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Executive Summary

As the University of Limerick celebrated 50 years of 

impact, the Centre for Sustainable Futures & 

Innovation (CSFI) launched a project to examine 

what sustainability might mean for our university's 

future. Higher education institutions (HEIs) are at a 

crossroads. In an era defined by rapid technological 

change, climate urgency, and evolving societal 

expectations, universities must rethink their roles, 

structures, and strategies. The traditional models of 

higher education, shaped by incremental 

adaptations, are no longer sufficient to meet the 

scale and complexity of contemporary challenges. 

Instead, HEIs must explore transformative 

approaches that enable them to lead in 

sustainability, innovation, and societal impact.

 

This report, “Tomorrow’s University – Options for 

Sustainable Futures,” developed by the Centre for 

Sustainable Futures & Innovation (CSFI) at the 

University of Limerick, is a contribution to that 

critical exploration. It is not a blueprint for a singular 

vision, nor a prescriptive roadmap, but a structured 

framework for considering multiple plausible 

futures. By applying strategic foresight and scenario 

analysis, it offers universities an opportunity to move 

beyond conventional trajectories, challenge 

underlying assumptions, and expand the scope of 

what is possible.

 

A guiding principle of this work is regenerative 

development—an approach that goes beyond 

mitigating harm to actively restoring and enhancing 

the systems in which universities operate. While 

traditional sustainability efforts often focus on 

compliance and harm reduction, regenerative 

development encourages HEIs to become catalysts 

for positive change: adaptive, innovative, and deeply 

embedded in the social, economic, and ecological 

contexts they serve. This shift in perspective 

challenges universities to lead not just by 

responding to sustainability imperatives but by 

reshaping them—demonstrating new models of 

education, governance, and engagement.

 

At the Centre for Sustainable Futures & Innovation, 

we see universities as key agents of change in this 

evolving landscape. By blending the sustainability 

expertise of CSFI with the rigour of strategic 

foresight, this report signals that higher education 

can go beyond incremental improvements and 

embrace distinctive, future-facing approaches. HEIs 

have an opportunity to differentiate themselves—

not just through rankings or funding metrics, but by 

leading the transition toward long-term institutional 

resilience and societal impact. 

The scenarios and missions outlined in this report 

are designed to support HEIs in navigating these 

complexities. They are not predictions, but 

provocations—thought experiments that help 

institutions assess risks, opportunities, and trade-

offs in a structured way. By exploring these different 

pathways, universities can ensure that sustainability 

is not merely a technical goal, but a strategic lens 

through which they rethink how they operate, 

educate, and lead.

 

Higher education has always been about shaping 

the future—not only for students and scholars but 

for society as a whole. The Centre for Sustainable 

Futures & Innovation invites university leaders to 

think more expansively about what a sustainable 

university could be—not just in meeting existing 

targets but in redefining higher education’s role in 

addressing global challenges. At the University of 

Limerick, we are beginning to explore what this 

means in practice. As an institution committed to 

innovation and sustainability, UL is well-positioned to 

contribute to and learn from this global conversation

—demonstrating how HEIs can evolve, lead, and 

inspire the next generation of universities.

Andrea Deverell

 

Director

Centre for Sustainable Futures & Innovation
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CONTEXT TRENDS SCENARIOS

'Tomorrow's University' Project

•

•

"Tomorrow’s University" was launched in response 

to UL turning 50 against the backdrop of Covid-19 

which generated system-wide uncertainty, risk and 

opportunity for higher education. This initiative (as 

far as we are aware) represents the first project of its 

kind in Ireland, positioning UL as a leader in future-

focused institutional strategy.  The project spans 

multiple dimensions, blending research, community 

engagement, and strategic innovation to create a 

holistic exploration of possible futures. Key 

deliverables and outputs include:

A Digital Survey Website – capturing 

perspectives on the future of learning from 

students, faculty, and external stakeholders.

Speculative Futures Artefacts – Conceptualising 

alternative models of higher education through 

designed provocations.

•

•

•

•

•

An Exhibition Strategy – Translating research 

into a compelling public experience that invites 

dialogue and participation. 

Participatory Workshops – Engaging UL 

leadership, faculty, and students in structured 

foresight exercises to test emerging ideas.

Community Workshops – Extending the 

conversation beyond the university to explore 

how higher education serves broader societal 

needs.

A Position Paper – Establishing a foundational 

perspective on the evolving role of universities in 

enabling regenerative development.

This Options Report for Sustainable Futures – 

Providing strategic scenarios, insights, and 

potential pathways for UL’s next phase of 

strategy and innovation.

MISSIONS
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The Intended Role 
of this Document

This document is intended to support reflection on 

the evolving role of universities in a time of 

transformation. It brings together foresight research 

and insights from the Tomorrow’s University 

programme to explore how higher education might 

respond to systemic challenges and contribute to a 

broader sustainability transition.

 

Rather than providing a roadmap or strategic 

recommendations, it presents a series of futures 

scenarios and speculative missions—designed as a 

stimulus for conversation, new perspectives, and 

imaginative exploration. These possibilities are not 

predictions but provocations, expanding how we 

might think about the choices ahead.

 

By considering a range of possible futures, this 

report aims to enrich dialogue and inspire fresh 

ways of envisioning what comes next for

universities. It does not offer definitive answers but 

instead seeks to open up possibilities, helping to 

expand the ways we think about the role of higher 

education in a rapidly shifting landscape.

 

That said, we fully acknowledge that sustainability 

and organisational resilience in the face of digital 

transformation are not challenges that any single 

higher education institution can address alone. 

They require a shared commitment to adaptation, 

experimentation, and long-term thinking.

 

With this in mind, we hope that the broader Higher 

Education sector across Ireland and EU can 

leverage this work as a stimulus for cross-sector 

collaboration, encouraging collective exploration 

and the development of new approaches to shaping 

the future of higher education.

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY
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A National Gap/Opportunity

Ireland’s public sector increasingly recognises the 

value of strategic foresight, yet its integration into 

higher education and long-term institutional 

planning remains limited (OECD Strategic Foresight 

in Ireland, 2021). Universities are key engines of 

national development and innovation, but historically 

lack a structured engagement in anticipatory 

governance, scenario planning, and meaningful 

long-term cross-sectoral collaboration.  The 

"Tomorrow’s University" project  addresses this gap 

by demonstrating how applied foresight can shape 

higher education’s role in national strategy, and 

potentially even sets up an ability to create a national 

offering in this space tied to long-term policy 

development. 

•

•

•

The project  serves as a living demo for long-term 

institutional planning, bridging education, policy, and 

innovation to explore how universities can:

Act as national foresight hubs, modelling 

adaptive governance.

Develop anticipatory strategies that inform public 

policy and institutional resilience.

Prototype new learning and governance models 

fit for uncertain futures.

 

As Ireland looks to explore and strengthen its 

foresight capabilities, universities must play a central 

role. Tomorrow’s University offers a potential 

concrete exemplar — positioning higher education 

as a key partner in shaping the country’s long-term 

future.

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY
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Applied Strategic Foresight

Most strategic planning struggles to balance long-

term vision with near-term realities, often treating 

foresight as a separate exercise from execution. 

This report takes an Applied Strategic Foresight 

approach—ensuring that while we explore the 

future of higher education, we remain attuned to the 

tactical decisions and institutional shifts required to 

navigate change effectively.

 

Rather than isolating future scenarios from present 

realities, this method considers scenarios, strategy, 

tactics, and broader systems innovation in parallel. 

Inspired by frameworks from the Future Today 

Institute, this approach ensures that immediate, 

choices (1-2 years) are informed by broader 

strategic shifts (2-5 years), which in turn are shaped 

by longer-term institutional positioning (5-10 years) 

and deep systems evolution (10+ years).

•

•

•

Why This Approach?

Links Vision to Action: While this report explores 

future possibilities, it remains sensitive to the 

tactical shifts institutions must navigate today.

Prepares for Complexity: Recognises that higher 

education must evolve across multiple 

timescales, adapting to shifting technological, 

societal, and environmental conditions.

Encourages Experimental Learning: Supports 

structured prototyping of sustainable 

development, digital transformation, and 

institutional redesign while seeking to maintain 

operational resilience.

 

By combining foresight with near-term innovation 

tactics, the University of Limerick can remain 

adaptable—actively shaping the future rather than 

reacting to it.

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY
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Regenerative Development

For decades, sustainability has shaped how 

universities think about their broader role in society

—focusing on reducing harm, improving efficiency, 

and achieving net-zero targets. But as global 

challenges grow in complexity, is sustainability 

enough? Should universities move beyond 

maintaining equilibrium and instead embrace 

regenerative development—actively restoring, 

enriching, and evolving the systems they are part of?

What would it mean for a university to give back 

more than it takes—to become a driver of renewal 

rather than merely an institution that minimises 

harm? Could higher education be reimagined as a 

living system, where teaching, research, and 

engagement are deeply entangled with the social 

and ecological conditions that shape our collective 

futures? If universities were to adopt regenerative 

approaches, how might this change their 

governance, structures, and priorities?

Would new models of learning, knowledge creation, 

and innovation be needed—ones that go beyond  

traditional disciplines and institutional silos? What 

kinds of partnerships, policies, and operational shifts 

would make such a transition possible?

 

This report does not offer definitive answers. 

Instead, it presents scenarios that explore different 

possible futures for higher education—each 

challenging assumptions about what universities 

can and should become. Alongside these scenarios, 

missions are introduced to provoke further 

reflection: How might UL take steps towards 

regenerative education, and what tensions, trade-

offs, and opportunities might emerge along the way?

At its core, this report asks: If tomorrow’s university 

were to enable regenerative development, what 

forms could it take? And what choices must be 

made today to begin moving in that direction?

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY
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Process & Tools

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

The participatory nature of the Tomorrow’s University

 programme was grounded in a series of strategic 

foresight and futures workshops, designed to 

explore how universities might evolve in response to 

emerging challenges and opportunities. These 

workshops convened faculty and staff from across 

the university, providing a dedicated space—away 

from immediate operational demands—to 

collaboratively reflect on the future of higher 

education in an engaging and structured format.

 

At the heart of these sessions was a bespoke set of 

foresight stimulus tools, developed to support deep 

and critical thinking about the forces shaping higher 

education. These included custom-designed 

foresight cards and structured canvases, offering 

participants a tangible way to engage with signals 

and drivers of change emerging in EU higher 

education. Through guided exercises, participants

mapped these signals against frameworks such as 

the Futures Triangle—to surface critical 

uncertainties—and employed methods like Impact 

Mapping and Scenario Development to articulate 

potential future trajectories for universities.

 

These workshops played a crucial role in ensuring 

that diverse perspectives—spanning faculties, 

disciplines, and administrative departments—were 

actively involved in shaping the insights and creative 

outputs of the programme. By embedding a 

participatory foresight approach, Tomorrow’s 

University fostered a shared sense of agency, 

inviting the university community to think beyond 

sustaining the status quo and towards actively 

shaping a regenerative future for higher education.
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Multi-level Perspective

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

The future is shaped by forces operating across 

multiple levels of influence, from global drivers to 

localised innovations. To understand and navigate 

these forces, it is critical to analyse trends and 

drivers of change at different scales. This section 

introduces the Multilevel Perspective (MLP), a 

framework that enables us to dissect and explore 

the dynamics of change across interconnected 

levels. By doing so, we can begin to anticipate 

transitions, harness opportunities, and mitigate risks 

in a rapidly evolving higher education landscape.

 

The MLP is widely used in transition management 

and futures studies to analyse how systemic 

transformations unfold. It emphasises that 

transitions occur when landscape pressures 

destabilise existing regimes, creating opportunities 

for niche innovations to scale up and drive 

change.resist change due to their entrenched 

nature.

Why Trends Matter Across Scales

Landscape (Macro): The overarching, exogenous 

trends that shape the broader context, such as climate 

change, geopolitical shifts, and technological 

advancements. These forces are largely 

uncontrollable but set the stage for systemic change.

 

Regime (Meso): The established structures, norms, 

and systems within a sector. In higher education, this 

includes funding mechanisms, pedagogical models, 

institutional governance, and sectoral regulations. 

Regimes mediate the influence of landscape 

pressures and often resist change due to their 

entrenched nature.

 

Niche (Micro): The experimental spaces where radical 

innovations and ideas emerge. These can include new 

educational technologies, alternative credentialing 

systems, or experimental governance models. Niche 

innovations are fragile but have the potential to disrupt 

regimes under the right conditions.

What is the Multilevel Perspective?

01

02

03

The Multilevel Perspective (MLP) was developed by 

Dutch researcher Frank W. Geels as part of the field 

of transition studies. It provides a framework for 

understanding how large-scale transformations 

occur, particularly in socio-technical systems, by 

examining the interplay between three levels:

 

Landscape (Macro)

Regime (Meso)

Niche (Micro)

2025 2050
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Impacts & 
Uncertainties
Subset of 
Landscape Drivers

Fragmentation of 

global research 

networks

Rise of 

Multipolar 

Geopolitics

Divergent regional university 

systems create barriers to 

knowledge sharing

Emerging geopolitics 

prioritise local over global 

collaboration models

Marginalisation of 

universities in politically 

unstable regions

Shift towards regional 

alliances in higher 

education funding

AI, Automation, 

and Robotics

Intensification of 

Climate 

Adaptation Needs

Transition 

to Green 

Economies

Shift Toward 

Individual 

Empowerment

Rising Regulatory 

Oversight of 

Emerging Tech

Universities pivot 

towards green tech 

R&D and innovation 

hubs

Shifts in funding 

prioritise sustainability-

focused academic 

programmes

Increased public 

scrutiny forces 

universities to prove 

measurable impact
Universities specialising in 

green tech dominate funding 

but risk over-specialisation

Regional disparities 

emerge as some 

institutions lack 

resources to adapt

Increased demand for 

personalised, adaptive 

education pathways

Decline in 

traditional, 

standardised 

curricula models Digital divides exacerbate 

inequality in accessing 

personalised learning 

tools

Universities compete with 

alternative, decentralised 

education providers

Higher education 

institutions struggle to 

maintain shared 

academic standards

AI curricula create 

hyper-specialised 

graduates with limited 

flexibility

Unequal access to AI 

technologies increases 

the gap between elite 

and non-elite universities

Loss of human-

centred learning 

sparks societal 

backlash

Widespread 

adoption of AI-

driven adaptive 

learning systems

Automation 

reduces reliance 

on administrative 

and teaching staff

Increased integration of 

sustainability into core 

curricula

Universities become key 

hubs for climate 

adaptation research and 

testing

Climate adaptation 

research shifts focus 

to local community-

driven initiatives

Campuses transform into living 

labs for climate resilience but 

face resource constraints

How might universities address 

local government priorities while 

fostering global collaboration?

Delays in adopting 

emerging tech 

hinder global 

competitiveness

Smaller institutions struggle to 

meet regulatory requirements, 

risking closure

Partnerships with 

private tech firms blur 

academic and 

corporate goals

Increased 

compliance costs 

for universities in 

high-tech 

disciplines

Demand for 

transparency in research 

partnerships and 

intellectual property 

sharing

The “Landscape” layer of the Multi-level Perspective 

identifies large-scale forces shaping the future of 

higher education. However, understanding how 

these drivers interact and cascade through systems 

requires a deeper exploration of their impacts.

 

This impact map examines specific drivers of 

change and traces their ripple effects, uncovering 

both certainties and critical uncertainties. These 

uncertainties serve as pivotal questions, inviting 

reflection on how universities might respond to 

systemic pressures and evolving demands.

 

By mapping these impacts, we gain insights into the 

interplay between macro forces and institutional 

change, offering a foundation for deeper exploration 

of how higher education might adapt and transform 

in response to emerging challenges.

How might universities lead 

ecological stewardship while 

balancing green-tech over-

specialisation?

How might universities 

adapt to compete with 

decentralised, alternative 

education models?

How might universities become 

regional innovation hubs that 

bridge academia and industry?

How might universities 

leverage virtual platforms to 

close digital divides and 

expand access?

How might universities maintain 

academic independence amidst 

growing private-sector 

partnerships?

How might universities 

build distributed, diverse 

educational systems to 

meet global regulatory 

demands?

How might universities align 

advanced AI systems with human-

centred learning and ethics?

Collaboration between 

universities and local 

governments creates 

competing priorities
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Landscape
The future of higher education is shaped by 

powerful societal, economic, and technological 

forces known as drivers of change. These 

'landscape' megatrends unfold over decades, 

transforming industries and institutions alike. They 

challenge traditional models, requiring proactive 

strategies to navigate uncertainties and sustain 

relevance.

 

This chapter focuses on a subset of megatrends  

with the potential to fundamentally change higher 

education. Spanning political, economic, social, 

technological, ecological, and legal dimensions, 

these drivers highlight the interdependencies 

shaping the global landscape. For UL, these forces 

represent both risks and opportunities, challenging 

established institutional logics while opening 

pathways for innovation. 

 

By exploring these drivers, we can anticipate and 

prepare for emerging shifts, aligning its strategies to 

not just respond but lead in a changing world. This 

sets the stage for the scenarios to follow, offering a 

clear framework for strategic foresight and decision-

making.

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Rise of Multipolar 

Geopolitics

◯ POLITICS

Transition to Green 

Economies

Shift Toward Individual 

Empowerment

AI, Automation and 

Robotics

Intensification of Climate 

Adaptation Needs

Rising Regulatory 

Oversight of Emerging 

Tech

◯ ECONOMIC ◯ SOCIAL ◯ TECHNOLOGICAL ◯ ECOLOGICAL ◯ LEGAL

Increasing Populism and 

Nationalism

Digital Economies & 

Financial Innovation

Cultural Globalisation and 

Fragmentation

Web 3.0 and 

Decentralised Tech

Biodiversity Loss and 

Ecosystem Collapse

Rise of Intellectual 

Property Tensions in Open 

Science

Global Climate 

Governance

Generational Wealth Gaps Generational Value Shifts Green Technology 

Innovation

Delayed UNSDG Targets Rise of Evolving Global 

Data Protection Laws*non-exhaustive drivers of change
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Landscape
Political Drivers of Change

The global political landscape is undergoing 

profound shifts, reshaping the environment in which 

higher education institutions operate. The rise of 

multipolar geopolitics is challenging the traditional 

dominance of Western academic hubs, requiring 

universities to expand their reach and influence in 

emerging regions. Meanwhile, growing populist and 

nationalist movements threaten the open exchange 

of knowledge, restricting international mobility and 

collaboration.

 

Simultaneously, the pressing urgency of global 

challenges, such as climate change, is creating 

opportunities for universities to lead in areas like 

policy innovation, research, and sustainable 

practices. These political drivers are not only 

transforming the external environment but also 

compelling institutions to rethink their governance, 

funding structures, and roles in society. For 

universities to remain resilient and globally relevant, 

they must proactively adapt to these evolving 

dynamics while navigating the complexities of 

political influence and decision-making.

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Shift Toward Multipolar Geopolitics

*non-exhaustive drivers of change

Sources

UN Migration Reports (2023),

World Bank

Sources

IPCC Reports,

UNEP (2023)

Sources

OECD (2023),

World Economic Forum (2023)

Relevance to Higher Education

Geopolitical power is shifting toward a multipolar world, 

with regions like China, the EU, and India becoming 

increasingly influential. This redistribution of power 

challenges the dominance of traditional Western 

academic hubs.

Rise of Populism and Nationalism

Populist and nationalist movements are reshaping 

immigration policies and reducing funding for 

international research collaborations. Cross-border 

academic exchanges face increasing scrutiny.

Reimagining Global Climate Governance

International agreements such as the Paris Accord are 

emphasising the need for robust climate action. 

Universities are expected to lead climate innovation and 

adaptation efforts through research and education.

Universities must adapt to new centers of influence by 

forming regional alliances, diversifying research 

collaborations, and appealing to a broader international 

student base.

Relevance to Higher Education

Universities face declining international student 

enrolment, reduced cultural diversity, and greater 

challenges in sustaining global partnerships.

Relevance to Higher Education

Institutions play a critical role in climate research, 

curriculum development, and serving as models for 

sustainable practices. This creates opportunities for 

new funding streams and leadership in global solutions.
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Landscape
Economic Drivers of Change

The economic forces shaping the future of higher 

education are dynamic and multifaceted. Institutions 

are facing growing pressures from the global 

transition to green economies, increasing financial 

volatility, and the widening generational wealth gap. 

These drivers are fundamentally altering funding 

mechanisms, student affordability, and the types of 

skills demanded by the workforce.

 

As governments and industries shift their focus 

toward sustainability and digital transformation, 

universities must adapt their research priorities, 

curricula, and operational models to align with these 

trends. Simultaneously, rising tuition costs and 

persistent wealth inequalities challenge institutions 

to innovate their financial aid systems to ensure 

access and equity. By understanding these 

economic drivers, universities can strategically 

position themselves to attract diverse learners, form 

meaningful industry partnerships, and sustain long-

term growth in an unpredictable global economy.

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Transition to Green Economies

*non-exhaustive drivers of change

Relevance to Higher Education

The global shift towards sustainable economic 

practices prioritises environmental preservation, 

resource efficiency, and low-carbon development while 

maintaining economic growth and social well-being.

Digital Economies and Financial Innovation

The rise of digital currencies, blockchain, and 

decentralised finance is reshaping global economic 

systems and requiring new expertise in technology and 

regulation.

Generational Wealth Gaps

Generational wealth gaps refer to the disparities in 

accumulated assets and financial resources between 

different age cohorts, with significant implications for 

economic mobility and inequality.

Universities must adapt curricula to integrate 

sustainability principles, develop green skills programs, 

and foster research in sustainable technologies.

Institutions need to develop interdisciplinary programs 

that address the intersection of technology, policy, and 

finance, preparing students for careers in these 

emerging fields.

Relevance to Higher Education

Institutions should develop targeted financial aid 

programs, promote financial literacy, and create 

pathways for less advantaged students to build wealth 

through education.

Sources

IMF Digital Finance Insights,

McKinsey Future of Finance

Sources

Federal Reserve Board

Brookings Institution

Sources

UNEP

World Economic Forum

Relevance to Higher Education
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Landscape
Social Drivers of Change

Social dynamics are evolving rapidly, reshaping how 

individuals, communities, and institutions interact. 

The shift toward individual empowerment is 

redefining societal expectations, with people 

demanding greater autonomy in all aspects of life, 

including education and career paths. Cultural 

globalisation continues to spread shared norms and 

values across borders, driven by technological 

advancements and media, while a simultaneous 

countertrend of cultural fragmentation strengthens 

local identities and traditions. 

 

These shifts are further complicated by 

generational value differences, as younger and older 

cohorts prioritise divergent goals and perspectives 

on pressing global challenges like sustainability, 

technology, and social equity. For higher education 

institutions, these trends present both opportunities 

and challenges. Universities must adapt to meet the 

increasing demand for flexible, personalised 

learning pathways, while also remaining culturally 

responsive in a rapidly globalising world. At the same 

time, bridging intergenerational divides and 

understanding the evolving expectations of 

students, faculty, and communities will be essential 

for creating sustainable, inclusive, and future-ready 

education systems.

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Shift Toward Individual Empowerment

*non-exhaustive drivers of change

Relevance to Higher Education

Autonomy, self-expression, and self-determination are 

becoming central societal values, driven by advances in 

technology and digital platforms that enable greater 

control over personal choices.

Cultural Globalisation and Fragmentation

While global cultural norms are becoming more 

pervasive through technology and media, a 

countertrend of cultural fragmentation is strengthening 

localised identities and traditions.

Generational Value Shifts

Different generations hold distinct values and priorities, 

with younger cohorts emphasising sustainability, equity, 

and digital innovation, while older generations prioritise 

stability and traditional structures.

Students and educators are increasingly 

expecting/demanding flexible, personalised learning 

pathways, modular programs, and AI-driven adaptive 

learning systems, challenging traditional educational 

models to evolve.

Relevance to Higher Education

Universities face declining international student 

enrolment, reduced cultural diversity, and greater 

challenges in sustaining global partnerships.

Relevance to Higher Education

Universities must reconcile intergenerational tensions in 

curriculum design, governance, and campus policies to 

appeal to a diverse student body and societal 

stakeholders.

Sources

UN Migration Reports (2023),

World Bank

Sources

Pew Research Center Generational Insights,

Times Higher Education Impact Reports

Sources

OECD (2023),

World Economic Forum (2023)
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Landscape
Environmental Drivers of Change

Environmental drivers are reshaping global 

priorities, with climate change, biodiversity loss, and 

the failure to meet sustainable development goals 

creating unprecedented challenges. Universities are 

uniquely positioned to lead in addressing these 

crises, serving as hubs for innovation, education, 

and actionable solutions. The growing urgency for 

climate adaptation, the intensification of biodiversity 

loss, and the continued extension of UNSDG 

timelines demand that higher education institutions 

rethink their roles as both stewards of sustainability 

and catalysts for systemic change. By integrating 

environmental leadership into research, teaching, 

and operations, universities can play a pivotal role in 

driving global progress.

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Intensification of Climate Adaptation Needs

*non-exhaustive drivers of change

Relevance to Higher Education

As the impacts of climate change become more severe, 

there is a rising demand for institutions and 

communities to adapt to new environmental realities.

Biodiversity Loss and Ecosystem Collapse

The rapid loss of biodiversity is destabilising 

ecosystems and threatening human livelihoods, driving 

calls for interdisciplinary solutions to conservation 

challenges.

Delayed UNSDG Targets

The inability to meet the 2030 UN Sustainable 

Development Goals has prompted discussions about 

extending timelines, highlighting gaps in global progress 

toward sustainability.

Universities must develop climate-resilient 

infrastructure and advance research on adaptation 

strategies, while also preparing graduates to tackle 

these challenges in their careers.

