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We the participants in the 10th Anniversary Commemorative Conference on 
"Universities of the Future: Global Aspirations & Local Imperatives," 

organized by the International Institute for Higher Education Research and 
Capacity Building of O. P. Jindal Global University, Sonipat, on 27-28 

September 2019, adopt the following Sonipat Declaration on Leadership for 
Universities of the Future.

We reaffirm the principles adopted on 4 December 2015 in the Sonipat 
Declaration on World Class Universities in BRICS and Emerging Economies. 

We endorse the following ten principles of leadership in higher education for the universities of the 
future and recommend that they guide university leaders as they seek to meet their global 
aspirations and respond to local imperatives:

1. The University's Mission of Learning for the Future Based on Free Inquiry, 
Academic Freedom, and Open Debate

1.1. The core mission of universities is to advance human welfare through the pursuit of 
knowledge and innovation and to prepare future generations not only to have the skills 
necessary to be productive members of society but also to acquire an understanding of and a 
commitment to the values and traditions that enhance human flourishing. 

1.2. This mission reflects both the global aspiration of universities and the specific mission of each 
university to be responsive to its unique social setting and local imperatives. 

1.3. It is essential for university leadership to take all necessary measures to ensure that the 
university fosters free inquiry and protects academic freedom. The pursuit of free inquiry at 
the university is enhanced in an environment that promotes open debates and discussion 
about the concerns of all members of the university community and a genuine dialogue over 
contending viewpoints. 

2. The Centrality of Critical Thinking and Active Learning 

2.1. Universities today and in the future have a special role in preparing youth to think critically 
rather than merely accept received knowledge and to acquire a passion for the pursuit of 
knowledge for its own sake.

2.2. If this goal of critical thinking is to be realized, university leadership must embody and foster 
critical thinking and action within the university. Leaders should, therefore, place a premium 
on active and participatory modes of learning and adapt the learning environment so that 
faculty and students can become critical agents of change.     

3. Impact of Universities on Global Issues and Institutions

3.1. Universities have a special responsibility to engage with the evolving global challenges 
through creation and dissemination of knowledge that improves the understanding of these 
challenges and the prospects for responding to them, as well as building the capacity of the 
students to engage professionally in addressing these challenges.

3.2. Among the global issues of particular urgency for universities of the future are the global 
climate crisis and the future of work.  These challenges call on universities to provide 
opportunities for teaching and research that go beyond routinized tasks and encourage 
faculty and students to embrace a global perspective.

4. Impact of Universities on Local Issues and Institutions

4.1. While pursuing their global aspirations, universities must not lose sight of the local, regional 
and national realities in which they operate. 

4.2. Universities, as a part of local communities, should endeavor to provide active support to local 
governance structures and institutions, including through academic, research and professional 
advice, as appropriate, to assist in finding solutions to local, context-specific challenges.

4.3. Further, universities should consider making their resources, including libraries, public lectures, 
and cultural events accessible to the local community.

5. Freedom from Political and Financial Interests 

5.1. The public and private universities of the future have shared but differentiated responsibilities. 
Both need to place the missions of the pursuit of knowledge and free inquiry above political and 
financial interests.

5.2. University leadership is called upon to be transparent about potential conflicts of interest and to 
take all necessary steps to minimize or eliminate such conflicts and to maintain their autonomy.

6. Regulatory Frameworks and the Need for Innovation

6.1. Regulatory frameworks that govern the policies and practices of universities serve an important 
role in ensuring quality of teaching and compliance with degree requirements. 

6.2. It is incumbent on the regulatory authorities to ensure that the regulations are conducive to 
achieving excellence through promotion of high standards and innovation in academic pursuits 
rather than creating an undue burden on university leaders and their ability to comply with the 
principles set out in this Declaration. 

6.3. University leadership needs to engage with the policymakers and legislative authorities to create 
such enabling frameworks.

7. Measuring Excellence Through Benchmarking and Rankings 

7.1. Benchmarking and rankings of universities have emerged as a tool of assessing excellence in 
selected areas, especially of long-established research-intensive universities. While the 
methodology and selection criteria have limitations, rankings provide objective data to assist in 
measuring excellence. They also do not claim to cover some important areas of the quality of 
higher education, reflected in this Declaration. 

7.2. Such rankings may be useful in attracting excellent students and faculty to high-ranking 
institutions, although they may also place institutions with limited resources or which are 
recently esablished at a disadvantage. 

7.3. Rankings, along with the accreditation process, offer incentives to university leaders in the future 
to improve quality of teaching, research and governance. 

8. Inclusion and Diversity 

8.1. Universities have an obligation to take effective measures to eliminate discrimination based on 
ethnicity, caste, class, gender, sexual orientation, physical and mental abilities, or religious or 
political beliefs. Leaders have a special responsibility to increase representation of students and 
employees from diverse backgrounds, with particular focus on underrepresented communities 
and population groups that have been historically disadvantaged. 

8.2. University leadership should work with government, corporations, and private individuals to 
mobilize financial, intellectual, or other resources to ensure equitable access to the full range of 
opportunities the university offers. 

8.3. Universities known for high standards of excellence attract the best students and faculty, often 
from privileged backgrounds. It is, therefore, urgent and imperative that leaders of universities 
balance high standards with effective measures to overcome direct and indirect exclusion of 
those who are from disadvantaged groups so that the system of higher education, rather than 
perpetuating elite privileges, provides genuine opportunities for all, consistent with a 
commitment to social mobility. 

9. Improving Capacity to Engage in Interdisciplinary Teaching and Research 

9.1. Given that most faculty have acquired their academic credentials by excelling in a defined 
discipline, university leadership has a special responsibility to encourage and facilitate genuine 
interdisciplinarity, which enriches both the learning experience and research outputs and is 
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essential to anticipate, understand and prepare for future development of society and the 
ecosystem.

9.2. Balancing the teaching and research missions of the university of the future will require 
increased resources and a commitment of university leadership to provide the necessary 
incentives for faculty to embrace interdisciplinarity  and improve pedagogical approaches and 
high-quality research meeting both global aspirations and local imperatives

10. International, National and Local Collaborations

10.1. Academic collaborations between universities, at the national, regional and global levels, add 
considerable value to fulfilling the mission of universities in the future by giving opportunities to 
students and faculty to engage with colleagues across the globe and to acquire a deeper 
understanding of diverse cultures and approaches to creating and disseminating knowledge. 
University leaders are encouraged to develop such collaborations through study programmes, 
fellowships, exchange programmes, targeted short term courses and similar initiatives.

10.2. They should also develop innovative regional collaborations among academic institutions to 
allow individual researchers to participate in interdisciplinary teams and offer courses that are 
co-taught by faculty members from more than one university, either by sharing classroom 
facilities or through remote technology. 

10.3. Academic leaders need to be attentive to ensuring that joint research and teaching enhances the 
quality of the outcomes and adheres to the highest standards of academic integrity at all partner 
universities

10.4. Universities should also focus on providing opportunities for students to engage with the world of 
work through industrial training, internships, capstones and exchange programmes.  

Adopted on 28 September 2019
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