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TRANSCRIPT 

Universities Futures Lab – Podcast series 
EPISODE #1: TOUGH LOVE 

[MUSIC – Introduction]  

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

Welcome to the Universities Futures Lab. This is your go-to podcast series about futures thinking, 
foresight and university strategy development. It is brought to you by the European University 
Association and features experts from across Europe. Dive with us into different futures. Get some 
inspiration from practitioners with expertise in the field, and also learn all about tough love and grey 
rhinos. The future is always uncertain, but that is all the more reason to work with it, ask the question 
‘what if?’ and use creative, evidence based methods to prepare for tomorrow in the here and now. 

***** 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

I'm Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik, Deputy-Director for Policy Coordination and Foresight at EUA and it's my 
pleasure to talk today to Chris Luebkeman, Head of the Strategic Foresight Hub of ETH Zurich in 
Switzerland, who has a lot of experience with this topic. Welcome, Chris. How are you today? 

Chris Luebkeman 

Thank you very much, Anna-Lena. Pleasure to be here. 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

Thanks a lot, Chris. Let's start right into the topic and also a little bit your own experience with it. How 
would you describe yourself and your role at ETH? Just in a couple of sentences. 

Chris Luebkeman 

I'm a bridge builder. I've been building bridges between professions, times, countries, cultures for 
almost 30 years, and now - I joined ETH five years ago, to come back to my alma mater to ensure 
that it remains relevant in the world of higher education within Swiss society over the next 20 years. 
It's currently one of the top ten universities, technical universities, in the world. It is number one in 
Europe, and it's our intention to stay that way. I sit within the office of the president, and with my role 
with strategic foresight it's been very important that one sits within the office of the president. In the 
corporate world, where I was for 20 years, it was very important that one was with the chairman or the 
CEO and not with marketing, not with other things. You need to really be there where you can have a 
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good view over the entire institution, so that you can also understand where it is intended that this 
institution might be heading, as we try to assess how things are changing and how to remain relevant 
within this context of change. Because higher education is in a point of extreme - in German 
‘Umbruch’ - really radical change, I really believe in the biggest change we've seen in probably the 
past 20 to 30 years, since the introduction of computation. And that's because we now have access to 
so many things which we didn't have before – that all of our students, all of our faculty, all of our 
researchers access in a way which is unprecedented. The other part is we have AI coming, which is 
changing the game of everything. 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

Yes. 

Chris Luebkeman 

And it's a tool. It's not the beginning. It's not the end. It's a tool to be used. And so, how do we use it 
and what do we do? These are many of the kinds of drivers we've been looking at to try to assess our 
future. 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

Thank you very much. You're already right into some of the very exciting drivers of change and future 
topics, AI you just mentioned. Before we go a bit deeper into that, I would like to take a step back 
because our audience sometimes doesn't know much about futures thinking in foresight. So, maybe if 
you could give us your own definition, what is foresight and futures thinking for you? How would you 
define it? 

Chris Luebkeman 

The future is a very strange place, and most humans have an extremely difficult time actually thinking 
about the future in a cognitive way. We all have systems, sensor systems, be they emotional, be they 
intellectual, be they spiritual. We have sensor systems which guide us with certain lenses to look at. 
The future can be part of a belief system, which is important. But how do you actually assess the 
future in a way which allows one to plan or to anticipate? For me, so much about foresight is about 
creating an understanding of what could come so that we're prepared for that eventuality. And I say 
beliefs are good. But we can also have certain things that we know. We know the sun is going to 
come up in the East pretty much every day, you know, and we know that at the moment, we're the 
most dynamic time in in history of my life. We don't know geopolitically what's going to happen. We 
don't know environmentally what's going to happen. So we're in a time of extreme uncertainty. And in 
times of extreme uncertainty, these lenses, these methods to help us better understand the future so 
we remain relevant, become even more important. So they become stories we tell ourselves about 
the future, stories which help us share a vocabulary across an institution so that when one's talking 
about something coming, you have a common vocabulary which allows you to have the dialogue. You 
could say blue, and I might think of the blue of the sky. You might actually think of the blue from the 
azure that the Native Americans used and lapis lazuli. I don't know, we could argue about the blue 
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and these foresight tools and methods help you to create that common ground. So, you're not arguing 
about trivialities, but you're actually engaging in dialogue about the big questions.  