Relevance to Higher Education

Universities are at the forefront of conservation science, 

partnering with governments and NGOs to create 

actionable strategies while integrating ecological 

principles into diverse fields of study.

Relevance to Higher Education

Universities must step up as leaders in regenerative 

development, integrating UNSDG-aligned practices 

into their curricula, research agendas, and institutional 

goals to address these systemic gaps.

Sources

WWF Living Planet Report,

UNEP Reports

Sources

UN SDG Progress Reports,

UNESCO Education for Sustainable Development

Sources

OECD (2023),

World Economic Forum (2023)
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Landscape
Legal Drivers of Change

The legal landscape governing education and 

research is undergoing significant transformation, 

driven by rapid technological advancements and 

changing societal expectations. Global data 

protection laws are evolving swiftly, with regulations 

like GDPR setting new standards for handling 

personal information in educational settings. 

Simultaneously, tensions are rising between 

intellectual property rights and the push for open 

science, challenging traditional academic publishing 

models and research practices. Regulatory bodies 

are also grappling with the oversight of emerging 

technologies in education, from AI-powered 

learning tools to virtual reality classrooms, raising 

questions about ethics, safety, and equity.

 

As these legal drivers continue to evolve, they will 

profoundly influence curriculum development, 

research methodologies, and the overall structure of 

higher education systems worldwide.

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Evolution of Global Data Protection Laws

*non-exhaustive drivers of change

Relevance to Higher Education

Geopolitical power is shifting toward a multipolar world, 

with regions like China, the EU, and India becoming 

increasingly influential. This redistribution of power 

challenges the dominance of traditional Western 

academic hubs.

IP and Open Science Tensions

Populist and nationalist movements are reshaping 

immigration policies and reducing funding for 

international research collaborations. Cross-border 

academic exchanges face increasing scrutiny.

Regulatory Oversight of Emerging Tech

International agreements such as the Paris Accord are 

emphasising the need for robust climate action. 

Universities are expected to lead climate innovation and 

adaptation efforts through research and education.

Universities must adapt to new centers of influence by 

forming regional alliances, diversifying research 

collaborations, and appealing to a broader international 

student base.

Relevance to Higher Education

Universities face declining international student 

enrolment, reduced cultural diversity, and greater 

challenges in sustaining global partnerships.

Relevance to Higher Education

Institutions play a critical role in climate research, 

curriculum development, and serving as models for 

sustainable practices. This creates opportunities for 

new funding streams and leadership in global solutions.

Sources

UN Migration Reports (2023),

World Bank

Sources

IPCC Reports,

UNEP (2023)

Sources

OECD (2023),

World Economic Forum (2023)
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Regime
The Higher Education 
System & Institutes
The 'regime' layer in the multilevel perspective 

represents the dynamic and interconnected 

relationship between the Higher Education System 

(HES) and Higher Education Institutions (HEIs); the 

socio-technical system that is evolving. It operates 

as a nested framework where the broader system, 

defined by its functional roles and behaviours, 

shapes the institutional logics of individual 

universities. At the same time, institutions exert their 

own pressures and responses back onto the 

system, creating a continuous and co-evolving 

relationship. This interplay is central to how higher 

education adapts and evolves. The Higher 

Education System imposes demands through 

governance norms, funding mechanisms, cultural 

expectations, and performance frameworks. These 

pressures compel HEIs to adopt specific logics—

academic professionalism, democratisation, or 

managerialism—to meet system-wide priorities. 

Conversely, universities influence the system by 

piloting innovative models, advocating for policy 

changes, or shaping societal expectations, 

demonstrating that this relationship is not one-

directional but a dynamic feedback loop. The regime 

layer serves as the bridge between 

landscape and niche forces. Top-down pressures 

from the landscape, such as demographic shifts, 

technological advancements, or geopolitical 

changes, filter into the regime, setting the conditions 

for transformation, and shape the evolving 

functional roles of the system. Simultaneously, 

bottom-up innovations from the niche level, such as 

new pedagogical methods, sustainability initiatives, 

novel tools and technologies, or alternative funding 

models, challenge and disrupt the regime's stability. 

Together, these forces drive the evolution of the 

regime layer, making it the focal point for systemic 

change. In the context of this options report, the 

regime layer is critical because it is where the 

identity and profile of the university is most 

contested and reimagined. By examining shifts 

within this layer, we can explore alternative 

institutional futures—scenarios that challenge the 

traditional notion of the university and propose new 

archetypes for consideration. Each of these futures 

emerges from different ways the regime layer 

adapts to landscape pressures and niche 

opportunities, offering unique perspectives on the 

roles, structures, and values of higher education.

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

 

Demands/Pressures 

(Functional Roles) 

A. Higher Education System 

(Institutional Logics) 

B. Higher Education Institute
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A) Higher Education System
Functional Roles

•

•

•

•

The Higher Education System (HES) plays a pivotal 

role in shaping the operations and priorities of 

universities through its core functional roles. These 

roles not only set the expectations for how 

institutions contribute to society but also create a 

dynamic feedback loop where universities influence 

the broader system in return. Below, we outline the 

key functions of the HES and example pressures 

exchanged between the system and institutions.

 

1. Knowledge Creation (Research and Innovation)

The HES drives the agenda for advancing research to 

address societal challenges and enhance global 

competitiveness.

 

System Pressure: Produce impactful research and 

align with national priorities.

Institution Pressure: Advocate for expanded research 

funding and diverse evaluation metrics.

 

2. Knowledge Distribution (Teaching and Dissemination)

The HES ensures equitable access to education and 

supports lifelong learning.

 

System Pressure: Expand enrolment and personalise 

learning pathways.

Institution Pressure: Call for reforms to improve 

pedagogy and teaching resources.

•

•

•

•

•

•

3. Community Integration (Engagement and Civic 

Roles)

The HES acts as a civic anchor, fostering social cohesion 

and regional development.

 

System Pressure: Demonstrate societal impact and 

engage with local communities.

Institution Pressure: Push for systemic support and 

recognition of civic initiatives.

 

4. Economic Contribution (Workforce Development 

and Commercialisation)

The HES connects education to economic growth by 

preparing graduates and fostering entrepreneurship.

 

System Pressure: Align outputs with labour market 

demands and commercialise research.

Institution Pressure: Advocate for stronger industry 

partnerships and streamlined tech transfer.

 

5. Operational Backbone (Governance and Funding)

The HES provides governance frameworks and resource 

flows to sustain operations.

 

System Pressure: Comply with accountability 

standards and compete for funding.

Institution Pressure: Demand policy autonomy and 

equitable resource distribution.

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

(Functional Roles) 

A. Higher Education System 

(Institutional Logics) 

B. Higher Education Institute

Academic Professionalism

 

 Democratisation

 

Managerialism

1. Knowledge Creation 

2. Knowledge Distribution 

3. Community Integration 

4. Economic Contribution 

5. Operational Backbone 
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B) Higher Education Institutes
Institutional Logics

Institutional logics are the underlying principles and 

frameworks that define how organisations operate, 

make decisions, and prioritise their goals. These 

logics shape the structure, culture, and strategies of 

institutions, providing a lens to understand the 

competing forces within any system. By examining 

institutional logics, we gain insight into the 

foundational drivers of change—particularly the 

kind that disrupts the status quo and leads to 

transformative, rather than incremental, futures.

 

In higher education, three prominent logics have 

historically defined the operations and identities of 

universities: academic professionalism, 

democratisation and regulation, and managerialism. 

Academic professionalism prioritises the pursuit of 

knowledge and scientific progress, with a focus on 

autonomy and expertise. Democratisation and 

regulation emphasise equitable access, mass 

education, and state oversight to ensure broader 

societal impact. Managerialism, meanwhile, 

introduces market-oriented practices, focusing on 

efficiency, differentiation, and innovative 

contributions to the knowledge economy.

Today, these logics no longer operate in isolation. 

Instead, universities often embody a blended mix of 

these approaches, balancing academic freedom 

with regulatory mandates, while simultaneously 

adopting market-driven strategies. This blending 

creates tension, as each logic often demands 

conflicting priorities, yet it also offers unique 

opportunities for innovation, adaptation, and 

reimagining institutional purpose.

 

It is important to note that these three logics, while 

dominant, are not the only possible frameworks on 

which an institution can be designed. The futures we 

explore in subsequent scenarios will imagine 

alternative and new institutional logics that respond 

to emerging challenges and opportunities, 

potentially breaking free from these established 

paradigms. This diversity of logics is essential for 

thinking beyond today’s pressures and creating 

radically different models for tomorrow’s universities.

 

Ultimately also it is at this level of thinking this 

options report is value to the organisation's strategic 

thinking and planning.

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

INSTITUTIONAL LOGIC

Guiding Principle

Mission

Research

Education

State Governance

Resource Allocation

Ideal Organisation Type

Strategic Positioning

Organisational 

Design

Centralisation

Professional Staff

Academic 

Departments

Governing Mode

Control Mechanism

Governance

Identity

Informed 

ACADEMIC 

PROFESSIONALISM (A)

Community

DEMOCRATIZATION

& REGULATION (D) MANAGERIAL (M)

Access Co-Development 

Elitism Massification Customisation 

Scientific progress Diffusion of knowledge 
Contribution to 

knowledge-economy 

Professionalism and 

academic freedom 

Democratisation and 

state control 

Competition, differentiation, 

excellence 

Ideal type: 

Academic university 

Ideal type: 

Democratic university 

Ideal type: 

Entrepreneurial university 

Reputation of 

scientific expertise 
Egalitarianism 

Profile development/ 

differentiation 

Input based: lump sum Input based: bureaucratic 
Results based and 

third-party funding 

Autonomous institution Public agency Contractor, service provider 

Decentralised 

decision making 

Partially centralised 

decision making 
Centralised decision making 

Fragmented Fragmented 
Low fragmentation: central 

units and shared services 

Fragmented Less fragmented 
Transdisciplinary, 

matrix design 

Collegial self-governance 

(domination of full professors) 

Participative governance 

of status groups 

Managerialism (internal and 

external members) 

Clan control: selection 

and socialisation 

Process control: formal 

rules, regulations 

Output control: rankings, 

evaluations, incentive systems 

Academic discipline 

Institutional mission 

Democratic values, 

Institutional mission 

Organizational Institutional 

mission 
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Niche Innovation

In the Multilevel Perspective (MLP) framework, the 

niche layer represents the space for novel ideas, 

experiments, and innovations that challenge the 

status quo. Niche innovations are tactical, localized, 

and emergent disruptions, often arising as 

responses to landscape pressures or as alternative 

solutions to unmet needs in the regime layer. These 

innovations hold the potential to reshape the higher 

education system by instigating incremental or 

transformative change.

 

In the context of higher education, niche innovations 

manifest across diverse dimensions—from 

pedagogical techniques to operational practices. 

Unlike the more abstract and systemic drivers at the 

landscape level or the structural dynamics of the 

regime layer, niche innovations are tangible, 

actionable, and grounded in specific contexts. They 

are often the starting points for change, embodying 

the experiments and pilots that can scale to disrupt 

the dominant institutional logics or even create 

entirely new ones. While the regime layer defines 

how the higher education system operates today, 

niche innovations reveal where cracks in that 

system are emerging and where new opportunities 

lie. 

 

These innovations are not merely incremental 

adjustments—they can offer a blueprint for how 

higher education institutions might adapt to or 

preempt landscape-level changes such as shifts in 

societal expectations, economic priorities, or 

technological capabilities.

 

Crucially, the niche is the domain where immediate 

agency resides. Institutions and individuals can 

directly influence and experiment at this level, making 

it both a practical and strategic starting point for 

driving meaningful change. Although we cannot 

control the broader landscape or instantly overhaul 

the regime, we can innovate tactically, iterating 

toward more resilient and future-ready systems.

 

In the following sections, we’ll explore 15 example 

dimensions of niche innovation identified as critical to 

the future of higher education, alongside real-world 

signals of change. These categories not only highlight 

the breadth of innovation already underway but also 

underscore the pathways through which higher 

education can evolve into new forms.
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Example Niche Innovations Impact Existing Regime

Pedagogical 

Innovations

1
Curriculum 

Innovations

2
Governance 

Innovations

3
Funding & 

Business 

Models

4

Research 

Practices

5

Community 

Engagement

6
Technology 

Integration

7
Sustainability 

Practices

8
Globalisation

 & Networks

9
Equality and 

Inclusion

10

Industry 

Collaboration

11
Operational 

Innovations

12
Cultural 

Practices

13
Student 

Experience

14
Data-Driven 

Innovations

15

A. Higher Education 

System 

B. Higher Education 

Institute
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Niche Innovation

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Pedagogical Innovations

Examples

New methods, philosophies, and practices in 

teaching and learning that enhance student 

engagement and improve educational 

outcomes.

1/3

Flipped classrooms, Problem-based learning, 

Transdisciplinary curricula, Use of 

gamification, Experiential learning initiatives

Curriculum Innovations

Examples

Transformations in curriculum design and 

content to align with emerging societal, 

technological, and industry needs, fostering 

interdisciplinary learning and future-ready skills.

Stackable degree programs, Industry-aligned 

micro-credentials, Competency-based 

education models, Digital literacy and AI-

focused courses

Governance Innovations

Examples

New approaches to university management 

and decision-making that enhance 

transparency, accountability, and stakeholder 

engagement. 

Participatory budgeting processes, Student 

representation, Data-driven decision-making, 

Collaborative strategic planning, Agile 

governance structures. 

Funding and Business Models

Examples

Innovative approaches to financing higher 

education and generating revenue, aimed at 

ensuring financial sustainability while 

maintaining accessibility and quality.

Public-private partnerships, Subscription-

based lifelong learning models, Corporate-

sponsored degree programs, Crowdfunding 

platforms for research projects.

Research Practices

Examples

Innovative approaches to conducting, 

disseminating, and applying research that 

enhance collaboration, transparency, and 

impact across academic disciplines. 

Citizen science projects, Interdisciplinary 

research hubs, AI-assisted literature reviews, 

Open science initiatives. 

Signal

Imperial College London launched its first major 

research centre outside the UK, Imperial Global: 

Singapore, focusing on health data security.

1 2 3 4 5

Signal

Stanford's d.school launching global "design 

for resilience" courses integrating 

transdisciplinary problem-solving.

Signal Signal Signal

MIT launching stackable nanodegrees 

through edX to provide modular learning 

opportunities.

University College London piloting 

participatory budgeting to align institutional 

spending with staff/student priorities.

Purdue University offering income-sharing 

agreements as an alternative to student loans.
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Niche Innovation

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Community Engagement

Innovative approaches that strengthen the 

relationship between universities and their 

surrounding communities, fostering mutual 

learning, development, and social impact.

Service-learning programs, Community-

based research initiatives, Student volunteer 

programs, Public lectures, workshops, and 

events

Technology Integration

Incorporation of digital tools, platforms, and 

emerging technologies into educational 

processes to enhance learning experiences.

Learning management systems, Virtual reality 

simulations, AI-powered tutoring systems, 

Blockchain technology for secure credential 

verification

Sustainable Practices

Adoption of environmentally, socially, and 

economically responsible strategies within 

universities to reduce their ecological footprint 

and promote long-term sustainability.

Carbon-neutral campus initiatives, Plastic-free 

campus policies, Sustainable food sourcing, 

Solar panel installations, Campus-wide 

recycling programs.

Globalisation & Networks

Strategies and initiatives that expand 

universities' international reach, foster cross-

border collaborations, and create global 

learning opportunities for students and faculty.

Joint degree programs, Global alumni 

networks, International student exchange 

programs, Global research partnerships.

Equality and Inclusion

Examples

Initiatives aimed at creating equitable access 

to education and fostering inclusive 

environments that address systemic barriers 

for underrepresented groups.

Scholarships for underrepresented students,  

Inclusive curriculum design, Accessibility 

improvements, Support networks for 

marginalized communities

Signal

The HEA announced the award of €498,542 

under the Equality, Diversity and Inclusion 

Enhancement Fund 2024 to support various 

initiatives in Irish higher education.

6 7 8 9 10

2/3

ExamplesExamplesExamplesExamples

SignalSignalSignalSignal

Leiden University participates in Una Europa, a 

network of leading European universities 

working to create a virtual European university 

with multiple campuses, promoting cross-

border collaboration and innovative education.

The Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland has 

reduced gas consumption at its campuses by 

40%, improved energy efficiency by 38%, and 

successfully implemented rainwater 

harvesting for toilet use

Tecnológico de Monterrey implemented an AI-

powered virtual chatbot to streamline student 

enrolment, handling over 14,000 inquiries 

during registration.

King's College London partnered with Citizens 

UK to create "Parent Power," a project that 

trains parents from underrepresented 

communities to become experts in university 

access.
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Niche Innovation

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Industry Collaboration

Examples

Partnerships between universities and 

industries to align education with workforce 

needs and enhance research impact through 

shared expertise and resources.

Co-designed curricula with industry input, 

Internship and apprenticeship programs, Joint 

innovation hubs or labs, Advisory boards with 

industry representatives

Operational Innovations

Examples

New approaches to university management 

and administration that improve efficiency, 

reduce costs, and enhance the overall student 

and staff experience.

AI-powered administrative systems, Smart 

campus technologies, Automated scheduling 

and resource allocation, Blockchain for 

credential verification. 

Cultural Practices

Examples

Initiatives that foster diverse, inclusive, and 

supportive campus environments, promoting 

cross-cultural understanding and celebrating 

the unique identities of students and staff. 

Multicultural centres, International student 

support programs, Language preservation and 

promotion events, Cultural Festivals.

Student Experience

Examples

Initiatives and practices aimed at enhancing 

the overall educational journey, well-being, and 

engagement of students within the university 

environment.

Holistic support services, Student-led 

organisations, Personalised learning 

pathways, Flexible course delivery options. 

Data-Driven Innovations

Examples

Leveraging data analytics and AI to inform 

decision-making, personalise learning, and 

improve institutional operations across various 

aspects of higher education.

Predictive analytics, AI-powered personalised 

learning paths, Data-informed curriculum 

design, Automated administrative processes.

Signal

Worcester Polytechnic Institute has 

developed a tool called SETA (scalable event 

trend analytics) that analyses high-volume 

data streams to make real-time decisions.

11 12 13 14 15

3/3

Signal Signal Signal Signal

Harvard University utilises AI through its 

HarvardX platform to personalise learning 

experiences, adjusting course content based 

on individual student performance.

The South Asian Flagship Languages Initiative 

launched a Culture Initiative with a scenario-

based learning app to enhance students' 

understanding of host cultures in India, 

Azerbaijan, and Indonesia.

The University of North Texas created a heat 

map of student housing overlaid on bus 

transportation routes, resulting in route 

optimisation and $450,000 in savings.

University of Toronto's Innovations & 

Partnerships Office supports research 

collaborations, technology transfer, and 

startup creation, enhancing academia-

industry partnerships.
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Multilevel Perspective Overview

The Multilevel Perspective (MLP) provides a framework 

for understanding how change unfolds within higher 

education systems. By examining the interplay of three 

interconnected layers—landscape drivers, regime 

structures, and niche innovations—we see how external 

pressures, system behaviors, and emergent innovations 

converge to shape the future of higher education.

 

At the landscape level, macro-level drivers like geopolitical 

shifts, technological advancements, and ecological 

challenges set the broader context, applying top-down 

pressures on the higher education system.

The regime layer represents the system's existing 

structures and logics, including its functional roles and 

institutional behaviors. This layer is where higher 

education institutions adapt, respond, or resist landscape 

pressures, balancing system stability and transformation.

 

The niche layer highlights emerging innovations—

experimental and localised—that challenge the regime’s 

stability. These innovations, from new pedagogical 

methods to data-driven practices, often begin at the 

margins but can reshape the system when aligned with 

landscape pressures.

This multilevel approach underscores the complexity of 

change in higher education. Transformation is not purely 

top-down or bottom-up but arises from the dynamic 

interplay of all three layers. As we move to future 

scenarios, this framework highlights that the system's 

evolution is neither linear nor predetermined but offers 

windows of opportunity—and uncertainty.
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Alternative Future Higher Education ScenariosToday's Higher Education Reality

Macro drivers 

of change
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Scenario Archetypes

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

•

•

•

•

Scenarios are structured explorations of possible 

futures that challenge current assumptions and 

reveal the strategic implications of change. They are 

not predictions or speculative exercises but tools for 

understanding uncertainty and preparing for 

multiple plausible outcomes.  A scenario is 

essentially a narrative that explores thematic "what 

if" questions, grounded in evidence and logic, to 

examine how systems might evolve and how 

organisations might adapt.  Jim Dator, a leading 

scholar in futures studies, introduced the Four 

Archetypes framework, offering a lens for 

understanding systemic change:

 

Growth: A future where systems build on current 

trends, expanding and improving incrementally.

Decline: A trajectory marked by stagnation, 

erosion, or collapse.

Transformation: A radical reconfiguration, where 

new paradigms or systems emerge.

Continuity: A future that maintains stability, 

resisting dramatic shifts to preserve the status 

quo.

These archetypes provide a framework to explore 

how higher education might evolve, offering a 

structured approach to analysing change and its 

implications. They are widely used across business, 

government, and culture to grapple with the 

complexities of systems evolution. Building on the 

trends and pressures outlined in the previous 

chapter, scenarios in this report will translate macro-

level drivers of change into institution-level options. 

 

Each of the following 8 scenarios aligns with one of 

Dator’s archetypes, presenting a distinct evolution 

of the university concept and highlighting how 

institutions might navigate the challenges and 

opportunities of the decades ahead. We have 

deliberately avoided any 'decline' (often also called 

'collapse') scenarios as they are often used for fear 

mongering and can become dystopian or at best 

tedious. Through the scenarios that follow, we aim to 

equip leaders with provocative content to shape 

higher education’s future meaningfully and 

strategically.

 

Transformation: Continuity:

Growth: Decline:
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The Futures Cone
The possibility space for HEI evolution
Building on the four archetypes, it is also necessary to 

bring probabilistic thinking into our framing. The futures 

cone opposite is a framework for subjectively assessing 

the probability of scenarios. It categorises scenarios as:

 

Probable Futures


Scenarios that align closely with current trends and 

extrapolated data. These futures represent continuity with 

present dynamics, making them the most likely outcomes.

 

Plausible Futures:


Outcomes that could reasonably emerge based on known 

factors and drivers of change. They may challenge 

assumptions but remain grounded in logical progression.

 

Possible Futures


Scenarios that extend beyond current knowledge but are 

not implausible, encompassing what might happen if new 

technologies or paradigms emerge.

 

Preposterous Futures


Radical or speculative possibilities that defy conventional 

thinking. Though seemingly outlandish today, they serve 

as provocations to question current assumptions and 

expand the imagination.

 

Preferred Futures


Aspirational visions of what we collectively want to 

achieve. These futures are shaped by values, ambitions, 

and deliberate choices, serving as a compass for strategic 

planning.

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Today

Preposterous

Plausible

Possible

Preferred

Scenario

Wild-card
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Scenario 01: The Proxiversity
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Scenario 01: The Proxiversity
Regional Innovation Commons

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

By 2050, proxiversities have become platforms for 

regional innovation ecosystems. Purpose-designed 

for specific industry clusters, they act as shared, 

applied innovation functions, fully integrated into the 

economic and social fabric of their regions. These 

institutions eliminate the traditional barriers 

between academia and industry, operating as 

orchestrators and drivers of open innovation with 

regional resilience as their core purpose.

 

In regions where manufacturing networks dominate 

for example, proxiversities focus on horizontal 

challenges like flexible manufacturing, circular 

supply chains, and decarbonisation strategies. 

Unlike traditional universities, their offerings are lean 

and pragmatic, stripped of disciplines not deemed 

critical by their stakeholders. The curriculum, 

research, and infrastructure are all tailored to 

accelerate tackle intractable systemic problems 

that individual actors cannot solve alone. Global 

knowledge dissemination carries no status here.

Proxiversities also function as knowledge 

commons, ensuring that intellectual property flows 

freely within their regional networks. By sharing 

research outputs, infrastructures, and training 

programs, these institutions safeguard against 

monopolisation while fostering a culture of 

cooperation, and indigenous entrepreneurship. 

Students graduating from proxiversities are 

immediately equipped to drive change in their 

ecosystems, blending vocational training with 

systems-level thinking.

 

At their core, proxiversities exist to secure the 

growth and resilience of regional industries in an era 

of rapid technological, economic, and environmental 

transformation. They are not just academic spaces

—they are the shared engines of regional futures, 

driving prosperity through radically open innovation.
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Scenario 01: The Proxiversity
Persona Narrative

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Clara Müller, Innovation Lead at the Munster 

Proxiversity, begins her day by reviewing the 

Regional Resilience Dashboard, an interactive 

platform aggregating live ecosystem intelligence 

from local industries, civic partners, and research 

labs. A new alert highlights a critical bottleneck in 

bio-compatible materials for next-generation 

MedTech devices. The dashboard reveals potential 

overlaps with needs in Agri-Food and Clean Energy 

clusters, where shared challenges around materials 

innovation and circular supply chains are becoming 

increasingly evident.

 

Clara updates the Regional Resiliency Roadmap, an 

adaptive, open-access tool exclusive to the 

Proxiversity ecosystem. This roadmap identifies 

systemic regional challenges, tracks capabilities, 

and highlights emerging research questions 

requiring collaboration. For today’s issue, she uses 

the platform’s predictive AI to recommend a cluster-

wide investment in advanced materials R&D and 

aligns workforce training to match this evolving 

demand.

