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TRANSCRIPT 

Universities Futures Lab – Podcast series 
EPISODE #2: GREY RHINOS 

[MUSIC – Introduction]  

Thomas Jørgensen 

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

***** 

Thomas Jørgensen 

I am Thomas Jørgensen and today I am talking to Gert-Jan Scheurwater from Delft University of 
Technology, or TU Delft, in the Netherlands. Gert-Jan, tell us a couple of words about yourself. 

Gert-Jan Scheurwater 

Yes. I am now working for about three decades at TU Delft in various roles and functions. Currently, I 
have the role of Director of Strategic Foresight and Development. My background is in the history of 
philosophy and public administration. Until now, the combination of my somewhat theoretical 
background and working in quite practical environments, as in a university of technology, is quite 
fruitful. So in a sense, that environment also shaped me as a professional. Foremost. on developing a 
pragmatic focus on things. In my work, I always try to follow the guidelines that that abstract policy 
initiatives should always have a tangible outcome. It is a kind of theory guided pragmatism. 

Thomas Jørgensen 

That sounds perfect. And it's true, you need to make the future actionable. So, talking more about 
futures thinking and your role in it: How did you start in that? How did that come up? 

Gert-Jan Scheurwater 

As I said, theory guided pragmatism. I also try to apply this motto in introducing strategic foresight in 
our organization. A quite helpful definition of foresight is by Maree Conway, an expert in the field of 
applying foresight in academia - she said foresight is the capacity to think systematically about the 
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future, to inform today's decision making. This sounds quite abstract, and I try to formulate it in more 
practical terms. It goes somewhat along these lines: be systematically aware of current and possible 
developments in your operational or strategic environment. Try to imagine their impacts, decide and 
act accordingly. So to capture that, you can capture that in four questions: ‘What's happening?’; ‘What 
does it mean?’; ‘What are our options?’; and ‘What do we decide to do?’. 

Thomas Jørgensen 

Great. And why is that important for universities? 

Gert-Jan Scheurwater 

First of all, from my perspective, universities are crucial institutions for our society. Universities have 
an enormous responsible societal job. Focusing on TU Delft, we stand for educating new generations 
of future engineers, and we try to contribute to solving complex societal challenges by doing very high 
level research. Universities are also, in my perspective, quite vulnerable organizations. You could 
compare them, in a sense, to coral reefs in their complexity and diversity, and also in their 
vulnerability. Relatively small changes in the environment of these reefs can cause enormous 
damage, or that they will be destroyed. So to compare that to universities, all too often it is assumed 
that universities might absorb almost any shock. They are resilient and we like to think that 
universities are quite invulnerable and autonomous. But from my perspective, they are not. I think in 
practice, universities are wildly dependent on external factors for their continuity and flourishing. An 
observation is the intensive dynamics within universities are often a barrier to pick up at an early 
stage actual or possible changes in these external factors. Applying foresight is, I think, to 
counterbalance the strong internal dynamics which is also the cause of a kind of organizational 
myopia. So in practical terms, foresight often is associated with radar or binoculars, etc. but for me 
these are the correctional glasses of an organisation. 

Thomas Jørgensen 

I think that makes sense. Yes, correctional glasses. And what you say is we have this discourse that 
universities have existed since centuries, maybe millennia. We've been through it all. We will be here 
forever. And you say no, we're more like a coral reef. It's almost amazing that we lasted this long. 
Both for internal and for external reasons. And I know you think that the uncertainty that's around us is 
particularly important at this point in time. And you talk about grey rhinos as a metaphor for the threats 
that we have around us? 

Gert-Jan Scheurwater 

Foresight often uses metaphors from the animal world and it enhances the message. Everyone 
knows the black swan as an iconic metaphor, linked to situations of extreme uncertainty at the 
unknown unknowns. I think it's almost impossible to prepare organizations for unknown unknowns. 
You can imagine those situations, but that seems to be about all. More interesting, I think, and 
perhaps more manageable and also more pragmatic and operational are the grey rhinos. Grey rhino 
events refer to future events that seem likely to occur but often are ignored. University systems are 
surrounded by grey rhinos, and you could consider as examples breaches of cybersecurity, problems 
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with research security, decrease in funding, the effects of geopolitical tensions and conflicts, 
pandemic threats, etc. Applying foresight helps you to imagine those future situations in a more 
systematic way.   

