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Why a blue banana on the cover? 

The idea behind the design was to find a symbolic image that would represent the 
concept of  ‘difference’. Things are not always as they appear at first sight. Foresight 
is about looking at reality from a different perspective, hence the choice of an object 
we all know, but which is presented here in an alternative colour.

Trying to imagine how the world will be in 2060 is difficult; no easier, really, 
than trying to imagine a blue banana…

but you actually 
have to change them

‘ They always 
  say that time

CHANGES THINGS, 

YOURSELF ‘
(Andy Warhol)
The Philosophy of Andy Warhol: (From A to B and Back Again), 1975



FOREWORD

Christophe Degryse

SECTION 1

SETTING 
THE SCENE 

SECTION 2 

TRADE UNIONS: 
REACTING TO CHANGE 
OR TAKING 
THE INITIATIVE?

SECTION 3 

WHAT IS FORESIGHT?

SECTION 4 

HOW IS
FORESIGHT DONE?

SECTION 5

WHAT NEXT?

SECTION 6 

INSPIRATION: WHO IS 
DOING FORESIGHT?

SECTION 7 

VISUAL SUMMARY

REFERENCES

CONTENT

Pre-foresight phase  28

Literature review about 

megatrends  28

Intelligence collection  30

Horizon scanning  30

Futures wheel  32

Wild cards (or black swans) 

and weak signals  34

The foresight phase  42

Scenario building 
(six steps)  43

Backcasting  57

Roadmapping 59

Evaluation  62

6

76

10 14 21 27 56 66 72



6 7

Thinking one move ahead…................................................................By Christophe Degryse

FOREWORD
Life is often punctuated by unexpected events. Who would 
have imagined, when the Paris Agreements (COP21) came 
into force at the end of 2016, that two years later, tens 
and then hundreds of thousands of young people and 
children would mobilise all over Europe to make national 
and European politicians face up to their responsibilities 
on climate change?

Civil society organisations – trade unions, local associations, 
non-governmental organisations, etc. – are often experi-
enced in analysis, collective mobilisation and negotiation. 
However, it is more rare for them to spend time on preparing 
themselves for unexpected events. Of course, by definition, 
these events are not predictable, but it is useful to consider 
possible scenarios, particularly as they can offer precious 
windows of opportunity for social and environmental actors.
 

Anticipate the unforeseen, consider the unexpected; it helps 
to be ready for change. This is the fundamental goal of 
foresight: to think one move ahead, as the chess players say.

But how can we make it work? Foresight is not about staring 
into a crystal ball. It offers an array of tools and techniques 
to serve its well-tested methods. This publication by Aida 
Ponce del Castillo explores these methods, offering a practical 
approach tailored to the needs of trade unions. Identifying 
trends, elaborating hypotheses, detecting possible disrup-
tions, constructing scenarios... These foresight exercises 
can transform the sleepwalker who sometimes wanders 
through our organisations into an actor that is awake, lively 
and agile. 

Useful reading for any trade unionist! 
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Individuals, companies, institutions and governments make choices and 
take decisions every day. Life would be easy if seemingly small decisions 
had small consequences and if what has worked in the past continued 
to work in the future (UNDP 2014). However, history is full of situations 
where individuals or entities have failed to read the signs and understand 
the true impact of their decisions. 

Making the right choices today is even more challenging in a world that is 
changing fast and becoming increasingly complex. The relations between 
the world superpowers are shifting, liberal democracies are being ques-
tioned, new technologies are emerging and transforming our economies 
and societies, and the climate is changing. In the words of the European 
Commission, ‘the world may be on the cusp of a new geopolitical, geo-eco-
nomic and geo-technological order’ (European Commission 2018).

Foresight can help organisations to take better decisions when faced with 
increasing volatility, complexity and uncertainty. It gives them the ability 
to look at reality from a different perspective and project themselves into 
the future, not so much to predict it but rather to take a retrospective look 
at the present, see the signs and understand them earlier rather than lat-
er. Foresight gives organisations the ability to identify multiple plausible 
futures and prepare for them. The other option is to ‘bury our heads in the 
sand and live a happy life of ignorance until change comes crashing down 
on us’ (Singapore Prime Minister’s Office 2011). 

Foresight is an empowering tool because, as stated by the UNDP, its 
‘premise is that the future is still in the making and can be actively influ-
enced or even created, not just passively accepted as a given over which 
we have no power. Foresight allows organisations to build plans to face 
undesirable but possible and probable scenarios, and at the same time to 
identify among the many available future pathways the one they ideally 
want to follow’ (UNDP 2014).

