance the tower of Strasbourg 
Cathedral. 

“The best symbol of our openness is the campus of 
the University of Strasbourg,” he says. “You cannot see 
where the city ends and the campus begins. There are 
no walls or fences. It’s an open campus, that people can 
walk into and meet students and teachers.”

There is more to openness than architecture, of course, 
and like other research universities Strasbourg has taken 
steps in recent years to make both its research and its 
teaching more accessible. As president of the university, 
Professor Deneken sees this as a natural consequence 
of belonging to a rapidly changing society.

“The question is: how can we remain true to our 
fundamental values in this state of constant change? 
And the answer is openness. Society is more and more 
open, so we have to be more and more open.” 

Research results

Making research results available to society is the 
bedrock of openness. “The philosophy is that citizens 
have the right to see the results of research that is 
paid for with their taxes,” Professor Deneken explains.  
And there is a genuine demand for information. “For 
the LERU universities, with their high-level research in 
areas such as health and medicine, the environment 
and sustainability, people are even more interested in 
the results.”

The interviews

The university is an open knowledge institution
Interview with Prof. Michel Deneken, President of the University of Strasbourg

Hence the need to communicate directly with the public 
through the media, conferences and debates. But it 
can also mean reaching further back into the research 
process, so that raw data are made available as well. 
“This involves a new understanding what constitutes 
transferable knowledge.”

This is an important component of ‘open science’, an 
approach that aims to make scientific research, data 
and dissemination accessible to all levels of an inquiring 
society. Under the broader name of ‘open scholarship’ it 
also encompasses research in the humanities and other 
domains outside the natural sciences.

Professor Deneken sees distinct advantages in this 
approach. “It’s an opportunity for a large proportion of 
our scientists to have more readers, and more impact,” 
he says. “If our science is open, it is immediately on the 
world stage and part of the international debate.”

That exposure, and the scrutiny that goes with it, should 
be an incentive to sound science. “It is a guarantee of 
honesty and of success.” 

Some researchers have concerns that open science 
risks undermining their ownership of research, that their 
findings will be stolen and the benefits lost. “We have to 
convince them that the intellectual property connected 
to their research does not change.”

Meanwhile the open science approach can also 
stimulate commercialisation. He cites the example of a 
young researcher who opened up his research results to 
potential investors in a crowd-funding campaign. “And 
he found the money he needed for his start-up.” 
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Limits to openness

While Professor Deneken insists that there are no 
taboos when it comes to opening up research, there 
are sensitive areas. “Some of my researchers say that 
they can share everything with the public, but in some 
domains we have to be careful. Some conclusions may 
cause anxiety in society, some may not be conclusive. 
And people hate ‘perhaps’ and ‘maybe’.”

It can be frustrating when the media changes ‘maybe’ 
into a certainty, and people start to believe that a 

Prof. Michael Hengartner, 
President of the University of Zurich

At my university we have set up a citizen science centre 
because we see citizen science as a unique opportunity to 
significantly expand the scope of research and to promote 
the productive interaction between science and society. 
But to guarantee its quality and impact, universities must 
ensure that methods of participatory research meet 
international standards of scientific excellence.

discovery today will be in the pharmacy or the shops 
tomorrow. “We have to convince people that research is 
also long-term, and that promising results will sometimes 
come to nothing.”

Another difficult area is research involving animals, 
which is rejected by some groups, regardless of how 
strongly regulated and open institutions are. “We have 
domains where we genuinely cannot advance without 
animal research. That also means that to be a researcher 
today in these domains is very courageous.”

Involving interested groups more closely in the research, 
and incorporating their views, can help in these situations. 
For example, when a Strasbourg research team set out 
to test new approaches to controlling vineyard diseases 
around Colmar, growers were suspicious that this was 
a way of stealthily introducing genetically modified 
organisms (GMOs). 

“The researchers said that they needed to test a GMO in 
one area, but they said: we will do it with you, according 
to your conditions, and we will stop if you want to. And 
this experience was very positive, for two years. But 
then a group of militants from outside destroyed that 
vineyard, and so we stopped the research.”

This makes Professor Deneken wary about the potential 
for citizen science, a growing movement to involve the 
public in research projects. “Citizen science works 
when there is a shared sense of responsibility, but our 
experience is not conclusive.”

Opening up education

Universities are also opening up to sections of the 
population not otherwise engaged in higher education. 
For example, opportunities are being found for people 
mid-career to add university qualifications to their 
experience.

“Twenty per cent of the people in our engineering schools 
are now these ‘apprentis’ as they are known in France,” 
Professor Deneken says. Currently they are taught in 
separate, tailor-made programmes, but there are plans 
to bring them into undergraduate programmes.

“Our teachers think that combining this teaching with the 
experience of mature learners may be pedagogically 
more efficient,” he goes on. “When they are all working 
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together, there is a really interesting intergenerational 
exchange. This also reflects what happens in companies, 
where you have people in their forties or fifties working 
alongside young engineers at the beginning of their 
careers.”

Meanwhile, teaching is being opened up by digital 
technologies and new pedagogical methods, reflecting 
a realisation that today’s young people want to learn 
in different ways. For example, course material is 
increasingly made available as videos or in other digital 
forms, so that students can take it in at their own pace. 

“We also have so-called flipped classrooms, where the 
teacher sends material to the students one week before 
class, and then when they meet it is not to give a lesson, 
but to discuss the material they have already received,” 
Professor Deneken explains.

Yet contact with a teacher remains an essential part of 
this enriched learning. This is one of the reasons that the 
purely online education offered in massive open online 
courses, or MOOCs, have such low success rates. 

“If your only relationship with a university is a screen and 
people on video, then that is not teaching. You need to 
swim in the pedagogical pool. And that’s true for all dis-
ciplines.”

Prof. Simone Buitendijk, Vice Provost (Education) at 
Imperial College London and Chair of the LERU Policy 
Group Learning and Teaching

Creating high quality online degrees and MOOCs allows us to 
dramatically increase the reach and impact of our teaching. 
This is a more flexible and accessible educational route, 
which is particularly beneficial for areas of global interest, 
such as public health, AI or sustainability. It creates a global 
community of students who share their knowledge and 
perspectives, and brings new ideas to on-campus learning.
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LERU messages

Europe as a trail blazer on Open Science

• Society has a right to immediate full open access to the outputs of research, in particular to publications, 
but also to data, software programmes, etc. within legally justified protection of data, privacy and 
commercialisation. Open Science opens up new ways in which research is undertaken and disseminated.

• The benefits of Open Science include greater efficiency and productivity, more transparency, a better 
response to interdisciplinary research needs and new ways for academics to interact with society. 

• The transition to Open Science requires significant cultural change, not least at universities, so that openness 
is broadly embedded in education, training, assessment of researchers, recruitment and career progress.

• While it brings new and exciting opportunities for the scholarly community, the transition to Open Science 
is not straightforward to deliver. Significant challenges lie ahead for all stakeholders (universities, 
governments, funders, businesses, etc.), who need to come together on this agenda. 

LERU 
• supports the European Commission’s Open Science agenda and is actively engaged with European 

stakeholders to progress this agenda;
• is taking active steps for implementation with its member universities.

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for Open Science in this paper: 
Open science and its role in universities: a roadmap for cultural change (LERU, 2018)

Opening access to research publications with Plan S

• Plan S (proposed by the research funders’ cOAlition S and supported by the European Commission) is a 
significant and welcome mechanism to realise open access to publications in Europe and beyond.

• Major challenges to implement Plan S relate to cost, time scale and reach: 
- research funders need to meet the publication costs of all their funded research outputs, not simply a 

percentage of them;
- for an operational system to work smoothly in Horizon Europe, universities and researchers need 

sufficient time to be able to implement Plan S;  
- Plan S principles need to be embraced by research funders across the globe – particularly North 

America, China and India, where it has not yet been officially signed.
• Universities need new publishing models, some of which they can, if enabled, to develop themselves.
• Copyright residing with universities or researchers needs to be safeguarded. 

LERU 
• supports Plan S;
• urges research funders, at the EU and other levels, to take into consideration universities’ needs;
• looks forward to working with cOAlition S and the European Commission to further develop rules for 

engagement which work for all stakeholders in the scholarly communications landscape.

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for Plan S in these LERU statements (2019):
Plan S – “The best way to predict your future is to create it”
Plan S – Positive action combined with positive thinking delivers success 

The interviews

https://www.leru.org/files/LERU-AP24-Open-Science-full-paper.pdf
https://www.leru.org/news/plan-s-the-best-way-to-predict-your-future-is-to-create-it-abraham-lincoln
https://www.leru.org/news/plans-positive-action-combined-with-positive-thinking-delivers-success
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Citizen science

• Citizen science, the active involvement of non-professional scientists in research, comes in great variety, 
from small group projects based on common interest, to large, international projects with professional 
scientists and research institutions. 

• Citizen science can enhance the quality and quantity of research, thereby offering more and better 
innovations and solutions for today’s societal challenges.

• Citizen science is justifiably embedded in the Open Science policy framework, as it both benefits from and 
contributes to Open Science.