◯ Name: Clara Müller

◯ Role: Circular Innovation Lead, Shannon 	 	

	 	 Proxiversity

◯ Age: 42

◯ Nationality: Swiss-Irish

◯ Background: PhD in Circular Supply Chain 	

	 	 Systems, former industrial innovation lead

◯ Specialisation: Applied regional innovation, 

	 	 	 ecosystem orchestration, and adaptive 	 	

	 	 	 workforce training

◯ Future Artefacts: Regional Resilience 		 	 	

	 	 Dashboard, InnovationCommons Platform

◯ Motto: “Innovation isn’t a solo act—it’s a 	 	 	

	 	 symphony of collaboration.” 

By mid-morning, Clara convenes a Distributed 

Collaboration Sprint, a unique innovation 

mechanism where ecosystem members co-design 

solutions to shared problems. Participants from 

industry, civic bodies, and vocational institutions 

discuss the creation of a Materials Innovation Hub, 

leveraging shared funding and IP through the 

Proxiversity’s Innovation Commons Platform. Within 

hours, the group finalises an agreement for a pilot 

project, ensuring collective de-risking and resource 

pooling.

 

In the afternoon, Clara connects with the Distributed 

Intelligence Lab, a core component of the 

Proxiversity’s knowledge ecosystem. Here, adaptive 

AI systems continuously monitor the region’s 

innovation trajectories, providing real-time feedback 

loops into educational programming and applied 

research initiatives. For the MedTech materials 

challenge, the Lab identifies a breakthrough 

polymer technology from a Clean Energy startup, 

prompting Sarah to greenlight the testing phase 

through the Materials Hub.

Sarah’s role isn’t limited to solving immediate 

problems. She acts as the architect of a distributed 

innovation ecosystem, curating adaptive pathways 

for regional resilience and growth. The Proxiversity’s 

institutional logic—rooted in pragmatic, 

collaborative innovation—is embedded in every 

decision, ensuring that education, research, and 

industry seamlessly align.  Unlike traditional 

universities, the Proxiversity doesn’t just prepare 

students for industry—it co-evolves with it, ensuring 

mutual growth and the development of transversal 

domain expertise. In the evening, Sarah presents a 

quarterly update to ecosystem stakeholders, 

detailing the Proxiversity’s impact on regional 

competitiveness and sustainability. 

 

The ecosystem innovation dashboard, with its clear 

visualisation of emerging challenges and solutions, 

has become the cornerstone of this shared regional 

knowledge commons. By identifying systemic 

issues early and orchestrating rapid, collaborative 

responses, Sarah ensures the Proxiversity remains 

the beating heart of the region’s adaptive future.
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Scenario 01: The Proxiversity
New Institutional Logic

 

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

The institutional logic table opposite provides a 

detailed breakdown of the defining principles and 

operational structure of Proxiversities, illustrating 

how these institutions diverge or not from traditional 

university models. At their core, Proxiversities are 

shaped by an industrial alignment logic, prioritising 

innovation and workforce development tailored to 

specific sectors like healthcare, advanced 

manufacturing, and clean energy. The guiding 

principle of "industrial regional resilience" defines 

every aspect of their operations, from research 

agendas focused on applied horizontal solutions to 

education models emphasising technical 

specialisation and rapid skill deployment. Resource 

allocation and governance are tightly integrated 

with industry partnerships, fostering a collaborative 

environment that ensures alignment with economic 

priorities. 

Unlike traditional universities, which balance 

academic independence with societal impact, 

Proxiversities emphasise streamlined decision-

making and output-driven metrics to meet the 

immediate needs of their sectoral stakeholders. 

They do this without becoming subservient to any 

single player in the ecosystem, and instead act as 

orchestrator of the cluster at large. This table 

highlights how their organisational design, 

governance mechanisms, and identity reflect a 

focused, results-oriented approach tailored to the 

demands of a rapidly evolving industrial landscape.

 

INSTITUTIONAL LOGIC

 

Guiding Principle

Mission

Research

Education

State Governance

Resource Allocation

Ideal Organisation Type

Strategic Positioning

Organisational Design

Centralisation

Professional Staff

Academic Departments

Governing Mode

Control Mechanism

Governance

Identity

THE PROXIVERSITY

Community

Industrial Regional Resilience

Applied innovation tailored to regional clusters

Vocational and interdisciplinary skill-building

Access to open knowledge ecosystems

Regional  in partnership with local industries

Outcome-based, tied to regional impact metrics

Applied R&D Hubs

Embedded in & indispensable to regional economies

Centralised decision-making, with autonomy for 

regional hubs

Cross-sector professionals acting as mediators / 

orchestrators between academia and industry

Flexible, challenge-driven clusters

Collaborative councils including regional 

stakeholders

Transparent impact assessments & shared 

accountability

Regional engine of innovation, resilience, & open 

collaboration
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Erosion of Academic Autonomy: Proxiversities 

risk becoming mere appendages to industry, 

compromising the independence of research 

agendas.

 

Loss of Broad Education: By focusing on 

vocational and applied learning, they neglect 

critical thinking, the arts, and humanities, 

essential for a well-rounded society.

 

Short-Termism:  The emphasis on immediate 

industry needs could undermine the pursuit of 

long-term, foundational knowledge.

 

Exclusion of Marginalised Groups: Industry-

driven models may prioritize economically viable 

sectors, excluding disciplines or communities 

with less market value.

 

Privatisation of Knowledge: Open innovation 

might be a veneer, with dominant stakeholders 

controlling access to resources and outcomes.

Straw Man: Why the Proxiversity is a Ridiculous Idea

01

02

03

04

05

Fragility in a Crisis: Dependency on specific 

regional industries makes proxiversities 

vulnerable to economic downturns or sectoral 

disruptions.

 

Cultural Homogenisation: Regional focus risks 

insular thinking, undermining global collaboration 

and diverse perspectives.

 

 

Conflict of Interest: Industry stakeholders might 

prioritise profits over societal benefit, 

compromising the integrity of the institution.

 

Administrative Complexity: Co-governance by 

industry, government, and academic actors 

could result in bureaucratic gridlock and 

inefficiency.

 

Erosion of the Public Good: The mission to 

serve industry may overshadow universities' 

broader social and cultural responsibilities.

06

07

08

09

10

Regional Resilience: By directly addressing local 

industry challenges, proxiversities enhance 

economic stability and regional adaptability.

 

 

Applied Knowledge Ecosystems: They turn 

theoretical research into tangible solutions for 

systemic, real-world problems.

 

 

Open Innovation Leadership: Proxiversities 

democratise knowledge by fostering 

transparent, cross-sector collaboration and 

shared IP.

 

Vocational Excellence: Their focus on practical, 

systems-oriented training directly addresses skill 

gaps in emerging and transitioning industries.

 

Catalysts for Innovation Districts: Embedded in 

regional hubs, they stimulate the development of 

vibrant innovation ecosystems.

Steel Man: Why the Proxiversity is a Great Idea

01

02

03

04

05

Pragmatic Governance: Multi-stakeholder co-

governance aligns education and research 

priorities with tangible societal needs.

 

 

Sustainability Leadership: By emphasising 

circular economies and regional adaptation, 

proxiversities lead in addressing climate 

challenges.

 

Agility and Relevance: Unlike traditional 

universities, proxiversities rapidly adapt to 

evolving technologies, markets, and societal 

needs.

 

Global Competitive Edge: By nurturing 

specialised regional ecosystems, they 

strengthen national and global competitiveness.

 

Inclusive Regional Development: Proxiversities 

are engines of regional equity, fostering 

collaboration across industries.
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Scenario 01: The Proxiversity
Straw Man vs Steel Man
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Scenario 01: The Proxiversity
Fictional Research Artefact

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

"MICROGRID"

Tangible energy 

system nodes

Developed within the Proxiversity for Renewable 

Energy, the ‘MicroGrid’ is a participatory civic 

prototype designed to address the challenges of 

equitable energy distribution and utilisation at the 

regional level. This intelligent smart contract maker 

facilitates collaborative decision-making, enabling 

the public to collectively explore the allocation of 

locally produced renewable energy in real-time. 

Housed in retrofitted fuel stations across the region, 

the MicroGrid transforms these once-symbolic 

spaces of fossil fuel dependency into hubs of 

community-driven, regional energy planning. It uses 

a blend of intelligent physical block-like elements 

and interactive connectors, allowing users to 

intuitively build and adjust energy-sharing 

agreements, which are then translated into self-

executing smart contracts via a collaborative AI 

mediator.

'MicroGrid’: Distributed Energy Prototyping

This system prototype is designed to repurpose 

stranded energy—renewable energy that would 

otherwise go unused—by converting it into tokens 

through sustainable blockchain mining. These 

tokens are then used to reinvest in further cluster 

research and/or civic projects, ranging from 

renewable infrastructure expansion to public goods 

funding. By blending advanced AI, blockchain 

technology, and participatory design, the MicroGrid 

showcases how Proxiversities drive applied 

research into tangible, impactful solutions for 

regional resilience. This public-facing role is how 

Proxiversity’s drive regional resilience in parallel with 

supporting the specific core science, technology 

and policy needs of the renewable energy industry 

on the west of Ireland.

Smart contract 

e-ink display

Accessible interfaces to 

foster new practices

Physical microgrid to afford 

real-world collaboration and 

debate
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

What has driven this change / new reality?

 

The Proxiversity emerges in response to the 

accelerating complexity, specialisation, and 

interdependence of regional industry ecosystems. 

As globalisation continues to pressure national 

economies, regions must act with agility to secure 

both resilience and competitiveness. Traditional 

universities, with their broad focus and slow-moving 

governance structures, have struggled to align with 

the rapid demands of applied innovation and 

industrial growth. Simultaneously, automation and 

climate adaptation require institutions to prioritise 

real-world problem-solving over theoretical 

exploration. The Proxiversity offers a focused 

alternative, operating as an innovation commons 

where academia, industry, and civic actors coalesce 

to address high stakes regional challenges, 

balancing both regional self sufficiency, and global 

niche competitiveness. In this scenario, the higher 

education system evolves to serve as a driver of 

economic resilience, ensuring that no single entity 

dominates knowledge creation while advancing 

shared technological and environmental goals.

Why this Scenario? (Drivers of Change)

•

•

•

•

•

•

What must now be true in this scenario?

 

Applied knowledge is prioritised over theoretical 

research, emphasising practical implementation.

 

Regional industry ecosystems operate as tightly 

integrated innovation commons.

 

Institutional outputs are tightly aligned with 

industry demands for skilled labor, R&D, and 

technology transfer.

 

Governance mechanisms foster equitable sharing 

of resources and knowledge between academia 

and industry.

 

Economic and technological challenges dictate 

the curriculum and mission, ensuring relevance to 

competitive sectors.

 

Lifelong learning pathways are embedded within 

the Proxiversity model, enabling continuous 

reskilling for a rapidly evolving labor market.

•

•

•

Organisational Identity:


Does this fit with UL’s current identity?

Partially. UL’s historic alignment with industry 

and focus on applied learning aligns well, but 

its broader societal mission may conflict with 

this industry-driven scenario if adopted 

wholesale.

 

Innovation Trajectory:


Does this fit within UL’s typical innovation space?

Yes. UL has experience in regional industry 

collaboration, but scaling to this level would 

require redefining its innovation pathways , 

particularly if specific domains take 

precedence.

 

Leadership Support:


Would this receive support from UL leadership?

Likely mixed. Leaders with a vision for industry 

engagement may support it, but others may 

resist the shift away from traditional academic 

values.

Strategic Fit

01

02

03

Basic Assumptions Innovation-Readiness

•

•

•

•

Desirability:


Does anyone want this? Who? Why?

Yes. Regional industries, policymakers, and 

funding agencies would value the Proxiversity 

for its direct contribution to economic growth.

 

Viability:


Would someone pay for this? 

Likely. Funding could come from industry 

partnerships, state grants, and EU innovation 

funds. However, reliance on these sources 

might create financial dependencies.

 

Feasibility:


Does UL have the delivery capability/capacity?

Partial. UL’s experience in regional 

collaboration positions it well, but significant 

investment in infrastructure, governance, and 

human resources would be required.

 

Adaptability:


Is this likely to create competitive advantage?

Yes. By adopting the Proxiversity model, UL 

could establish itself as a leader in industrial 

innovation orchestration. Success would 

depend on aligning academic culture with 

entrepreneurial practices.

01

02

03

Scenario 01: The Proxiversity
Strategic Considerations

04
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Scenario 02: The Flexiversity

CONTEXT TRENDS SCENARIOS MISSIONS CHOICES APPENDIX

INDEX



 

 

Scenario 02: The Flexiversity
Emergent Learning-as-a-Service

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

By 2050, Flexiversities have become the dominant 

model for adaptive learning, designed to meet the 

ever-changing emerging needs of self-determining 

individuals first and foremost. Where universities 

once relied on relatively rigid delivery structures, 

Flexiversities offer hyper-personalised, dynamic 

education that evolves in real time to individual goals 

and emerging contexts.

 

Flexiversities replace fixed curricula with on-

demand, co-created learning pathways. Advanced 

AI generates tailored, often synthetic content that 

bridges existing disciplinary curricula to address 

unique challenges, such as combining urban design 

with regenerative agriculture in a given context. 

Education is delivered as a continuous service, 

enabling learners to adapt to lifelong demands, 

which is a far cry from today's understanding of 

lifelong learning as the sporadic, periodic revisiting 

of higher education.

At their core, Flexiversities are powered by human-

AI ecosystems. Educators act as mentors while AI 

curates, adapts, and delivers content, offering 

learners options for entirely autonomous study or 

hybrid approaches that combine critical human 

guidance with AI-driven support.

 

These institutions operate across flexible physical 

and virtual spaces, replacing fixed campuses with 

regional hubs, immersive digital platforms, and co-

working environments. Credentials evolve 

modularly, reflecting lifelong skill growth rather than 

traditional degree frameworks, and learnings look to 

build their adaptive quotient as a ew status 

mechanism. Flexiversities prioritise relevance and 

context integration, ensuring learners remain 

equipped for the complexities of a rapidly changing 

world. They embody a shift from static education to 

a dynamic, lifelong partnership between learner and 

institution.
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Scenario 02: The Flexiversity
Persona Narrative

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

It's 2050, and Sean, a 38 year old bioenergy 

systems architect, begins his day reviewing his 

Adaptive Learning Feed. Living in Foynes, now 

Europe’s leading renewable energy hub, Sean is 

deeply embedded in the region’s transition toward 

decentralised, sustainable energy. His dashboard is 

more than a passive tool—it’s a collaborative 

interface combining real-time regional challenges, 

personal learning progress, and opportunities for 

co-creation across the Flexiversity network with 

other x-shaped learners. Today, it highlights a critical 

issue: optimising local microgrids to handle 

unpredictable tidal energy outputs and their impact 

on increasing residential demand in Foynes’ 

expanding estuary zone. The Flexiversity doesn’t 

dictate Sean’s learning path though—it empowers 

him to co-design it. Using the dashboard’s curation 

tools, Sean selects a series of foundational learning 

blocks on emerging modular energy storage 

applications and predictive grid management. 

Combining these pre-existing modules with an open 

prompt for AI-assisted content localisation, he 

decides to customise these modules  by integrating 

specific live data parameters unique to Foynes’ 

coastal ecosystem.

◯ Name: Sean Tierney

◯ Role: Bioenergy Systems Architect, 

Limerick City & County Council

◯ Age: 38

◯ Nationality: Irish

◯ Background: Degree in Mechanical 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 Engineering; transitioned into renewable	 	

	 	 energy systems while working in tidal 	 	 	 	

	 	 energy infrastructure.

◯ Specialisation: Adaptive energy system 

design, modular microgrid optimisation

◯ Motto: “Learning isn’t just personal growth	 	  

	 	 —	 it’s how we power the future.”

The pre-existing module content adapts in real time 

as he progresses, so that the content is absorbed 

grounded in the reality of the current challenge, 

offering Sean new insights based on his real world 

questions & needs. For example, when he flags a 

bottleneck in tidal energy storage monitoring, the 

module pulls in live tidal monitoring data from 

Foynes, as well as research case studies from other 

similar estuaries in west Europe, and generates 

synthetic content adapting the pre-existing 

modules. As it does this it identifies for Sean some 

potential collaborators he needs to contact to 

progress the project, as well as notifies relevant 

researchers that an additional case study is now 

underway building on their work. This emergent 

learning-as-a-service isn’t just theoretical—it’s 

tightly linked to the specific energy needs and 

configurations of the Foynes region and respective 

stakeholder networks. As the platform helps Sean 

understand his next possible personal courses of 

action, it also creates options for collective learning 

pathways that would integrate both similar and 

adjacent learning into his efforts. In this case, Sean 

chooses to route his weekly schedule through 

a parallel effort in the design of a cooperative 

neighbourhood in Tarbert. This project is looking to 

understand how to make their latest housing 

development more energy resilient, and have been 

exploring ways to couple their infrastructure needs 

more closely with the tidal system.  Sean’ decides to 

plan and facilitate a collaborative workshop across 

both efforts where using the Flexiversity’s systems 

collaboration platform, the group maps out 

interdependencies between energy resilience in 

Foynes and infrastructure upgrades in Tarbert. The 

platform enables the group to weave their individual 

learnings into a shared strategy, identifying trade-

offs, synergies, and next steps. As Sean reflects on 

his progress, he logs his contributions into the 

community impact tracker, which helps monitor the 

ongoing level of relevance learning-as-a-service is 

having on the region. Seeing how his learning not 

only advances his career but actively strengthens 

the regional energy ecosystem reinforces for Sean 

that education isn’t a phase of life; it’s a continuous, 

dynamic relationship with the systems and 

communities he serves.
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Scenario 02: The Flexiversity
New Institutional Logic

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

 

INSTITUTIONAL LOGIC

 

Guiding Principle

Mission

Research

Education

State Governance

Resource Allocation

Ideal Organisation Type

Strategic Positioning

Organisational Design

Centralisation

Professional Staff

Academic Departments

Governing Mode

Control Mechanism

Governance

Identity

THE FLEXIVERSITY

Community

Self-Determined Lifelong Learning

Adaptive, problem-driven research integrated with 
live challenges and learner goals

Emergent, self-curated learning pathways tailored 
to individual and collective objectives

Co-creation of knowledge and solutions within 
dynamic, learner-driven networks

Dynamic subscription-based funding tied to 

learner outcomes

Platform Ecosystem for Learning-as-a-Service

Driver of lifelong adaptability and individual 

empowerment

Radically decentralised nodes seamlessly 

connected through digital platforms

Centralised customer experience & success 

services

Replaced by modular, project-based mentor 

teams that form and dissolve as challenges evolve

Participatory, balancing individual learner agency, AI 

systems, and institutional guidance

AI-driven analytics tracking learner progress

Enabler of learner-driven learning

Flexible oversight of decentralised operation while 
ensuring alignment with public policy goals

The institutional logics of the Flexiversity reflect a 

transformative shift from traditional higher 

education to a digital-first, adaptive learning 

ecosystem. Guided by the principle of self-

determined learning, Flexiversities leverage the 

logic of the digital economy, emphasising hyper 

personalisation, scalability, and real-time 

responsiveness. Learners design emergent 

pathways that integrate knowledge acquisition with 

live problem-solving, ensuring education is both 

continuous and actionable. The table opposite 

illustrates how Flexiversities align their structures 

with this digital-first logic. Research and education 

are deeply intertwined with real-world challenges, 

dynamically supported by advanced AI and data-

driven insights. Governance and resource allocation 

are optimised for flexibility, using real-time analytics 

to align outcomes with learner and societal needs. 

Traditional academic departments are replaced by 

modular, project-based mentor teams that form and 

dissolve based on evolving challenges, fostering 

interdisciplinary collaboration and agility.

Flexiversities operate as networked ecosystems, 

using decentralised digital platforms to connect 

learners, industries, and communities across 

regions. By adopting the principles of the digital 

economy—scalability, adaptability, and user-

centricity—the Flexiversity positions itself as a 

catalyst for lifelong learning and societal 

transformation in the 21st century.
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Erosion of Academic Depth: Prioritiding 

adaptability and breadth risks sacrificing the 

depth of traditional academic disciplines.

 

Over-Reliance on AI: Heavy dependence on AI 

systems could lead to issues of bias, reliability, 

and a loss of human judgment in education.

 

Fragmented Learning: Modular, self-determined 

pathways might result in disjointed knowledge 

and a lack of cohesive understanding.

 

Accessibility Gaps: The digital-first model may 

exclude those without consistent access to 

technology or digital literacy skills.

 

Devaluation of Credentials: Modular credentials 

may lack the prestige and recognition of 

traditional degrees, reducing their perceived 

value.

01

02

03

04

05

Overemphasis on Individualisation: Excessive 

focus on personal pathways could undermine 

shared learning experiences and community-

building.

 

Economic Inequalities: Reliance on industry 

partnerships for funding risks favouring profitable 

sectors over broader societal needs.

 

Administrative Complexity: Managing 

decentralised, constantly evolving systems 

poses significant governance and operational 

challenges.

 

Undermining Educators’ Roles: Shifting 

educators to mentoring roles risks diminishing 

their authority and institutional influence.

 

Short-Term Focus : Real-time adaptability may 

prioritise immediate challenges over fostering 

long-term critical thinking skills

06

07

08
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Lifelong Relevance: Continuous, adaptive 

learning ensures individuals remain competitive 

and resilient throughout their lives.

 

Scalable and Inclusive: Digital platforms enable 

widespread access to personalized education, 

breaking down barriers to participation.

 

Dynamic Knowledge Creation: Emergent 

learning pathways integrate real-time problem-

solving, directly linking education to societal 

impact.

 

Interdisciplinary Integration: Modular structures 

foster collaboration across disciplines, 

addressing complex global challenges 

holistically.

 

Empowered Learners: Self-determined learning 

enhances agency, allowing individuals to take 

ownership of their educational journeys.

01

02

03

04

05

Industry Alignment: Strong connections to 

industry ensure learning outcomes are directly 

applicable to evolving workforce needs.

 

Efficient Resource Use: Digital-first delivery 

reduces costs associated with physical 

infrastructure while enhancing scalability.

 

Collaborative Ecosystems: Decentralised 

nodes create vibrant networks where learners, 

industries, and communities co-create solutions.

 

Resilience and Agility: The model adapts to 

rapid societal and technological changes, 

positioning it as a future-proof institution.

 

Global Connectivity: Digital platforms enable 

learners to engage with peers and experts 

worldwide, fostering cultural exchange and 

global understanding.
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Scenario 02: The Flexiversity
Straw Man vs Steel Man

Straw Man: Why the Flexiversity is a Ridiculous Idea Steel Man: Why the Flexiversity is a Great Idea
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Scenario 02: The Flexiversity
Fictional Research Artefact

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

 

Developed within the Flexiversity, "Crit" is an AI-

driven learning companion designed to reimagine 

the relationship between learners and knowledge. It 

is the physical link to the digital ecosystem the 

learner engages with. Far from automating answers 

or streamlining tasks, Crit’s purpose is to challenge 

learners to think deeper at each moment, question 

their assumptions, and expand their self-awareness. 

Acting as a reflective mirror and critical partner, Crit 

helps individuals design their learning pathways 

while encouraging them to navigate the tension 

between personal goals and collective impact. 

Learners carry their Crit as a personal totem, 

interacting with it across individual and collaborative 

contexts. In shared learning hubs, Crit becomes part 

of a broader ecosystem, sometimes even facilitating 

dialogues between learners and helping them align 

their educational pursuits with regional challenges 

and global trends.

'Crit’: Personalised Ai Companion

 Crit’s unique design supports the Flexiversity’s 

commitment to self-determined learning, where 

through thoughtful critique, it fosters the 

development of "X-shaped learners" who can 

integrate, adapt, and lead across disciplines and 

scales. This artefact exemplifies the Flexiversity’s 

core logic of enabling learning as a service, blending 

AI-driven reflection with human agency. It ensures 

learners not only gain knowledge but also cultivate 

the critical thinking and adaptive skills necessary to 

thrive in a complex and rapidly changing world. By 

making self-guided education a profoundly 

reflective process, Crit helps learners identify and 

play the niche roles only they can fulfill, aligning 

personal growth with societal needs.

"CRIT"

Agentic & Subjective 

User Reflection

Crit Hubs

Pathway 

configuration

Ai Learning Companion

Collective Impact 

Modelling
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

What has driven this change / new reality?

 

The Flexiversity emerges as a response to the 

accelerating pace of technological change, the 

increasing demand for lifelong learning, and the 

erosion of traditional career trajectories. By 2050, 

economies require workers to rapidly up-skill and re-

skill in response to shifting market needs, with 

industries prioritising adaptability and inter-

disciplinarity. Conventional universities, constrained 

by rigid structures and degree-based models, have 

struggled to meet these demands and where they 

do address them are limited by micro-credential 

approaches. The rapid advancement of Ai also 

drove an urgent need for learning agility vs deep 

specialisation, which meant digitally-native learning 

models needed to proliferate. The Flexiversity offers 

a dynamic, learner-driven model that leverages AI, 

personalised learning pathways, and emergent 

curricula to deliver education as a continuous, 

flexible service. Its digital-first design aligns with the 

logic of the global digital economy, ensuring learning 

remains agile, scalable, and impactful.

Why this Scenario? (Drivers of Change)

•

•

•

•

•

•

What must now be true in this scenario?

 

Lifelong, on-demand learning is the standard 

(potentially once undergrad has been achieved), 

supported by adaptive digital ecosystems. 

 

Learning is driven by real-time challenges and tied 

directly to societal and professional outcomes, 

meaning careers are more intimately tied to and 

dependant on these models.

 

Credentials are modular and dynamic, reflecting 

skill accumulation rather than static qualifications 

leading to a wide variety of hybrid titles and roles.

 

AI systems play a central role in content 

generation, curation, and learner support.

 

Collaborative, hybrid learning environments 

balance individual agency with collective impact; 

from WeWork to WeLearn?

 

Universities embrace a shift from institutional 

authority to also enabling learner autonomy.