In 1867, Russia sells Alaska to the USA for 
less than 5 cents an hectare. 

In 2016, British Prime Minister Cameron 
announces a referendum on the UK membership 
to the EU, convinced there is no chance he can lose.

In 1912, the Western Union CEO bets on telegrams 
over telephones, asking “What possible use could this 
company make of an electrical toy?” 

In 1976, Apple cofounder Ronald Wayne sells his 10% 
stock in Apple for $800, which would be worth 
$35 billion today. 

History is full of 
situations where 
individuals or entities 
have failed to read the 
signs and understand 
the true impact of 
their decisions. 
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‘When you live 
in reaction, 
you give your 
power away. 
Then you get 
to experience 
what you gave 
your power to.’ 

(Anonymous)

Like all organisations, trade unions have to navigate a complex and in-
terconnected environment where they face very diverse and constantly 
evolving social, economic, labour and technological realities. They are 
constantly confronted with both internal and external challenges, varying 
in both scope and severity, and need to become better equipped to resist 
and adapt to them. 

Internal challenges include, amongst others, recruitment (particularly of 
young people), the evolution of traditional values like solidarity and how 
they are (re)defined by unions, a declining membership (OECD 2018), the 
slide towards the far right amongst some members (Gabbitas 2017; Stöss 
2017), and the impact of social media.

External factors are difficult to disentangle from other societal problems. 
They include union credibility, their relevance to society and politicians, 
the appropriation of the trade union agenda by different types of groups, 
populism and the rise of extreme political groups, social exclusion, mi-
gration and undocumented workers, racism at work, the pension system 
and other social security issues, and the general spread of fear in today’s 
societies.

Trade unions need to address these issues and their consequences but, at 
the same time, they have to continue doing their core work, promoting 
and defending workers’ interests and participating in social dialogue, na-
tionally and at European level. 

Focusing on the present while thinking about the future is never easy 
but, in a changing environment, new opportunities can arise, and trade 
unions need to be ready to grab hold of them. Foresight can help them by 
shedding light on ‘blind spots’ and enable trade unions to turn the wheel 
at the right moment to avoid undesirable consequences and head in the 
right direction. 

In addition to helping unions to be more responsive and adaptable, fore-
sight can also help them to ‘scan’ the present in a more comprehensive 
way and look beyond their immediate day-to-day operational difficulties, 
thus making them more resilient (UNDP 2014). How effective this is will 
depend on how unions integrate foresight into their internal culture and 
use it to stimulate their thinking. 
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Per Lagerström, Futurion 
Swedish think tank created by the 
Swedish Confederation of Professional Employees, TCO

No future is certain. The real future is one among many possibilities and this 
explains the importance of forecasting and foresight. However, foresight has no 
purpose if you only end up with the same results, showing the same trends and 
making the same scenarios as everyone else. This is a common pitfall, and in the 
attempt to avoid that pitfall, you fall into the next one, which is trying to differ 
from others by the use of abstract and metaphorical language, slowly drifting 
away from actual analysis. 

The solution is simple: to shift focus. If some megatrends keep staring you in the 
face and the same subjects are discussed in every conversation around you, take 
a step back to look and listen beyond the obvious. For a correct or near-correct 
prediction, pay attention to weak signals, which are the potential game-changers, 
system-shifters or even new paradigms leading us into the unknown. 

Having a solid foresight requires knowledge; and knowledge, in turn, requires 
resources. At Futurion, we always seek to collaborate and cooperate with others 
in foresight activities. For us, this is advantageous in terms of collecting valid and 
good content, cross-checking facts, sharing and learning from experiences from 
a variety of contexts, and observing trends from different perspectives. Our ex-
perience clearly shows that this is the best way to avoid groupthink, stimulating 
people to think outside of the (organisation’s) box. 

Not just a one-off thing
Imagine making a foresight study only once and then referring back to it over 
and over again. Sooner or later the strategies devised to deal with the future will 
concern the past. Therefore, it is crucial to understand that foresight activities are 
not a one-off thing but rather a constant and continuous activity.  

An independent thinktank like Futurion has the time and ability to discern weak 
signals in society, which, in today’s increasingly complex environment, can be 
an invaluable asset for the TCO-affiliated unions that sponsor and work with us. 

Mathias Alshkon, HK LAB
Created by the National Union of Commercial 
and Clerical Employees (HK) in Denmark

Created in 2017, HK LAB is funded by the Danish HK union which represents 
employees working in the retail sector and administrative staff in both the public 
and private sectors. The union had two aims in establishing HK LAB as an exper-
imental laboratory for union projects: to think about how new technologies can 
be used to strengthen unions and to investigate the emergence of new jobs and 
new ways of learning.

