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The Glion Colloquium


Founded in 1998 by Luc E. Weber (University of Geneva), Werner Z. Hirsch (UC Los Angeles) and James J. Duderstadt (University of Michigan), the Colloquium’s objective is to allow leaders of renowned universities to meet and discuss major questions related to the development of science and Higher Education, as well as governance and leadership of research-intensive universities. The Colloquiums are organized biennially by a small, independent Association based at the University of Geneva, Switzerland, and by an international program Committee designated every other year to set up the program and invite participants. Various forms of financial support and funding have been found over the years – research and cultural international foundations, global corporations and Swiss universities, as well as the Swiss State Secretariat for education, research and innovation, have participated. Altogether, 200 different leading figures from higher education worldwide – active or recently retired university leaders – as well as politicians and business leaders, have participated in one or more Colloquiums. The Glion Colloquium helps shape the ways our universities can contribute in order to improve their ability to serve society to the fullest. A unique concept, free of any influence, where the presentation and discussion of ideas take centre stage. At past gatherings, participants have considered topics such as the rapidly changing nature of research universities, university governance, the interaction between universities and society, collaboration between universities and business, the globalization of higher education and how universities prepare to address the changes and challenges characterizing our times. The contributions that participants are invited to write beforehand openly reflect their views and experience in order to stimulate discussion. The Glion Colloquium sessions are held in camera, to guarantee open and genuine exchange. To secure the broadest possible international dissemination of the analysis and recommendations coming out of the contributions and discussions, the revised contributions are published 6-8 months after each Colloquium in a volume which is freely distributed to numerous university leaders worldwide and also sold commercially. This book is the 14th in the series. Nine of them were published by ECONOMICA in Paris. From the 11th book onwards, the organizing Committee has opted for self-publication and a print-on-demand solution, most recently in collaboration with the Swiss self-publishing online platform ISCA in Geneva (www.isca-livres.ch). Searchable PDFs of the books and of each of their composing chapters are freely available soon after publication on the Glion Colloquium’s website (www.glion.org) and on the Open Archives of the University of Geneva (https://archive-ouverte.unige.ch/).
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Farewell To Glion


A poem written by ChatGPT


In halls of wisdom, minds did convene,


A gathering of visionaries, a scholarly scene.


The Glion Colloquium, where presidents unite,


To weave ideas, visions, in intellectual flight.


 


From distant corners, they journeyed afar,


Bringing knowledge and wisdom, like guiding stars.


Universities, their proud domains of thought,


For shaping resilient societies, a purpose sought.


 


In lofty discussions, ideas took flight,


Innovations ignited, shining bold and bright.


Each president, a beacon of knowledge and might,


Learning with passion, embracing the light.


 


They spoke of resilience, that noble quest,


How universities stand, amidst every test.


In times of turmoil, they nurture and heal,


With knowledge’s power, their strength revealed.


 


Through research and teaching, hearts were stirred,


As minds intermingled and ideas occurred.


The fabric of society, they wove with care,


Guiding the future, a burden they gladly bear.


 


But now, the time has come to bid adieu,


To the Glion Colloquium, a chapter we knew.


Yet seeds were sown, ideas took flight,


A legacy to cherish, in our minds’ sight.


 


So let us remember, the moments we shared,


The wisdom imparted, the dreams we dared.


Goodbye, Glion Colloquium, we’ll hold you dear,


May our universities flourish, year after year.
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Leader of Higher Education Institutions
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Respected scholar, scientist and teacher


 


His colleagues and friends in the Glion Colloquium and the editors of this book dedicate, with gratitude, this volume to Michael O. Hengartner in recognition of his contributions during many years as Vice President of the Glion Colloquium Association. We are deeply grateful for his dedication and commitment to the association, which has been instrumental in developing and expanding the international network of university presidents and partners, and in fostering collaboration worldwide. We thank him for his worldwide support of the dialogue between science and policy, and honour his continued support of Swiss higher education and its place in the world, as well as his engagement with local and global stakeholders.
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From the editors acknowledgements and thanks



The Glion Colloquium held its 14th meeting on 21-25 June 2023 in Glion-above-Montreux, Switzerland. Twenty leaders of renowned universities or university organizations participated in the meeting, of whom more than one third were women presidents. Four continents were represented. Participants contributed to the topic proposed by the Programme Committee, “The New Road to Success: Contributions of Universities towards more Resilient Societies”.