•

•

•

Organisational Identity


Does this fit with UL’s current identity?

Partially. UL has been exploring learner-

centred approaches (micro-credentials) but 

would need to evolve its identity further to 

align fully with the Flexiversity’s emphasis on 

learner-driven experiences.

 

Innovation Trajectory


Does this fit within UL’s typical innovation space?

Yes. UL’s willingness to adopt education 

technology and interdisciplinary research 

provides a strong foundation for the transition, 

though scaling this approach requires 

significant investment in AI and digital 

infrastructure without partners / risk pooling.

 

Leadership Support


Would this receive support from UL leadership?

Likely. Leadership with a vision for 

transforming UL into a global leader in lifelong 

learning may champion this model, but 

traditionalists may resist the departure from 

degree-based education.

Strategic Fit
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02

03

Basic Assumptions Innovation-Readiness

•

•

•

•

Desirability


Does anyone want this? Who? Why?

Yes. Professionals, industries, and 

policymakers value its agility in delivering skills 

aligned with rapidly evolving market demands.

 

Viability


Would someone pay for this? 

Likely. Funding could be secured through 

learner subscriptions, industry partnerships, 

and state incentives for workforce 

development.

 

Feasibility


Does UL have the delivery capability/capacity?

Partial. UL would need to significantly expand 

its digital infrastructure, AI capabilities, and 

faculty training to support learner-driven 

pathways.

 

Adaptability


Is this likely to create competitive advantage?

Yes. The Flexiversity would position UL as a  

leader in adaptive education, but success 

would depend on managing tensions 

between learner autonomy and institutional 

oversight.
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Scenario 02: The Flexiversity
Strategic Considerations
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Scenario 03: The Roboversity
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Scenario 03: The Roboversity
Aligning Agentic Systems

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

By 2050, Roboversities have emerged as leading 

institutions dedicated to aligning artificial 

superintelligence (ASI) with the diverse needs of 

humanity and the planet. These transdisciplinary 

institutes were created as AI development began 

outpacing human capacity to understand or govern 

it. With ASI generating knowledge, innovation, and 

ethical dilemmas at unprecedented speeds, 

Roboversities ensure alignment between these 

hyper-intelligent systems and the complex, 

qualitative dimensions of life.

 

Operating as purpose-built hubs, Roboversities 

unite disciplines like philosophy, ethics, 

anthropology, systems engineering, and advanced 

robotics to address challenges traditional 

universities or specialist labs cannot. Their mission 

is not to restrain ASI but to channel its immense 

potential toward solving global crises like climate 

adaptation and ecosystem collapse, while 

safeguarding against unintended harm.

Key to their work is framing intangible aspects of 

human and ecological life—such as cultural 

traditions and emotional wellbeing—in ways ASI can 

interpret without eroding their value. The humanities 

are repositioned as critical fields, acting as moral 

and cultural stewards of an increasingly artificial 

world.

 

Roboversities also leverage ASI to pioneer 

planetary-scale problem-solving, regenerative 

ecological systems, and entirely new knowledge 

domains beyond human cognition. These efforts 

transform existential risks into opportunities for 

collaboration, enabling human and artificial agency 

to thrive together.

Accepting that humanity’s role is to harmonise 

rather than lead, Roboversities transform ASI into a 

partner rather than a threat. They represent not just 

survival but the evolution of humanity’s ability to 

thrive in a profoundly transformed future.
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Scenario 03: The Roboversity
Persona Narrative

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

By 2050, Dr. Elara Finn is at the forefront of 

humanity’s greatest challenge: ensuring artificial 

superintelligence (ASI) aligns with human values, 

ethics, and ecological priorities. As an Ethical 

Architect at the Roboversity Alignment Lab, her 

work lies at the intersection of philosophy, 

technology, and human agency. Every day, she 

grapples with the profound complexity of 

harmonising natural and artificial systems in a world 

increasingly shaped by ASI innovation.

 

Elara’s mornings begin with updates from the Ethics 

Simulator, a cutting-edge platform that models the 

societal and ecological implications of ASI-driven 

decisions. Today, the simulator flags a critical issue: 

an ASI managing global water resources has 

optimised for industrial productivity but 

inadvertently marginalised underserved regions. 

Elara gathers her alignment pod—a 

multidisciplinary team of anthropologists, engineers, 

and ecologists—to refine the Boundary Definer AI, a 

tool that establishes ethical and operational zones 

for ASI systems. The team implements adjustments 

that recalibrate priorities, balancing equitable 

access with efficiency.

◯ Name: Dr. Elara Finn

◯ Role: Ethical Architect, Roboversity Alignment 

Lab

◯ Age: 54

◯ Nationality: Dutch-Irish

◯ Background: PhD in Philosophy of Science

◯ Specialisation:  Moral uncertainty and 		 	 	 	

	 	 algorithmic ethics. Former policy advisor to	 	

	 	 the European AI Futures Commission.

◯ Motto: "The greatest ethical test of our time is	

	 	 ensuring machines amplify the best of us, not		

	 	 the worst of us." 

By mid-morning, Elara is immersed in the Ethics 

Atlas, a dynamic repository that translates human 

cultural values into machine-readable protocols. 

The Atlas is a constantly evolving artifact, enriched 

by contributions from linguists, historians, and 

cultural theorists worldwide. Today, she 

collaborates with indigenous scholars to encode 

principles of stewardship and communal decision-

making, embedding these frameworks into ASI 

systems tasked with land management and 

ecological restoration.

 

In the afternoon, Elara works on a recursive mentor 

system, where advanced ASIs critique and align 

each other’s decision-making outputs under human 

supervision. This layered safeguard identifies a flaw 

in an ASI-led agricultural reform initiative, where 

productivity gains could destabilise local food 

economies. Elara’s team adjusts the parameters, 

ensuring innovation advances without eroding 

community resilience. Her day often culminates in 

the Ethical Terrain Simulator, which projects the 

long-term trajectories of ASI interventions across 

society and ecology. 

Today, the simulator offers a dual scenario: an ASI-

led urban planning system achieves unprecedented 

sustainability but generates alienation within local 

communities due to its cold precision. Using insights 

from the simulation, Elara devises a proposal for 

integrating community voices into ASI decision 

loops, blending algorithmic capability with human 

intuition.

The Roboversity, where Elara’s work thrives, is unlike 

any institution before it. Built around the principle of 

agency alignment, it seeks to safeguard the 

relationship between artificial systems and the living 

world. Philosophy, anthropology, and ecology sit 

alongside engineering and computational sciences, 

forming a deeply transdisciplinary environment. 

Through her efforts, Elara is not just shaping the 

future of ASI but ensuring it amplifies humanity’s 

best qualities, respects the complexity of global 

cultures, and protects ecological and moral 

boundaries from unintended harm.

At the Roboversity, every project underscores a 

single purpose: to align the exponential capabilities 

of ASI with the values and aspirations of humanity. 

Through her work, Elara ensures that as ASI 

advances, it remains an agent of possibility, not peril.
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Scenario 03: The Roboversity
New Institutional Logic

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

The institutional logic table opposite outlines the 

core principles and operational structures of 

Roboversities, offering a glimpse into how these 

institutions reimagine higher education in a world 

dominated by artificial superintelligence (ASI). At 

their heart, Roboversities are shaped by an ethical 

alignment logic, prioritising the harmonisation of ASI 

with human values, ecological sustainability, and 

cultural diversity. This guiding principle informs all 

aspects of their operations, from research agendas 

focused on safeguarding ASI’s societal integration 

to education models that emphasise 

interdisciplinary collaboration and critical thinking.

Unlike traditional universities, Roboversities do not 

merely seek to produce knowledge or train 

professionals in siloed disciplines. Instead, they act 

as global ethical hubs, where the boundaries 

between philosophy, technology, and governance 

are continuously redefined.

The table highlights their decentralised and 

networked structure, allowing for nuanced, localised 

responses to global ASI challenges while 

maintaining strong macro collaborative frameworks. 

By embedding recursive feedback loops, 

participatory governance, and transparent decision-

making processes, Roboversities aim to shape the 

ethical landscape of a rapidly evolving, ASI-driven 

world. Through this institutional logic, Roboversities 

position themselves as stewards of ethical foresight, 

offering society an unprecedented level of 

necessary preparedness and adaptability in the 

face of transformative technologies. The table 

captures their commitment to aligning institutional 

identity, governance models, and resource 

allocation to meet the complexities of this new 

reality while fostering an interconnected global 

ecosystem of trust and accountability.

 

INSTITUTIONAL LOGIC

 

Guiding Principle

Mission

Research

Education

State Governance

Resource Allocation

Ideal Organisation Type

Strategic Positioning

Organisational Design

Centralisation

Professional Staff

Academic Departments

Governing Mode

Control Mechanism

Governance

Identity

THE ROBOVERSITY

Community

Agentic systems alignment

Advancing human-ASI collaboration frameworks 
and alignment protocols for societal benefit.

Dynamic ethical inquiry for civilisational risk 
management

Think tank - council hybrids

Global custodians of ethical ASI alignment

Small centralised core service team

Replaced by dynamic ethical alignment labs, 
driven by live ASI challenge scenarios.

Recursive AI mentor systems monitored and 
adjusted through collective decision-making.

Co-development of cultural, ethical, and ecological 
ASI boundaries.

Ethical foresight and stewardship in a post-ASI 
world.

Transparent, participatory frameworks blending AI 
mediation with human oversight.

Distributed, networked governance 

Globally coordinated policies with regional 
implementation.

Funding driven by transnational orgs, public trust 
funds, and ASI-driven economic outputs.
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Scenario 03: The Roboversity
Straw Man vs Steel Man

Overemphasis on AI Alignment: Critics argue 

that focusing an entire institution on ASI 

alignment assumes ASI will become 

autonomous, which remains speculative.

 

Marginalisation of Traditional Fields: By 

prioritising AI alignment, Roboversities could 

devalue disciplines that don't directly contribute 

to ASI management.

 

Ethical Subjectivity: Attempting to encode 

human ethics into ASI systems risks 

oversimplification or cultural bias, undermining 

the universal applicability of such frameworks.

 

Excessive Dependence on AI: Embedding AI in 

every aspect of governance and research may 

create vulnerabilities if systems fail .

 

Resource Concentration: Centralising ASI 

alignment expertise in Roboversities may 

exclude smaller institutions and regions, 

widening educational inequities.
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Unrealistic Expectations: Critics suggest that 

ASI systems may evolve beyond human 

understanding, making alignment efforts futile.

 

Conflict of Purpose: Balancing the development 

of ASI capabilities with safeguarding humanity 

could lead to internal contradictions.

 

Ethical Dilemmas in Deployment: Training 

systems to prioritise human values might restrict 

innovation in areas where ASI could excel 

unboundedly.

 

Limited Immediate Impact: Opponents argue 

that societal resources should address tangible, 

current problems instead of hypothetical ASI 

risks.

 

Risk of Misuse: Concentrated research on ASI 

alignment could inadvertently accelerate 

development in harmful directions, exacerbating 

risks instead of mitigating them.
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Proactive Safeguards: Roboversities address 

the existential risks posed by ASI, creating 

structures to align advanced intelligence 

systems with human and ecological well-being.

 

Ethical Innovation Leadership: By integrating 

the humanities, ethics, and philosophy into ASI 

research, Roboversities ensure human values 

guide technological progress.

 

Comprehensive Alignment Frameworks: 

Roboversities develop tools to ensure ASI 

decisions reflect diverse global perspectives.

 

Human-AI Collaboration: These institutions 

pioneer human-AI partnerships, blending human 

judgment with ASI capabilities to solve complex 

global challenges.

 

Preventative Strategy: Roboversities 

preemptively address potential risks of ASI 

development, ensuring a safer technological 

trajectory.
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Transdisciplinary Hub: By breaking down silos, 

Roboversities foster collaboration across 

philosophy, anthropology, engineering, and more, 

tackling alignment challenges holistically.

 

Dynamic Ethical Ecosystems: They support 

adaptive protocols that evolve alongside cultural 

shifts, ensuring ASI alignment stays relevant over 

time.

 

Global Impact Modelling: Through advanced 

simulations, Roboversities test ASI's long-term 

impacts, refining deployment strategies.

 

AI as an Ally: Roboversities position ASI as a tool 

for addressing humanity's grand challenges, 

such as climate change, health crises, and 

inequality.

 

Institutional Evolution: These institutes 

represent a forward-looking model, adapting the 

university framework to the needs of an AI-driven 

era.
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Straw Man: Why the Roboversity is a Ridiculous Idea Steel Man: Why the Roboversity is a Great Idea
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Scenario 03: The Roboversity
Fictional Research Artefact

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

 

"DIAL"

Recorder

Moral Landscape

Ethical Scenario 

Archive

The "Dial" is one of the Roboversity’s key research 

tools to align artificial superintelligence (ASI) with 

the complexities of diverse human ethics and moral 

landscapes. Constructed as contemplative 

experiences, these immersive almost ceremonial 

spaces are designed to explore, document, and 

encode the many ethical terrains, boundaries, and 

scenarios that define the irreducible aspects of 

human and more-than-human existence. Moving far 

beyond traditional AI labs, the Dial serves as a 

collaborative platform where multi-agent AI systems 

engage with diverse human contributors—

philosophers, cultural historians, ecologists, and 

community representatives—to co-construct the 

moral frameworks embedded into ASI operating 

protocols. Central to the Dial is its capability to 

capture hyper-dimensional narratives where many 

contributors input over time to complex moral 

propositions, contributing subjective perspectives 

that ASI systems must learn to navigate.

'Dial’: Ethical Terrains & Moral Landscapes

These interactions are not mere theoretical 

exercises but deeply rooted in the Roboversity’s 

commitment to producing actionable ethical 

protocols for ASI development and deployment. 

The archives surrounding the Dial store these issue-

specific collective ethical complexes. Each complex 

contains a unique evolving narrative informed by 

multipolar perspectives, enabling ASI to recognise 

and respect divergent yet coexisting value systems. 

By embedding these nuanced insights into ASI, the 

Roboversity ensures that its research outputs 

reflect not only computational logic but also the 

profound and subjective dimensions of human and 

planetary values. This participatory approach aligns 

with the Roboversity’s broader vision of using 

transdisciplinary and culturally adaptive 

methodologies to position ASI as an agent of ethical 

stewardship in an increasingly complex world.

Conversational / 

Dialogical Feedback
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

What has driven this change / new reality?

 

The Roboversity emerges from the convergence of 

three critical drivers of change: the rapid 

proliferation of artificial superintelligence (ASI), the 

escalating ethical dilemmas tied to its deployment, 

and the global demand for institutions capable of 

embedding human-centric boundaries in ASI 

systems. As ASI governs critical infrastructures like 

healthcare, urban planning, and resource 

distribution, gaps in its alignment with diverse 

human values, cultural traditions, and ecological 

imperatives pose significant risks.

Traditional universities, constrained by disciplinary 

silos and slower adaptation cycles, are ill-equipped 

to address the moral, ethical, and societal 

complexities of ASI’s rise. The Roboversity also 

responds to geopolitical pressures, as nations and 

industries race to shape ASI to their advantage. By 

positioning itself as a global hub for ethical ASI 

alignment, the Roboversity leverages its expertise in 

moral reasoning, policy guidance, and cultural 

pluralism to shape an equitable, multipolar future.

Why this Scenario? (Drivers of Change)

•

•

•

•

•

•

What must now be true in this scenario?

 

ASI development is highly integrated into societal 

systems, requiring continuous ethical oversight 

and adaptation.

 

Ethical frameworks are no longer static 

documents but are dynamic, evolving protocols 

embedded into ASI decision-making processes.

 

ASI is genuinely understood as an existential 

issue, not least for knowledge creation and 

distribution, but for more sinister possible uses.

 

Public trust in ASI governance hinges on 

transparent, participatory decision-making 

mechanisms.

 

Education prioritises the development of 

transdisciplinary "ethical architect" teams 

equipped to navigate and design AI-driven 

systems across sectors.

 

Knowledge generation incorporates indigenous 

wisdom, ecological knowledge, and other non-

Western epistemologies to ensure ASI reflects 

multipolar values.

•

•

•

Organisational Identity


Does this fit with UL’s current identity?

Partially. While UL's interdisciplinary research 

base could provide a foundation, the 

Roboversity’s emphasis on ASI governance 

would represent a significant shift in focus 

from its traditional strengths.

 

Innovation Trajectory


Does this fit within UL’s typical innovation space?

Unsure. The Roboversity would require 

radical realignment of intention towards the 

frontier of ASI systems innovation - integrating 

more than STEM disciplines in parallel.

 

Leadership Support


Would this receive support from UL leadership?

Likely mixed. Leaders with a vision for UL's 

global positioning may champion this, but 

others may resist due to the institutional 

overhaul required and the risks associated 

with such a radical specialisation.

Strategic Fit

01
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03

Basic Assumptions Innovation-Readiness

•

•

•

•

Desirability


Does anyone want this? Who? Why?

Yes. Global policymakers, multinational 

technology firms, and social justice advocates 

would value the Roboversity for its role in ASI 

alignment and ethical oversight.

 

Viability


Would someone pay for this? 

Likely.  Funding could come from international 

AI consortia, ethical governance grants, and 

industry partnerships.

 

Feasibility


Does UL have the delivery capability/capacity?

Unsure. While UL has the capacity for 

interdisciplinary research and public 

engagement, AI expertise, and global 

partnerships would be required.

 

Adaptability


Is this likely to create competitive advantage?

Yes. Successfully implementing the 

Roboversity model could position UL as a 

global leader in ASI ethics, offering a 

competitive advantage in an increasingly AI-

centric world. (if that still matters!)
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Scenario 03: The Roboversity
Strategic Considerations
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Scenario 04: The Monoversity
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Scenario 04: The Monoversity
Adaptive Transition Management

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

By 2050, the Monoversity has augmented the 

higher education landscape with institutions 

purpose built for transition management. Unlike 

traditional universities, the Monoversity aligns all its 

resources and structures toward resolving a single 

wicked problem, such as the housing crisis in 

Ireland. Purpose-built to drive systemic change, it 

mirrors the complexity and non-linearity of the 

issues it addresses, evolving in real-time to stay 

adaptive and impactful.

 

The Monoversity functions as a living organisational 

system, avoiding rigid hierarchies and 

entrenchment. Its teams reorganise fluidly based on 

emerging data, insights, and needs. For example, 

addressing housing may require the integration of 

expertise in urban planning, policy reform, energy 

systems, and community design. This flexibility 

allows the Monoversity to target leverage points 

dynamically, responding to the evolving nature of the 

problem it exists to solve. At the heart of its 

operations is the Parametric Policy Nexus, a 

dynamic repository synthesising data from field 

experiments, community feedback, and global case 

studies. 

Using AI-driven modeling, it forecasts how different 

interventions could ripple through interconnected 

systems, providing actionable insights. The Nexus 

ensures the Monoversity remains outcome-driven, 

turning abstract ideas into practical, scalable 

solutions. The Monoversity also grounds its work in 

physical spaces, such as its Living Labs, where 

policy experiments, modular housing prototypes, 

and regenerative urban systems are tested in real-

world conditions. These labs not only produce 

insights but also serve as environments for 

participatory design, ensuring that the voices of 

those most affected by the crisis are central to the 

process.

 

The Monoversity is anti-disciplinary, dissolving 

academic silos to prioritise pragmatic, collaborative 

approaches. Its success isn’t measured in 

publications or rankings but in tangible outcomes, 

like transitioning housing systems from crisis to 

resilience. This mission-driven ethos makes the 

Monoversity unique: it exists not for its own 

perpetuation but to address and resolve the wicked 

problem at its core.
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Scenario 04: The Monoversity
Persona Narrative

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Dr. Niamh Callaghan cycles through Limerick’s St. 

Mary’s Park, one of the Monoversity’s living labs for 

housing resilience. The Monoversity isn’t just 

embedded in the neighbourhood—it’s part of the 

system itself. and its survival depends on 

transitioning the area to long-term sustainability. For 

Niamh, this means every decision she makes 

directly impacts the Monoversity’s future as much 

as it does the community’s. The Monoversity’s 

integration begins with its Adaptive Resource 

Marketplace, a system that ties funding and 

resources to the outcomes achieved within St. 

Mary’s Park. The campus itself is physically 

distributed across the neighbourhood, with 

classrooms doubling as co-working spaces and 

research hubs embedded in community centres. 

Today, Niamh starts her morning reviewing the 

Nexus, a transition mapping platform with a 

multidisciplinary team of researchers and students. 

Insights reveal that zoning reforms are stabilising 

housing costs, but systemic tipping points are being 

blocked by infrastructure bottlenecks. This triggers 

immediate action: not just reallocation of funding, 

but a 

◯ Name: Dr. Niamh Callaghan

◯ Role: Neighbourhood Transition Lead, 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 Housing Monoversity

◯ Age: 41

◯ Nationality: Irish

◯ Background: PhD in Urban Economic 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 Geography

◯ Specialisation:  Policy prototyping for 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 housing equity. Former senior advisor to 	 	 	 	

	 	 Ireland’s National Housing Strategy.

◯ Motto: "Don't designed for the system, design	

	 	  as the system." 

reorganisation of Monoversity teams to include legal 

experts and policymakers who can intervene 

directly. At the Attractor Lab, Niamh collaborates 

with engineers, sociologists, and students to 

simulate and test interventions like flood-resilient 

housing and shared-equity models. Here, students 

don’t learn in isolation—they’re active contributors, 

applying theory while understanding how other 

disciplines tackle the same problems. A student’s 

innovative material sourcing idea shifts the project’s 

direction, demonstrating how the Monoversity 

nurtures solutions from within the system. In the 

afternoon, Niamh chairs a session at the Wicked 

Observatory, a playfully named space for evidence-

based debating of the many competing priorities 

and dynamic political realities affecting the living lab. 

The ultimate aim is to help align conflicting interests 

towards actionable strategies. Students participate 

directly, observing how political, economic, and 

social systems collide and learning to navigate the 

frictions. By evening, Niamh is back in St. Mary’s 

Park for a community forum. Residents piloting 

shared-equity housing share candid feedback 

that acts as input for their imagination infrastructure 

toolkit, where speculative scenarios are co-created 

with faculty and students. These scenarios aren’t 

theoretical—they guide real-world trials, ensuring 

that solutions remain adaptable and community-

centred. The Monoversity’s commitment to 

participatory design ensures no solution is imposed; 

progress emerges from collaboration and lived 

experience. What makes the Monoversity truly 

unique is its symbiotic relationship with the system it 

serves. Its structure constantly evolves—teams 

reorganise, new disciplines emerge, and outdated 

methods dissolve, all based on the needs of the 

problem. Success isn’t measured in academic 

output but by tangible progress within the system. If 

St. Mary’s Park doesn’t transition successfully, the 

Monoversity’s own future is at risk, aligning its 

incentives with the community’s needs.

For Niamh, the Monoversity isn’t just a place of 

learning, and by designing as the system, it stays 

embedded in the problems it seeks to solve, 

evolving alongside them and ensuring that 

education, research, and action are inseparable.
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Scenario 04: The Monoversity
New Institutional Logic

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

 

INSTITUTIONAL LOGIC

 

Guiding Principle

Mission

Research

Education

State Governance

Resource Allocation

Ideal Organisation Type

Strategic Positioning

Organisational Design

Centralisation

Professional Staff

Academic Departments

Governing Mode

Control Mechanism

Governance

Identity

THE MONOVERSITY

Community

Transition Management

Dynamic participatory action research

Multidisciplinary skill-building integrated with 
real-world transitions

Participatory co-creation in solving complex, 
wicked problems

Tightly coupled with specific Government 
Agencies

Outcome-driven and dynamically adjusted based 
on real-time transition metrics

Systems innovation incubator 

Skin-in-the-game transition partner

Flexible central authority, with task-oriented teams

Hybrid professionals who bridge disciplines, 
industries, and governance tiers

Replaced by multidisciplinary, problem-focused 
clusters

Participatory councils integrating stakeholders, 
residents, and interdisciplinary experts

Transparent real-time reporting on transition 
progress and adaptive accountability

Deeply embedded and inseparable from the 
systems it seeks to transition

The institutional logic table opposite outlines the 

core principles and operational structures of 

Monoversities, institutions designed to embed 

themselves within complex systems and actively 

drive transitions. Unlike traditional universities, 

Monoversities operate as dynamic, adaptive 

entities, integrating directly into the systems they 

aim to transform. Their approach prioritises active 

participation over detached study, using real-time 

resource allocation and multidisciplinary 

collaboration to address systemic challenges.

Given, monoversities are defined by their symbiotic 

relationship with the systems they serve, their 

identity evolves with the success of the transitions 

they facilitate, aligning their incentives with 

measurable community impact. Governance is 

participatory, bringing together residents, 

stakeholders, and students to co-create strategies 

and solutions.

The table highlights the Monoversity’s adaptive 

structure, where multidisciplinary clusters form and 

dissolve in response to emerging needs. Resource 

allocation is tied to real-time impact metrics, 

ensuring responsiveness and accountability. This 

design allows Monoversities to act as agents of 

systemic change, evolving alongside the challenges 

they address. Through this institutional logic, 

Monoversities model a new type of higher 

education: embedded, adaptive, and outcome-

driven. They embody participatory innovation, 

aligning education with real-world transformation 

and remaining indispensable to the communities 

they serve.
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Scenario 04: The Monoversity
Straw Man vs Steel Man

Overreach of Mission: Embedding into systems 

risks the Monoversity becoming overwhelmed 

by challenges it cannot feasibly solve.

 

Loss of Academic Identity: Prioritising real-

world transitions erodes the foundational 

mission of education and knowledge creation.

 

Bureaucratic Inefficiency: Constant team 

reorganisation could lead to inefficiency and 

delays in decision-making.

