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LERU Statement on the role of academic institutions in 

building resilient and sustainable societies 

Statement adopted at the 39th LERU Rectors’ Assembly, hosted by Sorbonne University – 21st & 
22nd May 2021.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has generated severe turbulence worldwide, testing the capacity of societies 

to cope with and adapt to a unique shock.1 While the health dimension of the crisis was at the 

forefront of response efforts, strong interdependencies with institutional, social, economic, and 

environmental variables rapidly emerged. Many countries across the world have been facing an 

unprecedented systemic crisis. The COVID-19 pandemic stresses the need to build resilient and 

sustainable societies that can navigate the complex global challenges of the 21st century. The present 

LERU statement aims to highlight the role of research-intensive universities as the most reliable 

source of knowledge to tackle these complex global challenges.  

Building a multisystemic resilience approach to a broad range of shocks requires extraordinary scientific 

efforts. To yield long-term societal benefits, these efforts should be integrated with current endeavours 

towards sustainable development. Reducing global systemic risks and preparing for the next crisis not only 

require harnessing the full power of the rapid evolution in biotechnology, artificial intelligence, and 

digitalisation but also deepening our understanding of the broader social, economic, cultural, ethical, and 

political processes governing global change and collaboration. As the Rectors of LERU, we renew our 

commitment “to confront current and yet-to-develop challenges at the European and global stage in the 

coming years”2. 

Being the locus of excellence in research and education, universities are institutionally responsible to 

define problems, shape productive exchanges, and generate evidence for action. The unique skillset of 

disciplinary academic experts in all fields is vital for responding to pressing global challenges. This 

underlines the critical part of academic institutions to shape evidence-based policy. The work of 

universities in the discovery of new drugs and vaccines, the development of more efficient technologies 

for more sustainable infrastructures, and the understanding of the spread of misinformation are examples 

of the larger contributions of universities to build resilient and sustainable societies.  

The scope and the numerous and deeply intertwined dimensions of complex global challenges highlight the 

importance of collaborations across the natural sciences, social sciences, and humanities. Building 

innovation ecosystems and cross-sectoral partnerships with other stakeholders can help establish learning 

pathways with all actors involved in and affected by current global challenges. We are confident that 

inter- and transdisciplinary collaborations enable a more comprehensive assessment of interdependencies, 

transparent and accountable communication with the public, and sound allocation of resources among 

many competing priorities. These contributions are in turn essential to shape the long-term perspective on 

the future of humanity. 

 

1 Wernli D. et al. (2021). Governance in the age of complexity: building resilience to COVID-19 and future pandemics: 
Geneva Science Policy Interface, University of Geneva, Switzerland. Available at: https://www.leru.org/files/GSPI-
PolicyBrief_resilience.pdf  
2 https://www.leru.org/files/LERU-Key-Messages-Universities-and-the-future-of-Europe.pdf  

https://www.leru.org/files/GSPI-PolicyBrief_resilience.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/GSPI-PolicyBrief_resilience.pdf
https://www.leru.org/files/LERU-Key-Messages-Universities-and-the-future-of-Europe.pdf


          Page 2 / 2 

Overall, understanding the complexity resulting from the interactions between drivers and impacts of, and 

effective responses to pressing global challenges, requires both specific disciplinary expertise and inter- 

and transdisciplinary collaboration3. Equally complementary is the contribution of both fundamental 

research and applied research in the production of new knowledge. Ultimately, science is a complex self-

organising network in constant co-evolution with societal needs. Such vision for the role of science calls 

for decisive action in research, education, university governance, science-policy-society interfaces, and 

internationalization. 

In research, the core principle of academic freedom is the best driver of the capacity to address the 

diversity of current and future research needs associated with global challenges. Relevant research areas 

include 1) identifying enablers of resilience in society, 2) improving our understanding of policy and 

mitigation measures, 3) understanding how society can sustainably adapt to complex challenges and, 4) 

studying obstacles to international collaboration, and the role of science in and for diplomacy4. We call 

for the additional support of funding agencies to promote collaborative research which address global 

societal threats while continuously enhancing their support to fundamental research. We believe that this 

multifaceted approach is essential to create the highest impact for society. 

In education, academic institutions have a responsibility towards the future generation. As research-led 

educators, we are accountable for equipping young people with the knowledge and skillset needed to 

address the unprecedented challenges of the 21st century. Innovative approaches to learning that help 

students relate knowledge from different sources and disciplines are needed to foster both resilience and 

sustainability. Learning pathways that include different formats such as transversal courses, problem-

based learning, and a balanced approach in the use of information and communication technologies and 

presential learning, are the basis of a safe and inclusive learning environment.  

In university governance, strengthening the role of universities should be done in accordance with their 

core mandate, responsibilities, and principles. Addressing current and future pressing global challenges 

require involvement of young people. This means that we should develop channels to ensure meaningful 

participation of students in governance processes related to education. Furthermore, the COVID-19 

systemic crisis should be seized as an opportunity for research-intensive universities to strive for 

governance innovation to enhance the well-being of the academic community while maintaining 

excellence in both research and education. A relevant example is to enhance support for co-teaching 

courses and interdisciplinary career.  

Science-policy-society interfaces are essential for the creation and dissemination of high-quality and 

actionable research. Research-intensive universities in Europe already contribute to the delivery of the 

United Nations Sustainable Development Goals among many other issues. We advocate further cross-

sectoral collaborations between science and policy communities as an effective means to produce 

decision-relevant research, foster mutual trust at the boundary of science and policy, and design outputs 

that enhance the effectiveness of policymaking. Co-framing problems and co-producing solutions with 

society provide the foundation for long-term partnerships and impact.  

Given global interdependence, we strongly believe that efforts to build resilient and sustainable societies 

must be global. Universities should further develop global collaboration in education, research, and 

stakeholder engagement while limiting the environmental and social costs of internationalisation. The 

COVID-19 crisis has showed how digital technologies can support new forms of collaboration, Universities 

should further work together to determine the practices for sustainable internationalisation. 

As the Rectors of top research-intensive universities in Europe, we are committed to further develop the 

networked universities of the 21st century as places that support improvement in the life of many through 

our primary mandate in education, research, and transfer to society. Within wider collective processes by 

governments, businesses, and civil society, we see this transformative agenda as a critical contribution to 

build more resilient and sustainable societies.  

 

3 https://www.leru.org/publications/interdisciplinarity-and-the-21st-century-research-intensive-university 
4 https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(21)01107-7/fulltext  
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