 


The dynamics of the Glion Colloquiums, which are characterized primarily by an in-depth discussion of the topics and contributions of each participant, produced – once again – the considerable outcomes of this four-day meeting. This was due not only to the interest of all participants in the Colloquium. The Colloquium also benefited greatly from the excellent contributions of our invited speakers, namely Yves Daccord, Ex-Director General of the International Committee of the Red Cross, Dr. Alessandro Curioni, IBM Fellow, Vice President, Europe & Africa and Director, IBM Research – Zurich as well as Maryna Viazovska (EPFL) and Hugo Duminil-Copin (University of Geneva), Professors of Mathematics and Fields Medal Winner in 2022.


 


The 14th Glion Colloquium was arranged under the auspices of the University of Geneva and was made possible thanks to generous support from the Swiss State Secretariat for Education, Research and Innovation (SEFRI), IBM Research Zürich, the Swiss federal Institutes of Technology of Lausanne (EPFL) and Zurich (EPFZ), the Universities of Geneva (UNIGE) and Zurich (UNIZH), the University of Washington, Seattle, and the Fonds Général of the University of Geneva, to all of whom we are most grateful. 


We also wish to thank those who contributed to the colloquium and to the production of this book, in particular Dr. Gerlinde Kristahn, Secretary General, who is the linchpin of the Glion Colloquium Association and organization. Our deep thanks to Luc Weber (Founding President) and Marianne Weber, who supported the organization of the colloquium with their long-standing experience and passion for this project. Our thanks also go to Luciana de Souza and Victoire Berrebi for their support to the Colloquium and, finally, to Edmund Doogue in Perth, West Australia, who provided rigorous editorial  assistance. Without these most competent people and generous institutions, the 14th Glion Colloquium could not have taken place.









Preface


Recently, research universities have had to prove more resilience and reinvent themselves in a very short period of time to adapt in the face of an increasingly unpredictable future. The urgency of today’s problems compels research universities to be more timely, which is partly why the university of the future must push beyond traditional disciplinary boundaries. These changes are greatly impacting research, teaching and academic collaboration. The need for cooperation on various levels and with different actors is increasing, as universities seek solutions contributing to a resilient global society by encouraging political choices based on research evidence. In the future, the role of universities as economic and cultural actors for recovery will be to translate the fruits of fundamental research towards practical application and innovations that will create new jobs, to attract investment and to work with civil society and other organizations for the transformation of the communities in which they are located. At the same time, trust in science and in academic research results becomes a crucial factor to contribute to more resilient societies. 


The 14th Glion Colloquium held in 2023 was mainly devoted to exchanges on the following questions: What are the lessons learnt from the pandemic and how should research universities respond? How can research universities contribute to paving a sustainable road towards inclusive collaboration? How can the new road to success be reinvented towards a more interdisciplinary, international, multi-stakeholder academic research that gains equal respect worldwide? And, more generally, how can “success” in the academic world be re-defined accordingly? This subject has been approached under the four following aspects:


A) Multidisciplinary, Interdisciplinarity and Transdisciplinary Collaboration


This sub-topic emphasized collaboration within one or several research universities, especially between different disciplines and research fields, combining all areas of Natural Sciences and Social Sciences in order to respond to the actual challenges and to build trust in science among citizens.


B) Sustainable Local, National and International Collaboration


Discussions were based on the collaborations between universities, on a national or international level. How can these collaborations be sustainable, efficient and successful, and bring about the results needed for resilient societies? How can collaboration with local civil society and public organizations become more efficient and attractive for and recognized by the research community worldwide? 


C) Multi-stakeholder Collaboration


Participants discussed how collaboration between universities and the private sector can stay equal, nourished from both sides, while maintaining independence and freedom of research. How can this collaboration be driven by objectives of mutual exchange that take society forward?