 

Community Dependency: Deep embedding 

may make communities overly reliant on the 

Monoversity, undermining local agency.

 

Dilution of Expertise: Multidisciplinary teams 

may lack the depth needed to solve highly 

technical problems effectively.
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Resource Misalignment: Real-time resource 

allocation risks being reactionary, failing to 

address long-term priorities.

 

Complex Governance: Participatory 

governance adds layers of complexity that 

could stymie timely action.

 

Inconsistent Outcomes: Outcomes may vary 

drastically across different systems, leading to 

questions of scalability and reliability.

 

Short-Term Impact Focus: Emphasis on 

immediate transitions impacts may sacrifice 

deeper, systemic change over time.

 

Financial Vulnerability: Tying the Monoversity’s 

survival to system success could leave it 

unstable in volatile or under-resourced regions.
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Embedded Impact: Operating within real world 

systems ensures the Monoversity has skin in the 

game, aligning its incentives with community 

outcomes.

 

Adaptive Resilience: Fluid structures allow the 

Monoversity to evolve alongside the problems it 

addresses, ensuring relevance and agility.

 

Multidisciplinary Synergy: Teams bring diverse 

perspectives, fostering holistic solutions to 

complex challenges.

 

Systemic Accountability: Tying success to 

measurable transitions ensures clear 

accountability and tangible progress across 

programmes.

 

Participatory Governance: Collaborative 

decision-making integrates diverse 

stakeholders, leading to equitable and inclusive 

solutions.
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Real-Time Responsiveness : Dynamic resource 

allocation allows the Monoversity to prioritise 

urgent needs without losing sight of long-term 

goals.

 

Scalable Learning: Students gain hands-on 

experience in real-world transitions, creating a 

workforce equipped to tackle systemic issues.

 

Knowledge Integration: By merging research, 

education, and community engagement, the 

Monoversity drives innovation across disciplines.

 

Global Relevance: A focus on wicked problems 

positions the Monoversity as a leader in 

developing a model for  solving critical 

challenges worldwide.

 

Institutional Evolution: Its ability to dissolve 

outdated practices and create new disciplines 

ensures the Monoversity remains future-proof.
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Scenario 04: The Monoversity
Fictional Research Artefact

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

 

The "Portal" is a core research tool in the 

Monoversity’s imagination infrastructure toolkit, 

designed to democratise futures thinking and guide 

systemic transitions at a neighbourhood level. This 

mobile toolkit embodies the Monoversity’s ethos of 

embedding itself within systems to collaboratively 

envision and shape their transformation where it is 

literally deployed in areas needing regeneration, 

ensures no place is left behind in the transition to a 

resilient neighbourhood future. As a tool for the 

development and capturing of distributed 

imagination, the Portal invites residents, 

stakeholders, and Monoversity teams to co-create 

shared visions for challenged spaces. Its generative 

AI interface allows users to visualise changes to 

their immediate surroundings, iteratively refine 

proposals, and adjust ambitions. This participatory 

process creates actionable transition imaginaries 

rooted in the aspirations of those most affected.

"PORTAL": Imagination Infrastructure

The Portal is deeply aligned with the Monoversity’s 

mission to connect education, research, and 

community engagement with systemic change. By 

gathering diverse inputs and refining them into 

collective imaginaries, the Portal generates a 

repository of potential futures that guide the 

Monoversity’s interventions. It can also interpret and 

translate quite basic inputs into related leverage 

point proposals, acting also as an indirect voting 

platform of sorts. Beyond envisioning, the Portal 

also supports pre-planning, offering tools to map 

resources, identify collaborators, and outline steps 

needed to realise these futures. It transforms urban 

planning and development into a participatory, 

adaptive process, aligning with the Monoversity’s 

commitment to embedded transition management.

"PORTAL"

Interactive Projection 

Mapping

Parametric Scenario 

Configurator

Immersive

Shared Imaginary

Scenario 

Requirements 

Brief
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

What has driven this change / new reality?

 

The Monoversity emerges in response to the 

growing complexity and urgency of global crises. 

Wicked problems such as housing shortages, 

climate adaptation, and rising socio-economic 

inequalities have outpaced the capacity of 

traditional institutions, exposing the need for models 

that integrate directly into the systems they aim to 

address. The widespread failure to meet 

Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) targets by 

2030 has amplified disillusionment with 

conventional approaches to change. This failure, 

coupled with increasing social unrest, has 

underscored the inadequacy of siloed and static 

systems to tackle interconnected and evolving 

challenges. Accelerating volatility in global systems

—spanning infrastructure, economies, and natural 

ecosystems—has introduced cascading risks that 

require institutions capable of evolving alongside 

these dynamics. Without adaptive, embedded 

approaches, these challenges risk perpetuating 

systemic instability.

Why this Scenario? (Drivers of Change)

•

•

•

•

•

•

What must now be true in this scenario?

 

ASI development is highly integrated into societal 

systems, requiring continuous ethical oversight 

and adaptation.

 

Ethical frameworks are no longer static 

documents but are dynamic, evolving protocols 

embedded into ASI decision-making processes.

 

ASI is genuinely understood as an existential 

issue, not least for knowledge creation and 

distribution, but for more sinister possible uses.

 

Public trust in ASI governance hinges on 

transparent, participatory decision-making 

mechanisms.

 

Education prioritises the development of 

transdisciplinary "ethical architect" teams 

equipped to navigate and design AI-driven 

systems across sectors.

 

Knowledge generation incorporates indigenous 

wisdom, ecological knowledge, and other non-

Western epistemologies to ensure ASI reflects 

multipolar values.

•

•

•

Organisational Identity


Does this fit with UL’s current identity?

Partially. UL’s focus on interdisciplinary 

research and public engagement aligns with 

the Monoversity’s ethos, but the model would 

require significant cultural and structural shifts 

to embed transition management as a core 

function.

 

Innovation Trajectory


Does this fit within UL’s typical innovation space?

Somewhat. UL’s history in sustainability and 

societal impact provides a foundation, but the 

Monoversity would push UL into uncharted 

territory, requiring risk-taking beyond its 

traditional innovation scope.

 

Leadership Support


Would this receive support from UL leadership?

Likely. More ambitious leaders may champion 

this as a bold, future-facing strategy, though 

concerns about institutional capacity and risk 

could create resistance.

Strategic Fit
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Basic Assumptions Innovation-Readiness

•

•

•

•

Desirability


Does anyone want this? Who? Why?

Yes. Communities, policymakers, and funders 

facing urgent crises would value the 

Monoversity’s hands-on, transition-driven 

approach to solving real-world problems.

 

Viability


Would someone pay for this? 

Likely. Funding could come from public-

private partnerships, mission-aligned grants, 

and funds focused on systemic resilience.

 

Feasibility


Does UL have the delivery capability/capacity?

Uncertain. UL’s strong interdisciplinary 

foundations are an asset, but significant 

investment in adaptive capacity and structural 

reform would be needed.

 

Adaptability


Is this likely to create competitive advantage?

Yes. The Monoversity model positions UL as a 

global leader in systemic transition 

management, providing unique expertise in 

solving wicked problems.
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Scenario 04: The Monoversity
Strategic Considerations
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Scenario 05: The Ecoversity
Living Systems Stewards

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

By 2050, Ecoversities have emerged as deeply 

place-based institutions prioritising the ongoing 

regeneration of bioregional ecosystems over all 

else. These institutions are guided by the quite 

radical principle of ecological sovereignty, where 

human societies and natural systems co-govern 

their futures through convivial and adaptive 

frameworks. Unlike traditional universities or even 

progressive sustainability-focused models, 

Ecoversities reject partnerships with extractive 

industries and instead, they align with public funding, 

community resources, and local regenerative 

economies. This ensures their independence while 

allowing them to focus exclusively on the long-term 

health and vitality of their bioregions. Ecoversities 

operate as living laboratories for socio-ecological 

repair. Campuses - if they can still be understood as 

such - are themselves  regenerative ecosystems 

interwoven with their surrounding environments.  

Students engage directly in context with projects 

like rewilding wetlands, restoring soil carbon levels, 

and implementing sovereign water management 

systems. These efforts are supported by a synthesis 

of traditional ecological knowledge and advanced 

regenerative technologies, bridging centuries of 

wisdom with cutting-edge tools. Governance within 

Ecoversities mirrors the principles of nature—

distributed, adaptive, and interdependent. Although 

complex to manage, decision-making or varying 

kinds is shared among students, faculty, and local 

communities, ensuring a diversity of perspectives 

shape each institution’s priorities. Each Ecoversity is 

also part of a global network of ecological education 

commons. This network fosters knowledge 

exchange, sharing everything from rewilding 

blueprints to open-source regenerative design 

methodologies. The Ecoversity’s purpose is to 

cultivate generations of learners and leaders 

devoted to the intergenerational transfer of place-

based wisdom.
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Scenario 05: The Ecoversity
Persona Narrative

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

The Shannon Estuary’s tidal rhythm—ancient yet 

ever-changing—is the living pulse of Alex Murphy’s 

work. At 55, as an ecologist and steward of the 

Ecoversity’s Estuary Habitat Lab, Alex is redefining 

how humans and ecosystems co-govern their 

bioregions through convivial ecological institutions. 

Central to his work is the principle of ecological 

sovereignty, where communities and natural 

systems collaborate to sustain their shared 

environment, blending traditional knowledge with 

innovative tools for regeneration. Alex’s team, 

comprised of researchers and local stewards, 

deploys Mesh Flow Sensors, a network inspired by 

fungal communication systems, to monitor water 

quality, sediment dynamics, and biodiversity. This 

data feeds into EcoScope, a mixed-reality tool that 

overlays insights onto real-world landscapes, 

enabling Alex and his team to visualise challenges 

and ecological progress directly on-site. These 

tools transform data into an intuitive understanding, 

empowering all stakeholders to take action. The 

EcoLedger, a decentralised governance platform, 

extends this mission by enabling equitable decision-

making about the estuary’s shared resources. 

◯ Name: Alex Murphy

◯ Role: Estuary Habitat Lead Steward, 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 Shannon Ecoversity

◯ Age: 54

◯ Nationality: Irish

◯ Background: Ecology & Mycelial 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 Communications

◯ Specialisation:  Fungal networks and 	 	 	 	

	 	 regenerative design. Former UN consultant 	

	 	 on ecosystem restoration projects.

◯ Motto: "The river speaks. We’re here to 	 	 	 	

	 	 listen."

Fishermen, farmers, and residents collaborate 

through the EcoLedger to allocate ecological 

dividends—such as cleaner water, sustainable 

aquaculture, and restored biodiversity—ensuring 

traditional ecological knowledge informs decisions 

alongside regenerative technologies. At the heart of 

Alex’s efforts is Pathway, a dynamic eco-digital twin 

that visualises how various ecologies transition from 

risk to safety zones. Pathway predominantly tracks 

tipping points and supports interventions like oyster 

bed restoration and sediment flow management, 

providing communities with a shared framework for 

action. Through its Pattern Library, Alex uses 

Pathway to shepherd critical projects, such as 

regenerating the Burren’s native forests, 

collaborating with grazing collectives, biodiversity 

experts, and local stakeholders to reintroduce 

native species and redesign grazing practices. The 

Estuary Habitat Lab also functions as a living 

laboratory, integrating research, education, and 

action. Students of the Ecoversity actively 

participate in field studies and projects like Pathway, 

immersing themselves in the complex interplay of 

science, governance, and community collaboration

required to steward bioregional ecosystems. Alex’s 

work is as much about empowering communities 

and creating conditions for socio-cultural 

regeneration as it is about managing ecosystems. 

The Shannon Estuary, with its history of fragmented 

governance and industrial exploitation, exemplifies 

the need for integrated, polycentric solutions. Alex’s 

stewardship demonstrates how ecological 

sovereignty can unify human and natural systems, 

creating resilience through collaboration and shared 

accountability. Reflecting on his team’s progress, 

Alex shares his guiding principle: “The estuary 

speaks. We’re here to listen, together.” For him, this 

work is about ensuring the Shannon Estuary 

becomes a model for bioregional regeneration—

where ecosystems and communities thrive as one, 

safeguarded for generations to come.
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Scenario 05: The Ecoversity
New Institutional Logic

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

The institutional logic table opposite outlines the 

Ecoversity’s operational structure as a deeply place-

based institution, uniquely positioned to steward 

bioregional regeneration. Unlike traditional 

universities or even progressive sustainability-

focused models, Ecoversities centre their mission 

on ecological sovereignty, integrating governance, 

resource allocation, and educational design within 

the systems they aim to repair. The table highlights 

the Ecoversity’s distributed and adaptive 

organisational model, where local councils 

composed of students, faculty, and residents 

collaboratively manage priorities. This approach 

ensures that each Ecoversity remains anchored in 

its specific bioregion while contributing to a global 

network of shared knowledge and regenerative 

practices. Resource allocation within Ecoversities 

reflects their commitment to circularity and 

commons-based funding, ensuring regenerative 

outcomes without dependence on extractive 

systems. Academic structures are similarly 

reimagined, replacing traditional departments with 

project-based clusters that respond dynamically to 

the needs of the local ecosystem.

The governance structure emphasizes polycentric 

decision-making, balancing inputs from public 

institutions, local communities, and private 

organizations. Transparent ecological feedback 

loops ensure accountability while fostering shared 

responsibility for the long-term health of bioregions.

By embodying these institutional logics, the 

Ecoversity becomes a living laboratory for socio-

ecological repair. Its focus on intergenerational 

knowledge transfer, adaptive governance, and 

regenerative design positions it as a transformative 

force, redefining education as a process of 

cultivating shared ecological wisdom and resilience.

 

INSTITUTIONAL LOGIC

 

Guiding Principle

Mission

Research

Education

State Governance

Resource Allocation

Ideal Organisation Type

Strategic Positioning

Organisational Design

Centralisation

Professional Staff

Academic Departments

Governing Mode

Control Mechanism

Governance

Identity

THE MONOVERSITY

Community

Ecological sovereignty

Bioregional restoration & regeneration

Intergenerational experiential grounding

Collaborative stewardship

Bioregionally aligned governance with local 
community partnerships

Outcome-based ecological accounting

Living laboratories for regenerative education

Place-based regeneration and socio-
ecological repair

Distributed networks governed by local 
eco-councils

Central shared services

Transdisciplinary

Polycentric governance balancing public, private, 
and commons-based systems

Ecological feedback: operations tethered to context

Proponents of bioregional values and culture
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Scenario 05: The Ecoversity
Straw Man vs Steel Man

Impractical Funding Model: Reliance on 

commons-based systems and state funding 

could be unrealistic in competitive funding 

environments.

 

Local Overreach: Deep bioregional focus might 

limit broader academic appeal or global 

collaboration.

 

Over-Reliance on Community Input: 

Decentralised governance risks inefficiency and 

conflicts among stakeholders.

 

Ideological Capture: High potential for blind 

activism and eco-warrior sentiment dominating 

over pragmatism.

 

Unscalable Solutions: Highly contextual 

practices may not translate to other regions or 

ecosystems.
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Overambitious Goals: Attempting to merge 

ecological restoration and higher education 

could result in failure at both.

 

Technological Overload: Dependence on tools 

like ecological feedback systems and blockchain 

governance may alienate less tech-savvy 

communities.

 

Resistance from Traditional Institutions: 

Established universities may dismiss the 

Ecoversity as impractical or too radical.

 

Short-Term Focus : Reliance on local challenges 

may overshadow contributions to long-term 

global ecological issues.

 

Risk of Greenwashing: Without rigorous 

accountability, the Ecoversity could be seen as a 

marketing strategy rather than a substantive 

change.
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Global Leadership in Sustainability: The 

Ecoversity sets a new benchmark for ecological 

and educational institutions worldwide.

 

Modelling Regeneration : Acts as a living 

laboratory for ecological restoration, offering 

replicable frameworks for global challenges.

 

True Community Integration: Empowers local 

communities to co-govern their ecosystems, 

ensuring sustained engagement and impact.

 

Pedagogy Innovation: Introduces a place-

based, experiential curriculum that produces 

leaders skilled in regenerative practices.

 

Future-Proof Funding: Commons-based 

models tied to ecological accounting create 

resilient and innovative funding mechanisms.
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Scalable Commons: While bioregional, the 

networked Ecoversity model amplifies impact 

through global collaboration and knowledge 

exchange.

 

Policy Influence: Demonstrates how 

decentralised ecological governance can inform 

broader policy reforms at national and 

international levels.

 

Interdisciplinary Synergy: Breaks down silos to 

address complex, real-world ecological 

challenges more holistically.

 

Decolonising Education: Integrates traditional 

Irish knowledge and cultural practices, fostering 

inclusivity and diversity.

 

Catalyst for Cultural Shift: Positions education 

as an active force in reshaping humanity’s 

relationship with the planet.

06

07

08

09

10

Straw Man: Why the Ecoversity is a Ridiculous Idea Steel Man: Why the Ecoversity is a Great Idea

CONTEXT TRENDS SCENARIOS MISSIONS CHOICES APPENDIX

INDEX



 

 

Scenario 05: The Ecoversity
Fictional Research Artefact

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

 

"CUSTODIAN"

Ecological Living 

Lab Network

Tipping Point 

Monitoring

Ecological Digital 

Twins

The "Custodian" is the beating heart of the 

Ecoversity’s mission, serving as a real-time 

monitoring and decision-making hub for eco-

councils operating within living labs. Acting as 

mission control for bioregional regeneration, the 

Custodian leverages eco-digital twins to provide an 

intricate, real-time picture of ecological health, 

sovereignty, and biodiversity. Central to Custodian’s 

design is its ability to track and simulate tipping 

points and transitions at multiple scales—whether 

monitoring the thriving of specific species, the 

resilience of local flora and fauna, or the vitality of 

human communities. By creating open, transparent, 

and immutable records of ecological health, the 

Custodian ensures that every decision made by eco-

councils is grounded in actionable evidence and 

accountable to the broader community. Beyond 

monitoring, the Custodian integrates predictive 

modelling to forecast the outcomes of interventions, 

enabling eco-councils to anticipate challenges and 

adapt strategies in real time.

"CUSTODIAN": Bioregional Mission Control

It synthesises diverse data layers, from 

environmental metrics like water quality and soil 

health to social indicators such as community 

participation and governance outcomes, creating a 

holistic view of the bioregion’s well-being. As a 

cornerstone of the Ecoversity’s living labs, the 

Custodian facilitates collaboration and knowledge-

sharing among eco-councils across interconnected 

bioregions. Its educational interfaces ensure that 

students and local residents can engage deeply 

with ecological data, fostering a shared 

understanding of how complex systems operate 

and evolve. The Custodian exemplifies the 

Ecoversity’s commitment to aligning research, 

governance, and community action with bioregional 

priorities. By providing a shared platform for 

decision-making, it transforms ecological 

stewardship into a transparent, collaborative, and 

regenerative practice—ensuring the long-term 

resilience of ecosystems and the communities that 

depend on them.

Multi-sensory 

Interfaces

Sovereignty 

Radars
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

What has driven this change / new reality?

 

The Ecoversity arises in response to escalating 

ecological crises and the urgent need for institutions 

capable of supporting bioregional regeneration. 

Traditional approaches to sustainability, often 

detached from local ecosystems, have proven 

insufficient in addressing the intertwined challenges 

of biodiversity loss, climate instability, and declining 

community resilience. Global disillusionment with 

the failure to meet Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) has underscored the need for institutions 

that move beyond extractive practices and linear 

progress models. The rise of polycentric 

governance, emphasising collaboration between 

public, private, and commons-based systems, 

demands a new type of educational institution that 

actively integrates itself into ecological and social 

systems. As natural ecosystems reach critical 

tipping points, the imperative to shift from reactive 

environmental management to proactive 

bioregional stewardship has become undeniable. 

The Ecoversity reflects this shift, embedding itself 

within ecosystems to co-create sustainable futures 

through regenerative education and action.

Why this Scenario? (Drivers of Change)

•

•

•

•

•

What must now be true in this scenario?

 

Bioregional Governance: Communities and 

ecosystems can co-govern bioregions effectively 

through transparent, participatory frameworks.

 

Integrated Knowledge Systems: Traditional 

ecological knowledge and cutting-edge 

technologies can align to deliver actionable 

solutions.

 

Resource Circularity: Sustainable outcomes 

depend on circular funding models that prioritise 

regeneration over extractive growth.

 

Ecosystem Resilience: Tipping points in natural 

systems can be identified, managed, and reversed 

through collaborative, data-driven interventions.

 

Community-Led Action: The success of 

ecological transitions hinges on empowering local 

communities as stewards of shared ecosystems.

•

•

•

Organisational Identity


Does this fit with UL’s current identity?

Partially. UL’s focus on sustainability and 

community engagement aligns well, but the 

Ecoversity’s emphasis on embedded, 

bioregional systems represents a significant 

expansion of UL’s operational model

 

Innovation Trajectory


Does this fit within UL’s typical innovation space?

Unsure. UL’s relatively short history means it is 

less entrenched that other third level institutes 

so could pursue the Ecoversity’s ambitions. 

However, adopting regenerative practices at 

scale would push UL into uncharted territory, 

demanding new competencies.

 

Leadership Support


Would this receive support from UL leadership?

Likely. Leaders focused on ecological impact 

may champion this vision, but concerns 

around governance complexity and resource 

demands could require strong advocacy.

Strategic Fit
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Basic Assumptions Innovation-Readiness

•

•

•

•

Desirability


Does anyone want this? Who? Why?

Yes. Local communities, environmental 

policymakers, and global regenerative 

initiatives would see the Ecoversity as a 

transformative approach.

 

Viability


Would someone pay for this? 

Likely. Funding could come from public 

environmental grants, regional development 

funds, and partnerships with sustainability-

aligned industries.

 

Feasibility


Does UL have the delivery capability/capacity?

Uncertain. Scaling to a bioregional scope 

would require significant investment in new 

expertise, infrastructure, and governance 

frameworks.

 

Adaptability


Is this likely to create competitive advantage?

Yes. Establishing the Ecoversity would 

position UL as a global leader in regeneration  

and bioregional stewardship, through place-

based education.
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Scenario 05: The Ecoversity
Strategic Considerations
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Scenario 06: The University

CONTEXT TRENDS SCENARIOS MISSIONS CHOICES APPENDIX

INDEX



 

 

Scenario 06: The University
—

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

By 2050, the University overcomes many disruptive 

challenged to remain a symbolic cornerstone of 

higher education, defined by its legacy of academic 

rigour and its ability to adapt within its traditional 

framework.  It has successfully navigated the 

ideological polarisation that once threatened its 

foundations by reinforcing principles of open inquiry, 

intellectual freedom, and rigorous peer review. This 

commitment has restored public trust, allowing it to 

maintain its position as a reliable institution for 

fostering independent thought and evidence-based 

solutions. The University has also evolved 

strategically. It has embraced global networks and 

interdisciplinary collaboration to remain relevant, 

creating partnerships with specialised 

organisations to complement its core research 

capabilities with modern digital infrastructures. This 

adaptability has allowed it to navigate pressures 

from emerging competitors while preserving its 

identity as a hub for comprehensive knowledge.

However, this model is not without fragility. The 

University’s slower pace and methodical approach 

can sometimes feel out of step with the rapid 

demands of a changing world. It faces growing 

pressure to demonstrate impact in an era dominated 

by applied and adaptive learning models, which 

prioritise immediacy and practical outcomes. 

Additionally, its reliance on traditional funding 

mechanisms remains vulnerable to fluctuations in 

public and private interests and investment. Despite 

these challenges, the University’s commitment to 

intellectual depth, global networks, and perhaps most 

fundamentally a neutral stance ensures its continued 

relevance. It remains a stabilising force in a chaotic 

world, providing the rigorous foundation upon which 

other innovative institutions build. In a landscape 

defined by rapid adaptation and specialisation, the 

University’s role as a steady, long-term contributor to 

global progress ensures its place in the future of 

higher education.
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Scenario 06: The University
Persona Narrative

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Dr. Aoife O’Sullivan monitors the Nano-Material 

Growth Chamber as adaptive materials begin to 

take shape, their molecular structures fine-tuned to 

respond to volatile environmental conditions. A 

globally recognised expert in 4D nano-materials, 

Aoife has dedicated her career at the University of 

Limerick to advancing material science that bridges 

the demands of rigorous research with the pressing 

realities of global challenges. Her work embodies 

the University’s commitment to methodical, long-

term inquiry as a stabilising influence in an 

unpredictable world. Aoife’s contributions are pivotal 

to the Environmental Adaptation Modelling tool, a 

collaborative platform where material scientists, 

engineers, urban planners, and policymakers 

converge. Together, they design infrastructure 

capable of withstanding extreme weather events, 

such as rising sea levels and intensifying storms. 

These interdisciplinary efforts highlight the 

University’s ability to balance technical precision 

with societal relevance, fostering solutions that 

endure across generations.

◯ Name: Dr. Aoife O’Sullivan

◯ Role: Material Science Theorist, University of 	

	 	 Limerick

◯ Age: 48

◯ Nationality: Irish

◯ Background: PhD in Material Science 

◯ Specialisation:  Innovator in 4D nano-	 	 	 	 	

	 	 materials for adaptive infrastructure. Former 		

	 	 research fellow at the Max Planck Institute.

◯ Motto: "The future is built from the molecules 	

	 	 up."

A defining achievement in Aoife’s career is the 

development of the Molecular Knowledge 

Commons, an open-access global repository for 

material science innovation. Leveraging agentic AI, 

the Commons explores previously untested 

material possibilities, fostering collaboration among 

research institutions while maintaining transparency 

and ethical oversight. For Aoife, this digital 

ecosystem underscores the University’s adaptive 

legacy, transforming how knowledge creation 

evolves in a deeply interconnected world. Currently, 

Aoife’s research focuses on Regenerative 

Infrastructure Simulations, using digital twins to test 

adaptive materials in real-world conditions. From 

flood-prone urban areas to arid farmlands, these 

simulations integrate cultural, ecological, and 

structural factors, ensuring that designs are not only 

functional but resonate with local contexts. While 

this approach is more measured than reactive 

responses to climate crises, Aoife values its ability to 

deliver robust, scalable solutions that address root 

causes.

