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TRANSCRIPT 

Universities Futures Lab – Podcast series 
EPISODE #3: ORACLES AND EVIDENCE 

[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 I'm 
your host for this episode. And today I have with me as my guest, Toni Ahlqvist, Professor and 
Research Director at Finland Futures Research Centre at the University of Turku. Welcome, Toni, and 
thank you very much for accepting our invitation to talk on the podcast. How would you just describe 
yourself and your role in a couple of sentences? 

Toni Ahlqvist 

Big thanks for inviting me, to start with. So, if I describe my role and my professional take on it, I'm a 
university professor in futures research and I'm also a research director. So, as a university professor, 
I teach in our master's studies programme. I also teach in the doctoral programme of future studies at 
the University of Turku. In the research director role, I lead and administrate research projects. I have 
four or five quite extensive research projects now ongoing with the Research Council of Finland, an 
organization called Business Finland and also European Union Erasmus+. So, I have like this kind of 
double role, that I teach and also direct research. 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

Thank you very much. That already gives us a good idea indeed. An interesting kind of experience 
that you may then share with us in our conversation, to have this role on the one hand, as professor in 
teaching and then, doing your own research on futures and also, foresight for the university. But 
maybe first, a bit of a more personal question. What actually brought you to this area of foresight and 
futures thinking? Why is it of interest to you? 
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Toni Ahlqvist 

I think as many instances in futures, I think it was sort of a trajectory that already was built in me. But 
there was also an element of surprise. It was in the 1990s when I was doing my master's in human 
geography, and I was very interested in spatial planning. I bumped into a notice by a quite famous 
Finnish future studies scholar called Mika Mannermaa. He was seeking a research assistant for 
project that dealt with information cluster in the region of Southwest Finland. I glanced through 
through this advertisement, and I noticed that it may be something that might interest me. So, I 
prepared quite well for the interview, and I became the research assistant in the project. I did my 
master's thesis by combining spatial planning and future studies. So, we did a variation of a Delphi 
exercise called Futures Barometer. At the time it was 1997 to 1999 that we did that. So a quite 
significant amount of time has passed since that. That kind of opened a new track in my research. So, 
on the one hand, I have this spatial planning, human geography, political geography, type of track. 
And then I have this future studies, theoretical and methodological track. I think that many times they 
intertwine quite interestingly. I have sort of done them both in the same career. So, I have tried to 
think about geographical questions from a lens of futures, but also think about future studies as a 
contextual and geographical sort of domain. I try to contextualize spatially future studies. In a way, I 
think they cross-breed very well. But since then I have been working, for example, ten years at the 
Technical Research Centre of Finland as a senior scientist and principal scientist of foresight and 
socio-technical change. So, leading, different kinds of futures studies, exercises and especially 
technology foresight exercises. Then I also became a professor of regional development and policy at 
the University of Oulu for three years, and since 2018, I joined Finland Futures Centre as the 
professor and research director of futures research. I think that somehow, this surprising element of 
finding this position as a research assistant sparked this interest towards the future that was already 
built inside me. But I don't know how it would have otherwise come through if it wasn't that way. So, I 
think that it was rather pleasantly surprising that way. 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

That's very interesting. Of course, that has something in common with futures thinking, these 
surprises, the signals of change that we look at in futures thinking to see whether they change 
something habitual that may then have a longer term impact in changing the future directions. So you 
can see that also a bit in your personal story. indeed. From your perspective, why would you say 
futures thinking and foresight is actually important for universities as institutions? And what should 
they use it for? 