To do this, HK Lab uses horizon scanning (which has involved considering the 
academic work in the field and visiting Silicon Valley); studies the topic of digital-
isation and its impact on jobs; develops awareness-raising courses and dialogue 
activities for its members; and experiments with new technology to better under-
stand it and how it can be used. Among the many results of this forward-thinking 
approach, of particular note is the creation of a chat box system that answers 
young people’s questions about their rights at work and of a virtual reality tool 
that helps people learn new skills, do job interviews or negotiate a pay rise. 

Such initiatives prove that a small investment can produce many results and cre-
ate new value for unions. The chat box tool uses open-source coding and can be 
copied and used by any union. By experimenting and testing we have created 
knowledge and built up evidence, and this is a mindset that needs to be encour-
aged in unions. 

Source: http://digital.tuc.org.uk/union-innovation-in-denmark-hk-lab/

In the words
of an expert 

In the words
of an expert 

Foresight can help trade unions
 by shedding light on ‘blind spots’ 

and enabling them to turn 
the wheel at the right moment.

This publication is not a DIY manual which trade unions should use to do 
foresight without guidance. Rather, the intention is to explain the basics 
of foresight and to describe some of the methods which we believe can 
work in a union environment. As foresight can be used in many different 
environments, from multinational companies to international institutions 
or governments, it makes sense to explain how it can be used by trade 
unions and to encourage them to ‘go for it’. The tool is there, so why 
should unions deprive themselves of the opportunity to use it? 

Numerous practical examples of foresight initiatives have been collected 
and are presented throughout the publication in outlined boxes entitled 
‘How others have done it’ as well as in the section ‘Inspiration: who is do-
ing foresight?’. In addition, internationally recognised foresight experts and 
scholars have agreed to share their thoughts about some key aspects of 
foresight. These are presented in boxes titled ‘In the words of an expert’.
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The idea of ‘foresight’ emerged after World War II in the field of defence 
strategy and decision-making. It was then adopted by large corporations, 
such as Shell, to set their business direction. It was also taken up by na-
tional governments in strategic decision-making, and currently many 
states have a specialised foresight department. 

Rafael Popper provides a definition that helps us to understand foresight 
in a practical way: foresight is a systematic, participatory, prospective and 
policy-oriented process which, with the support of horizon-scanning ap-
proaches, aims to actively engage key stakeholders in a wide range of 
activities ‘anticipating, recommending and transforming’ ‘technological, 
economic, environmental, political, social and ethical’ futures (Popper blog).

In other words, foresight is the umbrella term for methodologies and 
approaches that take volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity as 
their starting point, explore possible and probable futures (including a pre-
ferred one), and generate insights and ‘cross-sights’ that enable transfor-
mative actions in the here and now (UNDP 2014, 2018; Wilkinson 2017).

Foresight still faces both unexpected shocks, called ‘black swans’, and 
extremely complex issues, called ‘wicked problems’. Black swans are 
defined as highly improbable but high-impact events. They are often 
rationalised after the fact, which in itself is a danger as it limits our abil-
ity to see similar future threats. Examples of recent black swans are the 
Fukushima nuclear disaster in Japan, the September 11 attacks in New 
York, the 2008 crash of the US stock market, and the Arab Spring which 
began in 2011 in the Middle East and North Africa.

Wicked problems are big and complex issues that are extremely difficult 
to solve for several reasons: they have no immediate or obvious solution, 
our knowledge of the problem is incomplete or contradictory, and the 
number of actors involved is high, as are the potential economic costs 
associated with them. Wicked problems are highly interconnected with 
other problems and are almost never the responsibility of any single or-
ganisation. Solving them implies a change in behaviour, with all the dif-
ficulties this brings. 

Defining some key concepts
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Ricardo Borges de Castro, Adviser on Strategic 
Foresight to the European Political Strategy Centre, 
European Commission.
Strategic foresight matters
The views expressed are those of the author and do not necessarily correspond 
with those of the European Commission.

In today’s more volatile, uncertain and complex world, foresight and anticipatory 
governance techniques can help policy- and decision-makers to better prepare for 
the future. Now more than ever, institutions and governments in and outside the 
European Union need to reconcile democratic political cycles with long-term think-
ing. The European Political Strategy Centre (EPSC),  the European Commission’s in-
house think tank that provides President Juncker and the College of Commissioners 
with strategic analysis and long-term policy advice, has been a pioneer in this respect. 