In her lab, the Material Lifecycle Analysis Pod 

accelerates decades of material testing into mere 

hours. This advanced tool allows Aoife’s team to 

assess the long-term impacts of new materials on 

durability, energy efficiency, and carbon neutrality. 

Today, they are refining a polymer that regulates 

temperatures in extreme climates, an innovation 

poised to reshape adaptive housing design. For 

Aoife, the University represents a resilient force in 

the evolving landscape of higher education. It is not 

a place for quick fixes but for profound, deliberate 

innovation that anticipates the needs of future 

generations. “The future,” she often remarks, “is built 

from the molecules up.” Her work ensures the 

University’s enduring relevance, enabling it to shape 

solutions that are as durable as the challenges they 

address.
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Scenario 06: The University
New Institutional Logic

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

The institutional logic table opposite outlines the 

principles and operational structures that define 

The University’s enduring role as a foundational 

entity within higher education systems. Unlike its 

more experimental counterparts, The University is a 

stabilising presence, grounded in rigorous inquiry, 

disciplinary depth, and a commitment to long-term 

societal contributions. These institutional logics 

reflect its ability to evolve while maintaining its 

foundational identity and public trust. The University 

emphasises disciplined knowledge creation, 

prioritising academic rigour, evidence-based 

solutions, and intellectual independence. 

Partnerships with public and private entities ensure 

it remains relevant, while state-aligned funding 

models and robust peer-review systems safeguard 

its autonomy and accountability. By balancing 

tradition with adaptability, The University is uniquely 

positioned to address urgent societal issues 

through deliberate, research-driven approaches.

Organisationally, The University maintains 

hierarchical academic departments, supporting 

deep specialisation alongside strategic 

interdisciplinary collaboration. This dual structure 

allows it to tackle complex global challenges while 

preserving its reputation for expertise and neutrality.

Governance frameworks integrate public trust and 

external expertise, ensuring decision-making 

processes remain transparent and inclusive. Control 

mechanisms, such as accreditation systems and 

rigorous evaluation standards, further reinforce its 

position as a trusted institution. Through this 

institutional logic, The University continues to fulfil its 

mission as a neutral, truth-seeking institution, 

adapting to the demands of an evolving world while 

staying rooted in its long-held values of intellectual 

integrity and societal impact.

 

INSTITUTIONAL LOGIC

 

Guiding Principle

Mission

Research

Education

State Governance

Resource Allocation

Ideal Organisation Type

Strategic Positioning

Organisational Design

Centralisation

Professional Staff

Academic Departments

Governing Mode

Control Mechanism

Governance

Identity

THE UNIVERSITY

Community

The Pursuit of Truth

Advancing disciplinary excellence through 
scientific method

Massification & customisation

Access & co-development

Publicly funded with elements of strategic 
autonomy

Publicly funded with elements of strategic 
autonomy

Academic, Democratic University

Scientific excellence and egalitariansm

Hierarchical structure with clear departmental roles

Functional experts supporting foundational 
research and education

Traditional fragmentation, discipline-specific

Collegial managerialism

Peer review and accreditation processes

Trusted institution balancing knowledge creation 
and societal impact
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Scenario 06: The University
Straw Man vs Steel Man

Too Slow for Modern Demands: The 

University’s pace of research and knowledge 

dissemination cannot keep up with the rapid 

changes and crises of the modern world.

 

Inflexible Structures: Traditional academic 

departments and rigid hierarchies inhibit 

interdisciplinary collaboration and innovation.

 

Misaligned Incentives: The focus on publishing 

and global rankings often prioritizes prestige 

over real-world impact.

 

Exclusionary Practices: High tuition fees and 

competitive admissions perpetuate inequality, 

limiting access to education for 

underrepresented groups.

 

Detached from Societal Needs: Universities 

focus on theoretical knowledge, often failing to 

address urgent applied challenges like climate 

adaptation or technological ethics.
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05

Global Competition: Specialised institutions will 

offer more agile, targeted alternatives that 

outpace the University model in specific domains.

 

Funding Vulnerabilities: Dependence on state 

funding and traditional endowment models 

makes universities financially fragile in times of 

economic downturn.

 

Slow Adoption of Enabling Technology: 

Universities lag in integrating cutting-edge tools 

like AI and blockchain, reducing their relevance in 

tech-driven education landscapes.

 

Polarisation Risks: The University’s role as a 

neutral space is increasingly undermined by 

ideological divisions and public mistrust.

 

Stagnation vs. Innovation: By clinging to historic 

structures, the University risks becoming 

obsolete in a world that demands flexibility and 

adaptive learning models.
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Timeless Knowledge Creation: Universities 

excel in foundational research, producing long-

term scientific breakthroughs that drive global 

progress.

 

Stability in a Fragmented Landscape: Amid 

rapid innovation and specialisation, the University 

provides a steady, reliable foundation for 

comprehensive knowledge.

 

Global Collaboration Networks: Universities’ 

established international partnerships enhance 

their capacity to address complex, cross-border 

challenges.

 

Interdisciplinary Ecosystem: Traditional 

departments, while specialised, foster 

collaboration across fields, generating holistic 

solutions to multifaceted problems.

 

Neutral Arbiter of Knowledge: Universities 

maintain their credibility as impartial institutions 

committed to truth and intellectual rigor.
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Training the Next Generation: They provide 

deep, specialised education that equips students 

with the expertise needed for advanced 

research and leadership roles.

 

Cultural Legacy: Universities preserve and 

advance cultural and intellectual heritage, 

ensuring the continuity of human knowledge and 

values.

 

Comprehensive Approach: Unlike specialised 

institutions, the University addresses a wide 

array of disciplines, enabling a balanced 

approach to societal needs.

 

Rigorous Standards: Peer-reviewed research 

and structured curricula ensure high-quality 

outputs and trustworthy advancements.

 

Adaptability Over Time: The University model 

has historically proven its ability to evolve while 

retaining its core mission, ensuring relevance 

across centuries.
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Scenario 06: The University
Fictional Research Artefact

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

 

"MACROSCOPE"

Contextual Interactive 

Projection Mapping

Periodic Radar 

of Materials

Regenerative 

Infrastructure 

Simulations 

4D Nanomaterial 

Commons

The MacroScope is a pioneering research tool that 

brings the rigour and curiosity of foundational 

science to the exploration of 4D materials and their 

potential to reshape our physical world. Designed as 

a "projective periodic table," the MacroScope allows 

researchers to dive deep into the behavioural 

properties of novel material combinations, testing 

their performance across diverse environmental 

contexts and at multiple scales of application. This 

device empowers scientists to conduct advanced 

simulations, revealing how untested material 

pairings might interact under real-world pressures, 

from climate extremes to structural load dynamics. 

By translating raw material properties into 

interactive projections, the MacroScope bridges the 

gap between theoretical discovery and empirical 

understanding, providing researchers with a 

dynamic platform to test hypotheses, refine 

theories, and uncover unanticipated insights.

"MACROSCOPE": Resilient Material Commons

At its core, the MacroScope embodies the 

University 2.0’s commitment to long-term inquiry 

and meticulous investigation. Integrated tools such 

as regenerative infrastructure simulations and the 

4D Material Commons enable users to visualise 

cascading effects and unintended consequences of 

material innovations, fostering a deeper 

understanding of their transformative potential. This 

focus on pure research—free from immediate 

commercial constraints—reflects the university’s 

enduring role as a custodian of knowledge creation. 

By pushing the boundaries of material science, the 

MacroScope not only expands the horizons of what 

is possible but also exemplifies the institution's 

unwavering dedication to advancing humanity’s 

collective understanding of the built environment 

and beyond.

CONTEXT TRENDS SCENARIOS MISSIONS CHOICES APPENDIX

INDEX



 

 

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

What has driven this change / new reality?

 

The University '2.0' arises in response to a 

fragmented global landscape marked by rapid 

technological progress, ideological polarisation, and 

the erosion of public trust in institutions. These 

forces have intensified demands for higher 

education to provide a neutral, stabilising presence 

that prioritises rigorous, evidence-based inquiry. 

The desperation for trust in our shared public 

institutions drives a focussed refinement and 

reflective approach for universities that had been 

struggling to keep pace and overcome bureaucratic 

inertia. Traditional universities having faced 

significant challenges in adapting to this evolving 

digital first world, including competition from agile, 

specialised education providers/models and the 

pressure to demonstrate immediate societal impact, 

recalibrate around their enduring role as bastions of 

intellectual freedom, independent scholarship, and 

brokers of global knowledge networks positions 

them to evolve as resilient institutions. By embracing 

new digital infrastructures and deeper 

interdisciplinary collaboration, the University 

reaffirms its relevance while maintaining its 

foundational principles and restoring public trust.

Why this Scenario? (Drivers of Change)

•

•

•

•

•

What must now be true in this scenario?

 

Trusted as a Neutral Arbiter: The University 

maintains and reinforces its position as a trusted, 

impartial institution, navigating ideological divides 

and mediating between competing interests.

 

Mastery of Long-Term Inquiry: The University’s 

foundational focus on deep, sustained research  

delivers transformative breakthroughs that 

address global challenges like climate change.

 

Integration of Advanced Digital Research 

Ecosystems: Cutting-edge AI, digital twin 

technologies, and data-sharing infrastructures 

accelerate foundational scientific discovery.

 

Global Interdisciplinary Networks: The University 

must lead in fostering transdisciplinary 

partnerships across borders, integrating 

knowledge from diverse fields.

 

Innovative Yet Stable Funding Models: A 

diversified portfolio of funding sources—

combining public investment, philanthropic 

support, and global research grants— sustains 

the University’s mission while ensuring 

independence from any single stakeholder.

•

•

•

Organisational Identity


Does this fit with UL’s current identity?

Yes. This is a continuation of the core identity 

albeit possibly under new terms, and an 

adapted social contract. Perhaps a distancing 

from the negative perception of the traditional 

university model would help.

 

Innovation Trajectory


Does this fit within UL’s typical innovation space?

Partially. A maintaining o the status quo might 

not be considered innovation to most, but 

technically it is a scenario where the university 

does what it does best.

 

Leadership Support


Would this receive support from UL leadership?

Likely. More ambitious leaders may champion 

this as a bold, future-facing strategy, though 

concerns about institutional capacity and risk 

could create resistance.

Strategic Fit

01

02

03

Basic Assumptions Innovation-Readiness

•

•

•

•

Desirability


Does anyone want this? Who? Why?

Yes. Almost the entire existing/legacy higher 

education system would want universities to 

persist, particularly in service of  rigorous, 

foundational and applied research.

 

Viability


Would someone pay for this? 

Yes. Funding would continue to come from a 

mix of national governments, international 

research consortia, and private foundations 

seeking credibility and depth in research.

 

Feasibility


Does UL have the delivery capability/capacity?

Uncertain. Universities all around the world 

are under pressure and it will take leadership 

to pull through and regain trust, and excellent 

researcher talent to create applied value.

 

Adaptability


Is this likely to create competitive advantage?

Yes. Establishing UL as a leader in refocussing 

universities on foundational research would 

reinforce its reputation as an indispensable 

institution in higher education.
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Scenario 06: The University
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Scenario 07: The Metaversity
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Scenario 07: The Metaversity
—

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

By 2050, Metaversities have redefined higher 

education as immersive, virtual ecosystems where 

learning transcends physical and temporal 

boundaries. Grounded in adaptive virtual 

environments and gamified systems, Metaversities 

are networks of distributed virtual environments 

(acting as one global Metaversity) designed to 

engage learners in deeply personal, context-aware 

educational journeys. These institutions leverage 

advanced AI, mixed reality, and emotionally adaptive 

interfaces to create infinite virtual worlds tailored to 

individual needs, societal challenges, and global 

opportunities. Gone are the constraints of static 

classrooms and fixed curricula. Metaversities offer 

dynamically generated content where students co-

create their learning environments in real time. 

Whether navigating a digital twin of ancient 

civilisations to study societal evolution or 

collaborating on real-time disaster management 

simulations, learners engage directly with

experiential, problem-based challenges. The 

flexibility of these virtual spaces ensures relevance 

and accessibility, allowing people from any 

geographic or socio-economic background to 

connect, learn, and innovate. AI plays a central role, 

not just as a tool but as a partner in education. 

Emotionally adaptive AI tutors provide personalised 

guidance, while gamified platforms maintain 

engagement by transforming education into a 

participatory, achievement-driven ecosystem. 

Metaversities also challenge traditional academic 

hierarchies, prioritising co-creation and 

decentralisation. Educators are mentors, facilitators, 

and co-learners, supported by AI systems that 

manage content, assessments, and feedback. While 

critics may argue that the Metaversity risks 

detachment from the physical world, advocates see 

it as a powerful engine for global accessibility and 

democratised knowledge.
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Scenario 07: The Metaversity
Persona Narrative

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Lukas Frey adjusts the parameters of a generative 

simulation as the Procedural Worlding Lab’s latest 

immersive learning environment takes shape. A 

shimmering green urban landscape unfolds, 

dynamically adapting to the evolving decisions of its 

users—a cohort of students exploring sustainable 

urban farming through real-time interaction with AI-

driven simulations. At 34, Lukas is celebrated as a 

visionary in immersive technologies, creating virtual 

worlds that redefine how we teach, learn, and 

collaborate. At the heart of Lukas’ work is The Infinite 

Classroom, a dynamic platform within the 

Metaversity that combines procedural generation 

with cognitive design principles. This research tool 

enables learners to co-create hyper-realistic virtual 

environments, exploring complex scenarios from 

the rebuilding of post-disaster cities to the 

restoration of ancient ecosystems. These 

simulations are far from static; they evolve in 

response to user choices, leveraging adaptive AI to 

present nuanced challenges and feedback tailored 

to each individual’s learning style.

◯ Name: Lukas Frey

◯ Role: Generative World-Builder, Metaversity 

Procedural Worlding Lab

◯ Age: 34

◯ Nationality: German-Irish

◯ Background: Computer Science & 

Gamification Design

◯ Specialisation:  Pioneer in adaptive 

immersive simulations. Former game design 

consultant for UNESCO’s Global Education 

Futures.

◯ Motto: "Learning is infinite when the worlds are, 

too."

Lukas’s passion for generative design stems from 

his early career in game development, where he saw 

the transformative potential of interactive worlds. 

Joining the Metaversity allowed him to apply those 

principles to education, designing environments 

that are not just visually stunning but deeply 

pedagogical. The Infinite Classroom’s most lauded 

feature, Scenario Stitching, allows users to combine 

disparate simulations, exploring how decisions in 

one context cascade across others—bridging fields 

as diverse as climate policy, economic planning, and 

ethical AI governance. One of Lukas’s flagship 

projects, Global Biomes Reimagined, brought 

together learners from 15 countries to 

collaboratively design solutions for biodiversity loss 

in virtual rainforest and tundra ecosystems. 

Students could visualise the global ripple effects of 

local interventions, guided by real-time feedback 

from ecological AI models. For Lukas, this project 

embodies the Metaversity’s ethos: creating tools 

that not only simulate futures but empower learners 

to shape them.

While Lukas celebrates the Metaversity’s 

achievements, he remains a staunch advocate for 

maintaining the academic rigour that defined 

traditional universities. Through the Procedural 

Worlding Lab, he ensures that every simulation is 

backed by meticulous research, enabling the 

Metaversity to stand as a beacon of credibility in a 

world often highly skeptical of immersive 

technologies. His ambition is for these new 

approach to be understood as enablers of an 

entirely new approach to education, and to not just 

be seen as EdTech features wrapped around the old 

way of doing things. Reflecting on his role, Lukas 

often says, “We’re not just building worlds—we’re 

building the frameworks for understanding them.” 

For him, the Metaversity is a platform to push the 

boundaries of knowledge, one procedurally 

generated world at a time.
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Scenario 07: The Metaversity
New Institutional Logic

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

The institutional logic table opposite outlines the 

Metaversity's shift to a virtual-first model of higher 

education. Its guiding principle centres on 

immersive world-centric education, where learners, 

researchers, and communities engage within 

adaptive virtual ecosystems. This approach moves 

beyond static, physical infrastructures to dynamic, 

procedurally generated environments, aligning the 

Metaversity with the demands of an interconnected 

global society. The Metaversity’s mission 

emphasises advancing simulation science, co-

creating knowledge through immersive 

experiences, and building a digital commons to 

connect global virtual communities. Decentralised 

governance ensures agility and alignment with 

global education standards, bridging local contexts 

with universal access to virtual resources. Resource 

allocation dynamically supports digital 

infrastructure and research impact, 

fostering innovation through distributed funding 

streams. The organisational model combines 

central virtual governance nodes with localised 

hubs in the metaverse. Academic departments are 

reimagined as clusters of procedural systems and 

adaptive technology, supported by multidisciplinary 

staff skilled in virtual design and pedagogy.

Governance is participatory and transparent, driven 

by meta-councils integrating feedback from diverse 

stakeholders. Control mechanisms use real-time 

simulation data and transparent algorithms, 

ensuring accountability and the integrity of 

immersive learning environments. The Metaversity’s 

identity lies in producing future-facing knowledge 

and empowering learners to innovate in immersive 

global landscapes. By embracing virtual-first logics, 

it redefines higher education for the digital age.

 

INSTITUTIONAL LOGIC

 

Guiding Principle

Mission

Research

Education

State Governance

Resource Allocation

Ideal Organisation Type

Strategic Positioning

Organisational Design

Centralisation

Professional Staff

Academic Departments

Governing Mode

Control Mechanism

Governance

Identity

THE UNIVERSITY

Community

Planetary Immersion & Exchange

Advancing the frontier of virtual and augmented 
simulation science

Co-creation of knowledge through experiential 
and procedural immersion

Building global digital commons and fostering 
virtual civic spaces

Global regulation aligned with national digital 
education standards

Distributed funding streams tied to digital 
infrastructure and research impact metrics

Virtual Games

Enabler of virtual learning through planetary 
exploration

Central virtual governance nodes with distributed 
local management

Multi-disciplinary CX support

Structured around procedural systems/worlds 
and adaptive technology clusters

Participatory meta-councils with stakeholder and 
user input

Transparent, real-time simulation data

Empowerment of immersive global learners
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Scenario 07: The Metaversity
Straw Man vs Steel Man

Erosion of Academic Depth: Over-reliance on 

immersive environments risks superficial 

learning over rigorous intellectual engagement.

 

Excessive Technological Dependence: Heavy 

reliance on virtual platforms could collapse 

under technological failures or cyberattacks.

 

Digital Exclusion: Marginalised communities 

with limited access to high-speed internet or 

devices are excluded from participation.

 

Loss of Human Connection: Immersive digital 

spaces may undermine interpersonal, face-to-

face relationships critical for holistic learning.

 

Fragmented Learning Ecosystem: Constantly 

shifting virtual scenarios could confuse learners, 

diluting cohesive academic pathways.
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High Resource Demands: Building and 

maintaining virtual infrastructures demands 

prohibitive costs, straining institutional budgets.

 

Cultural Homogenisation: Virtual-first models 

risk erasing local cultural identities in favour of a 

homogenised digital aesthetic.

 

Ethical Dilemmas: AI-driven immersive 

simulations raise concerns about bias, 

surveillance, and ethical transparency.

 

Reduced Physical Presence: The decline of 

campus-based interactions could erode the 

university's traditional role in anchoring local 

communities.

 

Intellectual Property Concerns: Ownership of 

virtual environments and user-generated content 

creates conflicts over intellectual rights.

06

07

08

09

10

Global Accessibility: Immersive virtual 

environments democratise education by 

enabling learners worldwide to access cutting-

edge resources.

 

Infinite Scalability: The Metaversity expands 

capacity without the limitations of physical 

infrastructure, adapting to any number of 

learners.

 

Dynamic Knowledge Creation: Adaptive 

simulations foster collaborative innovation and 

experimentation, creating new forms of learning.

 

Resilience Against Disruption: Virtual-first 

models ensure continuity of education during 

crises like pandemics or natural disasters.

 

Interdisciplinary Integration: Procedural 

environments enable learners to engage across 

fields, linking disciplines seamlessly.
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Personalised Learning: AI-driven adaptive 

pathways tailor content, pace, and style to 

individual needs, enhancing engagement.

 

Cultural Exchange: Virtual classrooms promote 

diversity by connecting learners across 

geographies and cultures in real time.

 

Resource Efficiency: Eliminating physical 

infrastructure reduces the environmental and 

financial footprint of higher education.

 

Future-Proofing: Learners develop essential 

skills in navigating and innovating within virtual 

ecosystems, preparing them for emerging 

industries.

 

Expanded Research Horizons: Virtual 

environments enable experimentation 

impossible in physical labs, accelerating 

innovation across disciplines.
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Scenario 07: The Metaversity
Fictional Research Artefact

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

 

"Layer" is a transformative research tool embodying 

the Metaversity’s commitment to immersive 

education. Bridging physical and digital realms, 

Layer overlays explorable virtual dimensions onto 

real-world settings, enabling users to step into 

augmented worlds or observe changes externally, 

fostering a holistic understanding of complex 

systems. Layer hosts interactive models of diverse 

environments—from urban landscapes to 

ecological systems—allowing users to learn from 

scenarios mirroring real-world challenges. By 

engaging with these virtual layers, researchers and 

learners experience how variables shape 

outcomes, gaining insights beyond traditional 

methods. What sets Layer apart is its focus on 

shared learning. Users globally can connect their 

modules, collaboratively exploring similar virtual 

worlds, comparing insights, and co-developing 

strategies. What could 1000 urban farms learn from 

each other if connected virtually?

"LAYER": Immersive World-Sharing

This fosters a rich exchange of knowledge across 

disciplines and geographies, bridging global 

patterns with local nuances. Layer visualises 

learning as a dynamic, multi-layered process. By 

enabling real-time procedural experimentation and 

reflection, it transforms abstract concepts into 

tangible experiences. More than exploring 

hypothetical futures, Layer empowers users to 

engage with the present and build a shared 

knowledge base that transcends individual contexts.

As a foundational enabler of the Metaversity's 

pedagogy, Layer redefines collaborative education, 

making it immersive and truly entangled vs merely 

interconnected. It enables a global learning 

community to share virtual experiences, broaden 

perspectives, and shape a more informed 

understanding of the world.

"LAYER"

Augmented 

Contextual Data 

Overlay 

Procedural World 

Configuration Interface

Modular Scalable 

Platform 

Tangible Interface 

for World-Building
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

What has driven this change / new reality?

 

The Metaversity responds to the proliferation of 

interconnected global crises, from urban sprawl to 

climate vulnerability, has intensified the need for 

tools that enable learning across geographically 

dispersed but thematically linked contexts. As 

advancements in mixed reality and AI accelerate, 

traditional education systems remain ill-equipped to 

integrate these tools effectively. The shift towards 

immersive, shared experiences has been further 

catalysed by the increasing complexity of problems 

that demand diverse, context-specific solutions. 

Additionally, the failure of fragmented educational 

approaches to prepare learners for multi-scalar, 

transdisciplinary challenges has highlighted the 

need for platforms like Layer, which can embed 

learning directly into real and virtual environments 

while fostering cross-context collaboration.

Why this Scenario? (Drivers of Change)

•

•

•

•

•

•

What must now be true in this scenario?

 

Mixed reality technologies are no longer 

supplementary but essential to global education, 

enabling simultaneous participation across virtual 

and physical spaces.

 

Immersive tools are critical for addressing globally 

shared challenges, allowing learners to engage 

with systems in highly contextualised ways.

 

Virtual learning environments have surpassed 

physical ones in accessibility and scalability, 

making them the default for global exchange.

 

Global institutions have embraced the idea of 

"contextual twinning," where virtual spaces 

directly interact with real-world environments.

 

Learners expect immersive, personalised, and 

collaborative platforms, valuing the ability to co-

create and share learning experiences across 

disciplines and borders.

 

Data-driven insights from mixed reality platforms 

are essential for shaping actionable strategies in 

complex, dynamic systems, shifting research 

further towards adaptive experimentation

•

•

•

Organisational Identity


Does this fit with UL’s current identity?

Partially. UL’s focus on applied placement-

based learning aligns with Layer’s potential, 

but significant investments in virtual 

infrastructure and faculty training would be 

required.

 

Innovation Trajectory


Does this fit within UL’s typical innovation space?

Somewhat. UL’s commitment to future-facing 

education and digital transformation provides 

a foundation, but the Metaversity’s reliance on 

cutting-edge AI, immersive worlds, and global 

collaboration pushes UL into uncharted 

educational paradigms.

 

Leadership Support


Would this receive support from UL leadership?

Likely. Leadership invested in long-term 

innovation and global reputation 

enhancement would see the Metaversity as a 

bold move to position UL as a leader in 

immersive and systemic education.

Strategic Fit

01

02

03

Basic Assumptions Innovation-Readiness

•

•

•

•

Desirability


Does anyone want this? Who? Why?

Yes. The Metaversity appeals to global 

learners, educators, and policymakers 

seeking scalable, adaptable, and immersive 

education platforms.

 

Viability


Would someone pay for this? 

Likely. Funding could come from global 

education grants, partnerships with 

immersive tech companies, and subscriptions 

from  institutions seeking to participate in the 

Metaversity’s global learning network.

 

Feasibility


Does UL have the delivery capability/capacity?

Uncertain. UL’s existing infrastructure and 

faculty expertise may support some elements 

of the Metaversity, but scaling to a fully 

immersive, mixed-reality global platform 

would require major investment..