Toni Ahlqvist 

I think strategic foresight and futures thinking is very interesting and important for universities for lots 
of reasons. First is, of course, that universities are key knowledge providing institutions for society. Of 
course, there are other knowledge providing institutions in society, so universities should position 
themselves as entities beside other knowledge providing institutions. And nowadays, when we are 
living with different kinds of media channels with information and disinformation and non-information 
and maybe automatically produced AI-based information, I think that it is very important that 
universities also gain this internal acknowledgement that universities are in fact very critical actors in 
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building resilience in society and the long-term strength of societies by producing research 
knowledge, but also producing experts in the society. I think that producing capable, skilled citizens is 
one of the key issues why universities should be interested in futures. And of course, I think also that 
university structures - as an institution or organization - its sort of semi-autonomous departments that 
are inside every university should and could be directed in more integrated way by scanning towards 
the future and using future signals and coming to a self-realization that we are actually actors that can 
proactively impact our surroundings. So the university is not just an ivory tower institution that that is 
an insulated academy from society. But it can be simultaneously an insulated academy that actually 
integrates in its surroundings and tries to proactively change it, hopefully for the better direction. I 
think that that it's for the self-realization and direction of universities that future studies and futures 
thinking is particularly important. 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

Thank you very much. There are already some very interesting elements in there. In a way, what you 
said also means you think futures thinking can actually help universities to better fulfill their role in 
society and connect to the societal developments around them. But, as I understand, to also help 
shape them, not being, as you say, the more, let's say traditional ivory tower  - this kind of cliche that 
some, externally, still have in mind. Maybe futures thinking is also a chance or an opportunity for 
universities to indeed engage more with and in shape societal developments. Could you maybe share 
how you do this practically both at the university, but also in your role at the Finland Futures Research 
Centre? 

Toni Ahlqvist 

I do it in both ways, as you mentioned. If I firstly go to this university exercise, we have been rolling 
out at the University of Turku, an initiative that is called the Strategic Foresight and Futures Thinking 
Initiative for a year and a half, roughly. We have really been thinking about what kind of roles 
universities should have in the future. It focuses on four pillars, so to speak. First is the university as a 
central institution of knowledge production in society as, as I mentioned already, and then the 
peculiarity of the university as an organisation that is based on autonomous disciplines. I think that's a 
very old tradition in universities, and it is also very important to take into account. Then the third pillar 
is the university as a functional organisation. So, how key university activities like research and 
teaching and support services could be catalyzed by foresight methods and foresight frameworks. 
And then one important thing is the future of university spaces. So, material infrastructures and 
immaterial infrastructures and their roles in the future. These have been the four key pillars of the 
project. We have just published an outcome that can be located on the web. It's a report called Future 
Directions and Possibilities for the University - Literature Review and Delphi Study,. There we have 
combined our analysis covering over 200 scientific journals, articles and reports. Then we did an very 
extensive Delphi study in the University of Turku by scoping different kinds of options for university 
futures. And we try to do what we call a dialectical Delphi in a way that we try to highlight opposite 
ends of the spectrum in topics that deal, for example, with university infrastructure funding, university 
division of labour, and so on. We came up an extremely positive statement and an extremely negative 
statement, and then let the Delphi panelists give their opinion. It operated significantly well in a way 
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that that we got a lot of additional information from the panelists that it provoked a little bit of thinking 
in the panelists. So it is now published, and it is openly downloadable on our webpage. 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

Could I maybe go in there just for a second? Thank you very much for mentioning this report. We will 
also make sure to have this in the show notesunder the podcast episode for our listeners afterwards. 
But we may have some among our audience who are not yet so familiar with foresight and the 
methodologies. Could you in a couple of sentences, explain what is a Delphi study or a Delphi panel? 

Toni Ahlqvist 

Yes, Delphi is an expert-based method that is one of the most traditional future studies and foresight 
methods, along with scenario analysis. So, it already has a significantly long history, at least from the 
sixties, where it was first developed by members of the RAND institute and legendary futurists like 
Ted Gordon.It's a basically a two-round expert questionnaire where we give certain  statements about 
futures. So, arguments concerning futures in a domain, different kinds of dimensions in the domain, 
and then expert panelists that are chosen beforehand and very carefully picked to represent different 
viewpoints, then assess, rate and maybe even argue with the statements and argue with one another. 
The idea is that we do a first round that is basically a direct taking of first responses. Then we give 
feedback to the panel in one form or another, that summarizes the perspective of other panelists. 
Then they can react to that feedback, maybe going towards consensus or maybe not agreeing with 
this feedback and giving a reason why. So, it tries to form of multiple perspective view towards futures 
in a domain. That's the key idea of Delphi. 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

Thank you very much. That shows indeed also the role and the importance indeed of experts in the 
whole foresight process. You also mentioned the big report that you published. If I may try to be a little 
bit, critical maybe - now you've produced all these big reports and that's of course very important for 
universities have this expertise and evidence. What do you do now at an institution if you really want 
to use it for strategy development? 

