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A few things we need to know about the future(s)

Inspired by “Foresight Manual - Empowered Futures for the 2030 Agenda” – 

UNDP / Global Centre for Public Service Excellence
. 



• Data provide limited information 

about the past. 

• Forecasts are based on extrapolation 

of current trends, based on past data.

• Often close in the short-term, but they 

miss black swans

• So don’t just look at the rear-mirror 

when driving forward.

1. The future cannot be predicted
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• Some are plausible, others less so.

• The range of what is possible for the future is 

difficult to imagine 

• Normative futures are those that stakeholders 

aspire to create (preferable).

• And the goal of policymaking is to create the 

future we want…

2. There are many possible futures
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• We create the future as we experience it.

• We should think about futures in terms of 

different (often conflicting) personal and 

group perspectives, frames of references 

and “images”.

• History is the closest that we have to 

facts on the future

3. There are no facts about the future(s)
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• This is also true for “images” of the 

future.

• Therefore, to be useful, foresight must 

challenge current dominant beliefs, 

values, mindsets and behaviour to 

avoid being trapped in “business as 

usual”.

4. Useful ideas for the future often seem ridiculous 
(at first)
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• How and why we use existing (and 

develop new) technologies will 

determine their future implications.

• But technologies are an enabler and 

therefore can also trigger change.

5. Technology is not the future
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• Those who can see beyond 

existing systems and thinking 

patterns have a better chance at 

building the future they want.

• If you want to make a future 

happen, you must be able to 

imagine it.

6. The future belongs to the curious
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• The future is not an endpoint.

• You cannot “reach” the future or “arrive” there

• There will always be time beyond any horizon.

• So futures thinking is a mindset

7. The future is a process, not a destination
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• To whom knows how and where to look, signs 

of the future can be detected in the present.

• They are the “weak signals” of change. 

• So don’t believe the hype.

• Trends can only be seen in the past

8. The future is emerging in the present
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• Take a broad perspective: what will affect your 

issue might come from unexpected corners

• Engage with all relevant people and 

organisations, not just the usual culprits

• Bring knowledge to the table – including the 

relevant technical knowledge

• Build collective intelligence and buy-in: this is 

time well invested

A few more things to consider

Photo by Antenna on Unsplash 

https://unsplash.com/@antenna?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/people-meeting-in-room-cw-cj_nFa14?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash


A short introduction to foresight



Foresight helps us be better prepared in a VUCART 
world

SCALE, PACE & COMPLEXITY OF CHANGE INCREASE 

Rapid

Tangled

THE FUTURE WILL NEVER JUST BE WHAT WE EXPECT IT TO BE TODAY



“The discipline of exploring,
anticipating and shaping the future – it helps build and use 

collective intelligence in a structured and systematic way to 
consider possible developments and better prepare for change”

It sees the future as open and something to shape

What is FORESIGHT?



•  Not predictions, not projections, not forecasts 

• Inclusive, geared towards understanding complex systems

•  Action-oriented:
➢ Build the future we want (policymaking)
➢ Prepare today for the future that will unfold 

Characteristics of strategic foresight



A few concepts
No need to be a foresight expert to engage – but professional guidance is recommended

Source: Gall, T.; Vallet, F. & Yannou, B. (2022). How to visualise futures studies 
concepts: Revision of the futures cone. Futures, 143.

Many ways to see the past

TODAY futures

Trends?



✓ Create collective intelligence about possible futures

✓ Develop systemic understanding of change and possible 
consequences (stress-testing)

✓ Enrich strategic understanding

✓ Help manage uncertainty and complexity

✓Overcome 'tunnel thinking' and limited data by relying on multiple 
perspectives and diversity of knowledge. 

✓  See the future as open & help shape it

What foresight does



• Horizon scanning – mapping new signals of change

• Megatrends analysis – systemic view, story of the future and actions to take

• Scenario planning – Two or more stories of plausible futures

• Futures wheels – explore change and potential futures

• Futures triangle – Understand push and pull factors

• Visioning and backcasting – preferred future & connection to present actions

• Policy gaming – interactions in hypothesised future situation

• Design futures – creative design of future possibilities/products

• …

How? Many methods



A few foresight tools and 
methods



• Megatrends vs. trends vs. weak signals/emerging issues?

• 14 Megatrends defined by JRC 

• Updated periodically

Megatrends



• Be informed of global drivers of change

• Assess impact of Megatrends on your domain

• Systemic, multi-level & multi-stakeholder analysis

• Uncover blind spots!

• Not only for impact assessment → use in many phases of policy-cycle

Purpose of Megatrends



a systematic examination of potential threats, 

opportunities and early signs of 

future developments which are at the 

margins of current thinking and 

planning, but may have an  important 

impact in the future. 

Horizon scanning is





Thank you
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