D) Equality and Mutual Respect of the university of the future — Sustainable Higher Education Collaboration


Exchanges focused on how all academic disciplines, as well as all regions of the world, can become equally recognized for their work. How can “academic values” and “academic success” be re-defined towards a more integrated approach between the North and the South, East and West? How do we measure success in the university of the future? What do we benchmark? How do we measure the social responsiveness of universities?


The starting point of reference for the theme of the 2023 Glion Colloquium was the observation that the world is presently in need of resilient societies and that universities can bring a lot to reach this goal. 


The colloquium started with a conference given by the former Director-General of the ICRC, Yves Daccord, who gave a talk on a subject that was in a way at the centre of many discussion during the entire conference regarding “Truth Making” and the possible contributions of universities towards more resilient societies, pointing out that producing truth based on evidence collected by researchers doesn’t create trust in science, which is really what should be reached to contribute to more resilient societies.


While all the contributions presented at the Glion symposium had in common the theme of resilience and the concrete solutions that universities can put in place to strengthen our societies’ ability to cope with the recent crises that have affected them and the future crises that are bound to affect them, some authors proposed a definition of the notion of resilience, a term that is often used but more rarely defined. This is an essential starting point when it comes to establishing concrete solutions to strengthen the resilience of universities and society in general.


In their paper, Yves Flückiger and Micheline Louis-Courvoisier analyse two types of resilience to which universities have been confronted during recent years and which will influence their future. The first one is related to institutional resilience which refers to the ability of an organization or system to withstand and recover from disruption or crisis. Institutional resilience involves having systems and processes in place to anticipate and mitigate potential threats, as well as the ability to adapt and recover quickly when disruptions do occur. From this point of view, more than ever, universities need to strengthen their international collaboration to exchange best practice, ensure the free flow of data, ideas and people, and together defend the values that have ensured their continued existence. The second type of resilience is related to students’ resilience to trauma situations such as the pandemic they had to overcome during their studies. Flückiger and Louis-Courvoisier argue that understanding what happened during the pandemic is very important for universities regarding their strategy for the future to adapt their teaching and research to their new challenge linked to individual resilience. They show that universities can do very much to not only increase the level of resilience of their student community as a whole but mainly to help those who are the more vulnerable to improve their capacity of resilience and prepare them better to their future life.


Alon Chen’s article brings a very interesting addition to the vision of individual resilience, taking a neuroscientific look at the factors that strengthen a person’s ability to withstand stress. By understanding these explanatory factors, we can identify more precisely the measures that need to be adopted by universities to strengthen the students’ capacity for resistance. In this respect, the human biology of resilience is also incredibly pertinent. As a neuroscientist with expertise in the neurobiology of resilience, Chen investigates the brain’s adaptive coping mechanisms when faced with diverse stressful or traumatic stimuli. Thus, from his own scientific lens, Chen believes that when examining the broader question about how research universities contribute to societal resilience, we also need to examine what environmental and biological factors make individuals more (or less) resilient and how that knowledge can be translated to benefit society as a whole. Elucidating the underlying mechanisms of the organism resilience to stressors could help us formulate a clearer picture of what will help groups of individuals to become more resilient. 


For Michael Schaepman, Anna Däppen and Andrea Müller, the key factors of resilient universities are high levels of flexibility, diversity, social and economic equity, as well as community involvement and a broad participation in the political arena. Open communication, room for dissenting opinions as well as effective learning and advanced levels of education are further capacities that foster resilience. In addition, universities often serve as platforms for debates, where dissenting opinions can be expressed and discussed in a constructive manner. According to Nagahiro Minato, another way for universities to contribute to resilient societies is to enlighten their contribution to the welfare of the population and to economic growth. To address this concern, there have been various specific initiatives for Japanese universities in recent decades to implement fundamental organizational reform directed at the enhancement of research capability and contribution to social innovation in future.