As an on-demand, service-oriented policy ‘start up,’ the EPSC has sought, from 
the outset, to integrate the usual constraints of day-to-day priorities and politics 
with future-oriented thinking and planning. This implies a degree of agility and 
flexibility that is not necessarily a given in many large public administrations. It 
also leads us to innovate in the way strategic foresight methodologies are used, 
especially with regard to their resource- and time-consuming nature.

Key elements of the EPSC’s approach have been creating safe spaces for open de-
bate, building internal and external networks, and putting ideas into practice. Safe 
spaces are particularly important because conformity, groupthink and risk aver-
sion do not mix well with strategic foresight. Creating a safe space within the Com-
mission, where colleagues from across the institution (and elsewhere) can break 
the usual silos and hierarchical barriers, and openly brainstorm about policy issues 
and their potential future implications, has greatly contributed to our mission. 

Networks are also central to our work. By both reaching in and reaching out, the 
EPSC is building a network of internal and external experts that are key to ex-
changing ideas and helping to strengthen the Centre’s intellectual muscle. When-
ever possible, rather than only reading a report or a book, we seek to engage with 
its authors and learn from them. 

By spearheading the Commission’s involvement in the European Strategy and 
Policy Analysis System (ESPAS) –  a unique EU inter-institutional collaboration 
that aims to build preparedness for upcoming challenges and opportunities – the 
EPSC also contributes to building a global community of foresight practitioners, 
strategists and planners. The latest ESPAS report ‘Global Trends to 2030: Chal-
lenges and Choices for Europe’ is a contribution to support policy- and deci-
sion-makers in the new 2019-2024 EU institutional cycle, as well as a tool to 
nurture a ‘culture of preparedness’ and anticipation across the European Union.
Finally, our work starts at home. Strategic foresight is mainstreamed across 
the EPSC’s interdisciplinary team. Trends, horizon scanning, scenarios, vision-
ing, backcasting, and even the ‘zoology’ of foresight (i.e. Black Elephants, Grey 
Swans, Black Swans, etc.) are now part of the group’s vocabulary and work. Ei-
ther through learning by doing or with the help of expert training, the EPSC team 
has been fully introduced to the methodologies and techniques of foresight. 

To support and expand this effort beyond the EPSC’s walls, the Centre has pub-
lished the ‘Strategic Foresight Primer’ with the help of Angela Wilkinson, a 
world-renowned foresight expert. This readily accessible and easy-to-use guide 
explaining the nuts and bolts of the process, a ‘foresight for dummies’ if you will, 
can be used by anyone, in the public or the private sector.

Responses to wicked problems need to be collaborative, innovative and 
flexible, based on a long-term focus and an understanding of how be-
haviours can change. Climate change, international drug trafficking, social 
injustice, Eurosceptic populism and obesity are typical wicked problems.

Foresight can be divided into ‘vertical’ and ‘horizontal’ foresight, and be 
‘outward-looking’ (exploratory foresight) or ‘inward-looking’ (normative 
foresight). Vertical foresight focuses on a specific area of activity, sector 
or geographical location, to the exclusion of others. Horizontal foresight 
is based on a broader perspective and looks at a wide range of issues; it is 
multidisciplinary and cuts across institutional boundaries.
(Andersen and Rasmussen 2014).

Exploratory foresight methods are ‘outward-looking’. The starting point is 
the present situation, before trying to identify possible alternative futures 
in answer to the question: ‘Knowing what we know today, what will hap-
pen if a particular event happens or if a particular trend develops?’ Norma-
tive foresight methods are, by contrast, ‘inward-looking’. The starting point 
is a set of possible and desirable futures, before moving backwards to see 
if and how these futures may or not grow from the present, given current 
constraints, resources or technologies (JRC 2007).

These distinctions and concepts are important and will permeate all 
foresight exercises that trade unions may design and plan. Designing a 
foresight project implies first of all deciding what is the goal of the exer-
cise and, second, choosing the approach (vertical/horizontal, outward/
inward-looking) and methods (see next section) that are most suited to 
achieving it. 

In the words
of an expert 

FUTUREPAST

Two perspectives

The traditional saying: 
use the past to understand the 
present (historia magistra vitae)

The new vision:
 use the future to understand 

the present (=anticipation)

PRESENT

Source: www.projectanticipation.org
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A foresight process consists of three main phases: 
pre-foresight, foresight and evaluation. 