LERU 
• supports citizen science, whilst equally suggesting that citizen science must adhere to what are considered 

fundamental academic standards and research principles, methods and procedures to ensure quality and 
validity; 

• encourages research policy and funding organisations to promote the use of Open Science practices in 
citizen science projects, to recognise a wide range of success criteria when supporting citizen science 
projects and to ensure adequate funding for community management, platform development and other 
non-research functions of citizen science.

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for citizen science in these papers: 
Open science and its role in universities: a roadmap for cultural change (LERU, 2018)
Citizen science at universities: trends, guidelines and recommendations (LERU, 2016)

Prof. Henk Kummeling, Rector Magnificus of Utrecht University: 

Innovation in education is highly important: at my university 
initiatives have focused on bottom-up approaches which take 
full advantage of the potential of new technologies, such as 
augmented and virtual reality, artificial intelligence and learning 
analytics. This will require increasing collaboration between 
institutions, society and business. Sharing data and content will 
become extremely valuable for our publicly funded institutes.

https://www.leru.org/files/LERU-AP24-Open-Science-full-paper.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/Citizen-Science-at-Universities-Trends-Guidelines-and-Recommendations-Full-paper.pdf
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Prof. Yves Flückiger



29Briefing Paper - EU Institutions

The University of Geneva has learned the value of 
international connections the hard way. In 2014 Swiss 
voters endorsed restrictions on free movement for some 
European citizens, prompting the EU to severely limit 
the participation of Swiss researchers and students in 
its programmes. “In two years, Switzerland lost a lot in 
terms of its position in the academic world,” recalls Yves 
Flückiger, the university’s rector. “We have experienced 
both what it means to be a part of Europe, and not to be 
a part of Europe, and the impact is clear to see.”

Excluded from the Erasmus programme, Swiss students 
had greatly reduced opportunities to study abroad. 
And although the Swiss government replaced lost EU 
research funding, academics no longer had to compete 
with their European peers to win it. “And competition is 
always the best way to increase the quality of research.”

Now that the crisis is over, Switzerland is rebuilding its 
connections with the rest of Europe and reflecting on the 
experience. “It was a sobering example of what it means 
to be a closed country, rather than one that is open to 
the rest of the world,” says Professor Flückiger.

Scientific diplomacy

One way that Switzerland is rebuilding its status as a 
European actor is through scientific diplomacy, finding 
new ways to address international challenges in a 
multilateral way. The Geneva Science Policy Interface, 
for example, aims to connect the large number of 
international organisations, diplomatic missions and 
non-governmental organisations in Geneva with 
academic expertise drawn from Swiss universities and 
the members of the LERU network. 

The interviews

The universities’ action radius is global
Interview with Prof. Yves Flückiger, Rector of Université de Genève
      

“It’s a way of bringing the academic world closer to 
the questions that international organisations have to 
address, and which might not occur to researchers 
focused on their own interests,” Professor Flückiger 
explains. The expertise that can then be applied to 
these questions draws on fundamental research across 
a wide range of disciplines.

Since the Interface started operating in 2018, one of the 
most pressing subjects to emerge is the role of water in 
international relations. “A lot of conflicts are related to 
water governance, so we need to have a perspective 
on that question, starting with the legal and economic 
aspects, and also the social situation related to inequality 
of access to water.”

This work will establish the context for any technological 
solutions that may be proposed at a later stage. 
“Technology needs to be applied in a given legal 
setting, and that’s why the human and social sciences 
are essential.”

Comprehensive universities, active across all disciplines, 
therefore have a particularly strong contribution to 
make. But they have to escape traditional divisions 
that prevent dialogue. “We have to break down the 
borders between countries, between universities and 
international organisations, and also between different 
academic disciplines.” 
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Migration and conflict zones

One global issue where universities have a special role 
to play is migration. On the one hand, their research 
can help governments and international organisations 
develop strategies to manage migration, whether that is 
economic migration or people fleeing conflict and crisis. 
And on the other, they can play a role on an individual 
level, helping refugees and other migrants integrate in 
European society. 

The University of Geneva does this through a programme 
for asylum seekers called Academic Horizon. 
Candidates must have some educational achievement, 
although not necessarily to the level or standard 
usually required to enter the university as a student. 
The programme then provides a choice of academic 
courses, alongside tuition in the French language, which 
helps them integrate both with the university community 
and the city of Geneva.

“The course lasts one year,” Professor Flückiger explains. 
“Then, if they pass their exams, they are accepted into a 
regular university programme, usually a bachelor degree 
but sometimes a master. Then they can use the credit 
they’ve already earned to progress faster.” 

It is also possible for universities to bring higher education 
to people in conflict and crisis zones, an idea pursued 
through Geneva’s Inzone programme. This began as an 
initiative to teach translation and interpretation skills in 
a Kenyan refugee camp, the idea being that improving 
communication would aid conflict resolution. Over a 
number of years this has expanded to include other 
subjects, such as engineering and medical skills, and 
other refugee camps in Kenya and Jordan. 

Talking to China

Openness is equally important in university strategy 
towards rising scientific superpowers such as China. 
However it needs to begin from a position of strength at 
home. “As Europe, we need to be able to work together,” 
Professor Flückiger says. Quantum physics, and the 
technologies that depend on it, are good examples. 
“You have a lot of research investment in the United 
States and China, so if Europe is not organised and 
pooling its efforts, then all the developments in areas 
such as cybersecurity will take place elsewhere.”

Prof. Peter Mathieson, Principal & Vice-Chancellor of the 
University of Edinburgh :

Those of us who believe in internationalisation must be able 
to articulate its merits and must work to bring its benefits to all 
of society. In the next few years, we must not let the politics of 
Brexit, populism or nationalism hamper our efforts to work on 
international issues and foster global mindsets. We owe this to 
future generations.

The interviews
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At the same time, Europe cannot simply relate to China 
as a bloc. “We need to build relationships with China 
and Chinese universities. This opens your mind and 
your research to other kinds of questions, to other 
cultures.” This can be particularly useful when it comes 
to challenges such as meeting the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals. “When you are 
thinking about how to address these questions, if you 
look at them from the Chinese perspective and then the 
European perspective, you see that the focus on some 
of these goals is not the same.”

The University of Geneva has built a research and 
teaching relationship with Tsinghua University in Beijing, a 
member of the elite C9 group of Chinese universities. Part 
of this collaboration is a dual degree master programme, 
in which Swiss and Chinese students change country 
in their second year, having spent some of the first year 
preparing their language skills. In Geneva, students have 
a connection with the United Nations, while in China the 
aim is to develop innovative programmes based on the 
Sustainable Development Goals. 

Alliances matter

“Now we are looking at creating the same kind of 
programme with African universities,” Professor 
Flückiger says. “Africa is also a significant continent 
in terms of the future of the world, and having this kind 

Prof. Alain Sarfati, President of the University of Paris-Sud: 

Knowledge, at the heart of the university’s missions and 
universal by nature, must be made accessible and useful to 
all, across borders. Frontiers in research, and among nations 
and cultures, must all be pushed back. The international 
collaborations that are so important for research can also be a 
source of peace.

of interaction between countries and continents is very 
important.”

While as flexible as possible, these partnerships do 
have their limits. “We need to open ourselves up in these 
relationships, but always keeping our own values, such 
as academic freedom and the ethics of research. We are 
very strict about that.”

Alliances can also be important closer to home, in 
strengthening relationships within Europe and contrib-
uting to its cohesion and collective growth. “Universities 
have a lot to contribute in this respect,” he says. “It’s im-
portant that the best universities, such as the members 
of LERU, create strong alliances with universities located 
in different parts of Europe as a way of raising the quality 
research done there and reducing inequalities.”
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LERU messages

Solving global, societal challenges and taking a mission approach

• Blue-skies research, translational research and technological innovation: all are needed to solve global, 
societal challenges. 

• Stronger humanities and social science approaches are needed: Horizon Europe must make enough 
space for these reflections across its pillars, in particular in pillar II (global challenges and industrial 
competitiveness): without them solutions for global challenges will not be forthcoming and will not be 
adequate. Even when the focus is on technology and close-to-market activities, reflections on how these will 
affect society must be included.

• The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals are a useful, global framework for (university) action. 
• The planned research missions should have plenty of bottom-up, curiosity-driven approaches. To achieve 

this, academic experts from different disciplines who can provide expert advice, must be part of the 
strategic and governance structures.

LERU 
• supports a societal-needs approach to research and innovation, with plenty of scope for bottom-up, open-

ended research;
• urges policy makers to embed humanities and social science research from the start throughout Horizon 

Europe in an integral way;
• recommends that the above considerations be taken into account for missions, by the mission boards, and 

for the partnerships that will be developed in the framework of Horizon Europe.  