Thomas Jørgensen 

I think many people are aware that these things happen, but you say we're not really imagining what 
the consequences can be unless we use a more systematic way of thinking. You set up at TU Delft - 
and I think that's really very interesting - some structures to do this. You also put thought into what 
kind of structures should be set up to do this at a university. So can you, can you talk about that? 
What kind of offices and people and resources do you have now? 

Gert-Jan Scheurwater 

Last year we set up a strategic foresight and innovation unit, and it was established by the board and 
executive board of the university. This unit is embedded in the larger strategic development 
departments. We consider this a kind of incubator within our university. In practical terms, it contains 
about six permanent staff, on three pillars of work or work streams: foresight field labs, TU Delft 
futures and tooling and training. The foresight field labs focus on facilitating strategy or policy 
development deeper in our organization. For instance, we did policy stress testing of our research 
safety policies, we co-produced our future HR strategy, we facilitate the research departments with 
the analysis of the operational environment. So it's quite practical. These are real issues within our 
organization. Secondly, we have the TU Delft futures. We have started on an institutional level, 
bringing ideas from outside into the university system. For instance, we developed a format for 
foresight seminars. Some seminars had a focus on the geopolitical developments and the potential 
impacts on our university. We also, on the central level, organize foresight masterclasses for our 
academic professionals on the higher education system in China. Another example of TU Delft futures 
is that we have started an explorative study of the futures of engineering education in 2050. So these 
are two pillars. The third pillar - tooling and training - is very much under construction. Its target 
audience is policy advisors and managers and it will provide courses on foresight and strategy 
development. It will also contain, for instance, a foresight and strategy toolkit focused on universities. 

Thomas Jørgensen 

Do you think there's a difference between a technical university and other universities when you talk 
about the future? 

Gert-Jan Scheurwater 

Yes, I think it's somewhat more easier within a university of technology to develop such activities. For 
two reasons. A comprehensive university has a lot more disciplines, so it's broader and a university of 
technology is focused. So, the cohesion of several disciplines can be fruitful. The other reason, what 
could be helpful for us in Delft to develop foresight, is that engineering as a discipline always has a 
kind of future orientation. Futures thinking is in a university of technology more part of its DNA than, I 
think, a comprehensive university. But it also is interesting to observe that we have a lot of expertise 
on futures thinking, and we teach our students to apply that in their future profession, but we don't 
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apply it to ourselves as an organization. So it's also kind of practice what you preach. I don't know 
whether that's also true of a comprehensive university, of course, but these are three observations, 
which makes it somewhat more easier for us to implement foresight. 

Thomas Jørgensen 

Yes, I think I think you see that also comprehensive universities, universities that typically have a 
business school, they will have this as a research area, maybe even do services in it, but they are 
only slowly turning this inwards. And we have another episode actually, where we talked to somebody 
from a business school and I think this is a recurring theme at the moment in universities and in 
futures thinking. So, having done all this work and you have a year of concrete experience and 
evidently you gave a lot of thought to this. Can you share with us sort of three things you learned, 
three future secrets that you want to convey to others? 

Gert-Jan Scheurwater 

The first secret is that you have to prepare the internal ground before you start. So, you have to 
organize support from many different stakeholders within your system. So, the academics, the 
experts, service directors, deans, board members, etc. It is a kind of blend of bottom-up support and 
support from the top. But also be aware that is a new initiative in a very complex environment and it 
also implies change. This has nothing to do with foresight, but with all kinds of theory of change that 
you have to have as a reference. So, you have to design this process accordingly. So, that is the first 
secret. The second secret – Maree Conway also refers to that - start small, start with small initiatives 
and try to learn from them in a safe way. So, we have to experiment a bit and you will make mistakes. 
Mistakes made in a small setting are quite fruitful, but mistakes made in a large setting are quite 
damaging to the initiative. So, do not start with a rollout from the top. That is a secret number two. 
And secret number three is, assemble a small, flexible foresight team. Foremost, the members of your 
team should like to work in a complex and quite unpredictable system such as a university. And you 
also have to engage with external experts to learn from them in the initial phase. But - it is also 
advisable - don't become too dependent on their expertise because you have to do it yourself. 
Although foresight is not rocket science, you have to provide professional training for your team 
members, and you have to make sure that you develop in-house skills and capacity. So these are 
three secrets. 