It uses a combination of methods, selected in a way that suits the 
organisation. These can be used in parallel or in sequence, but em-
phasis should be placed on a multi-level and participatory approach. 

External actors should be involved (such as non-profit organisa-
tions, employer organisations, academics, government officials, 
journalists and unions from other countries) to ensure as broad a 
view as possible, which will guarantee that all the shades of the 
spectrum are made visible.
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Numerous methodologies can and should be used 
in the running of a foresight project. Deciding which 
ones to use will depend on the resources and type of 
institution; not all are relevant or useable for trade 
unions, as some were designed by and for large 
public institutions (including governments) and/or 
large corporations. 

During this phase, the foresight strategy is decided 
upon, the foresight methodologies that best fit the 
organisation selected (see list below) and data col-
lected. In a union environment, this last key activi-
ty should preferably be based on a literature review 
about megatrends and on intelligence collection.
 
When moving on to the foresight phase itself, many 
methodologies can be used. 

Visioning //Forecasting // Backcasting // Roadmapping  // Management 

by discovery  // Wind-tunnelling // Stress-testing // Horizon scanning (or 

environmental scanning) // Text mining // Wild cards // Weak signals  //  

Scenario planning // Trend impact analysis // Drivers analysis // Futures 

Wheel // Theory of Inventive Problem Solving (TRIZ) // Expert Panel //  

Causal Layered Analysis // Appreciative Inquiry // Delphi Method

The UNDP has published a comprehensive list of available approaches (UNDP 2014, 2018):

Literature review 
about megatrends

This is done by collecting foresight studies and trend 
analyses and by doing desk research on the current 
world trends and challenges. A lot of useful inspira-
tion can be obtained from foresight studies carried 
out by institutions such as the EU Commission, ILO, 
OECD, NATO, UN, World Bank, World Economic Fo-
rum and World Energy Forum, as well as from studies 
about the future of work and the digital economy.

Sitra’s Trends List 
The Finnish Innovation Fund Sitra’s ‘Trends List’ has been published annually 
since 2011. Over the years, Sitra has produced slideshows, videos, card games, 
draft recommendations and many other kinds of material to support the list. 

The list of megatrends is not based on academic futures research; it is a compi-
lation of various visions, foresight discussions and viewpoints presented in lay-
person’s terms and in a usable format. A deeper perspective has been achieved 
using megatrends-based foresight reports, international and national statistics, 
academic studies, news articles and expert statements, as well as the work of Fin-
land’s national foresight network and their contributions to a range of debates 
on future directions.

Produced by Sitra, Finland 
Source: https://www.sitra.fi/en/topics/megatrends/#megatrends-2017

How others 
have done it 

Euromonitor International’s ‘megatrends’ 
Euromonitor International has produced a four-step process to identify mega-
trends. It defines a megatrend as a shift in behaviour or attitude that has global 
impact and crosses multiple industries. 

Learn more about Euromonitor International’s four-step megatrend analysis 
framework, what a megatrend is and what drives them at https://blog.euromon-
itor.com/video/the-importance-of-megatrend-analysis/.

Earth 2050
‘Earth 2050: a glimpse into the future’ is an interactive visual time machine that 
provides a 360-degree panorama of the world and allows visitors to explore what 
different cities may look like in 2030, 2040 and 2050. Kaspersky and foresight 
experts offer predictions which go from the believable (such as fuel from the 
ocean or three-hour transcontinental flights) to the bizarre (humans improving 
their bodies by purchasing upgrades in shops, interaction with the Internet of 
things through neuron interfaces, improved vision, etc.).

Source: Kaspersky 
https://2050.earth/

1The pre-foresight phase
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Intelligence collection  

This kind of ‘intelligence’ collection is done by con-
ducting face-to-face unstructured and qualitative 
interviews with ‘key personalities’ (understood as 
people who can provide insightful and challenging 
views). It is an extremely useful method to gather 
opinions, information, knowledge and intelligence. 
Some of the interviewees will be from the environ-
ment under study (trade unions in this case) but 
some will be total ‘outsiders’.

The interviews should be anonymised to guarantee 
that the views expressed are frank and honest. The 
questions can focus on forward-looking themes, 
such as the future of Europe and the world, the main 
game changers in a specific sector, the state of the 
trade union movement, etc. They should be formu-
lated in a way that encourages the interviewee to 
think about the long term:

Practically, this exercise can be done in one or two days, with two facilitators 
who know the methodology. The framing question should be communicated to 
participants in advance. The group needs to be able to brainstorm freely to iden-
tify future circumstances, trends or characteristics and how these will impact 
society at large, their own organisation and themselves as individuals. Impacts 
can then be assigned a score from 1 to 5 (1 = unlikely and 5 = likely). The results 
can then be visualised in a radar chart, which can be used to monitor develop-
ments or challenges. 