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for societal challenge research in these papers: 
LERU-EASSH statement on SSH in European Partnerships (EASSH-LERU, 2019)
10 key LERU messages for Horizon Europe (LERU, 2018)
Beyond the Horizon: LERU’s views on FP9 (LERU, 2017)
The future of social sciences and humanities in Europe (LERU, 2013)

The interviews

http://www.eassh.eu/sites/default/files/pdf/positionpapers/europeanpartnershipstatementfnl.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/Publications/10-key-LERU-messages-for-Horizon-Europe.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/LERUs-Views-on-the-9th-Framework-Programme-for-Research-and-Innovation.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/The-Future-of-the-Social-Sciences-and-Humanities-in-Europe-Full-paper.pdf
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Prof. Bernd Huber, President of LMU München: 

With the USA and emerging nations like China or India as competitors, it is important 
that Europe is perceived as a cohesive region with a critical mass of research 
potential. Unfortunately, some European countries are increasingly isolating 
themselves. This development is detrimental to universities, as innovation can only be 
achieved when the brightest minds cooperate trans-regionally and internationally.

An internationally oriented and open Horizon Europe

• The European research and innovation landscape benefits from the association of countries that are 
closely linked to the EU. 

• It is obvious that next to the EEA countries and future member states, countries such as Switzerland and, 
potentially, a post-Brexit UK should be able to fully associate to the FP. 

LERU 
• welcomes the plans to increase international collaboration in Horizon Europe;
• is in favour of the association of Switzerland to Horizon Europe, without it needing to adhere to additional 

criteria (compared to now), and of the UK (in case of Brexit), if political and financial arrangements allow it. 

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for international collaboration in these papers: 
LERU welcomes the partial political agreement on Horizon Europe (LERU, 2019)
10 key LERU messages for Horizon Europe (LERU, 2018)
Beyond the Horizon: LERU’s views on FP9 (LERU, 2017)

https://www.leru.org/news/leru-welcomes-the-partial-political-agreement-on-horizon-europe
https://www.leru.org/files/Publications/10-key-LERU-messages-for-Horizon-Europe.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/LERUs-Views-on-the-9th-Framework-Programme-for-Research-and-Innovation.pdf
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Prof. Jari Niemelä

The interviews
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Seeing a Nokia phone is a keen reminder for Jari Niemelä, 
rector of the University of Helsinki, that innovation is not 
just about advanced technology. The story goes that 
the Finnish company developed a mobile touchscreen 
years before anyone else, but decided not to take it 
further because initial reactions were so negative. Then 
the iPhone came along, and Nokia’s business was 
practically wiped out.

“Nokia had all the technology to be successful, but they 
didn’t manage to take the human element into consideration: 
what people want, how they want to use their phones, and 
what their purpose is,” Professor Niemelä reflects.

Taking people into account is even more important 
for innovations addressing global change. “In these 
situations humans are the key. We need to be convinced 
to change our behaviour: how we consume, what we 
consume, what kind of cars we use, whether or not we 
use public transport, and so on. It’s really important that 
everyone is on board for this change, otherwise there 
will be no change.”

Innovation for societal challenges

Research universities are increasingly engaged 
with societal challenges, looking for innovations that 
will address issues such as climate change and 
sustainability, the ageing society, and major diseases. 
“Research and teaching are our fundamental activities, 
and through those we want to promote technical and 
social innovations, and help society advance.”

The interviews

Innovation is shaped by society more than by 
technology – universities play a crucial role

Interview with Prof. Jari Niemelä, Rector of the University of Helsinki

As a consequence, the divisions between disciplines 
within universities are increasingly blurred, so that 
scientists and engineers collaborate more readily with 
academics in the social sciences and humanities, and 
with bodies such as business schools. At Helsinki, in 
Professor Niemelä’s field of environmental science, 
this has been achieved by transforming the university’s 
Environmental Research Institute into an Institute of 
Sustainability Science.

“In addition to the natural sciences, we wanted to have 
the social sciences, the humanities and education 
sciences with us,” he says. “Now we are able to take 
advantage of the diversity of disciplines in this university.”

One of the Institute’s first tasks will be to consider the 
university itself. “So, how do you make an organisation of 
40,000 people -- students and staff -- more sustainable? 
To do that we need the help of the university community, 
but also everybody else. A university is not an island, it 
is linked to society.”

Professor Niemelä thinks the university community is 
already on board. “Many of our people are interested 
in sustainability and think that it is important, but they 
are also willing to participate because they see this as a 
research or teaching challenge,” he says. 

It is not just sustainable development where social 
perspectives are essential. “Artificial intelligence is 
another issue where the technological side goes along 
with very important social and ethical issues that need 
to be taken into consideration,” Professor Niemelä says. 
These issues range from the use of personal data to 
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ensuring that artificial intelligence is used in a positive 
and bias-free way. 

Without society’s input there is a risk that resistance will 
build up, blocking innovations such as gene editing that 
could otherwise be of great use. “It’s up to researchers 
to convince people that what we are doing is ethically 
sound, that it will help mankind to survive and prosper.”

As well as achieving greater involvement for society in 
technological innovation, Professor Niemelä wants to 
see more social innovation. “For instance, our education 
system is a kind of social innovation, and we have a 
start-up company which exports the Finnish pre-school 
system.”

Innovation processes

Research universities have also been active in considering 
how academics can be encouraged to think more about 
innovation, and follow through on the ideas that they have. 
Most now have well developed offices with considerable 
expertise to support development and commercialisation 
activities. In Professor Niemelä’s institution, Helsinki 
Innovation Services has helped establish 12 academic 
start-up companies in the past few years. 

“And there are lots of ideas in the pipeline,” he says. “I 
think that shows there is a lot of potential in the university 

community, lots of innovation waiting to be found, 
explored and developed.”

In order to unlock this potential the researchers need 
time and access to business development expertise. 
“They are researchers, and they don’t necessarily 
know how to market an innovation. So they need that 
kind of expertise, resources and encouragement when 
something looks interesting.” 

The interviews

Prof. Henrik Wegener, Rector of the University of Copenhagen: 

Universities have skills and knowledge that span all aspects of 
the research and innovation system: the technology itself, insights 
into legal and economic frameworks, and its cultural and social 
context. All this must be harnessed to ensure that we produce sus-
tainable solutions and a deep engagement with society at large.
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Helsinki Challenge

Another way of stimulating innovation is through 
competitions such as the Helsinki Challenge. Set up 
in 2015 by the University of Helsinki, this invites multi-
disciplinary teams of scientists to work on solutions that 
help society reach the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals. Before he became rector, Professor Niemelä 
also led a team in the Challenge, with a project to set 
up an institute for urban research and teaching bringing 
together the university, the city and other academic 
partners. 

“During the process we got lots of support, both from 
our peers within the university and from outside,” he 
recalls. “There were boot camps and so on with people 
from other universities in Europe and various companies 
who could help.”

While not a finalist in the Challenge, the experience of 
participating was a positive one. And although it took a 
little longer than anticipated, the urban research institute 
was eventually set up by the university and its partners. 
Now Professor Niemelä is keen for the Challenge and 
similar initiatives to spread abroad. 

“It’s a very good way to inspire our researchers and 
students to think about innovations that might come from 
their research,” he says. “The process gives them time 
to think and develop their ideas. And, as well as having 
multi-disciplinary teams, you have to have stakeholders 
from outside the university involved, so it really increases 
our collaboration with society.”

But it is also important to remember that innovations 
ultimately spring from academic curiosity. “In order to 
have innovation and generate business we need basic 
research. And our task is to make sure that we do very 
high quality basic research.”

Prof. Patrick Prendergast, President and Provost of 
Trinity College Dublin: 

Involvement in EU research programmes is integral to 
encouraging a multi-stakeholder engagement be-
tween academia, society and enterprise. Collectively 
this strengthens the so-called knowledge triangle, the 
connection of research with education and business. At 
Trinity we encourage innovation and creativity from the 
outset of college life and we have programmes to enable 
innovation to happen at all levels in its lifecycle.
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LERU messages
Innovation 

• Research universities, positioned at the heart of the knowledge triangle, play an important role in the 
European, and especially in the local, innovation ecosystem (LERU, 2010). Crucial for that role are the 
universities’ technology transfer offices (LERU, 2012).

• EU investment in innovation is strong but complex and confusing, with too many disjointed initiatives. 
Better coordination of the multiple EU investments in innovation is required (LERU, 2017).

• The European Innovation Council can have added value, if it takes a comprehensive approach to policy 
design and coordination, in which the voice of universities is listened to and future and emerging 
technology research is given due consideration. Its activities should be fine-tuned with the European 
Institute for Innovation and Technology (EIT), which has established itself as an important innovation 
player, so as to avoid any duplication of efforts between the two (LERU, 2018).

LERU
• welcomes the Open Innovation pillar in Horizon Europe, as long as the role of universities is amplified and 

the EIC provides added value for universities;
• is in favour of harmonising rules and regulations (e.g. IP, tax, bankruptcy) as a way to scale up innovation 

companies in Europe, rather than by covering the costs of the currently dispersed EU innovation market. 

