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Abstract

We are living in an age of increasing complexity, where
decades of environmental exploitation are converging }[umanity has
with a rapidly shifting new world order. This convergence
has created a negative feedback loop that heightens risk )
and accelerates disruptions at every level of society. For déﬁned 6_)’ eSCd[dtmg
meaningful transformation to take shape, we must rebuild environmental
the institutional foundations that sustain global societies.
Universities in particular must move beyond the traditional
academic model and position themselves as drivers of change acce[erating soctetal
and positive disruption if they are to remain trusted partners
in designing the future. That reimagining must include young
people as active partners in co-creating the thriving future we
all envision. This article highlights the ASU Julie Ann Wrigley Global Futures Laboratory
as a prototype for a University for the Future of the Planet, demonstrating how academic
institutions can help society navigate complexity and advance a more sustainable and
resilient world.
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1. Introduction

Humanity has entered an era defined by escalating environmental pressures and
accelerating societal change.! While scientists have long warned about the disruptive impact
of human activity on Earth’s life-supporting environmental systems, the pace and scale of
those disruptions are now converging with economic, political, and technological shifts at
global levels.? We find ourselves at an inflection point, where the institutional structures we
have relied on for decades must evolve to meet the demands of a rapidly changing world.
The question is not whether transformation is needed, but whether we can build the capacities
required to navigate this new era at the necessary speed and scale.

2. An Inflection Point

To call this moment an “inflection point” is to acknowledge that human activity has
destabilized the systems that underpin our way of life—climate regulation, biodiversity, water
availability, nutrient cycles, and atmospheric composition, to name just a few—Dbeyond their
ability to regenerate.’ This destabilization did not emerge overnight. Instead, it is the result
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of centuries of overextraction and unchecked expansion without a deeper understanding of
the planet and our place in it.*

Trust in academia is diminishing due to the widespread belief
that it does not offer the insights required by those who must
make critical decisions about the challenging issues of the present
and future.

Today, as ocean and atmospheric warming intensifies, spurring more severe droughts,
floods, and wildfires, the economic stability tied to food, water, and energy systems
is fracturing, deepening inequality for communities already at risk. At the same time,
geopolitical alliances are being redrawn in ways that undermine global cooperation, further
limiting our capacity to coordinate an effective response and narrowing the window of
opportunity to return to a safe operating space for an Earth in balance. As these alliances
weaken, so does public trust in the institutions that determine where we go from here.
The result is a paradox: even as scientific evidence for rapid shifts in the functions of our
planet’s systems, such as, for example, climate change, grows clearer, the societal capacity
to address these problems is diminishing.” The danger lies not only in the environmental
consequences themselves, but in the fracturing of public focus at the very moment when
coordinated action is most needed.

Thus, we are confronted with a unique situation, i.e., the confluence of immense pressure
to address the health of the life-supporting systems on the very short time scale we left for
ourselves and the rapid changes of the global societal landscapes that draw the attention away
from addressing the fact that we are crossing our planet’s natural boundaries.

3. The Role of Academia in a Time of Transition

For centuries, universities have been entrusted to provide clarity amid uncertainty. As
the intellectual hubs where ideas are tested, discovery is advanced, and younger generations
are equipped with the tools and knowledge needed to meet the challenges of their time,
universities are integral to sustaining healthy societies and to strengthening the functioning
of our world. They always had, and continue to have, a societal mandate to provide the
knowledge that enables society to move safely into the future.

Yet trust in academia is diminishing due to the widespread belief that it does not offer
the insights required by those who must make critical decisions about the challenging issues
of the present and future.® In essence there is a spreading perception that the knowledge
generation in academia is increasingly dissociating from the needs of society, i.e., that it
is not of sufficient relevance for the decisions that have to be made by those who are in
positions of responsibility for the short- and long-term future of society and the systems that
it is an integral part of and that support life on our planet.
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If they are to remain credible guides during times of transition, universities must break
from the traditional academic model and adopt new ways of thinking and working. Their
future rests on how well they adapt to complexity and rapid pace, as well as on expanding
their portfolio of activities to the applied side, so they can provide the decision support that
the communities they aim to serve need in de facto real time.

To meet this moment, universities must be willing to embrace a transdisciplinary, holistic
approach that reflects the complexity of our world. This can be accomplished by:

* Adopting a systems perspective that recognizes the interdependence between climate,
energy, water, food, economy, technology, societal stability, and governance.

e Implementing transdisciplinary frameworks that draw on diverse ways of knowing, from
the sciences to the humanities, from local communities to global networks.

* Designing mission-driven discovery and learning as a catalyst for transformation.
* Engage in society by convening researchers, policymakers, industry leaders, youth, and

communities into shared design processes that advance equitable solutions.

In this way, academia must become a catalyst for societal transformation, where change
is anticipated, not feared, and where pathways toward resilience are co-created with the
communities who will navigate them into the future.”

4. Opportunities for Transformation

Despite the challenges, this period of global transition also presents transformative
opportunities to:

1. Reframe global challenges through complexity rather than linear or siloed analytical
models.

2. Integrating mitigation, adaptation, restoration, and resilience into a unified approach that
recognizes the dynamic interplay between environmental and social systems.

3. Scaling innovations that bridge science and action, from clean energy deployment to
nature-based carbon removal and water resilience strategies.