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

And what brought you to foresight and futures thinking. Why did you get interested in that? 

Chris Luebkeman 

I'm trained as an engineer first and architect second. And then I was teaching engineering to 
architects, so this is part of the bridge building for many years. And when I was at MIT, one of my 
research projects, which I started there as a faculty member, was on the home of the future. And I 
became quite intrigued by people in the past who had thought about the home in the future, and I had 
never even looked at that before. It is the sort of artistic visions of how home-work was going to look, 
and home life is going to look, because our mandate and mission at that point, with this home of the 
future, was how to help individuals age gracefully at home. So, we tried to start to look at this context 
of how one does age and what to do. And so that became my interest. That's where it was piqued, at 
MIT. Then I joined the company I was at, and I asked our CEO, I said, so we're doing projects which 
take 20 years to realize, these building projects. How do we know that they're fit for purpose? And he 
said, well, we're good. We're the best consultants in the world. And we were at that time. I said, yeah, 
that's good, but that's not good enough because the context is changing. He goes, uhhhhh… So I 
said, why don't you let me help us understand what the context could be, so we can truly be the best 
consultants we want to be and we need to be. So, that's where that really deep interest in foresight 
comes from. Then I started on strategic foresight, which is the corporate side. And at the end of the 
day it all comes out to the same vocabulary, same tools and techniques. Whether you're in academia 
or the corporate world, or working with a country or a family office or whatever, it's all the same stuff. 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

You mentioned you started in the corporate world, and that was also my impression when we started 
working with futures thinking and foresight at EUA, that there is, of course, a lot of things out there 
that more come from a corporate context. And at least in Europe, it seems to still be rather rare that 
universities use it for their own strategic development. They may have future labs or things where 
they do foresight for other actors, almost as a service to society and to other actors. But there don't 
seem to be so many institutions who use it for their own strategy development. You already 
mentioned a little bit at the beginning why you think it's important to do that. Could you elaborate on 
that? Why do you think using foresight for university strategy development is actually important 
today? 

Chris Luebkeman 

First of all, foresight’s not just corporate. The military has been using foresight for many, many years, 
and companies have and countries have for their national foresight. So, trying to imagine where they 
want to be as a nation and how it is for nation building. It's not just a corporate world. And there are 
many, many companies who don't have any foresight at all. So, this is not unusual that any sector 
doesn't have foresight. That's important to recognize. I think it's then also important for leading 
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institutions, be they corporate, be they national, international leading institutions, to have a foresight 
team to help the leadership think about the context of what could be. I say leadership very 
purposefully, because some leaders are not interested in the opinions of others, and some leaders 
are. I believe it's very important for every leading institution to have this team to help the leadership, 
not just the leader. The leadership. Look at the relevant changes which are coming, which are beyond 
the lens which that he or she or they might be looking through. I'm saying this very carefully because 
in the academic world, we have many individuals, the faculty, who are recognized or they consider 
themselves to be experts. And as an expert, very often they have an opinion about everything, even if 
they really are only an expert in a single domain. And sometimes leading an expert organization, it 
can be very challenging because they all think that they already know everything. Therefore, creating 
a foresight team and finding its way within this institution is a very delicate thing to carefully consider. 
Here we have about 600 faculty and they're all amazing individuals in their domains. Some of them 
are very open for all sorts of dialogue across sectors, and some are not. Some of them are interested 
in solving the problem, because research is about solving problems today, not in 15 years. And 
they're trying so hard to figure this thing out now. And some of them said, don't bother, I can think 
about this stuff in 20 years, I'm trying to figure out how these two things come together. It's the same 
in the corporate world. I had individuals who could really only worry about the profit and loss for the 
next six months, and I had individuals who were trying to think about the future of the company. 
Therefore, it's a bit of a long answer. I don't know, but I think an institution really needs to have a 
group of individuals who are agnostic to department, agnostic to research field, but are looking at 
what's changing in the world around us and the context of that institution to help them open your eyes 
and challenge in a way which is tough love. In a way saying: I love this institution, and what about 
this? 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