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for innovation in these papers: 
10 key LERU messages for Horizon Europe (LERU, 2018)
Beyond the Horizon: LERU’s views on FP9 (LERU, 2017)
The TTO: a university engine transforming science into innovation (LERU, 2012)
Universities, research and the “Innovation Union” (LERU, 2010)

Student entrepreneurship

• LERU (and other) universities increasingly stimulate and support student entrepreneurship-related 
initiatives and programmes. Entrepreneurship, in its broad sense, requires skills such as critical thinking, 
which universities have been stimulating amongst their students for a very long time. It requires additional 
and specific skills, such as opportunity recognition, viability screening and creative problem-solving, all of 
which are very important for the EU’s workforce of tomorrow (LERU, 2019).

• Research-intensive universities are ideal environments to foster student entrepreneurship skills and 
attitudes. They are ideally placed to involve students both in research and in interdisciplinary team work.  
Student entrepreneurship activities also flourish when embedded in the local innovation ecosystem, of 
which universities, especially the research-intensive ones, are often important drivers. 

• Universities support student entrepreneurship in a wide variety of ways. What works well is institution-, 
and often even discipline-specific. Support for student entrepreneurship activities is needed, both policy-
wise from senior university leadership, as well as funding-wise. 

LERU
• is convinced that entrepreneurship activities are relevant to everybody if properly framed. It is important 

for the future of the EU’s economy that many have entrepreneurial skills and attitudes, intended in the 
broad sense;

• would welcome additional support of student entrepreneurship activities and programmes if the flexibility 
on how these are developed is maintained. 

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for student entrepreneurship in this paper: 
Student entrepreneurship at research-intensive universities: from a peripheral activity towards a new 
mainstream (LERU, 2019)

https://www.leru.org/files/Publications/10-key-LERU-messages-for-Horizon-Europe.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/LERUs-Views-on-the-9th-Framework-Programme-for-Research-and-Innovation.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/The-TTO-A-University-Engine-Transforming-Science-into-Innovation-Full-paper.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/Universities-Research-and-the-Innovation-Union-Full-paper.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/AP25-StudentEntrepreneur_final.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/AP25-StudentEntrepreneur_final.pdf
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Interdisciplinarity

• Disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity are equally important to advance science and to solve unprecedented 
societal challenges. Interdisciplinarity is essential to the evolution and reconfiguration of disciplines and 
the emergence of new ones. But without thorough disciplinary knowledge it would not be possible to 
conduct interdisciplinary research to begin with. 

• Universities that manage to build a virtuous circle between disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity and that 
are able to successfully harness the potential of interdisciplinary education, research and innovation will 
derive many benefits for themselves, for their staff and society. 

• Making interdisciplinarity count in universities and other organisations requires significant levels of 
investment and commitment within systems built primarily for disciplinarity. 

LERU
• considers that interdisciplinarity needs to be duly considered across all pillars of Horizon Europe and 

in the Erasmus programme, in particular in light of societal challenges, missions, the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals (SGDs) and the role of the humanities and social sciences;

• recommends that barriers to interdisciplinarity, in processes, structures and evaluation methods, be 
removed within universities, research funding organisations and policy making bodies;

• suggests that synergies across programmes need to be sought out and used, across relevant thematic 
areas, such as energy, health, agriculture and transport to foster interdisciplinary connections in the 
broadest sense. 

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for interdisciplinarity in these papers: 
Interdisciplinarity and the 21st-century research-intensive university LERU (2017)
Beyond the Horizon: LERU’s views on FP9 (LERU, 2017)

https://www.leru.org/files/Interdisciplinarity-and-the-21st-Century-Research-Intensive-University-Full-paper.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/LERUs-Views-on-the-9th-Framework-Programme-for-Research-and-Innovation.pdf


40

Prof. Joan Elias

The interviews
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The interviews

Universities deliver crucial expertise,    
facts and evidence

Interview with Prof. Joan Elias, Rector of the Universitat de Barcelona

Professor Joan Elias has an exercise that he sets 
mathematics students at the University of Barcelona. “I 
download an article from Wikipedia and then ask them to 
find the mistakes,” he says. “This has two consequences: 
first they realise that Wikipedia is not infallible. Second 
they exercise their mathematics skills in correcting the 
errors.”

He argues that all students should learn how to sift good 
information from bad as part of their university education. 
“Our students will be Europe’s future professionals and 
politicians. Probably the most important thing that a 
university can do is educate them in critical thinking, 
so they can resist fake news and other kinds of mis-
information.”

At the same time, he thinks it is important to keep the 
problem in perspective. Misinformation and fake news 
are very old problems, present in human affairs since 
time immemorial. The difference now is how far and how 
fast they spread. 

“Today, people receive information through a lot of dif-
fe rent channels,” he says. “This is a good thing, be-
cause you can compare opinions, but at the same time 
there is a risk these channels can be contaminated by 
governments, political groups or others with their own 
agendas.”

Critical thinking

Hence the importance of helping people think for 
themselves is fundamental: “We have the tools to 

educate people in critical thinking, in order to prevent 
the negative consequences of populism and fake news, 
and to resist propaganda, for example about vaccines 
and spurious medical treatments.”

While critical thinking should be part of every university 
education, Professor Elias does not think it should be an 
explicit part of the curriculum. “We have lots of different 
tools we can use to teach this.” His own exercise using 
Wikipedia is one example, and he also sees a case 
for bringing mobile phones and other devices into the 
classroom. “Everybody uses these technologies, and 
they need to know how to use them correctly.”

There should also be opportunities to show under-
graduates how universities generate reliable information. 
“It’s important in bachelor degrees to involve students in 
research, so that they know what research means and 
how powerful it can be.” 

Reaching out

Universities have a broader responsibility to talk to 
those outside academia and bring their expertise into 
the public domain. “We are present on all social media 
-- Facebook, Instagram and so on -- but this is a passive 
activity, and we have to be active as well,” Professor 
Elias says. “We have to go to the people, and not expect 
people to come to us.”

It helps if researchers plan communication activities 
from the outset, as they are required to when applying 
for funds from the EU’s Horizon 2020 programme. “This 
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forces people to think about how that is to be achieved, 
and how they will explain to the general public what is 
being done with their taxes.”

Researchers also need training that helps them talk 
clearly and confidently to the press, and through them 
to the public. This can be challenging in cases where 
the media gives equal weight to scientific orthodoxy and 
fringe ideas, such as pitting climate change sceptics 
against university researchers with global standing in 
their fields. 

Prof. Elio Franzini, Rector of the University of Milan: 

The role of the humanities and social sciences in research 
is fundamental for comprehensive universities. Philosophy 
and the other humanities give the sciences a historical 
perspective, a heritage that is particularly needed in 
times marked by profound transformations. Meanwhile 
the current paradigm shifts and new methodological 
tools under development make the social sciences an 
ideal bridge between disciplines. Ultimately, promoting 
interdisciplinary approaches will prove vital not only in 
navigating today’s complexity, but also in training a new 
generation of citizens.

The interviews

“But we have to participate, otherwise they invite 
someone with even less authority to speak,” Professor 
Elias says. “You have to keep doing it, and explaining 
over and over again. And we have some very good 
people to do that.”

Broad engagement

It is also important for universities to engage directly 
with the general public. “There is a unit in the university 
that organises dissemination activities, such as a festival 
of science and visits to schools, in order to promote 
science and explain scientific methods to young 
people,” Professor Elias says.

This message that research is important can be easier 
to deliver in areas such as medical and environmental 
science, but it is more challenging in other disciplines. 
Professor Elias’s own field of mathematics used to be 
problematic, until subjects such as big data and artificial 
intelligence came along.

“Mathematics and informatics are in fashion, so it is easy 
to explain why we need to invest in that research, but it is 
harder with the humanities. Some people may ask: ‘Why 
should we invest in studying dead languages?’ But it is 
crucial for a comprehensive university like us to support 
this kind of research, and we have to justify it.” 

The humanities can also help ensure that the knowledge 
universities produce is fit for use, by helping researchers 
to navigate the ethical dilemmas that go with subjects 
such as medical research and artificial intelligence. 
“Philosophers can help us with that and propose 
solutions for the design of research in the future.”

Talking to policy makers

Getting the knowledge in universities to policy makers 
is a more challenging task. “They are always thinking 
about the next elections,” Professor Elias observes, half 
joking. “And that’s OK, it is their job. But this means they 
speak in different terms and have a different timetable 
from us. We do not always have the same sense of 
urgency as the political world.”
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Even so Professor Elias thinks it important to reach out to 
groups in parliament and in government, on issues such 
as the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. At the 
same time he tries to make sure that his academics do 
not get caught in the middle of political arguments. “The 
idea is to talk with policy makers and to explain our work. 
The aim is to have good channels of communication on 
both sides, and to meet frequently and not simply every 
four years before the elections.”

But when it comes to societal challenges, which require 
political will to resolve, universities can only go so far. 
“Our role is to propose solutions to the politicians. We 
have to discuss these with them and with the general 
public, but ultimately the politicians have to decide what 
to do.”

It is important in this context to champion academic 
independence and the ability to carry out curiosity 
driven research. Professor Elias takes inspiration in this 
from former FC Barcelona manager Pep Guardiola, who 

was once asked what strategy he told Lionel Messi and 
his other players to follow. 