Toni Ahlqvist 

Yes, that's anextremely important question. I think thatall foresight exercises should take into account 
that the results of the reports and results of the foresight exercises do not just automatically traverse 
to the implementation stage and become decisions that are implemented. So what we do next? We of 
course tell in differentchannels and for different audiences about the report. So,we try to market it and 
bring some kind of acknowledgement that we have done this kind of exercise. But concretely in our 
project, we are now focusing on what we call a continuous rolling foresight. We now try to implement 
these results at the university level, by thinking about how to engage in strategic planning of a 
university and bringing these foresight inputs into the yearly cycle of university planning. That's our 
next exercise. We still now have a few options and a few trajectories that we are exploring on how it 
could be done. Because of course, the future is not just about finding historical trajectories, the stuff 
that we already know impacts the future. We should also take into account weak signals, wildcards, 
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surprising elements in the future. I think that we should also integrate this element of potential 
surprise in the yearly planning. The interesting thing is how to actually do that. 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

Indeed. Thank you very much. So I understand that you are right now in the process of actually using 
your results from this exercise and feeding it into supporting the strategic planning. And of course, as 
you say, surprise is always the vulnerable element in university management and longer term 
planning. But of course, what makes foresight very valuable. From your broader expertise, what 
would you say if our listeners, in their different roles and universities, would like to actually use 
futures, thinking or foresight for their strategic planning? What are the three tips or learnings you 
would give them? 

Toni Ahlqvist 

I could select a plenty of tips, but this is my selection now. I think the first is to understand that the 
university is a very specific kind of organization and start with this realization. Try to understand what 
kind of context a university is, so what kind of assumptions there might be, what kind of basic beliefs, 
what kind of composition of knowledge. Of course in a university you have different faculties, you 
have different disciplines and so on, so try to first get a grip of what kind of entity the university 
actually is as an organization. That’s tip one. Tip two is to find data, experts and cases that that are 
both in the context and also not in the context. So, try to find data from other kinds of organizations 
that could enrich the process with new insights and bring in also the expertise internally in the 
university. Bring the disciplines into the foresight process. That requires a lot of dialogue and 
discussion with faculties and directly with disciplines also, so that they understand that what we are 
doing is actually beneficial for the university. It's not just something that is dropped from the top down, 
from the administration of the university. The third suggestion or tip would be to use a combination of 
methods that open a wide range of perspectives on the context and on the domain, also by using a 
combination of methods like we utilize, for example, literature scan and Delphi. Then we made this 
Delphi in an experimental way by highlighting utopian and dystopian aspects. Try to also dig out the 
difficult issues. These are the issues that should not be avoided, but they should be brought into the 
discussion , because in a way, just focusing on difficulties or just on positive aspects, doesn't create a 
realistic picture of the situation. These three tips would be my go-to in this context. 

Anna-Lena Claeys-Kulik 

Thank you very much. If I try to sum it up a little bit, what you said first is know your organization, the 
assumptions you're making internally, use evidence from the inside and outside and be sure to have a 
combination of methods to have a really diverse picture. Yes. So, thank you very much. With that, we 
are actually already at the end of our time for this episode. Thank you, Toni, for sharing with us and 
our listeners your expertise, your experience, both as a professor and as a research director and a 
futurist who does these things in practice. Thank you very much to all of you for listening. Most 
importantly, join us for our next episode and don't forget, the future is always unknown, so the only 
thing we have is actually the present. That's more of a reason to do what we can in the present, to 
shape the future in a positive way. And with that, I thank you very much. 
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***** 
[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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