Thomas Jørgensen 

Yes, maybe not so secret anymore, now you shared them with us. But I think it's this, about the 
flexibility and that it's not a futures thinking skill, it's a change management skill, it's operational 
management we're talking about. But just to focus it, is there one tip that you would like to give to 
somebody starting this? 

Gert-Jan Scheurwater 

Tip number one is if you want to establish such a facility in an organization, first and foremost 
approach it as an organizational challenge and not as a foresight challenge. Establishing foresight is 
not foresight itself. It's operational management. Therefore, you have to resist the temptation, at least 
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at the start, to get yourself too deeply involved in doing a foresight project yourself. You also have to 
invest - and that is one of the challenges - but one of the tips is investing, organizing your foresight 
programme and structures. New initiatives in an organization are quite vulnerable. So, you have to 
start thinking, or you have to think through in an early stage, in what ways you want to be evaluated, 
for instance, in three years’ time. That will give you a lot of focus in what you are doing and not doing. 
Another challenge is be critical on what future projects you engage in. At the start, all is new and 
interesting, but you have to be quite critical about what you attract as work and not. You have to 
identify the possible impacts of your project on the organization and balance that with the time and 
energy you have available. These are quite practical rules, but they also apply to foresight. 

Thomas Jørgensen 

It's not about, let's predict the future. It's about, let's create structures and outcomes so that we can, 
not predict, but we can work professionally with the future. That really what it's about. And that's what 
you've been doing. 

Gert-Jan Scheurwater 

The bottom line is to develop a kind of foresight ecosystem within your organization. That the 
organization will not depend on one unit within the organization, but that many people become more 
future literate, so to speak, or future aware. That's the overarching ambition. 

Thomas Jørgensen 

It’s exciting, and it is very interesting, the structures you have set up at TU Delft, and they're worth 
diving into if somebody wants to have an idea about how this can be done. But now you set this up 
and you said you're working on training, but what is the next goal? 

Gert-Jan Scheurwater 

I envisage that we are heading in the direction of making foresight, more futureproof itself. We have to 
reflect on our own resilience as a small unit within a big organization. So, we try to apply lessons 
learned on ourselves. That's one thing. That's the maintenance of our unit. We envisage that we will 
produce in the next year the third pillar, developing toolkits for strategy development and foresight, 
focused on universities. Such a toolkit does not exist. If there is one, I'm very curious about that. We 
develop also several analyses, for instance foresight analytics. These are small analytical papers on 
specific subjects, for instance, developments in the area of academic talents. Ee try to use public 
databases to analyze the development of academic talent, attracting academic talent, retention of 
academic talent. What also is on our list is a lot of reports are published in the outside world. So, we 
try to translate them to the specific context of our university. For instance, the European Union 
publishes a lot of reports on geopolitical developments that have a direct effect on our organization. I 
think it's useful that a larger public within our organization make themselves more acquainted with 
these lines of reasoning. I envisage that we also deliver an explorative study on the future of 
engineering education in 2050. What also is in preparation is an analysis of the future of the 
organization of the research system. 
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Thomas Jørgensen 

Those are big agendas. But that makes it all the more interesting. And I think what is interesting to 
hear from you is that you both have that large horizon, the research system, engineering education in 
2050, but you need the structures, you need to think about your resilience, why you do that, you need 
to think about the change management within the institution. Definitely a space to watch. But 
unfortunately our time is coming to an end. I want to say many, many thanks and I for one look 
forward to following your work at TU Delft and we hope to hear more from that. 

Gert-Jan Scheurwater 

OK. Thank you. 

***** 
[MUSIC – Outro]  

Thomas Jørgensen 

This episode is part of the Universities Futures Lab podcast series, brought to you by the European 
University Association. For more, follow us wherever you find your podcasts, like, share and tell us 
what you think. 
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