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WHY
| CONTEXT AND AIM

The ambition of Maastricht University (UM) is to be an inclusive, innovative and
sustainable university. Hence, UM has included sustainability goals in its strategic
program and has launched the Sustainable UM 2030 program focusing on education,
research and operations.
Within the Sustainable UM 2030 program, the Research pillar aspires to further
sustainable research at Maastricht University. UM researchers are already working on
sustainable development issues from different angles (legal, bio-medical, behavioral,
economics, governance, etc.) and focus on different topics (e.g. health, energy,
biomaterials, socio-technical innovation). In line with the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), more impact from scientific research and education is
needed. Hence it should be clearer for policy and society how science will contribute
to achieving the SDGs.
In this context, the symposium Sustainable Research at Maastricht University:
present and future has been organized on 29 November 2019 providing a platform to
UM’s scientific research community. The symposium intended to bring researchers
from different faculties and disciplines together to envision the future of
sustainability research at UM. Important questions that were addressed: What are
the leading sustainability themes on which UM should focus, and how do these relate
to the Sustainable Development Goals? What strategy is needed to achieve this?
How to contribute collectively to a Sustainable UM 2030?
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HOW
| PROGRAM AND STRATEGY

The program of the symposium consisted of plenary presentations by four
researchers of diverse backgrounds about how they envision the future of
sustainable research at UM, followed by three parallel interactive discussion sessions
in which all attendees could contribute. In this way, the keynote presentations
intended to inspire the audience in advance of the interactive discussion sessions.

13.30 – 13.40 | Introduction Sustainable UM 2030 program
Anja van Bogaert
13.40 – 14.00 | Sustainable research at UM: survey results and next steps
Wouter van Marken Lichtenbelt & Rick Kramer
Four keynote presentations:
14.00 – 14.15 | Piet Eichholtz
14.15 – 14.30 | Yvonne van der Meer
14.30 – 14.45 | Harro van Lente
14.45 – 15.00 | Joop de Kraker

15.15 – 16.30 | Three parallel discussion sessions
Mark Post, Ben Janssen, and Ron Cörvers as discussion leaders
16.30 – 17:00 | Summary by discussion leaders and plenary discussion
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SUMMARY
| VISIONS AND PLANS

ASSESSMENT OF SUSTAINABLE RESEARCH AT UM
Within the Sustainable UM 2030 program’s Task Force, Wouter van Marken
Lichtenbelt is project owner and Rick Kramer is project coordinator of the Research
pillar. In May 2019 they conducted a survey study among UM’s academic staff
focusing on sustainable research at UM. The survey was sent out to 462 full
professors and other PI’s of which 27% completed the survey.
Main outcomes:
§

Sustainable research forms a significant share at all faculties

§

FHML forms about 2/3 of UM research, and hence, is substantially
represented in UM’s sustainable research

§

Many researchers who are currently not involved in sustainable research do
show interest

§

Sustainable research has grown substantially at UM over the past decade

§

Sustainable research at UM is in line with ambition to focus on four selected
Sustainable Development Goals1, but is more divers covering many other
SDGs as well

SDG 3: Good Health and Well-being; SDG 4: Quality Education; SDG 13: Climate Action;
SDG 16: Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions
1
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KEYNOTE PRESENTATIONS
Piet Eichholtz is the Department Chair and full professor of Real Estate Finance at the
School of Business and Economics. He discussed the importance of investing in
sustainability of buildings. He gave examples of the effect of healthy buildings on
productivity, and how this in turn affects the financial value of real estate.
His main recommendations and take-aways:
§

The built environment as an important context to study and develop a
sustainable society

§

Cooperate with the Faculty of Health Medicine and Life Sciences in Randwijck

§

More research within Maastricht University, e.g.: real life lving lab studies in
lecture halls

§

Financial profit is an important incentive in the sustainability transition

§

A UM-wide bachelor on sustainable development

§

A bi-annual international conference on sustainable development at UM

Yvonne van der Meer is associate professor and head of the Biobased Materials
department. She leads her own academic group on sustainability of biobased
materials within the Faculty of Science and Engineering at the Brightlands Chemelot
Campus. She focusses on the transition from a fossil-based and linear economy to a
sustainable biobased and circular economy.
Her main recommendations and take-aways:
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§

Connect with society via multiscale experiments: lab, pilot, industrial scale

§

Integral approach: intensive collaboration

§

Aim for truly sustainable solutions: Life Cycle Assessments

§

More collaboration within UM, grow a sustainability ecosystem:
o

Multi-disciplinary approach as UM’s unique selling point

o

Initiate research innovation by cross-overs

o

UM becomes a more attractive research partner

o

Importance of education to integrate sustainability at UM

o

Start: good website providing better insight in who is doing what

Harro van Lente is full professor of Science and Technology Studies and Department
Chair at the Faculty of Arts and Social Science. He is one of the founding fathers of
the Sociology of Expectations, which studies how representations of the future shape
current socio-technical developments. He highlighted how society and technology
change together and how technology may not always deliver what it promises in
terms of economic benefits and positive environmental effects.
His main recommendations and take-aways:
§

