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Jan S. Hesthaven will take office of KIT 
President on October 1, 2024. In an inter-
view with lookKIT, he discusses his per-
spective on KIT‘s role in a changing soci-
ety, his plans for positioning KIT within 
the international scientific community, 
and why education is one of his top pri-
orities.

lookKIT: What was your first impression 
of KIT and what made you think it is a 
place that you would like to be part of? 
KIT is clearly a diamond in the rough, an insti-
tution which has an enormous potential that 
has not been reached fully yet. Throughout 

my career, I have found that I prefer to build 
and change organizations rather than simply 
running them.  At KIT, I saw a unique and ex-
citing opportunity to do precisely that: To 
help build an institution which is already suc-
cessful and has a long and impressive history, 
but also an institution that has the potential 
– the people, the infrastructure, and the re-
sources – to be a lot more than what it cur-
rently is. 

What are your plans for the first 100 days 
at KIT? 
It will be most important for me to get to 
know the people of KIT. Listening to what 

Short CV

Professor Jan S. Hesthaven has been President of KIT 
since October 2024. Before, he had been Provost 
and Vice President for Academic Affairs of the École 
Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne (EPFL, Swiss Fe-
deral Institute of Technology in Lausanne) since 
2021. Since 2013, Hesthaven had been Professor of 
Mathematics of EPFL. Before, in 1995, he had star-
ted to work at Brown University, one of the oldest 
and most renowned universities in the USA, where 
he was Founding Director of the Center for Compu-
tation and Visualization (2006 to 2013). Having co-
founded the Institute for Computational and Expe-
rimental Research in Mathematics, he served as its 
Deputy Director from 2010 to 2013. Hesthaven stu-
died Computational Physics and earned his doctora-
te at the Technical University of Denmark in Copen-
hagen. Since 2022, Hesthaven has been Fellow of 
the American Mathematical Society (AMS) and the 
Society of Industrial and Applied Mathematics 
(SIAM). He also is member of the European Academy 
of Sciences and Academia Europaea.

Collaboration   
than in Competition“

Professor Jan. S. Hesthaven  
in conversation with students

FO
TO

S:
 M

A
R

K
U

S 
BR

EI
G

FOCUS 39
> 0324> 0324

38 BLICKPUNKT



Where do you see KIT in ten years from 
now in relation to other universities and 
research institutions in Germany and 
worldwide? 
I strongly believe in collaboration, more so 
than in competition. We need to identify trus-
ted partners, both in Germany and internatio-
nally, with whom we can collaborate in our 
core missions – education, research, innovati-
on, and societal engagement. Institutions like 
KIT cannot master everything and there is only 
a handful of institutions that have the financial 
resources necessary to do so. To have an im-
pact and to play in that league internationally, 
we will have to do it together with partners 
that are complementary. Therefore, I would 
like to position KIT as one of those places to 
which other institutions turn when looking for 
a partner and an emerging and important new 
activity, be it in education or research.

In earlier interview you said that KIT is not 
as international as it should be. How 
would you like to attract more interna-
tional talent? 

Professor Jan. S. Hesthaven,  
new President of KIT

Which changes are we looking at in par-
ticular – and what are their implications 
for strategic research at KIT? 
I can easily realize three very general themes 
by simply looking out of the window: You can 
see things that are a result of human intelli-
gence, for example buildings or cars; you can 
see life in humans, plants, animals; and you 
can see society, in the way we organize our-
selves to live as a society. What is changing 
now and what will continue to change very 
substantially in the next decade or two is that 
we are entering into a world impacted by ar-
tificial intelligence, artificial life, and a strong 
focus on the sustainable society. For me, the-
se are the three general areas of KIT and 
many elements of the core research and tech-
nological expertise required already exist at 
KIT. As these elements begin to converge, 
implications will be tremendous for how we 
live, how we work, how we interact, for our 
health, and our learning. We are potentially at 
an inflection point in human development 
and KIT needs to be at the center of this trans-
formation.

they have to say is the best way for me to 
learn about KIT, the many opportunities, and 
perhaps some challenges. While I am open to 
seek changes to the benefit of the institution, 
I am well aware that many elements of KIT 
work very well and should certainly not be 
changed dramatically. Finding this balance re-
quires that I have a deeper understanding of 
KIT. At the same time, I would like to launch a 
discussion with the community of where we 
are as an institution and where we would like 
to be in five or ten years from now. 

This impression is not unique to KIT. While 
there have been changes to the better in re-
cent times, German universities are generally 
not as international as they should be and 
could be. We have to attract international ta-
lent and to do that, we have to be better at 
showing what our strengths are and why they 
should join the KIT community. At the same 
time, we need to make sure they stay by crea-
ting an environment in which international 
colleagues feel welcome and valued.

What role should KIT play within the 
Helmholtz Association?
First of all: I do not really recognize a strong 
distinction between the importance of re-
search and education. With this in mind, I 
believe that KIT should take a central part as 
the research university in the Helmholtz As-
sociation. The unique strength of a universi-
ty is that it, in contrast to a research center, 
can undertake very-high-risk research while 
hedging this high risk with education – even 
after failure, it has still succeeded in its edu-
cational mission. This is an equally unique 

opportunity for research centers. We need 
to make better use of this strength in the 
role we can play within the Helmholtz Asso-
ciation. Our students could also benefit 
enormously – we need to make optimum 
use of this unique position and resources ac-
ross the Helmholtz Association to collabora-
te more closely across disciplines in research 
and education.

What does academic freedom mean to 
you?
An Alexander von Humboldt living off the fa-
mily estate and thus financing his research 
across the world could do what he wanted. 
We, however, get paid to a large extent by 
either taxpayers or private funders. The free-
dom to pursue whatever academic area you 
wish for is a fundamental quality of the sys-
tem and this must be maintained. But the 
freedom comes with a responsibility. Ulti-
mately the goal of the work is to impact and 
improve society through the solutions we de-
velop and the people we educate. That is our 
contract with society. 
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Jan S. Hesthaven speaking with Professor Tamim Asfour,  
Head of the High Performance Humanoid Technologies Group  
at KIT‘s Institute for Anthropomatics and Robotics (IAR)
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