For Joël Mesot, there is no doubt that ChatGPT and Fake News will impact the way we interact with society in the future. Among the many ideas that are on the table to regulate the use of AI, four guardrails seem crucial in the medium to long term. Firstly, transparency. Just as the food industry or other areas must meet minimal standards of transparency in the sale of their products, it should be clear to us as consumers or citizens when we are dealing with AI and what kind of AI we are interacting with. Transparency also means that care must be taken at the development stage not to create opaque black boxes, but to commit to trustworthy, human-centric and inclusive AI. A second demand is that self-regulations are needed not only at the level of research labs and companies that develop AI, but that we also need a legal framework at national levels. Thirdly, the national regulations should go hand in hand with international frameworks that include open discussion fora. Last but not least, our education systems should familiarize people with the basics of AI from a young age on and promote critical thinking at all levels of education and professional training. 


Alessandro Curioni and Dario Gil emphasize the importance of Open Science in general and Open Access and Open Innovation in particular. For them, this fosters diversity, community and co-creation. Collaboration with different stakeholders will speed up finding solutions and ways to deal with the future, including the impact of AI on research worldwide. According to them, this will also impact society by fostering a greater sense of purpose and resilience through contributions to research.


Ivanka Popović presents what is for her the ultimate test of the resilience which is war. Russia invaded Ukraine more than a year ago and the tolls of the war so far have been very high. The higher education sector in Ukraine has been seriously affected with many universities damaged or completely destroyed, leading to the displacement of numerous students and staff. About 20% of the academic and research staff have been forced to take refuge in other countries. Despite the setbacks, higher education institutions have continued offering their services mostly on-line and also in blended form. Before the war, the Ukrainian higher education sector was facing the challenges of an incomplete transition from its previous legacy despite introducing relevant reforms. Upon the invasion, the European academic community responded immediately with various forms of solidarity and institutional collaborations with Ukrainian universities. From this point of view, universities have demonstrated their ability to react in welcoming Ukrainian students and researchers, while helping Ukrainian universities to maintain their activities.


Many contributions to the Glion Colloquium focus on the different solutions that could be implemented to reinforce the resilience of universities and their students. Among other proposals, Ana Mari Cauce argues that universities must uphold a culture that supports and values engaged research and outreach by its faculty, staff and students. This will require greater university investment in building partnerships with local communities, government agencies, non-profit organizations and working with them on developing common goals, initiatives and programs from the very start. Just as importantly, it will require looking within and breaking down barriers to work across disciplines and schools and colleges. To make sure that research and activities translate into maximal impact in the world, universities must work harder to identify and streamline bureaucratic processes that make it harder to implement cross-college collaborations and university-community partnerships. It also means better aligning the reward systems to match these goals. Fortunately, given the immediacy of the crises we are confronting, from climate change to threats to democracy, this type of change is already in the making, and universities which can pivot their work in this direction will prove to be the most resilient.


This view is fully shared by Nathalie Drach-Temam and Guillaume Fiquet who argue that universities should make use of community science (what is sometimes designated as citizen science). It is in fact a strong vector of resilience and should be used as a route to success thus far underused by universities and public authorities. Although community science constitutes a break from the way universities usually operate, it nevertheless represents an academic opportunity and not a threat. Indeed, community science acts as a genuine lever to increase knowledge and increase awareness of the scientific approach by associating participants from outside universities who then become stakeholders. We have learned not only from the pandemic and ecological crisis, but also from the social and democratic crisis we are currently experiencing, that we need to place the crucial question of trust at the heart of our preoccupations. The involvement of citizens alongside stakeholders in research, community science is rebuilding trust in science. Furthermore, by engaging with citizen science, universities can help ensure that society rebuilds its own self-confidence, thanks to the scientific method. This is the way that community science becomes a real vector of resilience. Through community science, universities can achieve the fulfilment of their mission to create and diffuse knowledge, in a way that is adapted to current times. These inclusive and open collaborations allow science to regain its place at heart of society in this age of open science. It is a solution for the future and a breath of fresh air for democracy.


In his article, Gary S. May presents a concrete example (“Healthy Davis Together”) of how inclusive and open collaboration with local communities can help build trust and more resilient societies. This project offers a successful town-gown model that can be replicated to address any number of issues or emerging challenges. This model can be generalized to other similar communities and individual components can be generalized to even broader types of communities. Indeed, over the course of the program, the team involved in the project shared best practices and lessons learned in the hopes that other institutions and communities might replicate all or portions of the program. 