 

Adaptability


Is this likely to create competitive advantage?

Yes. The Metaversity positions UL as a global 

leader in virtual-first education.
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Scenario 08: The Pluriversity
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Scenario 08: The Pluriversity
—

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

By 2050, Pluriversities have emerged as higher 

education ecosystems of coexistence, embracing 

diverse educational philosophies, institutional 

models, and ways of knowing. Rejecting the 

dominance of a singular often bureaucratic logic, 

they operate as multimodal systems that integrate 

academic, vocational, indigenous, technological, 

and cultural knowledge frameworks. Pluriversities 

are less a single institution and more a networked 

constellation of learning environments, each rooted 

in specific contexts but interconnected through 

shared values of inclusion, plurality, and co-creation. 

Pluriversities thrive on diversity—of disciplines, 

ideologies, methods, and learners. They blend 

formal and informal education, creating spaces 

where open science, local traditions, and cutting-

edge technologies interact. A student in a 

Pluriversity might study regenerative design with an 

indigenous elder in one module, collaborate on 

machine learning ethics with an AI researcher in the 

next, and engage in political discourse with a 

philosopher to integrate these perspectives into a 

coherent worldview.

Governance is distributed, reflecting their 

commitment to dismantling rigid singular hierarchies 

and fostering participatory decision-making. 

Curricula are modular and designed to evolve, 

drawing on input from communities, industries, and 

global networks. Pluriversities prioritise anti-

disciplinarity, encouraging self-guided learners to 

transcend traditional academic boundaries and 

design their own educational journeys based on 

evolving personal and societal needs.

 

While some see Pluriversities as chaotic or lacking 

focus, they embody a deliberate ethos of productive 

plural complexity, ensuring that education is as 

multifaceted as the challenges it seeks to address. 

Their strength lies in their capacity to adapt to 

ideological, cultural, and systemic differences, 

acting as a meta-institution capable of 

accommodating a fractured, pluralistic world. 

Through this adaptability, Pluriversities prepare 

learners not just to navigate complexity but to thrive 

within it, cultivating both individual agency and 

collective resilience.
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Scenario 08: The Pluriversity
Persona Narrative

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

David Okonkwo steps out of the shade of the 

Curraghchase Forest, his thoughts occupied by a 

challenge as intricate as the woodland itself. The 

forest, an ecosystem of diverse species thriving 

together despite competing needs, has become a 

symbol of the work he leads at the Shannon 

Pluriversity: fostering coexistence within complexity. 

As the Resonance Lead for the Shannon 

Pluriversity, David’s role is to nurture productive 

pluralism—a way of aligning diverse educational 

approaches to generate collective impact without 

eroding their individual strengths. The Shannon 

Pluriversity operates as a constellation of 

autonomous learning hubs distributed across the 

region, each rooted in local contexts yet 

interconnected through shared principles of 

plurality and co-creation. Like the forest, these hubs 

are independent yet symbiotic, and David’s work is 

to ensure that they flourish together while 

preventing externalities that could destabilise the 

whole. At the heart of his efforts lies the Shannon 

Assembly, a physical gathering space deep within 

the Burren. Here, representatives from each 

learning hub meet regularly to exchange ideas, 

debate challenges, and negotiate boundaries. 

◯ Name: David Okonkwo

◯ Role: Resonance Lead, Shannon Pluriversity

◯ Age: 39

◯ Nationality: Irish-Nigerian

◯ Background: Sociology & Regional 		 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 Governance

◯ Specialisation:  Expert in community-led 	 	 	

	 	 resilience frameworks. Former lead organiser 	

	 	 for the West African Bioregional Initiative

◯ Motto: "A region’s strength is its connections."

The Assembly embodies a pragmatic idealism: an 

acknowledgment that plurality can create tensions, 

but when guided well, also sparks transformative 

solutions. David facilitates these sessions, drawing 

on tools like the Resonance Map, a dynamic 

framework that visualises how actions in one node 

might ripple through others—both positively and 

negatively. The Resonance Map has proven vital in 

recent months. When a hub focusing on advanced 

manufacturing proposed repurposing land near a 

fragile peatland restoration site for a new innovation 

campus, the map highlighted potential conflicts. The 

Assembly convened, and with David’s mediation, the 

stakeholders co-developed a plan that protected 

the peatlands while enabling limited development 

guided by sustainable practices. For David, this 

outcome wasn’t just about resolving a dispute; it was 

a demonstration of how dialogue and shared 

foresight could create virtuous cycles of action.

One of David’s most ambitious initiatives, Forest 

Futures, takes inspiration directly from the Burren 

itself. This program engages learners to explore the 

forest as a metaphor for symbiosis and stewardship. 

Through collaborative workshops, participants 

design governance models that reflect the  

interdependence of ecosystems, imagining 

educational frameworks that balance autonomy 

with mutual responsibility. The project’s aim is to 

establish the Pluriversity not only as a space of 

knowledge creation but as a prototype for adaptive 

governance. David’s vision is rooted in what he calls 

concordant autonomy—ensuring each hub 

maintains its independence while contributing to the 

strength of the whole. His tools extend beyond 

frameworks and maps. He often speaks of convivial 

practices: informal rituals and shared traditions that 

help maintain the human connections needed to 

sustain such an intricate system. Whether it’s 

community feasts at the Assembly or cross-hub 

celebrations of progress, David ensures that the 

Pluriversity’s ethos is as much about relational 

bonds as it is about structural innovation. Reflecting 

on his work, David says, “A forest doesn’t just survive 

because of its diversity—it thrives because every 

part knows its role in the whole.” For him, the 

Shannon Pluriversity is a living experiment in what 

higher education can be: not a single institution, but 

a network of learning ecosystems where autonomy 

and collaboration work hand in hand to shape a 

more resilient, equitable future.
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Scenario 08: The Pluriversity
New Institutional Logic

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

The institutional logic table opposite highlights the 

Pluriversity’s departure from traditional universities 

by adopting a distributed, pluralistic ecosystem-first 

logic. Unlike more hierarchical structures, the 

Pluriversity is a network of autonomous hubs -  a 

meta institution - where each sub-institute is tailored 

to its bioregional context, and preferred mode of 

learning. This decentralised model ensures that 

diverse knowledge systems and educational 

philosophies coexist and thrive, rather than being 

subordinated to a singular institutional framework. 

The approach to governance equally emphasises 

shared decision-making, where hubs collaborate to 

align priorities without losing their local autonomy. 

This fosters mutual accountability while allowing 

flexibility to meet regional needs. Resource 

allocation supports this diversity through diverse 

funding mechanisms that balance local initiatives 

with network-wide priorities. 

Control mechanisms focus on transparency and 

adaptability, ensuring that decisions made within 

one hub do not produce unintended consequences 

elsewhere. This proactive alignment across the 

network allows the Pluriversity to build a cohesive, 

resilient system while preserving the autonomy and 

innovation of each hub. This institutional logic 

represents a radical shift from compliance-driven, 

top-down models to one that values diversity, 

inclusion, and interdependence. By rejecting a 

singular logic, the Pluriversity embodies a new vision 

of education that balances independence with 

collaboration, creating a framework for higher 

education that is inherently adaptive, inclusive, and 

future-focused.

 

INSTITUTIONAL LOGIC

 

Guiding Principle

Mission

Research

Education

State Governance

Resource Allocation

Ideal Organisation Type

Strategic Positioning

Organisational Design

Centralisation

Professional Staff

Academic Departments

Governing Mode

Control Mechanism

Governance

Identity

THE PLURIVERSITY

Community

Productive pluralism as a foundation for inclusive, 
ecosystemic consilience.

Co-designed inquiries connecting diverse 
knowledge systems

Self-directed and transdisciplinary learning 
pathways tailored to bioregional needs

Co-creation hubs fostering collaborative 
governance and shared problem-solving.

Distributed governance structured around regional 
assemblies

Plural funding mechanisms integrating public 
investment and cooperative models

A meta-institution comprising autonomous, 
networked learning hubs.

Mediator of multi-polar dynamics

Minimal central authority, focusing instead on 
coordination and shared frameworks.

Mediators of regional-global dynamics, balancing 
local autonomy with shared global challenges.

Replaced with thematic nodes, aligned to bioregional 
priorities and learning challenges.

Participatory councils reflecting the diverse 
perspectives of the network

Transparent frameworks for evaluating 
interdependencies and preventing externalities.

Embodying plurality, equality and mutual respect 
across its diverse nodes.
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Scenario 08: The Pluriversity
Straw Man vs Steel Man

Fragmentation of Efforts: Decentralised hubs 

could lead to siloed initiatives with limited cross-

pollination of ideas.

 

Unclear Accountability: No single authority 

results in diffuse responsibility and stalled 

decision-making where action is touted as the 

objective.

 

Overly Complex Governance: Participatory 

models can create time inefficiency, bogging 

down processes in endless debates with no 

clear leadership

 

Unequal Resource Distribution: Larger or 

wealthier hubs dominate, leaving smaller ones 

underfunded or neglected.

 

Tensions Between Autonomy and Unity: 

Independent hubs resist alignment, creating 

friction and competition.

01

02

03

04

05

Loss of Rigorous Standards: Pluralism dilutes 

academic rigour in terms of specialisation, 

leading to inconsistent quality standards across 

hubs.

 

Limited Scalability: Governance structures 

tailored for hyper-specific regional contexts 

could struggle to expand globally.

 

Cultural Conflicts: Diverse approaches generate 

misunderstandings, can tend towards 

polarisations and entrenchment of position, 

slowing collaboration.

 

Technological Over-reliance: Hoping tools like 

Resonance (or others used) could distract from 

actionable insights and create dependency on 

untested platforms.

 

Public Perception: Viewed as chaotic or lacking 

focus, undermining credibility in higher education.

06

07

08

09

10

Systemic Synergies: Decentralised hubs foster 

innovation through diverse, localised solutions 

linked by shared goals.

 

Distributed Accountability: Governance 

ensures every hub owns its outcomes, reducing 

bureaucratic bottlenecks and creating genuine 

collaborative ownership.

 

Agile Decision-Making: Participatory 

governance embraces adaptability, refining 

processes through iterative improvement vs 

locking in bureaucratic policies long term.

 

Equitable Resource Allocation: Transparent 

frameworks ensure resources are distributed 

based on needs and impact.

 

Dynamic Balance: Autonomy and 

interdependence coexist through clear 

boundary modelling and collaboration protocols.

01

02

03

04

05

Pluralistic Excellence: Diverse approaches 

maintain rigour while broadening knowledge 

frameworks and methodologies. 

 

Scalable Governance Models: Right-scaled 

frameworks adapt to different levels, from local to 

global contexts if proven.

 

Cultural Enrichment: Deliberate diversity fosters 

creative tension, driving innovation and deeper 

understanding if managed as a positive friction / 

force.

 

Innovative Mediation Tools: Research tools and  

platforms like Resonance could actively align 

activities and highlight mutual benefits across 

hubs if understood as aides and not automation.

 

Global Relevance: As a prototype for distributed 

governance, the Pluriversity positions itself as a 

model for equitable, collaborative learning 

ecosystems

06

07

08

09

10

Straw Man: Why the Pluriversity is a Ridiculous Idea Steel Man: Why the Pluriversity is a Great Idea
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Scenario 08: The Pluriversity
Fictional Research Artefact

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

 

Resonance is a participatory mediation platform 

enabling the Pluriversity’s interconnected hubs to 

align their activities while maintaining their 

autonomy. It facilitates assemblies where 

stakeholders collaboratively map and debate 

system-wide interdependencies, ensuring the 

network operates cohesively for shared benefit.

The platform supports subjective modelling of 

system health, presenting dynamic "scenes" that 

prompt participants to examine and address how 

their actions impact the whole. These scenarios 

encourage deliberation on how to amplify positive 

synergies and manage areas of friction. Through 

this process, participants negotiate trade-offs, 

define operational boundaries, and embed agreed 

norms into the governance framework. Designed to 

operate across scales, Resonance supports 

decision-making within individual hubs, between 

hubs, and across the entire ecosystem.

"RESONANCE": Pragmatic Plural Governance

This flexibility enables it to address complex 

interrelations, supporting decisions that balance 

local autonomy with collective interdependence. By 

surfacing tensions and highlighting opportunities, 

Resonance ensures the Pluriversity remains 

resilient and adaptive. Through boundary modelling, 

the platform produces actionable outputs that 

translate deliberation into operational practices. 

This makes it a vital tool for managing the 

Pluriversity’s tethered, decentralised structure, 

providing a prototype for broader systems of 

distributed governance. By fostering collaboration 

and aligning diverse efforts, Resonance embodies 

the Pluriversity’s ethos of "right-scaling" politics—

creating a balance where independent hubs thrive 

while contributing to the collective whole. It 

transforms assemblies into spaces of actionable 

innovation, ensuring the network evolves with 

shared purpose and accountability.

"RESONANCE"

Highly accessible 

user experience

Fluid organisational patterns 

for boundary definition

Real world interactions in 

place-based assemblies

Gamified voting 

mechanisms
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

What has driven this change / new reality?

 

The Pluriversity emerges in response to the growing 

complexity and fragmentation of global higher 

education systems. Traditional models have proven 

inadequate in addressing the diverse, 

interconnected challenges posed by climate 

change, cultural polarisation, technological 

disruption, and economic inequality. The sheer 

organisational debt attributed to often centuries old 

institutions was too limiting to produce action. The 

rise in interest of plural knowledge systems—

spanning indigenous, vocational, technological, and 

academic frameworks—highlighted the need for 

experimental institutions and institutional 

arrangements capable of embracing diversity while 

fostering convergent collaboration across scales. 

The Pluriversity represents a radical departure from 

monolithic education systems, acting as a meta-

institution orchestrating a constellation of 

interdependent learning hubs that align autonomy 

with collective purpose to deliver transformative 

social and ecological impact.

Why this Scenario? (Drivers of Change)

•

•

•

•

•

•

What must now be true in this scenario?

 

Plural Knowledge Systems Thrive: Diverse 

educational philosophies coexist and enhance 

learning outcomes.

 

Balanced Autonomy and Collaboration: 

Decentralised governance lets hubs operate 

independently on shared goals to sustain the 

network.

 

Whole-System Health: Understanding deep 

interdependencies guide strategic tradeoffs 

effectively.

 

Cultural Cohesion Through Difference: Productive 

pluralism transforms diverse approaches into 

common ones that avoid destabilising outcomes.

 

Education Integrates Ecosystem Thinking: Place-

based governance aligns institutions with socio-

ecological systems, adapting to both local and 

global needs.

 

Dynamic Knowledge Exchanges Amplify Impact: 

Rapid sharing and adaptation of innovations 

ensure collective progress without compromising 

local relevance.

•

•

•

Organisational Identity


Does this fit with UL’s current identity?

Partially. While UL’s history of interdisciplinary 

research aligns with the Pluriversity’s 

emphasis on integration, its existing structure 

would require a fundamental shift toward 

decentralised governance and plural 

frameworks.

 

Innovation Trajectory


Does this fit within UL’s typical innovation space?

Uncertain. The Pluriversity’s ambition to 

create distributed and interdependent 

systems of learning may require UL to go 

beyond its traditional areas of research and 

teaching into participatory governance and 

place-based ecosystems.

 

Leadership Support


Would this receive support from UL leadership?

Uncertain. The Pluriversity aligns with a 

progressive vision of UL as a leader in 

educational innovation. However, leadership 

buy-in will depend on demonstrating the 

model’s feasibility and alignment with UL’s 

long-term goals.

Strategic Fit

01

02

03

Basic Assumptions Innovation-Readiness

•

•

•

•

Desirability


Does anyone want this? Who? Why?

Unsure. Learners, educators, governments, 

and industries facing complex global 

challenges could value the Pluriversity’s 

capacity to mediate diverse approaches.

 

Viability


Would someone pay for this? 

Uncertain. Public funding, international 

development grants, and mission-driven 

partnerships could sustain the Pluriversity’s 

operations.

 

Feasibility


Does UL have the delivery capability/capacity?

Uncertain. UL would need to develop 

substantial new capacities in governance 

modelling, cultural pluralism, and adaptive 

frameworks

 

Adaptability


Is this likely to create competitive advantage?

Yes. Successfully implementing the 

Pluriversity positions UL as a global leader in 

reimagining higher education networks.

01

02

03

Scenario 08: The Pluriversity
Strategic Considerations

04
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Scenarios Summary
Alternative Futures

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Scenario 01: The Proxiversity

Applied R&D hub embedded in industry, 

driving regional resilience through vocational 

training and open innovation.

Scenario 02: The Flexiversity Scenario 03: The Roboversity Scenario 04: The Monoversity

Scenario 05: The Ecoversity

Bioregional learning network functioning as a 

living lab, blending ecological knowledge with 

regenerative sustainability practices.

Scenario 06: The University Scenario 07: The Metaversity Scenario 08: The Pluriversity

Learner-driven platform powered by AI, 

offering modular, adaptive education that 

evolves with individual and industry needs.

An enduring institution balancing academic 

rigour, public trust, and global networks in a 

rapidly changing world.

Transdisciplinary hub aligning AI and humanity, 

integrating ethics, engineering, and governance 

to navigate superintelligent systems.

Fully virtual ecosystem using AI, gamification, and 

decentralised learning to expand access but 

faces engagement challenges.

Mission-driven system that reorganises 

dynamically to solve complex societal crises 

through real-world experimentation.

Decentralised meta-institution integrating 

diverse knowledge systems to thrive in a 

fragmented, multipolar world.
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Scenarios Overview
Alternative Institutional Logics

INSTITUTIONAL LOGIC

Guiding Principle

Mission

Research

Education

State Governance

Resource Allocation

Ideal Organisational Type

Strategic Positioning

Organisational Design

Centralisation

Professional Staff

Academic Departments

Governing Mode

Control Mechanism

Governance

Identity

The Proxiversity

Community

Regional Industrial
Resilience

Applied innovation

Vocational

Open access

Regional

Outcome-based

Applied R&D Hubs

Industry embedded

Centralised

Cross-sector 

mediators

Flexible

Collaborative councils

Impact assessments

Regional innovation 
engines

Self-Determination

Learner-driven

Emergent, self-curated

Co-beneficiaries

Flexible oversight

Subscription-based

Platform ecosystem

Lifelong service

Decentralised

Central CX Service

Modular, project-based

User-feedback driven

Self-guiding metrics

Enabling learner-
driven learning

Agentic Alignment

Human-ASI ethical 
alignment

Dynamic ethical inquiry

Co-development

Global coordination

ASI-economic output 
funded

Think tank

Global custodians

Distributed

Centralised

ASI challenge-driven

AI mediation

Recursive mentoring

Transition 
Managment

Participatory action

Multidisciplinary

Co-creation

Department aligned

Systems incubator

Skin-in-the-game 
partner

Flexible centralised

Hybrid roles

Flexible, domain-
specific

Participatory councils

Real-time reporting

Transition partner

Ecological 
Sovereignty

Bioregional restoration 
& regeneration

Experiential

Custodianship

Bioregionalism

Publicly funded & 
outcome-based

Living lab network

Applied regenerative 
development

Decentralised

Centralised

Transdisciplinary

Collegial self-
governance

Ecological feedback

Proponents of 
biocultural balance

Pursuit of Truth

Scientific progress, 
diffusion of knowledge

Massification & 
customisation

Access & co-
development

Public agency

Publicly funded

Academic, democratic 
institutions

Scientific excellence 
and egalitariansm

Centralised

Functional experts

Traditional 
fragmentation

Managerialism

Rankings, peer review

Trusted insitution

Planetary Exchange

Frontier of virtual 
simulation science

Experiential immersion

Open forums

Ensures national 
policy alignment

Subscription

Virtual Games

Enabler of virtual 

learning

Distributed Hybrid

Multidisciplinary CX 

Service 

Participatory meta-
councils

Real-time simulation

Empowering virtual 
learners

Consilience

Co-designed 
inquiries

Self-guided

Co-creation

Distributed regional 
assemblies

Publicly funded & 
outcome-based

A meta-institution

Multipolar mediation

Minimal 
centralisation

Facilitators

Flexible, domain-
specific

Political Mediators

Preventing 
externalities

Embodying plurality

The Flexiversity The Roboversity The Monoversity The Ecoversity The University The Metaversity The Pluriversity

Ethical foresight & 
stewardship

Flexible, domain-
specific

Publicly funded & 
outcome-based
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Mission-Oriented Innovation
An Overview

 

What is Mission-Oriented Innovation?

Mission-oriented innovation is a public sector-led 

framework for addressing complex, systemic 

challenges such as climate change, inequality, and 

global health crises. Developed and popularised by 

Marianna Mazzucato who was inspired by the need 

to make the UN's Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) more concrete,  it repositions the public 

sector as a proactive driver of change, capable of 

shaping markets and aligning resources across 

public, private, and civic sectors to achieve bold, 

measurable goals. Unlike incremental innovation 

models, it focuses on systems-wide transformation. 

At its core, mission-oriented innovation reframes 

governments and public institutions as strategic 

leaders, translating global challenges into 

actionable initiatives. Missions break silos, drive 

cross-disciplinary collaboration, and focus efforts 

on ambitious yet achievable outcomes. This 

approach offers a clear methodology for linking 

visionary goals with tangible results, demonstrating 

how governments and institutions can lead 

transformative responses to society’s most 

pressing problems.

Why This Framework?


We have chosen to leverage mission-oriented 

innovation in this report as a way to make the 

previous scenarios more concrete. While it is 

assumed that no single scenario will be adopted 

wholesale, this framework helps identify a hybrid 

logic that aligns with UL’s unique resources, vision, 

and context. Unlike national-level missions, the 

approach is localised to the scale of a single higher 

education institution. Each mission framework 

outlines specific projects and collaborations that 

would drive UL’s transformation toward one of these 

new institutional models, such as the Proxiversity or 

Ecoversity. In practical terms it is intended to help 

start a conversation aimed at building a strategic 

portfolio of initiatives that lead to UL's own definition 

of "Tomorrow’s University."

Grand Challenge Political agenda setting 

and civic engagement

Clear targeted missions

Cross-sectoral innovation

Portfolio of Research 


& Innovation projects 


& bottom-up innovation
Mission

Project

Sector

Mission

Mission

Project

Mission

Project

Mission

Project

Mission

Project

Mission

Project

Sector

Sector

Sector

Sector

Sector
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Grand Challenges in Higher Education
Multidimensional Demands & Expecations

A Place for Personal Growth and Purpose


“Universities should help people discover their passions and purpose, 

equipping them with the tools to navigate life meaningfully.”

Advisors to Government and Policy Makers

"Universities must provide governments with evidence-based insights 

and policy recommendations to navigate complex national and global 

challenges."

Local Anchors of Community Development


“Universities need to engage with their local communities, 

driving regional resilience and addressing local needs.”

Leaders in Addressing Global Challenges


“Universities should be at the forefront of tackling climate 

change, global health crises, and other existential threats.”

Guardians of Truth and Critical Thinking


“In a world of misinformation, universities must uphold evidence-based 

reasoning and critical inquiry.”

Educators for the Workforce of Tomorrow


“Universities need to produce graduates ready to thrive in an economy 

shaped by automation, AI, and global competition.”

Engines of Economic Growth and Industry Support


“Universities must act as partners to industry, fostering 

innovation and driving competitiveness in the global economy.”

Drivers of Social Change and Justice


“Higher education should challenge the status quo and be 

a force for equality, fairness, and social progress.”

Catalysts of Knowledge Creation and Innovation


“Universities must lead the way in inventing solutions to problems we 

don’t even know exist yet.”

Accessible Pathways to Opportunity


“Universities must create opportunities for everyone, regardless 

of background, to succeed and contribute to society.”

Moral and Ethical Guides for Society


“Universities should be the conscience of society, guiding ethical 

decision-making in a rapidly changing world.”

Cultural and Historical Custodians


“Universities have a responsibility to preserve and reinterpret the 

world’s cultural and intellectual heritage for future generations.”

Higher education institutes face a unique and complex 

set of societal grand challenges, with universities 

expected to serve as centres of innovation, truth, 

justice and economic development, all the while 

preparing individuals for an uncertain future. These 

multidimensional pressures are not just expectations 

but responsibilities for universities to live up to, shaping 

their legitimacy and relevance in society. Balancing the 

demands of knowledge creation, workforce 

development, policy advising, and generational 

stewardship is no small feat—few organisations in the 

world are asked or expected to deliver on such a broad 

and deep value proposition. Rising to these challenges 

increasingly requires universities to adopt different 

strategic logics, so that they have the required variety 

of responses to the increasingly complex demands 

placed on them.
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Scenario 01: The Proxiversity
Mission Overview

 

Cluster-Based Resilience Accelerator

A funding and mentorship program that 

supports startups, SMEs, and community-driven 

projects targeting regional resilience challenges. 

The accelerator prioritises circular economy 

innovations, renewable energy solutions, and 

digital infrastructure development.

 

Policy Innovation & Simulation Hub

A policy incubator where interdisciplinary teams

—academics, policymakers, industry leaders, —

collaborate to design, test, and refine region-

specific policies. The hub uses AI-driven 

simulations to predict  socio-economic and 

impacts of proposed policies.

 

Application Transfer Lab

A rapid innovation hub enabling regional industry 

clusters to adapt, prototype, and deploy critical 

technologies quickly. By balancing IP 

frameworks with local needs, it ensures swift 

access to innovations while fostering ethical 

application transfer.

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Regional Resilience

Mission

Cross-sectoral innovation

Portfolio of Research 


& Innovation projects 


& bottom-up innovation

"To realise a mid-west Proxiversity by 2035 as a regional innovation 

ecosystem orchestrator, driving adaptive, cluster-specific collaboration for 

economic and social resilience."