“He said: I told them just to go onto the pitch and play. 
They know what to do, and they play very well,” Professor 
Elias recalls. “So it has to be a balance, between asking 
us to address specific problems and the freedom of 
researchers to follow their instinct.”
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LERU messages

Digital education

• Policy makers should support and motivate universities to take a strategic approach to digital learning and 
stimulate them to be innovative through policy development and the allocation of the necessary funding. 

• Research-intensive universities can take the lead in ensuring quality control of digital education and 
online courses (LERU, 2014). 

LERU 
• supports the EU’s digital education agenda;
• considers that human and personal interaction remain as relevant as ever in digital education and that 

online learning should be a way to support, not to replace, an on-campus experience.

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for digital education in this paper: 
Beyond the Horizon: LERU’s views on FP9 (LERU, 2017)
Online learning at research-intensive universities (LERU, 2014)

Impact

• The demand on universities to demonstrate their impact has come to the forefront of higher education, 
research and innovation policy. Impact should be understood as a complex, multi-faceted phenomenon 
and as a non-linear, network-oriented process of productive interactions in a culture of sustained 
engagement with varying stakeholders (LERU, 2017). 

• If and when societal or economic impact from research activities will be generated is often hard to predict. 
In some cases impact can be generated on short notice, although it is more likely that it will materialise 
much later, unexpectedly or circuitously. Also bottom-up and blue-skies research can generate a lot of 
impact, as is clearly demonstrated by the European Research Council (ERC). 

• Requiring researchers to predict expected impact in their project proposals is speculative. The European 
Commission is taking a step in the right direction by adopting the ‘pathways to impact’ approach in 
Horizon Europe (LERU, 2018). It is important that, when evaluating this approach afterwards, a form of 
qualitative assessment is included, next to a quantitative one.

• Universities engage across a broad spectrum with governments, funders, the private sector, civil society 
and society at large. Governments and funders should support and incentivise universities in their 
endeavours to embrace a broad impact agenda (LERU, 2017).

LERU
• expects the European Commission and other research funders to recognise that research impact is not a 

linear process and accept that the timescale of research impact is unpredictable (LERU, 2017);
• welcomes the ‘pathways to impact’ approach proposed by the European Commission in Horizon Europe 

and hopes this will indeed lead to better framing of expected impact at application stage (LERU, 2018);
• recommends that any evaluation of research impact should include both quantitative and qualitative 

analysis (LERU, 2012). 

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for impact in these papers: 
Impact and the next framework programme for research and innovation (LERU, 2018)
Productive interactions: societal impact of academic research in the knowledge society (LERU, 2017)
Research universities and research assessment (LERU, 2012)

https://www.leru.org/files/LERUs-Views-on-the-9th-Framework-Programme-for-Research-and-Innovation.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/Online-Learning-at-Research-Intensive-Universities-Full-paper.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/Publications/Impact-and-the-next-Framework-Programme-for-Research-and-Innovation.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/Productive-Interactions-Societal-Impact-of-Academic-Research-in-the-Knowledge-Society-Full-paper.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/Research-Universities-and-Research-Assessment-Full-paper.pdf
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Prof. Stephen Toope, Vice-Chancellor of 
the University of Cambridge: 

Confronted by global challenges of a 
magnitude rarely seen in human history, 
we need solutions that draw on global 
intellectual resources. No matter how 
long its history, or how distinguished its 
research record, no individual university 
can address these challenges on its own. 
Global research universities are uniquely 
placed to harness the power of strategic 
partnerships – with other universities, 
businesses, civil society and governments 
– to foster the collaborations that will help 
us contribute meaningfully to our societies.
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Prof. Hans-Jochen Schiewer
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The interviews

An open university is an inclusive university

Interview with Prof. Hans-Jochen Schiewer, Rector of the University of Freiburg

Each year the University of Freiburg holds a diversity 
day, devoted to an aspect of inclusiveness. The theme 
might be ethnicity, social background, gender identity, 
disability, age or religion. “We try to discuss very openly, 
from the student to the senior level, what that means 
for the institution, and how we can be conscious of the 
needs of this group of people and interact together,” 
explains Hans-Jochen Schiewer, the university’s rector. 

The aim is to create a mindset that is open to diversity. 
“It becomes an everyday experience to work with 
people who have differences,” he goes on, adding that 
this openness is entirely consistent with the university’s 
drive to excellence in teaching and research. “Diversity 
means being open to attract the best minds. It’s all about 
quality. We want to have the best.”

Gender balance

The diversity issue with which universities have been 
struggling longest is the under-representation of women. 
“The main challenge was: what happens after the PhD? 
That was the crucial time when we lost a lot of female 
researchers,” Professor Schiewer recalls.

The University of Freiburg’s response was to build a 
scholarship system to help female researchers bridge 
the gap between their PhDs and post-doctoral positions. 
“It gives them a chance to write their own project or 
apply for funding.” 

These scholarships were complemented with measures 
to attract female PhD students, mentoring schemes, 

training in soft skills relevant to a research career, and 
a range of family-friendly policies. Together these tools 
have helped Freiburg reach a point where 52% of all 
PhD students and 48% of post-docs are female. “And 
there are more female than male independent junior 
group leaders, so we are now quite balanced for early 
career researchers overall,” Professor Schiewer says.

More importantly, this has been achieved without 
compromising excellence. “Quality and equality have to 
go hand in hand. That has to be the case, because we 
depend heavily on the quality of our research. But we 
are quite successful in having both.” 

The situation becomes more demanding at more senior 
levels. “The sheer number of female applicants at the 
early career level makes it easier to appoint highly 
qualified women,” he explains. “That is harder at senior 
levels, the generation between 40 and 50 years of age, 
where the number of female applicants is lower.” 

Even so, progress has been made. When Professor 
Schiewer became rector in 2008, only 10% of professors 
at Freiburg were women. Now the figure is 28%, thanks 
in part to campaign encouraging women to apply for 
tenure-track positions. 
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Difficult disciplines

While overall figures are promising, there remain 
significant challenges in individual disciplines. Subjects 
such as engineering and physics still suffer from low 
numbers of women students and academics, while 
the humanities and social sciences have far more 
women than men. “Now we are focusing on specific 
research areas, subjects and disciplines, to make them 
more attractive for female students,” Professor Schiewer 
says. “That needs to start in schools, to attract female 
applicants in those subjects.”

He thinks another issue may be in the way PhD students 
are recruited. “We have to teach our professors to 
look carefully for very gifted, very talented young 
female researchers,” he says. “They are there, they are 
available. We also need to create conditions that are 
attractive and that persuade them to stay in academia.”

Meanwhile in other disciplines the predominance of 
women needs to be addressed. The most dramatic 
example is teacher training, where female students 
dominate in Germany, especially for primary school 
teaching. “We have to find measures that will produce a 
more balanced body of teachers in our schools, which is 
important for the whole education system.”

As a medievalist, Professor Schiewer is all too aware 
of this kind of imbalance. “The majority of professors 
appointed in my field in the last five years have been 
women,” he says, noting that there are plenty of younger 
women researchers waiting in the wings. “My discipline is 
privileged to do its duty in a very impressive way, but it’s 
becoming a disadvantage for young male researchers.”

There has also been an effort to make sure research 
methods and processes are attentive to diversity 
and inclusivity. “We are carefully looking at research 
design to make sure that the data includes female 
and male aspects in a balanced way. This is very 
important, particularly in life science research and the 
social sciences.” For example, research on disease 
characteristics should recognise the limitations of 
studying patient groups that are overwhelmingly white 
and male. Meanwhile the impact of climate change can 
be studied from a gender perspective. 

Torbjorn von Schantz, Rector of Lund University:

Many students from Lund University will, in the future, have 
leadership roles in different organisations at various levels, and 
they are educated to adhere to an open and inclusive culture 
marked by both gender equality and diversity. Involving them in 
all important decisions at the university further prepares them for 
these important roles.
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Diversity beyond gender

Beyond gender balance, diversity becomes a complex 
mixture of considerations, from ethnicity and religion, to 
disability and sexual orientation. Some of these issues 
require specific actions, such as making university 
buildings accessible to all, while others require a 
relatively light touch. Professor Schiewer considers 
religion a personal matter, for example, and aside 
from supporting freedom of worship there is little that a 
university need do. 

For students, diversity issues tend to be addressed 
through pastoral care, ensuring that those with parti-
cular needs are supported. That can mean helping 
international or first-generation students adapt to their new 
surroundings, or supporting students with disabilities or 
social disadvantages. 

“The most challenging are students where you cannot 
see their special need,” Professor Schiewer says. “We 
have a lot of students who have trouble with their mental 
disposition, so we try to offer services that allow them to 
talk about their problems without making them visible.” 

The same kind of support is given to researchers. “We 
try to give them the freedom to focus on their research, 
even if they have special needs.”

Beyond this, Professor Schiewer makes the case for a 
single-minded approach. “For the academic community, 
diversity means internationalisation, to bring in as many 
gifted and talented researchers as possible, from all 
areas of the world.” 