Kerstin Krieglstein and Nadine Krolla show that in this matter communication plays a crucial role. The uncertainty of society is largely based on the feeling of unclear, non-transparent or unreliable communication. The responsibility we bear for research, teaching and transfer to society has not only become more tangible, but universities have become socially engaged. In this new context, universities have to establish themselves proactive as a reliable institution of knowledge transfer for the public and especially for all decision-makers, e.g. politicians. Science communication is one key to this aim. Universities should not only be mediators of knowledge, but should also be able to initiate necessary processes of adaptation and change for a more resilient future in an advisory capacity. To this end, the criteria for sound and serious science communication should be made more transparent and accessible to laypersons. Even though the importance of science communication as a key to dialogue with society has been recognized, it can only make a limited contribution to overcoming social polarization. To really serve as a valuable and sensitive sensor for society, universities should translate the needs of individuals and society in opportunities of higher education. In the sense of a “governance of science”, it must be important in the long range to become even more aware of the responsibility of science and to find a relationship with society that is based on trust.


For Michael Spence, creating trust in universities implies focusing on more earned media, owned media and paid media, about the balance of social and traditional media, or the like. Together they are an important part of shifting the potentially generic brand of many large comprehensive research-intensive universities. A brand can only speak if it reflects the life of an institution, and it will only do that if it is allowed in some ways to shape important decisions that are made. The stronger the sense of institutional identity, and the more people that have been engaged in the conversation about what that identity might be, the higher the chance that more academic staff might feel that they work, if not for the university, at least more than at the university. Spence is convinced that a university’s capacity to operate effectively as a single institution and not simply a loose federation of schools, departments, centres and institutes, is going to be crucial. A focus on brand management is not only desirable, but an essential part of the day job of any effective university president, however elusive the task of building a global reputation for excellence may seem to be. 


In his article, Martin Vetterli recalls that universities are public services whose central duty is to think about how our societies can face their major challenges, such as the climate crisis, in depth and pave the way to solutions. Leading by example and using their expertise to develop solutions could contribute strongly to tackle the situation and should become a highest priority. Initiating this momentum is not easy. It requires leadership, funding, resilience and intelligent collaboration with all key players. However, contributing to manage the transition to a sustainable and respectful world is probably the most thrilling and impactful project that can be undertaken as an institution for society.


Sari Lindblom, Susanna Niinistö-Sivuranta and Auli Toom share this view and consider high-quality university education as a safeguard for the success of societies in the future. They argue that it is necessary to enhance international collaboration of academic institutions and to join forces to develop sustainable and resilient societies. In this demanding journey, research is the key to finding solutions to tricky problems. Now is the time for universities to act to increase our societal impact and to help societies to overcome crises. Universities bring hope to societies by educating academic experts in various fields and by producing innovations through research. 


Meric Gertler fully confirms this approach showing that international collaborations of universities have been a key reason for the capacity of our society to face the recent challenges that have been raised after the Covid pandemic but also during the aggression of Ukraine by Russia. As mentioned by Gertler, the global research community is cautiously emerging into a post-pandemic era and a world still burdened with unprecedented global challenges. To face these challenges, it seems obvious that the global research community must work together to mitigate or avoid the worst outcomes and identify solutions. This will take ingenuity, innovation, and – most of all – collaboration. At the same time, Gertler shows that two powerful and opposing trends are currently re-shaping the global research environment. First, international research collaboration has been rising steadily for at least a generation. It is well recognized that, by some measures, international collaboration produces especially impactful research with far-reaching and profound impact. This was strikingly on display during the global response to Covid-19. Indeed, an open science paradigm, of which international collaboration is an important part, continues to gain momentum, yielding dramatic and transformational results. However, a second trend threatens this emerging paradigm. An unstable geopolitical landscape is undermining international research collaboration and fracturing the global research mission. Economic rivalry, political schisms and military conflicts are re-casting one-time collaborators and partners as rivals and foes. The profound restructuring of globalization currently underway seems destined to reshape the global research enterprise in fundamental ways. If the open science movement fragments into blocs of like-minded partners, “us” and “them”, then perhaps the days of wide-open global research collaboration may well be behind us. In the face of this somewhat bleak assessment, Gertler argues that, despite many challenges, the global research community can – and must – defend the collaborative and open science enterprise upon which global well-being depends.