4. Expanding innovation from the technical sphere to the socioeconomic and sociocultural
domains, including innovation of societal structures.

5. Embedding justice and equity in all dimensions of local to planetary-scale action.
6. Redesigning academic, economic, and political institutions so they can operate with

foresight rather than crisis response.

A transition of this magnitude demands not incremental improvement, but a reimagining
of how knowledge is generated, shared, and applied. The path forward will require humility,
the willingness to cross-collaborate, and the courage to experiment with new governance
structures. And there has to be a sharp focus on speed, scale, and impact for the benefit of
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society. Academia has to be willing to undergo a redesign of its structures and modes of
operation, in a positive disruption of long-standing practices designed for a different era.

We have to get serious about establishing an intergenerational
contract to prevent future crises and catastrophes caused by
inaction.

5. The Role of Youth

No discussion of transformation is complete without recognizing the crucial role of
youth. Today’s young people are not passive actors; they are leaders, innovators, and moral
anchors in the global change movements. Their drive and urgency are pushing universities
to accelerate their evolution, even when the path forward seems uncertain. Many of today’s
students will live beyond the end of this century. At this time, the world will be very different
from today. We have to empower the younger generations to shape the future in a way that
gives them and the generations that follow options for action rather than having to dedicate
their lives to solving problems the present and past generations have created.

The time to listen is mow. If we are serious about building the resilient future we so
often invoke, we must do more than make space for the youth to voice their concerns and
ideas. We must follow their lead, amplify their efforts, and invest in their vision in a much
more substantive way than we have so far. We have to get serious about establishing an
intergenerational contract to prevent future crises and catastrophes caused by inaction. Such a
contract has to redistribute decision-making power for the future so that the next generations
have the voice in this process they deserve.

6. Global Futures Laboratory: A Prototype for the University of the
Future

Academia can no longer consider its role in shaping the future in the abstract. It must
explore new ways to optimize its contribution to the immense task of proactively transforming
all Earth systems. At this time, only a few academic institutions are willing to take the risk
of the radical transformation of their own structures to become more relevant to the process
of societal transformation.

As the prototype for a University for the Future of our Planet, the Julie Ann Wrigley
Global Futures Laboratory (GFL) is an engine of transformation, designed not only to generate
insight but to shape outcomes, while restoring academia as a trusted partner of society.” Its
work is not limited to observation or analysis; instead, it focuses on building humankind’s
capacity to act at the speed and scale this moment demands. Its success depends on seeding a
broader movement in which universities, governments, philanthropies, businesses, and civil
society build on what we have advanced and scale what has proven effective.

* Julie Ann Wrigley Global Futures Laboratory, “Global Futures Laboratory,” accessed November 30, 2025, https://globalfutures.asu.edu
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Figure 1: Five Spaces
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To guide this effort, GFL is organized
around five foundational spaces—
Discovery, Learning, Solutions,
Networks, and Engagement—each
designed to drive transformation
at scale.” This integrative approach
strengthens its ability to confront
the challenges at our doorstep and
reframe them as opportunities to
create a more resilient and regen-
erative future. The GFL framework
is ‘Transforming Complex Systems
through Innovation’.

Within this framework, GFL is
designed to address the question of
‘Societal Will’ as its fundamental
task. GFL works on many issues
that are necessary for moving into

a positive future, including the understanding of how a growing population increases the
pressure upon the Earth system, how we can find responses to take pressure off the system,

whether the solutions we find are
economically feasible, and if we have
the institutions that can implement
the solutions. But these activities are
not sufficient. In the end, we have
to understand how they translate
into human decision-making, i.e.,
if we can understand the underlying
factors of our choices, such as value
and Dbelief systems, knowledge
systems, cultural differences, and
the resistance of these motivations.
And we have to understand how
to design incentives that will help
society make choices different from
those that got us into the present
situation, in which we are rapidly
narrowing the option space for
future generations.

Figure 2: Societal Will
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But this work is not ours to claim alone. Every initiative, every effort is co-created in
partnership with the very communities we seek to serve. We work across knowledge systems,

* Julie Ann Wrigley Global Futures Laboratory, “How We Work,” accessed November 30, 2025, https://globalfutures.asu.edu/how-we-work/
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drawing on the insights of the humanities and the analytical power of science and technology,
recognizing that no single discipline or worldview holds all the answers. This integrative
approach enables a more holistic perspective across all geographical and temporal scales,
allowing us to act more justly and innovate more responsibly.

In this sense, GFL is not merely an institutional experiment—it is a prototype of how
academia can meaningfully and responsibly navigate global complexity.

7. Conclusion

The choices we make in the coming years will determine the planet’s habitability for
generations to come. The stakes are high, and the challenges are significant. Yet, this moment
offers something rare: the opportunity to rethink our global educational, economic, political,
and ecological systems and chart a new path forward.

True transformation demands more than incremental change. It requires adopting a systems
perspective, breaking down the disciplinary silos that limit our imagination, and inviting new
perspectives into the future’s design process. Young people cannot be overlooked. Their
sense of urgency, clarity about what is at risk, and willingness to question norms are essential
to guiding meaningful change.

Transformation is the only viable pathway in a world defined by complexity. Our task
now is to build the structures, forge the relationships, and make the ethical commitments
necessary to steer society toward a future where people and the planet can flourish together.
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