Constant challenge

While considerable progress has been made on 
inclusiveness and diversity, there is a lot of work still to do. 
Partly this is about creating an integrated policy, so that 
issues such as gender, ethnicity, sexuality and ability all 
receive the attention they need and so advance together. 

Then there are new issues that develop and require a 
response, such as student demands for ‘safe spaces’ on 
campus that are free of conflict or potentially threatening 
ideas. “That discussion is stronger in North America and 
perhaps the UK, but it has not yet arrived on continental 
Europe,” Professor Schiewer says. 

So universities always need to be alert to inclusiveness 
and diversity. “You have to try to be better and better, but 
you will never be satisfied with where you have reached 
in this area,” he concludes. “You cannot say: well, it’s 
done. There is always a new challenge.”
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LERU messages

Equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI) are high on the agenda

• LERU universities actively work to make the university a more equal, diverse and inclusive place to work 
and to study for all. 

• A more comprehensive and systematic approach to EDI should be adopted at universities (LERU, 2019), 
elements of which include: 
- addressing inclusion and enhanced representation of all underrepresented groups, irrespective of 

gender, ethnicity, social class, sexual orientation, identity and cultural background;
- being aware of intersectionality, i.e. the fact that individuals can be members of multiple 

underprivileged groups and considering how various characteristics are intertwined, rather than 
looking at them in isolation;

- aiming at the entire academic community of staff and students together;
- looking at the entire spectrum of university activities in teaching, research, innovation and public 

engagement;
- making the content of the research and the research-led curriculum more inclusive.

LERU
• urges Europe to remain steadfast in its defence of equality, diversion and inclusion. It should not rest on 

its laurels and it should not cave in the face of current challenges to the fundamental values of Europe;
• asks European policy makers and legislators to consider the intersectionality of gender equality with other 

categories of equality and diversity;
• asks European policy makers and legislators to support universities in their endeavours to make the world 

of higher education, research and innovation a leading example of equality, diversity and inclusion.

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for equality, diversity and inclusion in this paper:
Equality, diversity and inclusion at universities: the power of a systemic approach (LERU, 2019)

Implicit bias

• Implicit bias is the result of a cognitive process which helps us to process information efficiently and 
to make judgments based on past experience, stereotypes and expectations without being consciously 
aware of this. However, it also means we are not as neutral as we like to believe. 

• Implicit bias represents a potential threat to academic meritocracy.  It is linked to women’s working 
conditions and operates across several dimensions at universities (LERU, 2018): 
- in women’s working conditions, in terms of their underrepresentation at the higher echelons, of their 

earning less, and of their holding more part-time positions and precarious contracts;
- in recruitment and advancement mechanisms: how positions are advertised, how selection committees 

operate and how the language itself of evaluations can be biased;
- in research funding processes. 

LERU
• urges European policy makers and legislators to take account of LERU’s analysis of implicit bias at 

universities and to study how European higher education, research and innovation policies can support 
actions to counteract implicit bias at universities, as well as in research funding processes.

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for implicit bias in this paper:
Implicit bias in academia: a challenge to the meritocratic principle and to women’s careers and what to do 
about it (LERU, 2018)

https://www.leru.org/publications/implicit-bias-in-academia-a-challenge-to-the-meritocratic-principle-and-to-womens-careers-and-what-to-do-about-it
https://www.leru.org/publications/implicit-bias-in-academia-a-challenge-to-the-meritocratic-principle-and-to-womens-careers-and-what-to-do-about-it
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Gendered research and innovation

• Gendered research and innovation (GRI) is about making sure that sex and gender analysis are considered 
more broadly in research content and processes and that it is better integrated into research and 
innovation funding and policy making.

• A GRI approach ensures that research results and their translation into new products and services are 
equally valid for all genders and sexes. If GRI is not recognised, research can yield results that are less 
applicable to one gender than another, which can result in costly fixes later on.

• It thus helps to improve global citizens’ lives in many ways and to ensure that research and innovation are 
in tune with universities’ responsibility to society (LERU, 2015).

• This agenda is now extended to other categories of equality and diversity.

LERU
• welcomes the work undertaken by the European Commission to promote gendered research and 

innovation (GRI), now also with a broadened remit;
• urges European policy makers and legislators to develop further policies and actions to support GRI 

specifically, as well as to generally strengthen the existing gender actions.

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for gendered research and innovation in this LERU paper:  
Gendered research and innovation: integrating sex and gender analysis into the research process (LERU, 
2015)

Prof. Jadranka Gvozdanovic, Rector’s Envoy for Gender Equality 
Universität Heidelberg and Chair of the LERU Thematic Group 
Equality, Diversity and Inclusion:

To recognise talent across cultural boundaries and diversity 
barriers we need to listen to the university community and respond 
with decisive leadership. Our efforts towards gender equality show 
that these are painstaking processes, requiring measures on many 
levels. The other dimensions of diversity are even more complex, 
and must take intersectionality into account. Here we need topical 
groups, targeted training and inclusion networks to achieve 
adequate equality.

https://www.leru.org/files/Gendered-Research-and-Innovation-Full-paper.pdf
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The most public moment in KU Leuven’s calendar is 
the opening of the academic year. The professors walk 
through the streets wearing traditional caps and gowns, 
then the whole university community, along with the 
media, gathers to hear from the rector. 

In 2018, Luc Sels chose this high-profile occasion to 
talk frankly about research integrity and the dangers 
of misconduct. “It’s very important for the future of all 
universities that we remain a trustworthy source of 
information for society,” the rector explains. “A lack of 
integrity, and all forms of falsification, fabrication and 
plagiarism, have an enormous impact in undermining 
that trust.”

Speaking out about research misconduct does not 
mean that Professor Sels is suspicious of his own 
academics, or pointing the finger at other universities. 
Instead, he wants to set a high standard for research 
integrity, backed by systems that safeguard academics 
and universities alike. “Trust is our lifeblood,” he says, 
“it’s the foundation of what we do.”

This is all the more important with researchers from 
different disciplines increasingly working together in 
teams, addressing challenges such as climate change 
and sustainable development, or exploring complex 
problems such as how the brain functions. 

“These domains are interdisciplinary by nature. You 
need to rely on common understanding, but also a deep 
belief in the trustworthiness of all the other members 
of the team. Losing that level of trust within teams of 
scientists is the beginning of the end for how a university 
functions.”

Serious fraud in decline

Professor Sels is encouraged by studies showing that 
cases of serious fraud -- falsification, fabrication and 
plagiarism -- are increasingly rare. “That is no surprise, 
because there are more policies and practices in place 
to stimulate honesty, reliability and transparency.”

For example, software that checks academic texts 
against online libraries is now widely used to detect 
plagiarism. All PhD theses produced at KU Leuven are 
routinely screened in this way, a rule that will soon be 
extended to academic articles. “I believe this is simply 
necessary, not because we don’t believe in the integrity 
and honesty of our researchers, but because it creates 
and strengthens a culture of integrity.”

The open science movement is also helping, by 
encouraging researchers to share both the outcomes of 
their work and their original data. This makes it easier 
for research to be verified and replicated, and sends an 
important signal about transparency. 

The interviews

Honesty, integrity and trust: universities deserve 
and must also earn it

Interview with Prof. Luc Sels, Rector of KU Leuven
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Sloppy science

While blatant research fraud is becoming rarer, there 
are still problems with lower profile breaches in research 
integrity. Some relate to authorship, for example 
when researchers are not credited for work they have 
contributed to a paper, or are falsely credited when they 
have contributed nothing of substance. 

Then there is ‘sloppy science’, such as a disregard 
for quality control, moving too fast to conclusions, or 
manipulating data to provide stronger results. While these 
may seem less serious than falsifying data or results, they 
significantly undermine the scientific process. 

“If you have one or two cases of plagiarism a year, 
then the public attention is huge but the true impact on 
science is limited,” Professor Sels explains. “But if you 
have professors who are not taking the rules of statistics 
seriously, then the potential impact is much larger.”

Sometimes this is a generational issue. “Thirty years ago 
we were told always to omit outliers in our data sets, 
while today this is simply a form of misconduct.” But the 
rapid development of new techniques open to abuse 
also poses a problem. 

“For example, we have an issue today with image 
manipulation in the biomedical sciences, using 
techniques that were simply not available 10-15 years 
ago,” Professor Sels says. “It’s a constantly changing 
landscape of potential problems, so we have to remain 
focused and anticipate them.”

A culture of integrity

An important first step is to establish committees and 
procedures at each university to safeguard scientific 
integrity. But it is equally important to foster an academic 
culture that understands and values integrity. Education 
and training are vital in this respect. 

At KU Leuven, PhD students have a mandatory course 
on research integrity at the beginning of their studies, 
followed after two years by a course looking at cases 
of misconduct in their specific research domains. 
Researchers joining the university must also attend an 
integrity course, and sign a declaration of past good 
conduct. “That allows us to signal to new hires how 
important we consider the issue.”