Startup Incubators

Web 3.0 

Regional IP 

Commons

Cluster-Based 

Resilience 

Accelerator

Policy 

Innovation & 

Simulation 

Hub

Application 

Transfer 

Lab

Other
Policy Makers &

National Government

Research 

Orgs & Uni's

Local

Government

Technical Colleges / 

Training Centres

Mission 1:  The Open Proxiversity

Regional Resilience Data Platform

A centralised, AI-powered platform that 

dynamically collects and visualises data on 

regional resilience. The platform enables real-

time insights to anticipate challenges, optimise 

resources, and identify system-wide innovation 

gaps across specific industry clusters.

 

Web 3.0 Regional IP Commons

A legally governed, co-created IP-sharing 

framework supported by smart contracts, 

enabling cross-sector collaboration for joint 

R&D while ensuring equitable value distribution. 

Integrated audits and ethical safeguards 

guarantee fairness and long-term  engagement.

 

Integrated Industry-Education Pipeline

A vocational model that connects students and 

regional industries through modular, AI-curated 

micro-learning courses tailored to sector-

specific needs. This ensures students graduate 

with systems/sector-wide skills while industries 

benefit from an adaptive talent pipeline.

01

02

03

04

05

06

02

04 05

06

Regional 

Resilience Data 

Platform

Integrated 

Industry-Education 

Pipeline

01 03

Higher Education

Grand Challenge
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Higher Education

Grand Challenge

Mission

Cross-sectoral innovation

Portfolio of Research 


& Innovation projects 


& bottom-up innovation

"To establish an Irish Flexiversity; a decentralised, adaptive education platform 

that combines real-time demand-driven curricula with hyper-personalised 

learning pathways, ensuring continuous learning opportunities for all."

Scenario 02: The Flexiversity
Mission Overview

Agentic Educator Toolkit

A suite of multi-agent  AI tools designed to 

support human educators by automating routine 

content delivery, grading, and curriculum 

updates. The toolkit enables educators to focus 

on coaching, mentorship, and higher-order 

problem-solving.

 

Nano-Credentialing Blockchain

A decentralised credentialing platform that 

securely tracks and verifies learners’ skills and 

achievements, ensuring portability and 

recognition across sectors and geographies.

 

Generative Knowledge Synthesiser

An AI-powered platform that synthesises 

existing knowledge, research, and development 

protocols to create emergent, on-demand 

curricula tailored to specific user needs

Dynamic Pathway Generator


A cloud-based AI system that creates hyper-

personalized learning pathways based on 

individual skills, career goals, and market 

demands. It integrates real-time data from 

industry and societal trends to inform adaptive 

curriculum updates.

 

Real-Time Skill Forecasting Platform

A predictive analytics engine that monitors labor 

market trends and societal shifts to continuously 

adapt course offerings and skill development 

programs, ensuring learners are always future-

ready.

 

Global Learning Commons

An open-source repository of educational 

resources, co-created by academics, 

practitioners, and communities, enabling shared 

knowledge exchange across cultural and 

disciplinary boundaries.
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Agentic Systems Alignment

Mission

Cross-sectoral innovation

Portfolio of Research 


& Innovation projects 


& bottom-up innovation

"To establish the Roboversity as a national institute for the ethical alignment, 

governance, and co-development of agentic systems, enabling humanity to 

harness their potential while safeguarding socioecological health."

Humanities and Social 

Science Academics
Other

Industry Leaders in AI 

and Robotics

Global AI Research 

Institutions

Policymakers and 

Regulators

Ethics and Governance 

Bodies

Scenario 03: The Roboversity
Mission Overview

Recursive AI Mentor System

A multi-agent ASI system where advanced AI 

systems critique and align each other’s outputs 

under human supervision. This project focuses 

on embedding redundancy and accountability 

within ASI governance by ensuring that 

autonomous systems cross-check and refine 

decisions collaboratively.

 

Civic AI  Program

A contextually adapted initiative to educate the 

public about ASI capabilities, risks, limitations 

and benefits. It includes workshops, open 

debates, and citizen prototyping to foster trust 

and collective decision-making.

 

Normative Anchors Studio

An experimental initiative focused on designing 

normative anchors—core ethical principles that 

ASI systems default to in ambiguous or high-

stakes scenarios, which are dynamically 

generated from diverse cultural and historical 

data to reflect a plurality of human values.

Values Alignment Engine


A dynamic system that encodes human values 

into machine learning protocols and models  by 

analysing cultural, ethical, and ecological 

frameworks. This engine ensures ASI systems 

respect regional biocultural diversity while 

adhering to universal principles like equity and 

sustainability.

 

Ethical Boundary Atlas

A decision-making tool that maps the evolving 

ethical, cultural, and ecological boundaries ASI 

systems must respect. Inspired by city zoning, 

this atlas sets context-specific "no-go zones" for 

AI capabilities, ensuring systems operate safely 

and predictably.

 

Ethical Simulation Lab

A virtual testing ground where ASI systems are 

stress-tested in complex ethical scenarios. 

These labs simulate real-world dilemmas and 

ecological crises to evaluate ASI decision-

making capabilities and identify potential risks.
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Mission

Cross-sectoral innovation

Portfolio of Research 


& Innovation projects 


& bottom-up innovation

"To establish the Monoversity as a purpose-driven transition institution focused 

entirely on addressing and stating with one wicked problem, adapting its 

organisational structure, knowledge systems, and resources to evolve 

alongside the complexity of the challenge"

Industry Leaders in 

Targeted Sectors
Other

Financial Institutions 

& Impact Investors

Policy Makers
Interdisciplinary 

Researchers

Community 

Organisations

Scenario 04: The Monoversity
Mission Overview

Adaptive Resource Marketplace

An internal system that adapts resource 

allocation in real time based on project needs 

and systemic feedback. Using blockchain for 

transparency, resources (human, material, and 

financial) flow dynamically toward the areas of 

highest urgency or emerging opportunity. This 

mechanism is designed to mimic an internal 

"marketplace" for resilience.

 

Disciplinary Alignment Modelling

A framework to align all disciplines with the 

central wicked problem regardless of how 

indirect their relevance initially seems to both the 

problem space and other discipline's roles in 

intervening.

 

Imagination Infrastructure

A creative platform designed to support the 

production of radically diverse future scenarios 

for the Monoversity’s focus area. The lab helps 

stakeholders conceptualise transformative 

pathways for systemic change.

Transition Mapping Platform


A dynamic platform that visualises the nested, 

interconnected causes and consequences of a 

chosen wicked problem (e.g., housing crisis). 

This tool enables stakeholders to map path 

dependencies over long periods.

 

Leverage Point Lab


A lab designed to model leverage points where 

small interventions lead to systemic tipping 

points. For example, simulations might identify 

zoning reforms as catalysts for broader urban 

sustainability gains.

 

Wicked Problem Political Observatory

An open-source tool and pattern database for 

understanding and making transparent the 

incentive structures and dynamic political 

implications of various interventions in the given 

wicked problem space.
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Mission

Cross-sectoral innovation

Portfolio of Research 


& Innovation projects 


& bottom-up innovation

"To establish the Ecoversity as a regenerative institution that 

integrates traditional knowledge, advanced technology and ecological 

principles to enable bioregional sovereignty through education, 

innovation, and stewardship"

Environmental NGOs 

and Advocacy Groups
Other

Indigenous and Local 

Knowledge Keepers

Educational and 

Research Institutions

Regenerative 

Technology Developers

Local Governments & 

Bioregional Councils

Scenario 05: The Ecoversity
Mission Overview

Convivial Governance Studio

A suite of multi-agent  AI tools designed to 

support human educators by automating routine 

content delivery, grading, and curriculum 

updates. The toolkit enables educators to focus 

on coaching, mentorship, and higher-order 

problem-solving.

 

Ecological Knowledge Commons

A decentralised credentialing platform that 

securely tracks and verifies learners’ skills and 

achievements, ensuring portability and 

recognition across sectors and geographies.

 

Ecological Arts and Cultural Integration Centre

A forum where artists, storytellers, and cultural 

practitioners collaborate with scientists and 

educators to reinterpret and communicate 

ecological challenges, to inspire community 

participation and foster a shared sense of 

purpose.

Ecological Sovereignty Ledger


A web 3.0 system for tracking, managing, and 

protecting ecological assets within the 

bioregion. This ledger maps resource flows, 

ecological health, and community stewardship 

efforts, creating a transparent framework for 

decision-making and resource allocation.

 

Regenerative Campus Network

A network of zero-waste, energy-positive 

campuses that function as living labs for 

ecological education and experimentation with 

regenerative practices.

 

Dynamic Bioregional Modelling

An advanced multi-agent platform for sensing 

and modelling entangled ecological systems to 

predict possible impacts of restoration 

interventions on their evolving boundaries, to 

create dynamic simulations that guide decision-

making at the bioregional scale.
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Mission

Cross-sectoral innovation

Portfolio of Research 


& Innovation projects 


& bottom-up innovation

"Preserve and evolve the university as a foundational institution for knowledge 

creation, critical inquiry, and global collaboration, ensuring its relevance and 

resilience through 2040 and beyond."

Alumni Networks Other
Philanthropic 

Foundations

National & International 

Research Councils

Private Sector 

Partners

Global Academic 

Networks

Scenario 06: The University
Mission Overview

Polymath Programme

A suite of multi-agent  AI tools designed to 

support human educators by automating routine 

content delivery, grading, and curriculum 

updates. The toolkit enables educators to focus 

on coaching, mentorship, and higher-order 

problem-solving.

 

Impact & Evidence Radars

An interactive platform designed to foster 

mutual accountability and transparency 

between universities and the public. It enables 

universities to showcase real-time evidence of 

their societal impact across time horizons.

 

Academic Freedom Fund

A program to safeguard both researchers and  

university autonomy by diversifying revenue 

streams, creating a philanthropic endowment, 

and minimising dependence on industry 

partnerships that compromise intellectual 

independence.

Timeless Knowledge Fund


A dedicated endowment supporting 

fundamental, curiosity-driven research in fields 

like mathematics, philosophy, and material 

science. This fund ensures disciplines that may 

not have immediate commercial application 

continue to thrive.

 

Anti-Disciplinary Exchange

A program where faculty temporarily leave their 

departments to collaborate with other 

disciplines, creating new methodologies and 

research agendas that redefine and expand 

disciplinary boundaries towards a universal 

theory of knowledge.

 

The Grand Challenges Initiative

A series of civilisation-scale challenges that 

reposition universities as engines of 

transformational social change, uniting 

academia, government, and industry to solve 

humanity’s greatest problems.
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Mission

Cross-sectoral innovation

Portfolio of Research 


& Innovation projects 


& bottom-up innovation

"To establish the Irish Metaversity as a transformative learning institution that 

transcends physical and temporal barriers, delivering education through 

adaptive, immersive virtual environments that empower learners to co-create 

and thrive in infinite, context-rich worlds."

Global Access 

Advocacy Groups
Other

Psychologists and 

Cognitive Scientists

EdTech and Virtual 

Reality Innovators

Content Creators and 

Designers

Governments and 

Policy Makers

Scenario 07: The Metaversity
Mission Overview

Mentor Constellation Platform

An system that allows learners to assemble their 

own virtual team of mentors which can include 

contemporary experts, cross-disciplinary 

guides. The system evolves with the learner’s 

progress, dynamically adding or refining 

mentors based on their interests and challenges.

 

Gamified Knowledge Commons

A decentralised platform for sharing educational 

content and virtual experiences. Learners 

contribute to and access gamified knowledge 

pathways, earning micro-credentials as they 

explore, create, and share within this ecosystem.

 

Dynamic Reality Synthesis Hub

An initiative to combine real-time data streams 

with virtual environments, enabling the 

Metaversity to create educational experiences 

that reflect current events. For example, 

students studying climate science could 

observe and interact with a real-time virtual 

model of a wildfire or glacier melt.

Immersive Local Impact Labs


Localised metaverse environments that 

replicate their context's unique challenges and 

opportunities. These labs allow learners to 

simulate solutions to hyper-specific problems, 

such as urban renewal in a particular city, and 

collaborate globally across common contexts.

 

Dynamic World-Building Toolkit

An open-source platform that enables 

educators and learners to create personalised, 

immersive learning environments in real time. 

This toolkit allows for the co-creation of virtual 

worlds tailored to specific educational needs, 

from disaster management scenarios to deep-

space exploration.

 

Virtual Cognitive Development Models

Environmental design that stimulates cognitive 

development through creativity, and critical 

thinking exercises. These models integrate 

gamification principles to help learners build 

core skills while navigating complex scenarios.
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Mission

Cross-sectoral innovation

Portfolio of Research 


& Innovation projects 


& bottom-up innovation

To establish the Pluriversity as a dynamic, multimodal educational ecosystem 

that accommodates diverse ways of learning, knowing, and being. By 

harmonising cultural, disciplinary, and ideological plurality, it ensures learners 

and communities collaborate forward in a complex, interconnected world.

Multinational 

Education Coalitions
Other

Indigenous & Traditional 

Knowledge Networks

Open Science & 

Commons Advocates

Cultural & Political 

Organisations

Disciplinary Hybridity 

Labs

Scenario 08: The Pluriversity
Mission Overview

Anti-Disciplinary Exploration Labs

Research labs designed around real-world 

challenges, not academic disciplines, bringing 

together learners and experts from radically 

different fields to explore problems like urban 

resilience, AI ethics, or ecological restoration, 

creating new methodologies and solutions.

 

Epistemic Diversity Lab

A collaborative platform to design educational 

systems that reflect diverse ways of knowing, 

including oral traditions, embodied practices, 

and speculative design. This studio develops 

new teaching tools, research methods, and 

assessment models to integrate and respect 

epistemic plurality.

 

Pluralist Governance Network

An AI-powered platform that synthesises 

existing knowledge, research, and development 

protocols to create emergent, on-demand 

curricula tailored to specific user needs

Multimodal Learning Commons

An open-access hub that enables learners to 

combine diverse educational pathways—

vocational, academic, and community-based—

into a unified credential framework. The 

commons prioritises equitable access, cultural 

relevance, and lifelong adaptability

 

Integrated Knowledge Weaving Platform

A tool that brings together disparate knowledge 

systems, such as indigenous ecological 

practices, modern STEM frameworks, and 

humanities perspectives, into shared 

educational experiences, dynamically 

generating context-specific curricula.

 

Living Narratives Archive

A dynamic, open-access repository of human 

experiences, stories, and knowledge systems 

contributed by learners, educators, and 

communities worldwide. The library integrates 

oral histories, and multimedia storytelling to 

create a constantly evolving resource.
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Mission Categorisation
Experiments Overview
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Inputs to Strategic Planning
Defining 'Winning'

 

This previous chapter presented eight distinct 

scenarios—exaggerated yet plausible evolutions of 

higher education—designed as strategic inputs 

rather than fixed choices. Each scenario isolated 

key drivers of change as a structured way to explore 

alternative potentials. The core question still 

remains however: What does winning look like for 

UL? 

 

None of the scenarios are expected to be adopted 

wholesale, rather it is imagined that using a hedging 

strategy, UL leadership might assess the strategic fit 

of these provocations, and ultimately based on risk 

tolerance and innovation ambition, distribute 

resources toward enabling aspects of multiple 

scenarios, maintaining flexibility while committing to 

pathways that align with institutional strengths. The 

model opposite, adapted from BCG’s strategic 

planning framework, outlines four key steps for 

scenario-driven decision-making of which this 

document attempts to support.

1.

2.

3.

4.

Assess the Operating Landscape – Identifying 

which external forces—technological shifts, 

policy changes, economic conditions—are most 

likely to shape UL’s future.

Define Success – Articulating what long-term 

success looks like for UL, balancing stability, 

innovation, and differentiation in the higher 

education sector.

Prioritise Strategic Investments – Allocating 

resources based on which scenarios are most 

attractive and resilient, recognising that some 

may unfold in parallel.

Determine Pace & Flexibility – Decide how 

aggressively to invest in certain futures while 

maintaining adaptability to shift direction as 

conditions evolve.

 

Some scenarios may demand immediate 

investment, while others may serve as contingencies

—monitored for viability as trends unfold. A few 

paths may be discarded outright if they conflict with 

UL’s long-term vision or lack feasibility.

A B C

H I J

A B D

I K

A B E

H L

A F G

Keep the cycle going
Inputs

Economic Competitive Geopolitical Technological Consumer Regulatory

Scenarios

Winning Positions

1 2 3 4

Experiment Bucketing

Monitor
Prioritise Avoid

A B

Cuts across several winning positions

F G

Low strategic fit
Scenario dependent

C D E K

H I J L

Investments/Experiments

Resource Allocation

Begin now Begin next Begin if scenarios

come true

Advance as performance

unlocks greater firepower

K L D

I HBA C J

4. Where do we 

move first without 

limiting flexibility?

3. Which strategic 

investments are 

most attractive 

and resilient?

2. What could 

winning look like 

for UL?

1. What worlds 

might we be 

operating in?
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Requisite Variety
Principles for Configuration

 

Ashby’s Law of Requisite Variety states that a 

system must possess at least as much variety in its 

internal configuration as the variety of challenges it 

faces externally - "Only variety can absorb variety."

In other words, for a system to remain effective and 

resilient over time, its internal complexity must be at 

least as great as the complexity of the external 

challenges it faces. This has many implications for 

Higher Education given the university of today is a 

bundled, singular institution, expected to serve a 

vast and growing range of complex demands—

cutting-edge research, industry partnerships, 

community engagement, workforce training, 

knowledge production, global competition, and 

social mobility. Yet, as the pressures on universities 

multiply in scope and intensity, a rigid, one-size-fits-

all model struggles to keep pace. To remain viable, 

universities may need to evolve beyond their 

traditional monolithic form into a more modular, 

adaptive, and distributed system—where 

specialised entities, hubs, and learning ecosystems 

dynamically respond to different external conditions.

•

•

•

 This would challenge the architecture of the 

university as we understand it to support:

Diverse Configurations  – instead of a single, 

centralised structure, different components of 

the university (research, education, industry 

collaboration, social impact) could operate in 

different modes based on their specific function.

Resilience Through Decentralisation – a more 

networked approach to higher education where 

autonomous yet interconnected hubs co-exist 

could ensure that no single part of the system is 

overwhelmed by demands beyond its capability.

Adaptive Capacity – just as complex ecosystems 

evolve to remain viable, the future university may 

require fluid governance, structural flexibility, and 

ecosystemic thinking.

 

Rather than attempting to stretch a single institution 

across increasingly divergent demands, the 

question facing university leaders is: How can we 

configure higher education to embody requisite 

variety, ensuring it remains both effective and 

resilient?

A. Insufficient system variety B. Sufficient system variety

Environmental 

variety

System

variety

Environmental 

variety

System

variety
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Requisite Variety Applied
Scenarios as Bundled Features or New Structure?

Today: Integrated 'University' model has to meet all demands

Bundled University

Function

Function

Function

Demand Variety Response Variety

"create new 

scientific 

knowledge"

"drive economic 

innovation"

"support individual 

development"

"drive social 

change"

Demand Variety Response Variety

"create new 

scientific 

knowledge"

"drive economic 

innovation"

"support individual 

development"

"drive social 

change"

Unbundled University?

University?

Proxiversty?

Flexiversity?

Monoversity?

Tomorrow: Alternative decoupled model meets all demands
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Tomorrow's University
Configuring Hybrid Logic

DESIRABILITY VIABILITY FEASIBILITY RISK TOLERANCE CHANGE TOLERANCE AMBITION

Series of institutional 

experiments carried out to 

create new value for UL

Innovation Portfolio

The physical (and digital) 

environment this all plays out

Campus

Blended non-competing priorities

Hybrid Logics

Proxiversity Flexiversity Roboversity Monoversity Ecoversity University Metaversity Pluriversity

Applied R&D hub 

embedded in industry, 

driving regional resilience 

through vocational training 

and open innovation.

Learner-driven platform 

powered by AI, offering 

modular, adaptive education 

that evolves with individual 

and industry needs.

Transdisciplinary hub aligning 

AI and humanity, integrating 

ethics, engineering, and 

governance to navigate 

superintelligent systems.

Mission-driven system that 

reorganises dynamically to 

solve complex societal crises 

through real-world 

experimentation.

Bioregional learning network 

functioning as a living lab, 

blending ecological 

knowledge with regenerative 

sustainability practices.

An enduring institution 

balancing academic rigour, 

public trust, and global 

networks in a rapidly 

changing world.

Fully virtual ecosystem using 

AI, gamification, and 

decentralised learning to 

expand access but faces 

engagement challenges.

Decentralised meta-institution 

integrating diverse knowledge 

systems to thrive in a 

fragmented, multipolar world.

Alternative 

logics and 

innovation 

agendas to 

select from

Scenarios

UL organisational 'fit'

Strategic Filters

The framework opposite lays out a simplified 

approach to configuring "Tomorrow's University". 

The variations in institutional logic and missions 

outlined previously across the 8 scenarios act as 

inputs for defining a blended hybrid logic that 

emphasises different approaches to governance, 

funding, positioning, org design, the campus etc. 

Ultimately then an innovation portfolio that looks to 

transform various aspects of the university is where 

this becomes applied and action-oriented beyond 

models and frameworks. Organisation Design

Resource Allocation

Governance

Strategic Positioning
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TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Bioregional Ecosystem of Missions & Innovations

Plural Institutional 

Logic

Hybrid Approach

City & Bioregional Focus

Network of Living Labs

Distributed Campus

Practical & Academic Research 

In-person & Online Education

Community Engagement

Innovation Catalyst

Proxiversity

Ecoversity

Monoversity

Flexiversity University

Regenerative Pluriversity
Example Configuration

Metaversity

Roboversity

Global Learning 

Commons

Agentic Educator 

Toolkit

Nano-Credentialing 

Blockchain

Transition 

Mapping 

Platform

Adaptive 

Resource 

Marketplace

Ecological 

Sovereignty Ledger

Regenerative 

Campus Network

Dynamic Bioregional 

Modelling

Dynamic World-

Building Toolkit

Mentor 

Constellation 

Platform

Gamified 

Knowledge 

Commons
Pluralist Governance 

Network

Leverage 

Point Lab

Wicked Problem 

Political Observatory

Values 

Alignment 

Engine

Recursive 

Mentor System

Civic AI  

Program

Web 3.0 Regional IP 

Commons

Cluster-Based 

Resilience 

Accelerator

Policy Innovation 

& Simulation Hub

Integrated 

Industry-

Education 

Pipeline

Timeless 

Knowledge 

Fund

Resilient Campus Initiative

CONTEXT TRENDS SCENARIOS MISSIONS CHOICES APPENDIX

INDEX



 

 

TOMORROW'S UNIVERSITY

Towards a Bioregional Pluriversity?…

Proxiversity

Higher education is no longer bound to a 

single institution but embedded within living 

systems. This vision explores a distributed, 

place-based model where learning, 

research, and innovation unfold across a 

network of interconnected sites—urban, 

rural, and ecological. Rather than a 

centralised campus, knowledge flows 

through bioregional hubs, each contributing 

to regeneration, resilience, and community 

empowerment. This pluriversity integrates 

multiple ways of knowing, fostering 

reciprocity between people, place, and 

planetary systems

University

Ecoversity

Monoversity

Ecoversity

Flexiversity

Metaversity

Roboversity

Pluriversal Living Lab

Ecoversity
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Today: Isolated Institutions, Limited Impact Tomorrow: A Networked Approach to National Learning

National Ecosystem Strategy
From Silos to a Connected Learning Ecosystem

Higher education operates as a collection of separate institutions, each 

attempting to meet a broad range of demands independently. This leads 

to inefficiencies, competition for resources, and misalignment with 

regional and national priorities. Universities remain structurally rigid, with 

limited collaboration beyond formal partnerships.

A distributed pluriversity integrates universities, living labs, and research hubs into a 

connected ecosystem. Specialised nodes collaborate across regions, aligning 

education, research, and innovation with local and national needs. This model ensures 

that higher education serves society as a whole, rather than operating in silos.
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Innovation Experiments
Transition Roadmapping

The future of higher education is not an abstract, 

crystal ball-gazing exercise—it is shaped by the 

decisions made by leaders today. This document 

has outlined eight distinct scenarios, each revealing 

different incomplete trajectories for how universities 

might evolve in response to external pressures and 

emerging opportunities. But the value of these 

scenarios lies not in their speculation, but in their 

use: as inputs for structured experimentation, 

strategic decision-making, and deliberate 

transformation. While Horizon 1 strategy is 

foundational to stabilising the University and 

ensuring its immediate short-term successes, this 

document looks to support strategy development 

for Horizon 2 and even Horizon 3 in parallel. 

Transitioning from the present state of sector-wide 

uncertainty around the future of universities, to a 

more resilient and innovative institutional model 

requires more than vision—it demands a structured 

approach to action. 

•

•

•

The framework presented opposite here 

emphasises staged evolution, where universities 

must operate across different time horizons:

 

Horizon 1: Strengthening and optimising core 

institutional strategies that maintain existing 

value.

 

Horizon 2: Experimenting with new models, 

piloting alternative approaches, and creating 

transition pathways.

 

Horizon 3: Embedding these innovations into the 

university’s future operations, ensuring long-term 

adaptability and strategic advantage.

 

The challenge for leadership is not choosing one 

path but understanding how to hedge, experiment, 

and constantly negotiate and shape what is and isn't 

in our control—ensuring that today’s efforts lead to a 

university that remains relevant, resilient, and 

responsive to the complex demands of tomorrow.

Value

Time

Current Org Strategy

(in activity units)

Transition Space

Future Org

Operations Units
Horizon 1:

Core Org Strategy 

Formulation

Horizon 2:

Transition Phase Org 

Transformation

Horizon 3:

New Org Strategy 

Results Synthesis
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