Thank you very much. I think that sums up a lot of very interesting aspects that we also trying to 
support our institutions, our member institutions, with within EUA. You mentioned the connection 
between foresight and leadership, or how to support leadership through foresight and how challenging 
that can also be in an expert organization. This is also one of the reasons why we have made 
foresight part of a module in the EUA Leadership Development Programme that we will offer to 
members. So, I recognize a lot of things you are saying from your work. And you said it's tough love. 
That's also an interesting way of summing that up and points to some of the challenges that you may 
also be facing when using foresight in a university strategy context. Could you let our audience know 
how do you do that practically? Could you give us a glimpse of how you practically engage in 
foresight at ETH? 

Chris Luebkeman 

When I joined the institution almost five years ago now, one the early mandates from the president 
was to introduce futures thinking across the institution and to, in a way, redesign the way we were 
doing our strategy and development planning. We have two types of planning. One is our longer term, 
so 12 year, strategy - our strategic principles, as we call it now - where we're trying to go longer term. 
Then we have a four year planning cycle. I think many institutions have this. When I joined, these are 
all one big package and end up with a document that was about 2 or 3cm thick. And when we 
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interviewed all of our stakeholders, only two out of I guess a couple of hundred, really said they even 
use this document. So the question was then, if we're doing all this effort, why? I always say in 
foresight you need to ask why five times. Why are we doing this? Why are we doing this? Until you 
really get to the essence of why. So therefore, we started off asking, why are we doing this and what 
do we actually have to have, until we came to the very simple conclusion that most of what we were 
doing at that time had become socialized norm, not actual requirement. And if it's a socialized norm, 
you could actually back out of that. I think that's important. First of all, determine what is required to do 
by law and then consider what is useful for the institution - I mean, use-ful, what is full of use. So, we 
spent the first 6 or 9 months really looking at that, interviewing every department head, talking to 
every unit head, etc. And then we looked around and said, very practically, what's driving change for 
higher education? What do we know about that driver? What do we not know about the driver? How is 
this driver for global education relevant to Switzerland? Because ETH is in a global marketplace and 
therefore we have to compete globally. But our client base, specifically as we serve Swiss society, 
they're paying our salary and we serve society, global society as a whole. So, what's driving change 
and how could these drivers then impact teaching, learning, governance of the institution, as well as 
our interaction with society. We took down two years to do this because to me this is the most 
important core mandate. During those two years we had dialogues with all of the administrative units 
of the institution. We had dialogues with the different organizational bodies, the departmental leaders, 
the student leaders, the staff leaders, the researchers. There are all these different committees. We 
had dialogues with all of them. saying these are the things that we're seeing. What do you see? Then 
this worked up to a set of 14 out of 60 drivers that we then really dug into, that the executive board 
decided these 14 were some of the most important drivers for our future, and these led into our 
evolution of our strategic principles. We didn't call it a strategy, but our strategic principles to use and 
guide decision making and checking in. This whole process has taken almost five years. Each 
institution has a different culture. And it's very important. In Switzerland we have a culture of 
‘Vernehmlassung’, which means consultation. Every time we would make a step, we'd have to go 
back out to all the organizations and say, hey, this is what we've got. So, we had lots of meetings all 
along the process, being very transparent. Even to the point of taking all 60 drivers that we found 
internally as a team, then we externally commissioned a group to look for drivers. And they did that 
too, so we could compare what we found and what they found. We took all of those and went to our 
faculty and said to all of our faculty experts, this is what we found. How do you assess this? So, we 
did an internal check to make sure that we weren't writing something that would be disagreed with by 
our own faculty. I'm not against confrontation, but I wanted to make sure we had experts, for example, 
and say, here's something on human enhancement, right? We had this card on human enhancement. 
Then I want to make sure that we had our own internal opinion. And that was a big, big, big, big, big 
piece of work. And now it's become something which we can use internally for future strategy 
processes. 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