The interviews

Prof. Louise Richardson, Vice-Chancellor of the University of 
Oxford:

As research increasingly requires global collaboration, as new 
opportunities arise in interdisciplinary research, and as ‘Open 
Science’ approaches become central, the need for strong and 
informed ethical leadership on research integrity also increases. This 
is essential to maintain the confidence of the public, governments, 
research funders, students and users in our research.
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The underlying values of honesty and responsibility are 
taught as early as first-year bachelor programmes, along 
with skills that help students use information correctly. 
“This is not only about attitudes related to integrity. It’s 
also about the wise and intelligent use of information, 
and being able to check its accuracy, adequacy and 
validity. That’s becoming one of the main focuses in our 
educational model.” 

In addition to underpinning academic careers, employer 
surveys show that these values and competences are 
highly sought in the labour market.

Sensitive sanctions

Sanctions for misconduct also send an important 
message. The most serious cases clearly demand 
dismissal, while lesser offences might mean demotion 
or loss of salary, and a requirement to attend a remedial 

Prof. Bernhard Eitel, Rector of Universität Heidelberg: 

A challenging situation can emerge for universities if complex 
legal responsibilities in collaborations and external networks 
make it difficult to reveal and sanction research misconduct. 
Yet the risks of not doing so, for the academic reputation of 
individual researchers, institutions, and research in general, are 
tremendous. So misconduct must be punished decisively, and 
the sanctions have to be made public.

programme. But while all cases of misconduct at KU 
Leuven are made public, Professor Sels does not see 
naming and shaming as a useful part of the process. 

“We try to describe cases in such a way that it is not 
immediately apparent who or which department is 
involved. At the same time, we can tell the wider public 
within the university what went wrong, how we dealt with 
it and what kind of sanction we imposed. This is how you 
can start to create a learning community.”

The assumption is always that those involved can correct 
their behaviour and rejoin the trustworthy scientific 
community. “The idea of giving a second chance is a 
very important ingredient in our approach.”

It is also important for universities to consider factors 
that may push academics into dubious practices, such 
as strong links between promotion or research funding 
and the number of papers published. Changing perfor-
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mance indicators, or increasing the level of re-
search funding awarded without competition, 
can help in this respect. 

“In the long term, simple measures such as 
these can create an approach that takes qual-
ity assurance very seriously, and expresses a 
clear preference for quality over quantity.”

Universities can achieve some of this inter-
nally, but they need support from outside. 
Governments must also emphasise research 
quality over quantity in their funding systems, 
and realise that a shift to open science needs 
to be adequately resourced. “They have to be 
aware that new responsibilities for universities 
come with new financial requirements.”

The interviews

Prof. Carel Stolker, Rector Magnificus of 
Universiteit Leiden:

It is essential that universities are open institutions, 
with teachers and researchers whose work is 
transparent and inspires confidence, and where 
academic freedom is a core tenet. Universities 
in their creative, freethinking mode are a vital 
resource for the future. This confidence in 
universities is a beacon of hope in the turbulent 
times in which we live.
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LERU messages

Research integrity

• Research integrity is one of the cornerstones on which science is built. There can be no excellent science 
if research practices are not based on reliability, honesty, respect and accountability.

• Universities have a responsibility to ensure and demonstrate how they support and promote the integrity 
of their research and their researchers.

• The fact that research integrity is embedded in the Open Science policy framework provides a useful 
anchor. Open Science helps to increase transparency and accountability and to decrease misconduct or 
sloppy science. 

• Open science also brings new challenges and questions for research integrity; for example, the 
relationship between open data and ethical and privacy standards becomes increasingly complex and 
relevant in a data-intensive research landscape.

LERU
• works actively with its members to share expertise and good practice on how to foster a research integrity 

culture, which is expected to lead to a paper in the future;
• supports continued efforts to promote and support research integrity by universities and other research 

and, not least, funding organisations, in the context of, but not limited to, Open Science (LERU, 2018);
• asks that Horizon Europe rules and grant agreements clearly define standards for RRI (responsible 

research and innovation), however, without these leading to tick-box exercises or heavy-handed regulatory 
approaches (LERU, 2017);

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for research integrity in these papers and statement: 
Open science and its role in universities: a roadmap for cultural change (LERU, 2018)
Beyond the Horizon: LERU’s views on FP9 (LERU, 2017)
Europe needs ongoing efforts to promote research integrity (LERU, 2015)

Dual use

• Dual use items are goods and technologies that can have legitimate civilian applications, but can also be 
used for the development of weapons, terrorism and human rights violations. They are subject to the Dual 
Use Regulation ((EC) No 428/2009), pertaining to their export control, transfer, brokering and transit.

• In light of the revision of the Regulation, LERU has formulated recommendations addressing specific 
elements of the Regulation and its revision. LERU hopes these will help to ensure that the EU institutions, 
national competent authorities and other relevant bodies develop a Regulation which is both sound and 
workable for universities. 

• Given that defence research in Europe is already funded through a pilot project and will become even 
more important in the near future, LERU urges relevant institutions and bodies to take account of its dual 
use recommendations where appropriate.

LERU
• wants the revised Regulation to be formulated in a clear way with no room for legal (mis)interpretation;
• asks that tailored guidance on internal compliance procedures for academia is produced as the situation 

for universities is very different to companies;
• asks for harmonisation and clear guidance on how to handle intangible technology transfers (e.g. emails, 

telephone calls, cloud storage), and for agreed definitions of ‘basic scientific research’ and items that are 
‘in the public domain’.

Read LERU’s analysis of and recommendations for dual use in this paper: 
The Dual Use Regulation - Specific concerns from the academic sector (LERU, 2018)

https://www.leru.org/files/LERU-AP24-Open-Science-full-paper.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/LERUs-Views-on-the-9th-Framework-Programme-for-Research-and-Innovation.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/2015.09.28_Europe-needs-ongoing-efforts-to-promote-research-integrity.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/Publications/LERU-Dual-Use-Note-July-2018.pdf
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As a young post-doc in chemical engineering, Alice 
Gast travelled from her native USA to carry out research 
at a laboratory in Paris. “Working in France and being 
immersed in another culture showed me the value of being 
in a different environment, with different colleagues,” 
she recalls. “Your education and your culture influence 
the way you look at problems and dissect them, so this 
interplay of international backgrounds has a benefit 
similar to the interplay of scientific disciplines.”

Now President of Imperial College London, she remains 
an enthusiastic advocate of international collaboration 
for research and teaching. “It’s a theme I’ve been 
pushing hard in the past few years, and throughout my 
academic career.”

Meetings of minds

Collaborations often begin with an intellectual challenge. 
“People will come together because they are keenly 
interested in a problem that goes beyond their own 
work,” says Professor Gast. “They want to work together 
because of their complementary strengths.”

And although such collaborations are based on meetings 
of minds, they are forged and sustained by meetings 
in person. Hence the importance of funding that allows 
researchers to travel and work with their colleagues 
abroad. This was Professor Gast’s experience as 
the winner of a Humboldt Fellowship. “I had a year of 
funding, but I was able to spend it over five years,” 
she recalls. Then at Stanford University, she used the 
support to build up a collaboration with colleagues at 
the Technical University of Munich.

The interviews

Collaboration for mutual benefit gives European 
universities common purpose

Interview with Prof. Alice Gast, President of Imperial College London

“I saw the benefits of being on the ground, getting 
to know everybody in the laboratory, and making a 
connection between our two research groups,” she 
says. “Once you’ve had that initial period getting used 
to the place, the people and the culture, you can be very 
effective and efficient visiting for just a couple of months 
in subsequent years.”

Catalysing collaboration

Funding agencies can also catalyse international 
collaboration by making it a requirement for winning 
support. “EU funding has really drawn groups together,” 
Professor Gast says. “They have become more aware of 
one another because the ability to seek funding required 
international collaboration, and once those links are 
established they persist.”

In this respect she is positive about the idea of directing 
some funding to collaborations between research 
groups on opposite sides of Europe. “You still need to 
look for excellence and the ability to achieve the high 
goals we set for research,” she explains. “But, that said, 
it is important for us to get to know our colleagues in 
countries where we haven’t collaborated as much in 
the past. Funding certainly incentivises that kind of 
engagement.”

However she is reluctant to see research funding 
become too directed. “I think that the Horizon programme 
needs to keep an eye on the importance of new ideas 
coming forward, and not to focus too narrowly on short-
term economic benefits or short-term challenges,” she 
says. “There should always be a balance between 
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government funding for blue skies and curiosity-driven 
research, and funding for research that is aimed at a 
particular problem and a bit more applied.”

She is also wary of scale becoming a decisive factor. 
“There are important collaborations at all levels. You 
have huge collaborations, such as CERN, and you see 
complex projects in areas related to health, but there 
are still very important collaborations that involve two 
investigators and their students working together. That’s 
where there can be a specific synergy, complementary 
talents and a beneficial combination of people with 
different backgrounds.”