DHL’s trend radar

Horizon scanning

The aim of horizon scanning is to explore the envi-
ronment in order to pinpoint how it is changing and 
identify likely opportunities, challenges and develop-
ments. The point is not to predict the future but to 
creatively and freely explore new and often strange 
ideas, as well as persistent challenges and current 
trends (UNDP 2014).

Horizon scanning can be based on desk research but, 
in a union environment, is best done in a group for-
mat. A ‘framing’ question is put to the group, with 
a set time horizon. Examples of framing questions 
are: ‘What is going to disrupt our business model?’, 
‘What will the Japanese market be like in 20 years?’, 
‘What will parcel delivery look like in 2050?’. A fram-
ing question is one that allows people to project 
themselves into the future, deals with a very import-
ant issue and is associated with a lot of uncertainty 
(Meinert 2014).

How do you see the 
world in 30 years time?

 
What major challenges

 will the EU face 
in the future?

How is 
it done? 

The value of horizon scanning is that it allows partic-
ipants to develop a bird’s eye view of their environ-
ment without being foresight experts. It highlights 
certain elements and enables us to identify links, net-
works and actors. 

A good way of scanning the horizon is by using the 
STEEP analysis, which helps to categorise possible 
future factors. STEEP stands for social, technologi-
cal, economic, environmental and political. It can be 
extended to STEEPLED to include legal, ethical and 

demographic aspects, depending on the case and the 
territory in which the organisation operates. 

The best human radars/scanners in the trade union 
environment are shop stewards and union represen-
tatives. They are embedded in a given environment 
(company or sector), which gives them the ability to 
notice signals that are so weak that nobody else will 
spot them. It is crucial for unions to make use of the 
data they collect, particularly trends, weak signals, 
and possibly wild cards.

How can we ensure fairness 
in a digital world for the 
next generation?

Why should people born 
today become members 
of a trade union when 
reaching adulthood?

How others 
have done it 

Source: https://www.dhl.com/en/about_us/logistics_insights/dhl_
trend_research/trendradar.html#.XLQqdOgzZPY
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Futures wheel

This method leads to the production of a visual map 
of the consequences, both direct and indirect, of spe-
cific changes or developments (UNDP 2014). 

The wheel is based on three concentric rings of conse-
quences: primary, secondary and tertiary. The starting 
point, placed at the centre of the wheel, is an event 
or a change the organisation is expecting or contem-
plating. The key question then asked is: ‘If this occurs, 
what happens next?’ 

Primary consequences, usually the most immediate and 
significant, are identified and connected to the central 
question. They then lead to secondary consequences 
which themselves lead to tertiary consequences. 

This exercise can be done in one or two days, in a workshop format, with one 
facilitator who is familiar with the methodology, and participants from differ-
ent sectors or departments. A key fact, proposed change or situation needs to be 
identified and shared with participants in advance. The result of the exercise can 
be visually presented in a chart like the ones below.

STEEP analysis by the Rail Safety and Standards Board (RSSB), UK

The next step involves the classification or scoring 
of the consequences, based on their effect, sector or 
area of impact (environment, finance, membership, 
etc.) and also whether they are positive or negative, 
their likelihood and the level of (un)certainty around 
them. Finally, the plausible consequences and their 
inter-dependency are identified and the results an-
alysed. The output can be used to feed into the sce-
nario building in combination with other methods 
(Bengston 2015; Glen 2004; ITC-ILO).

What is particularly important here is to think broadly 
and capture a wide range of consequences. It is al-
ways better to identify too many consequences than 
to think too narrowly and miss what could be im-
portant for the future. Truly irrelevant impacts can be 
discarded later. 

How others 
have done it 

new illnesses occur

more sick people

more medical 
facilities needed

Growing Proliferations 
of Super Bacteria as a Result 
of Resistance of Antibiotics

research

new cures

increased 
death rate

decrease in 

population

awareness of 
problems 

Gov’t regulations 
on antibiotics

over use of 
antibiotics stops

decrease in sales 
of antibiotics 

greater amount 
of bacteria

greater chance 
of infection 

life span of 

bacteria increases

How is 
it done? 