You also mentioned one point already that I think is very important in this. You mentioned institutional 
culture and how this whole process also has to fit into that, be adapted to that, work with that. You 
called it tough love before. So, it's also sometimes a little bit, you know, stretching people maybe in 
the way they work together. But you have to pay attention to this. And that leads me to my next 
question. What would you say to someone who wishes to start such a foresight process in their own 
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university? They've maybe never done something like this before. What would be your main three tips 
you would share with them? 

Chris Luebkeman 

The first one would be to make sure you're working with the president or whoever is the top 
leadership. It could be the rector, the vice-rector, the chancellor, whatever it is within your structure. 
The second thing is ensure that you create a group of individuals - we call it our Foresight Champions 
or Foresight Circle - who cut across the institution, who are also responsible for the partial strategies. 
Because most institutions have a real estate strategy, they'll have HR strategies, they'll have an 
expansion strategy or funding strategy. Whoever's responsible for those different things, you need to 
make sure you have somebody there who's part of a circle to develop the internal vocabulary 
together. As Steve Covey said, change happens at the rate of trust. To begin to build this trust, this 
trusted circle, where you can talk about difficult things without having to posture, without having to 
defend a position, but to actually have a dialogue. A foresight team needs to be a dialoguing team, 
not a posturing team. Therefore find a group, a circle, and build trust. Spend time together talking 
about things. What's on your mind? It took us two years to create a really fantastic foresight circle. 
The first time we met, everyone postured. It took two years until everyone could go let their hair down, 
you know? It was hard for me because I don't have much hair to let down. But everyone really has be 
able to talk with each other human to human rather than position to position. Then the third is go 
slowly. You're not going to change everything in a day. Academia doesn't change very fast. Have 
patience and part of that ‘go slowly’ is to look and talk to those who are doing or have done this and 
find a friend - just as you, Anna-Lena, reached out to me and others in your podcast - find individuals 
who are doing it, who have already bloodied their fingernails and their noses and their foreheads 
pounding on the wall, going, oh my God, what am I doing? What am I doing? You know, to really find 
a friend, because it's not the first time it's been done. I won't be the last. 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

So you can learn from others? Indeed. 

Chris Luebkeman 

Learn from others. Yes. 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

Thank you very much. That was a very interesting and insightful conversation. We are already at the 
end of it, but I noted down one thing you said, which I think sums it up very well, a very good tip you 
gave to our audience. Change happens at the rate of trust. That's a great quote. Thank you very 
much for sharing that as well. 

Chris Luebkeman 

You're very welcome. 
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Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

Thank you very much for having this conversation with me and giving our audience a bit of an insight 
into how you did develop foresight at ETH Zurich. I'm sure it’s very interesting for many of our 
listeners. Thank you very much as well to the audience for listening in. If you're interested in more 
institutional examples on using foresight for university strategy development, then follow our podcast 
series - there will be more episodes - and also recommended it to others who may be interested. 
Thank you very much and remember to engage with the future before it just comes upon you. 

***** 
[MUSIC – Outro]  

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

This episode is part of the Universities Futures Lab podcast series, brought to you by the European 
University Association. For more, follow us on Spotify, Apple Podcasts, and RSS. Like, share, and 
most importantly, let us know your thoughts. We hope you enjoy it. 
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