Sharing facilities

Research infrastructure is another important catalyst for 
international collaboration, providing research hardware 
and other resources that are beyond the budget of one 
institution. Sometimes these will be stand-alone facilities, 
but there is also a case for basing shared infrastructure 
at universities. “It makes sense when a university has 
particular strengths, and can be a good steward of the 
infrastructure,” Professor Gast says. 

That might be a single piece of equipment, such as 
a supercomputer or a high-performance laser, or a 
collection of complementary instruments. Imperial 
College, for example, has been chosen to host the 
Centre for Rapid Online Analysis of Reactions (ROAR), 
a UK facility for data-rich chemistry, whose resources 
include systems for chemical synthesis, reaction 
analysis, and laboratory automation and optimisation.

“ROAR is a good example, because it’s viewed as a 
resource for everyone to share and use. Bringing in 
different users will help expand its capabilities, because 
these people have new problems and new ideas for 
using it, and that’s where you get optimal benefits from 
investing in a facility.”

Beyond Europe

These catalysing factors for collaboration also apply 
outside of Europe, with China becoming particularly at-
tractive in recent years. “We are finding more and more 
natural partners in China, who have either facility capa-
bilities or intellectual curiosity and leadership in areas 
where we want to collaborate,” Professor Gast says.

Meanwhile connections with countries such as India and 
within the African region are also growing, but require a 
form of collaboration that is sensitive to local needs. “I’m 
very pleased with the way my colleagues at Imperial 
work collaboratively with local universities, and build 
capacity in their research groups.”

If European universities are to continue building and 
benefiting from these international collaborations, 
governments must ensure that barriers to the movement 
of academics are kept to a minimum. “Streamlined 
immigration and visa policies are necessary so that our 
top collaborators and students can work together.” 

Teaching in collaboration 

The advantages that come from international research 
collaborations can also be seen in education, with 
students reaping the same benefits as academics. “The 
different approaches to problems, the different facilities 
and capabilities, the different ways of working are all 
beneficial for students to learn from through exchanges,” 
Professor Gast says.

She is particularly keen that educational exchanges 
should not simply involve students sitting in a foreign 
lecture hall. “It’s better if they have a more hands-
on experience, whether that is an internship in a 
corporation, or time in a research laboratory, or even 
getting involved in community service activities. Having 
that experiential learning happen in a multicultural 
setting is very valuable.”

European students are also going further afield than 
before, taking advantage of deepening relationships 
with Chinese, Indian and African universities. “Working 
with partners in different parts of the world has a mutual 
benefit, and both students and the next generation of 
academics have learned a lot from these international 
collaborations.”

It is therefore important that people can continue to move 
freely. “Connectivity has made the younger generation 
keenly aware of the world and much more interested in 
exploring it. They are global citizens who are not worried 
by boundaries and borders. It would be wonderful if we 
can keep it that way.”
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A new alliance between 
East and West
Convinced of the mutual benefit that comes from 
university collaboration, LERU has built an alliance with 
seven research-intensive institutions in Central Europe. 
Called the CE7 group, this brings together Eötvös 
Loránd University in Budapest, Charles University in 
Prague, and the universities of Belgrade, Ljubljana, 
Tartu, Warsaw and Zagreb.

While there are practical reasons for the collaboration, 
its bedrock is the place universities hold in society. “A 
university’s role is to stimulate collaborative research 
and education between talented people, irrespective of 
their backgrounds,” says Karen Maex, rector magnificus 
of the University of Amsterdam and a member of LERU’s 
board of directors. “The CE7 collaboration is a gateway 
to achieve that across Europe.”

Toomas Asser, rector of the University of Tartu, agrees. 
“In the midst of the present political uncertainties and 

the rising tide of disinformation and fake news, it is more 
important than ever that European universities stand 
together and support each other in defending and 
promoting academic values.”

Exchanging views

The collaboration is based on regular meetings between 
rectors from the two groups of universities. For LERU, 
it provides an important window on a part of Europe 
where the network has no members. “The discussions 
occurring during these LERU-CE7 meetings allow us 
to get a direct input from Central European rectors 
on the challenges they face in their countries, on the 
hurdles they meet with the different European research 
programme instruments, and so on,” says Jean 
Chambaz, president of Sorbonne University in Paris and 
the current chair of LERU.



63Briefing Paper - EU Institutions

“The topics discussed during LERU-CE7 meetings 
allow all of us to better understand the system we are 
part of,” adds Marcin Pałys, rector of the University of 
Warsaw, “to see the similarities and differences between 
research universities across Europe, and to exchange 
views and share solutions to the challenges we face.”

Some of these topics relate to current events, such 
as the developing Horizon Europe programme, the 
impact of Brexit on research and education in Europe, 
and Open Science. Others are more general, such as 
interdisciplinarity in research and higher education, 
the challenges of the brain drain and how to create 
opportunities for excellent researchers in CE7 universities.

For László Borhy, rector of Eötvös Loránd University, all 
the connections in these discussions are of value. “It 
is a crucial principle of our university to preserve our 
traditions while finding ways to innovate,” he explains. 
“In this respect, friendly relations with LERU universities 
on the one hand, and with the best universities of Central 
Europe on the other, are invaluable.”

Networks within the network

In parallel with the formation of the LERU-CE7 cooperation, 
several of the universities involved have also established 
cooperation agreements. One early initiative was the 
Central Europe Leuven Strategic Alliance (CELSA), which 
brings together LERU member KU Leuven with seven 
institutions in Central Europe, including CE7 members 
Eötvös Loránd, Charles University Prague, and the 
universities of Tartu and Ljubljana. 

“In particular, CELSA intends to set up collaborative 
projects for research programmes like Horizon Europe,” 
explains Professor Igor Papič, rector of the University 
of Ljubljana. “And we would like to establish fruitful 
collaborations, similar to CELSA, with other LERU 
universities.” 

Eötvös Loránd has also developed a close relationship 
with Trinity College Dublin through the LERU-CE7 
collaboration. “Eötvös Loránd is strongly complimentary 
with Trinity in terms of its international outlook, and 
its ambition and drive to enhance interdisciplinarity, 
particularly around global environmental challenges,” 
said Patrick Prendergast, president and provost of 
Trinity College Dublin. 

This has resulted in bilateral collaborations in research 
and student mobility, and the formation of a broader 
network in response to the EU’s European Universities 
pilot. Called Charm European University, this also 
involves the universities of Barcelona, Utrecht, and 
Montpellier, and has the specific goal of collaborating 
on UN Sustainable Development Goals.

Then there is the 4EU+ Alliance, which brings together 
Sorbonne University, Charles University Prague, and 
the universities of Copenhagen, Heidelberg, Milan, and 
Warsaw. “The dynamics of LERU-CE7 clearly facilitated 
and stimulated this project,” says Professor Chambaz. 
“In return, the Alliance is a determined attempt to 
organise people circulation rather than drain in Europe.”

A united front in Brussels

A particularly important goal of the LERU-CE7 
collaboration has been to exchange views and establish 
common positions on the current and forthcoming EU 
research programmes. Issues range from the continuing 
burden of red tape, to the proposed ‘widening actions’ 
aimed at Central Europe, such as twinning and teaming, 
and the ERA chairs scheme.

Being able to form a united front on these issues was an 
important goal for the CE7 universities. “Collaborating 
with LERU gives us opportunity to be more visible, to be 
more heard in the European research environment,” says 
Tomáš Zima, rector of Charles University in Prague. “We 
are able to express our own opinions on certain topics, 
but also have LERU’s advocacy for these opinions.”

In particular, the CE7 universities used the forum to reject 
a suggestion by some Central European governments 
and MEPs that there should be regional quotas for the 
distribution of EU research funds. “Such quotas would 
be the result of political decisions, which are not based 
on scientific excellence,” said Professor Pałys. 

The united front has been equally beneficial for LERU. 
“When it came to discussion of the budget in Brussels, 
we had these seven universities standing with us,” 
Professor Chambaz recalls, “saying that even if we 
should be more cohesive, with more twinning and team-
building across Europe, we should not compromise on 
excellence.”
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About LERU

The League of European Research Universities (LERU) is an 
association of twenty-three leading research-intensive univer-
sities that share the values of high-quality teaching within an 
environment of internationally competitive research.

Founded in 2002, LERU advocates:
•  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;
•  and the promotion of research across a broad front in part-

nership with industry and society at large.

The purpose of the League is to advocate these values, to in-
fluence policy in Europe and to develop best practice through 
mutual exchange of experience.

Facts and figures

• Collectively LERU universities represent more than 750,000 
students

• Each year about 16,000 doctoral degrees are awarded at 
LERU universities

• Across the LERU members there are an estimated 1200 
start-up and spin-out companies across Europe

• In 2016 the LERU universities received 1.1 billion euro in 
contract and collaborative research income

• LERU universities contribute approximately 1.3 million 
jobs and  99.8 billion Gross Value Added to the European 
economy

• On average more than 20% of ERC grants are awarded to 
researchers at LERU universities

• Over 230 Nobel Prize and Field Medal winners have 
studied or worked at LERU universities

• Hundreds of LERU university members are active in 
more than 30 LERU groups to help shape EU research and 
innovation policies and exchange best practices
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