Source: http://www.self-willed-land.org.uk/permaculture/futures.htm

Source: https://www.rssb.co.uk
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‘Wild cards’, also called ‘black swans’, are generally defined as events 
which have a low probability of occurrence, are rapid and surprising, and 
have disastrous, destructive or anomalous consequences if they occur. In 
some cases, however, wild cards can also be beneficial events, whose 
potential we want to be able to exploit (Hiltunen 2010, Takala and Heino 
2017). 

According to Taleb (2007), black swans (wild cards) have 
three key features: 
1. The event is a surprise.
2. The event has a major effect. 
3. After the event has taken place, it is rationalised with hindsight as if it 

could have been expected: the data was available but not picked up.

Wild cards are typically considered so improbable that people’s first re-
action to them is ‘this will never happen’. Cornish also defines them as 
events that have the power to completely upset a given environment and 
radically change people’s thinking and planning (Cornish 2003, Popper 
and Teichler 2011). Examples of wild cards are Brexit in the UK, the Sep-
tember 11 attacks in the US, the 2010 ‘flash crash’ of the stock market in 

Weak signals 
are like 
background 
noise, 

Wild cards (or black swans) and weak signals

too often 
unnoticed 
but often 
carrying very 
meaningful 
information.

the US or the Fukushima nuclear disaster. 

‘Weak signals’, also called ‘seeds of change’, are the first indicators of a 
possible change or an issue that may become significant in the future. 
They are unstructured, fragmented and incomplete elements of data hid-
den ‘among the noise’ and lying undetected, just below the visible surface 
(Harryson et al. 2014; Hultinen 2010). As predictors of future change, they 
have the potential, if detected and properly interpreted, to provide an 
organisation with meaningful insights for future action.

All organisations are constantly facing a maze of internal and external 
stimuli. In that sea of noise, the trick is to sense the vibrations or sig-
nals triggered by these upcoming changes. Doing this requires an active 
stance and cannot be the result of simple observation but must rath-
er involve realising the future strategic potential of the raw information 
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(Mendonça et al. 2012).
There is no easy recipe for identifying weak signals. However, when sig-
nals are repeated or come from a variety of sources, one should pay atten-
tion. If a major transformation process is underway, it is bound to leave a 
multitude of small traces in its wake. The idea is to use peripheral vision 
to scan the environment and cluster together the signals that are gener-
ated by the same trends (Kuosa 2010).

One way to organise findings is the following:

High Impact 

Brewing Storm 

High Probability 

Business-as-usual

Low Impact 

Flash in the pan 

Low Probability 

Wildcard

Source: Eric Garland  (2007). 
Future Inc.:  How Businesses 

Can Anticipate and Profit 
from What’s Next. AMA-

COM, New York.

iKnow WI-WE Bank 
The WI-WE Bank of wild cards and weak signals is the work of the EU iKnow 
project. It interconnects knowledge on wild cards and weak signals (WI-WE) 
that will potentially shape or shake up the future of science, technology and in-
novation in Europe. Users and visitors of the WI-WE Bank can map wild cards 
and weak signals and link them with up 17 thematic research areas, 6 strategic 
pan-European objectives and 21 ‘grand challenges’ of the 21st Century.

Source: http://wiwe.iknowfutures.eu/what-is-wi-we-bank

Practically speaking, this exercise can be done in a one- or two-day workshop, 
with one facilitator. The tasks will be to brainstorm about highly improbable 
events with mostly highly negative consequences and conceive examples for their 
own organisation. The results can be presented on an x/y graph.

Organisations need a structure that allows them to collect and manage 
wild cards and weak signals. There is no set method to do this, it depends 
on the organisation itself. What is also important is to link and interpret 
such signals within the framework of the whole foresight project and in 
any strategic discussion that might take place. This may entail dealing 
with a certain level of discomfort as it forces decision-makers to look be-
yond their current strategies and invites them to try to understand what 
this means in the longer term (Mendonça et al. 2012).

Picking up weak signals is extremely important for the future of organisa-
tions and even entire countries. The financial crisis of 2008 was preceded 
by numerous weak signals that were spotted by only some financial ac-
tors, while most of us failed to notice them. The crisis was maybe less of 
a shock for those who had seen the signals than for the rest of the world 
(Cay et al. 2010).

For anyone particularly interested in this issue, a repository of weak sig-
nals and wild cards called the ‘iBank of issues’ has been put together 
by the EU iKnow project where one can access 14,165 wild cards and 
18,996 weak signals, mapped out by 21,651 active members.

Low Probability, Low Impact: 
‘Flash in the pan’ 
This scenario is one of a future with 
a low level of disruption. Limited 
changes are expected, with limited 
impact, and overreacting would be 
a waste of energy. 
  