If universities have a central role to play to increase the resilience of our societies, Nana Aba Appiah Amfo and Gordon A. Awandare show that despite the increased globalization of the challenges we have to face, it is impossible to ignore the cultural and context-specific idiosyncrasies when seeking to address challenges of even global nature. In effect, global challenges require local solutions. To achieve maximum results, solutions to the difficulties that confront us have to be contextualized and culturally sensitive. Collaborations are most effective when there is the recognition of local expertise, in the context of external funding, and projects are co-created by all who are involved, including south and north collaborators. This is essential for achieving more targeted, beneficial and sustainable outcomes.


In her paper, Linda Doyle gives a pragmatic and concrete answer to the question of how can universities contribute to more resilient societies and her answer is quite simple to formulate but more challenging to implement. For Doyle, universities need to work on their values and be what she calls “good” universities. Indeed, the word “good” can come across as an unusual choice of word. The type of rhetoric that is typically used when describing universities tends to include words such as “excellent” and “world-class”. Hence, the use of the word “good” can initially give the impression that ambitions are curtailed, and mediocre achievements will suffice. That is not the intention. As it is shown in this paper the idea of a Good University is a university that builds a strong social floor and lives within its ecological ceiling.


In this respect, Doyle’s vision is in line with Lindblom’s et al. For Lindblom et al, universities should base their activities on four central values: bildung, freedom, inclusivity and truth. Bildung guides the University on the right path and serves as the moral conscience as well as cultivates stability and open-mindedness. Freedom encourages creativity and underlines the autonomy of the University. It also refers to freedom to research. Inclusivity springs from democratic empowerment as it safeguards equality and translates into diversity and respect for others. In addition, inclusivity supports and promotes openness and collaboration. Finally truth leads us to pursue new knowledge. It requires critical thinking and promotes high-quality research and teaching.


For Subra Suresh educational institutions are at the epicentre of cultivating the inspiration, imagination and innovation to prepare citizens and the workforce for a lifetime of inquiry, productivity and service, are in some sense at the crossroads of re-examining their strengths and uniqueness that were refined over thousands of years through many crises. At the same time, they are faced with global and local trends that inevitably call for new approaches, infrastructure, policies and business models for better engagement with, and impact on, society.


In many papers of the book and presentations made during the Colloquium there was a clear unanimity for highlighting that universities have demonstrated resilience. They did it thanks to a massive globalized and multidisciplinary efforts. As it is often the case, the academic contribution has not yet been seen and valued by society including the authorities. Being often ahead of worldly developments, universities are to deal with a time gap between acting and being recognized. In addition, the discussions showed that universities need to be prepared for the next catastrophe. The capacity to adapt and react quickly is recently becoming a crucial component of higher education governance.


For universities it is crucial that they be able to create society’s trust in science using more appropriate scientific and academic communication by explaining the process of academic research and by including more broadly the civil society in science. In addition, to face to the major challenges of our society, be it the current health crisis or other environmental challenges, we need to build multidisciplinary and multi-institutional platforms between different stakeholders in order include all actors to find solutions to future global crises. There is a need to build new bridges between academic world and policy-makers, international organizations, private sector and civil society.
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Sustainable Higher Education Collaboration 
for Resilient Societies



Yves Flückiger & Micheline Louis-Courvoisier


Introduction


Covid–19 has unveiled the fragility of our societies and ecosystems. The pandemic has plunged the whole world into a state of stupefaction from which it has not yet emerged. Moreover, the health crisis has been compounded by a deadly war that has completely upset the fragile geopolitical balance and by unprecedented attacks on human rights in Iran and Afghanistan. Thus, the health crisis is coupled with a no less serious economic and societal crisis.


