
 

The WURI Founder’s Annual Reflections  

on University Innovation 2026 

1. A New Chapter in the Journey of University Innovation (2019–2020) 

When WURI was first conceived in 2019 as the World Universities with Real Impact, it was not 

yet a ranking but a movement—an international initiative to recognize and share universities’ 

most creative and socially meaningful innovations. Its purpose was to shift global attention away 

from traditional university rankings based on quantitative statistics—such as publications and 

citations—and toward the real impact of innovation on students, industry, society, and the world. 

In 2020, this movement evolved into a global evaluation system, the World University Rankings 

for Innovation, which established WURI as a pioneering framework for assessing innovation in 

higher education. Since then, WURI has guided universities across continents to design their own 

frameworks and directions for innovation—encouraging them to become more relevant, creative, 

and responsible in a rapidly changing world. 

Over the years, WURI has not merely ranked universities; it has inspired them to align their 

innovation with the future rather than the past. 

2. From Purpose to System: Two Axes of Innovation (2020–2025) 
When WURI began, it introduced four categories of innovation. Over time, these evolved into 

two guiding axes: For Whom to Innovate—the axis of purpose, and How to Innovate—the axis of 

system. 

Each axis now contains eight sub-categories. The For Whom domain identifies who benefits from 

innovation—students, industry, society, and the world. The How domain follows the SER-M 

model—Subject, Environment, Resource, and Mechanism—which defines the systematic process 

of innovation. 

University presidents and thought leaders have interpreted this two-dimensional model in two 

profound ways: Universities innovate purposefully through the For Whom axis, and 

systematically through the How axis. Together, these two perspectives have given WURI a strong 

foundation—one that balances mission and method, vision and execution. 

3. Introducing the Third Axis: “What to Innovate” (2026 and Beyond) 
In 2026, WURI embarks on the next step in its evolution by introducing a third axis: “What to 

Innovate.” This new dimension expands the traditional missions of university—research, 

education, and service—by adding a fourth domain: commercialization. 

This addition marks a historic shift in the purpose of higher education. Since the establishment of 

the University of Bologna in 1088, universities have pursued the national goal of advancing 

citizens’ intellectual and social standards for nearly a thousand years. In most countries, they 

were founded and funded by the state to serve the public good. 

However, the landscape of higher education has changed. Governments can no longer fully bear 

the financial burden of universities for two main reasons: First, the number and scale of 



 

universities have expanded beyond what public budgets can sustain. Second, a new kind of 

university is emerging—not for pursuing national interests less, but for pursuing the interests of 

individual students more. 

This evolution does not undermine universities’ public mission; rather, it broadens their purpose 

to include entrepreneurship, self-sustainability, and value creation. Through this new axis, WURI 

emphasizes that innovation must also ask what to innovate—helping universities transform their 

daily activities into initiatives that create measurable impact. 

4. Toward Self-Evolving Universities 

With the inclusion of What to Innovate, universities are now encouraged to strengthen their 

innovative capabilities across four domains:  

•  Research – creating new knowledge and technologies 

•  Education – reimagining learning through creativity and digital tools 

•  Service – extending social responsibility and global citizenship 

•  Commercialization – turning knowledge into sustainable impact 

This framework inspires universities to move beyond passive adaptation and become self-

evolving institutions that innovate continuously, purposefully, and meaningfully. 

5. The Spirit of WURI 2026 

The evolution from For Whom and How to What to Innovate reflects more than structural 

change; it represents a shift in the spirit of innovation itself. WURI’s mission is not to measure 

success, but to cultivate a living ecosystem of innovation—one that connects ideas with impact, 

people with purpose, and education with transformation. 

In this new era, WURI stands not merely as a ranking, but as a movement—a movement that calls 

upon universities to become architects of a better world through innovation. 
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