
SPOTLIGHT

In his book “The World Is Flat,” Pulitzer Prize 
winner and New York Times columnist 
Thomas L. Friedman describes how global-
ization and electronic networks are radical-
ly changing our lives: American account-
ants have anonymized tax returns complet-
ed in India, radiologists at US hospitals 
delegate the evaluation of CT scans to doc-
tors – in India. The country has since be-
come one of the world‘s largest providers of 
IT services, earning itself the description – 
by analogy with China, which rejoices in the 
title “workbench of the world” – of “back of-
fice of the world.” Computers, high-speed 
data transfer via fiber optic cable and work-
flow software solutions have allowed us to 
cooperate and compete more and more ef-
fectively at the global level. Not just busi-
ness, but science, too, is nowadays engaged 
in an accelerated, more complex and geo-
graphically broader pattern of internation-
al exchange and cooperation. 

How should we respond to this dynam-
ic development? Businesses base their de-
cisions on where to locate upon the avail-
ability of local skills, infrastructure and ac-
cess to new knowledge. If it is to maintain 
its locational attraction, Germany must 
become a destination of choice for the best 
scientific researchers and students from 
across the world. Qualified MINT employ-
ees are already in short supply in Germany 
– according to the German newspaper 
Handelsblatt, there is currently a short-
age of around 150,000 academics in the 
fields of mathematics, informatics, natu-
ral sciences and technology alone. By the 
year 2030, demographic change will have 
intensified this situation still further – fol-
lowing a brief interim peak, from 2020 on-
ward the number of graduates will once 
again decline. At the same time, the inter-
national student body is becoming more 
mobile. Each year, more than half a million 

citizens of India leave home to study 
abroad. Given the vast deficit in university 
places in India, the government has just re-
cently passed a law intended to regulate 
and simplify access to the subcontinent for 
foreign universities. Other countries, too, 
are intensively courting foreign education 
providers. Countries in the Middle East are 
investing billions to attract universities 
from abroad. In 2006, in Dubai, for exam-
ple, Harvard Medical School established 
the Harvard Medical School Dubai Center 
in order to pursue cooperation in the field 
of medical research and training. Last year, 
Harvard announced that it intends to set 
up a graduate school in law in Doha, fund-
ed by the Qatar Foundation.

Meanwhile, in 2010, Yale became the 
first Ivy League university to establish a uni-
versity campus abroad, in cooperation with 

the National University of Singapore (NUS). 
Yale-NUS is intended to usher in a new era 
of international education. New York Uni-
versity (NYU) has been present in Abu Dha-
bi since 2010. Around 9,000 students re-
sponded to the first call for applications for 
the just under 200 available places. NYU is 
now looking to expand in Shanghai. Accord-
ing to its president, as the first global uni-
versity, NYU is keen to raise the stakes in its 
efforts to compete with Harvard, Yale and 
Princeton. In the contest for the finest 
minds, American universities are establish-
ing themselves in an advantageous posi-
tion. German universities are latecomers to 
the export of education – and despite the Ex-
cellence Initiative, they lack the gloss. Still, P
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no German university has made it to the top 
ten in the Shanghai ranking.

The German Federal Ministry of Educa-
tion and Research (BMBF) has recognized 
the problem and called upon scientific or-
ganizations to “target specific offers at 
junior scientists from abroad in order to 
recruit sufficient talented and well-quali-
fied young people to support the desired 
growth in research activities.” As early as 
2000, the Max Planck Society began, joint-
ly with German universities, to develop 
graduate schools. There are now some 
3,000 young doctoral students learning 
and researching at 61 International Max 
Planck Research Schools; half of them come 
from abroad – drawn from more than 100 
different countries of origin. Many, having 
completed their studies, would like to work 
for a few years in Germany. Well-trained, 
achievement-oriented and at home in sev-
eral cultures, they represent a valuable pool 
of potential employees. The introduction of 
the Blue Card was an important step, given 
that, in the past, a large proportion of these 
foreign students were lost to the German 
employment market.

But it takes more than talented young 
people – it is a question of global value 
chains. More than 90 percent of the world‘s 
knowledge originates outside of Germany. 
In order to share in the worldwide flow of 
knowledge, research must be put on an in-
ternational footing. Let us take the example 
of RNA interference: In 1998, researchers in 
the US discovered that genes can be sup-
pressed with aid of small snippets of RNA. 
Just a few years later, Thomas Tuschl at the 
Max Planck Institute for Biophysical Chem-
istry succeeded in applying the same mech-
anism in the cells of mammals. The corre-
sponding patents are held by the Max 
Planck Society and the Massachusetts Insti-
tute of Technology (MIT). The US firm Alny-

lam Pharmaceuticals is currently engaged 
in the commercial development of this 
method through to clinical deployment. An-
other example: Axel Ullrich of the Max 
Planck Institute of Biochemistry has shown 
how targeted interventions can be made in 

the complex mechanism of tumor develop-
ment. The company founded by him, Sugen, 
subsequently refined these fundamental 
discoveries for medical application. Follow-
ing takeovers first by Pharmacia and later 
Pfizer, the drug finally came onto the mar-
ket in 2006. 

For the Max Planck Society, internation-
al cooperation has long been an essential 
factor in the fulfillment of our mission. 
Complex problems can be solved only with 
the integration of experts in varying fields. 
Our Max Planck institutes are involved in 
more than 5,000 projects with over 6,000 
research partners in 120 countries around 
the world. One in two of the Max Planck So-
ciety‘s publications is the product of inter-
national cooperation. No other European 
research organization is so internationally 
networked. In order to gain access to inter-
national leading-edge research abroad, the 
Max Planck Society – in a manner compara-
ble with the American elite universities – 
has, in recent years, intensified its presence 
in important target countries with the goal 
of exploiting the potential for innovation 
elsewhere, as well as of discovering talent-
ed scientists at an early stage and securing 
their loyalty.

India, for example, is a key location for 
computer sciences. For this reason, in 2010, 

with the support of the BMBF and the Indi-
an Department of Science and Technology, 
we founded a Max Planck Center in New 
Delhi as a platform for cooperation between 
the Max Planck Institute for Informatics in 
Saarbrücken and the Indian Institute of 
Technology. A Max Planck Center in the field 
of neuroscience is currently being estab-
lished in cooperation with the Hebrew Uni-
versity in Jerusalem. There are also Max 
Planck Centers working in the field of mate-
rials research in cooperation with the Uni-
versity of British Columbia in Vancouver, 
Canada, with the Riken Institute in Japan 
and with the renowned Princeton Universi-
ty in the US – to mention just five of the 
present 14 Max Planck Centers in Europe, 
North America and Asia. 

In addition, the Society now has five in-
stitutes abroad, in Italy, Luxemburg, the 
Netherlands and the US, where the State of 
Florida recently contributed 186 million dol-
lars to fund the development of the Max 
Planck Florida Institute. In this way, the 
Max Planck Society has gained access to the 
US knowledge market, which continues to 
lead the world.

Today, no one can afford not to pursue 
a strategy of internationalization. Richard 
Edelstein, an expert in international educa-
tion at the University of California in Berke-
ley, anticipates that this will have signifi-
cant effects in the coming 5, 10 or even 50 
years. The Max Planck Society is well placed 
internationally – and is likewise active in-
ternationally as a brand ambassador for 
Germany.

Peter Gruss,
President of the Max Planck Society
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