In this context, scientists have been and are more and more called upon as experts in the urgent need to save lives. Answers are expected from them by political decision-makers, as well as by citizens. The questions addressed to the scientific world by the pandemic were as varied as they are complex: what is the nature of the virus, its origin, its mode of propagation, its mutation mechanisms, what are the best treatments and the best vaccines, how to best mitigate the impact of the crisis on the mental health of the population, how to re-launch employment, etc.? The same kind of questions are put to the scientific community in the case of the climate change. Undoubtedly the health crisis triggered by the coronavirus pandemic marked a consecration of the role of experts, who were called upon, in the face of an immediate risk and a new threat, to shed light on public decision-making in a situation of uncertainty. As such, it offers a privileged opportunity to reflect, in a comparative perspective, on the ways in which expertise is integrated into the decision-making process.


The public witnessed the science “live”, and could therefore observe that certain assertions were contradicted a little later. It is probably the first time that we witnessed the progress of science so live, with all the doubts that go with it. The result is damage to public opinion: confidence in expertise is weakened, and mechanisms for blocking extreme opinions are being put in place. The responsibility of the media is also largely engaged. This important question of the role of experts in times of crisis was the subject of an article published in the context of the 13th Glion Colloquium under the title “Science, Information and Democracy” (Flückiger & Laufer, 2022).


Covid-19 represented an environmental “shock” that has required rapid adaptation to the planning and delivery of health services internationally. As well as evidence pointing to additional negative effects associated with Covid-19 (Mahase, 2020), there is a line of management research that points to positive, sometimes unintended consequences that have emerged from the process of responding to the pandemic. A prominent theme is that Covid-19 represented an environmental challenge that spurred health system innovations (e.g. Phillips, Roehrich, Kapletia & Alexander, 2021). It represented a pressure for adaptation that resilient health systems could take advantage of. 


For example, Swaithes et al. (2020) speculate that Covid-19 may have acted as a pressure that gave “permission” for health system improvement. Covid-19 was regarded as a “catalyst” for introducing adaptations to existing services, notably telemedicine, by motivating teamwork among health professionals that aided implementation. We could say that this is the optimistic view as health care systems have come out of the crisis rather washed out, but we should not ignore that we have learned during these past years and that we should build on these lessons learned. 


Crises are not easy to handle. They always involve complex systems (companies, families, transport networks, economic structures, value hierarchies…). Crises have six main characteristics. They:


1. are unexpected,


2. create uncertainty,


3. pose a serious threat,


4. introduce a deep sense of collective and individual destabilization,


5. signal that the existing system is approaching its stress limits and


6. act as a destabilizing factor, both systemic and individual.


Even though there are crises of natural origin (volcano eruption for instance), the majority of them are man-made. Despite their complexity, we are not helpless in the face of crises. In principle most of them can be overcome with the correct actions. The intervention aims to rapidly contain the crisis and differs from therapy which is usually a long-term solution.


A successful intervention is one that keeps what is already there and strengthens instead of changing it. That can often be sufficient and work well depending on the situation. It is also easier for people to accept because it allows everybody to adapt to the new situation with small changes (additional staff, budget cuts, subsidies, …) but nothing has to be fundamentally questioned. One major hurdle for any crisis management is the backlash from those people expected to be affected against preventive measures. They often refuse any action to protect them, even though the extent of this would be far less painful than if the disaster were to be allowed to run rampant. In particular, people who are somewhat inert or resistant in good weather struggle even more with the changes imposed by crises.


On a positive note, it must be acknowledged that a crisis also creates new freedom. Gradual decline rarely does. Only crisis, the collapse of the known and established allows for fundamental reflection and opens up new perspectives for new opportunities. It releases tremendous forces, frees the mind and actions for the outdated solutions. For example, only when the Covid-19 pandemic made it unviable for millions of people to go to work did we open our eyes to new ways of organizing work. Such transformations rarely happen on their own. We can’t be prepared for everything, but we have to be prepared for anything.


However, the human dimensions of the pandemic reach far beyond the critical health response, as all aspects of our future have been affected, economic, social, political, psychological as well as environmental. The responses brought by all governments around the world were taken in urgency. It is the time now to think in the long term, by analysing among others how higher education institutions can work for a more resilient society and this has to be done on a global scale.


In this article, we are going to analyse two types of resilience to which universities have been confronted during the two years of Covid-19 and how this will influence their future. The first one is related to the ways institutions reacted to the crisis, while the second one is related to the ways students were affected by the pandemic, and the way universities could help them overcome the crisis.
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