
 

Convergence Thinking: Reflections on Discovery, Education, and 

Innovation 

Part 3/3 – Building the Convergent Ecosystem 

The Central Idea: If convergence changes how scientists think, the scholarly enterprise must 

evolve to cultivate, connect, and sustain that way of thinking. Universities become not merely 

places where convergence occurs, but participants within a larger convergence ecosystem 

organized around purpose, impact, and societal need. 

I. The Convergence Ecosystem: 

Natural ecosystems are resilient not because each organism becomes more capable in isolation, 

but because increasingly rich relationships emerge among organisms with complementary 

capabilities. Diversity alone is insufficient. It is the quality of the relationships that produces 

resilience. Ecosystems are defined not by co-location but by reciprocal dependence. 

Convergence ecosystems are no different. 

A convergence ecosystem is not defined by the excellence of its individual 

institutions, but by the richness of the purposeful relationships among 

them. 

The Koch Institute at MIT and the Wyss Institute at Harvard did not emerge simply because 

universities decided to become interdisciplinary. They emerged because vibrant ecosystems 

already existed—ecosystems that connected scientific excellence, clinical medicine, 



biotechnology, philanthropy, entrepreneurship, venture capital, and a culture that valued 

translation. The institutes became expressions of an ecosystem rather than its origin. 

II. The Lived Examples: 

My experience helping establish the School of Engineering–Medicine at Texas A&M University 

and the College of Engineering at Anderson University demonstrated that convergence is not 

simply curriculum integration. It is the creation of new professional archetypes capable of 

creating meaningful impact. 

The Physicianeer and the Socratic Engineer exemplify graduates whose identities are defined by 

capabilities rather than disciplinary labels. 

A convergent university values challenge-driven curricula, integration of knowledge, 

entrepreneurship, ethical leadership, experiential learning, and societal impact. 

The objective is not merely to educate specialists, but architects of 

impact. 

Healthy ecosystems depend upon permeable boundaries. The continual exchange of 

information, people, ideas, resources, technologies, and opportunities enables ecosystems to 

adapt, mature, and endure. Convergence ecosystems require the same institutional 

permeability. Universities, industry, government, healthcare, philanthropy, entrepreneurship, 

and communities remain distinct, but their boundaries become increasingly permeable in 

service of shared societal purpose. 

III. Impact and Assessments: 

The health of an ecosystem is not measured solely by its outputs, but by its capacity to 

continuously generate new relationships, new capabilities, new professional identities, and new 

responses to emerging societal challenges; and so endure. 

Robust ecosystems are not built by strengthening individual institutions 

alone. They are built by strengthening the purposeful relationships 

through which institutions collectively create impact. 

Institutional permeability does not imply the erosion of institutional identity or integrity. Just as 

selectively permeable membranes sustain living systems by regulating purposeful exchange 

while preserving structural integrity, institutional permeability enables universities, industry, 

government, healthcare, philanthropy, and entrepreneurship to retain their distinctive missions 

while continually exchanging people, ideas, resources, and opportunities. The boundary 

remains. What changes is its function. 



The university of the future will be judged less by the excellence of its 

individual disciplines than by its capacity to cultivate purposeful 

relationships capable of creating enduring societal impact. 

The convergent ecosystem is therefore not the destination of convergence but its natural 

habitat. Within such ecosystems, disciplines retain their rigor, institutions retain their identity, 

and professions retain their distinctive contributions. What changes is the quality of the 

relationships among them. Purpose becomes the organizing principle, institutional permeability 

enables continual exchange, and impact becomes the measure of collective success. In such 

ecosystems, convergence is no longer an initiative. It becomes a culture. 