Despite increased awareness, society is becoming more unsustainable

§

Technology brings hope, but also fears: integral view on ‘solutions’

§

Be aware of the effect of culture on the sustainability transition process:
researchers are trapped in a credibility cycle striving for recognition

Joop de Kraker is a full professor at ICIS (Faculty of Science and Engineering)
focusing on sustainable development assessment, particularly on sustainable urban
development. He elaborated on the Do’s and Don’ts of sustainable research.
His main recommendations and take-aways:
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§

Creating sustainable and healthy urban environments with greenery

§

Integrated cross-faculty approach: collaboration and interdisciplinarity

§

Focus on health and well-being: prevention rather than curing diseases

§

Complement other universities rather than compete with them

§

Living labs to connect to society: focus on (eu)region

§

Initiate new research with conditional funding

INTERACTIVE DISCUSSION SESSIONS
Three 75-minute interactive discussion sessions were conducted in parallel. All
sessions centered around the same question: What should UM’s identity be in the
context of sustainability research and how can we achieve this?
Main recommendations and take-aways:
Session 1, chaired by Mark Post
§

Motivate people to take their own responsibility: ‘What can I do?’

§

Integrate sustainability insights from research in educational programs

§

UvA’s Bèta-Gamma bachelor may be exemplary

§

Sustainable Research Community building:
o

Seminars

o

Improve exposure via website

o

Network mapping tool on website providing better insight in who is
doing what and enabling people to connect with each other

§

UM as the largest employer in the region: Increase impact on regional society

Session 2, chaired by Ron Cörvers
§

Increase interdisciplinary research

§

Focus on the built environment: Good example of the need of a multidisciplinary approach, Living labs in buildings and urban environments

§

Focus on societal challenges: Connect with the SDG’s

§

Find incentives to increase interdisciplinarity: seed money?
o

Call for sustainability research proposals: seed money to facilitate
interdisciplinary research, scaling up the research and/or development
proposals for (inter)national grants
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Session 3, chaired by Ben Janssen
§

Relatively large FHML compared to other universities; important topic related
to sustainability: Health

§

Increase collaboration between FHML and other faculties

§

Create awareness at FHML: sustainability does not play a prominent role yet

§

Focus on health, well-being and lifestyles: prevention rather than curing

§

Connect to regional societal challenges and opportunities

§

Sustainable research outcomes should land in society via education:
o

§
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Awareness from an early age

Small research funding from UM to scale up to larger project funds

NEXT
| CONCLUSIONS AND OUTLOOK

CONCLUSIONS
The keynote speakers successfully provided inspiration, fueling the discussions
following. The discussions were lively because of the involvement and dedication of
the participants in the topic of sustainability. The participants agreed that this
symposium served as a starting point for community building. Although the number
of researchers that attended was not as large as anticipated and hoped for, this was
certainly not due to lack of interest in sustainability as demonstrated by the survey
results, but was rather due to full agendas: High workloads and overfull agendas
were acknowledged as bottlenecks. It was stressed that time investment in the
sustainability transition should be facilitated mainly during working hours.
Nevertheless, the whish was expressed for more similar activities. Several potential
topics were identified and suggestions for workable approaches to increase
awareness and develop research on sustainability were discussed. There was general
agreement on the need for multidisciplinarity for many topics related to
sustainability. Finally, the need for education programs on sustainability and
integrating sustainability in existing programs was generally addressed, which clearly
links to SDG 4.
A main sustainability theme that was identified was Health: UM has a large Faculty of
Health Medicine and Life Sciences addressing this theme, moreover, Health is also
important in a broad sense at many other faculties, meaning that the theme Health
implies common ground for many researchers. The multidisciplinarity of this theme is
evident and it links to SDG 3 ‘Good Health and Well-being’. The built environment is
another theme that was identified and addresses SDG 13 ‘Climate Action’, SDG 3
‘Good Health and Well-being’ and many more SDG’s. This theme is also specifically
mentioned in the original project plan of Sustainable UM 2030. Both themes can be
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extended to landscape, urban environment, life styles, social sciences, finances and
materials. These themes inherit a great potential for Maastricht University’s
sustainable identity.
Finally, a UM-call for sustainable research proposals was raised as a means to
encourage interdisciplinary sustainability studies, i.e. seed money to facilitate
initiating interdisciplinary research, scaling up research and/or development of
proposals for (inter)national research grants.

A visual impression of the symposium…
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