
MAKING A DIFFERENCE: UNIVERSITIES AS 
LIVING LABS AND AGENTS OF CHANGE
Dr. John B. ROBINSON, University of Toronto

Tuesday, 17 April 2018  17.30-19.00
Campus Limpertsberg, Bâtiment des Sciences, Room 0.03

The social contract between universities and the society’s they serve is changing. It used to be enough for universities 
to do research and educate students. Increasingly, however, we are being asked to engage tangibly and actively with the 
problems faced by the societies which fund us. I will explore the challenges and opportunities facing universities attempting 
to respond to this demand with regard to sustainability. Based on an agenda which moves beyond harm reduction to what 
we call regenerative sustainability (human activity that improves both human and environmental wellbeing), and using 
examples from UBC, Copenhagen Business School, Chalmers University of Technology and the University of Toronto, I will 
outline an agenda for transforming the campus into a living laboratory of sustainability, where faculty, staff and students, 
along with private, public and NGO sector partners, use the university’s physical plant, as well education and research 
capabilities, to test, study, teach, apply and share lessons learned, technologies created and policies developed.

John Robinson is a Professor at the Munk School of Global Affairs, and the School of the Environment, at the University of Toronto; 
an Honorary Professor with the Institute for Resources, Environment & Sustainability at The University of British Columbia; and 
an Adjunct Professor with the Copenhagen Business School. At the University of Toronto, he is also Presidential Advisor on the 
Environment, Climate Change and Sustainability. Prof. Robinson’s research focuses on the intersection of climate change mitigation, 
adaptation and sustainability; the use of visualization, modeling, and citizen engagement to explore sustainable futures; sustainable 
buildings and urban design; the role of the university in contributing to sustainability; creating partnerships for sustainability with 
non-academic partners; and, generally, the intersection of sustainability, social and technological change, behaviour change, and 
community engagement processes.