Low Probability, High Impact: 
‘Wild card’  
This scenario is unlikely but could be-
come reality. If it does, it will change 
everything. This is the ‘we never saw it 
coming’ scenario. The stars would re-
ally need to align, but if they did, lack 
of preparation would result in severe 
consequences (Ladiqi et al. 2017).

High Probability, High Impact: 
‘Brewing storm’ 
This scenario is one that reveals 
a real problem. The organisation 
needs to look into this future. This 
is the scenario most leaders and 
managers tend to focus on. 

High Probability, Low Impact: 
‘Business as usual’ 
A change is coming but the organi-
sation can adjust to it without major 
difficulty. It needs to keep an eye on 
the situation but can expect things 
to remain fundamentally stable.   

How others 
have done it 

How is 
it done? 
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The best human 
radars are 
shop stewards 
and union 
representatives: 
they have the 
ability to notice 
signals that 
nobody  else 
will spot.

The methods presented above are not exhaustive and are constantly evolving. 
They can and should be mixed and adapted to the needs of the organisation. 
After collecting data and intelligence, it is time to build the scenarios. 

Scanning for weak signals in Canada
The MaRS network’s approach is ‘break out of your filter bubble!’. Scanning for 
weak signals of change implies looking beyond the sources one typically follows 
and trusts. While a lot of scanning happens online, it is worthwhile to make a 
habit of scanning in real life. One might notice a weak signal in a piece of graffiti, 
or in the theme of a play mounted by a community theatre group, or in a conver-
sation overheard in a public bus. 

MaRS also says, ‘When you find a weak signal of change, record it and share it 
with your team. Give the signal a name to serve as a shorthand for the idea, and 
document what’s changing and why it matters.’

For example, you might record a signal as follows:

Signal: The development of exosuits to reduce physical injury and fatigue.

Description: Through its Warrior Web programme, the Defense Advanced Re-
search Projects Agency (DARPA) at the US Department of Defense is working to 
develop technology to reduce musculoskeletal injuries incurred during ground op-
erations. Troops are susceptible to acute and chronic injuries as they carry heavy 
gear during patrols in dangerous and unfamiliar terrain. DARPA aims to employ a 
robotics exosuit to protect injury-prone areas and augment muscle capacity.

Relevance: The commercialisation of military exosuits may increase productiv-
ity and reduce human injuries in manufacturing, logistics, construction and min-
ing. What are the potentially disruptive implications of inexpensive and easily 
accessible exosuits? What role might exosuits play in offsetting job losses caused 
by automation? What are some rogue scenarios? And what is the long-term po-
tential of providing superhuman abilities and spurring the development of new 
cyborg sports?

Source: https://www.darpa.mil/program/warrior-web
https://www.marsdd.com/mars-library/how-to-scan-for-weak-signals-of-change/

How others 
have done it 
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The foresight phase aims at producing different possible visions of the fu-
ture. Once these have been conceived, the next activity consists in identi-
fying desirable features in each of them and then designing a roadmap to 
make them reality. One trap to avoid is ‘falling in love’ with one particular 
vision, thereby excluding the other possible futures.
 
More concretely, the organisation chooses some of the methods listed 
above and then ‘runs’ them to gather data, insights, intelligence, etc. This 
work will mostly be done in workshops and involve a large and diverse 
group of participants. It will take anything between one and two years to 
complete. After all workshops have been conducted, the data collected 
is fed into the scenario-building exercise. Any uncertainties can then be 
identified and the most desirable futures chosen. A timeline and a road-
map or action plan can be built, with responsibilities assigned to specific 
departments or individuals.

Several of the methods listed above – identified as potentially being the 
ones best suited for trade unions – are presented in more detail below, 
along with some ideas and advice about how to put them into practice.

Scenario planning in Singapore
A typical scenario-planning exercise is conducted by a group of public 
administration officers, from different agencies and with varying ex-
pertise, but who are all committed to the scenario-planning project. 
Team composition is important to ensure diversity of opinion, exper-
tise and experience. Each scenario-planning team typically spends a 
substantial amount of time researching trends in the environment, 
otherwise known as ‘driving forces’, which could impact Singapore.

Each scenario project typically begins with an extensive interview pro-
cess, through which the team seeks opinions on trends, changes and 
challenges from ministers, permanent secretaries and other public 
sector leaders. 

Personalities from outside government, who can provide fresh per-
spectives, are also interviewed. 

At key intervals, the identified ‘driving forces’ and ‘national scenarios’ 
are presented to key decision makers to obtain further views and feed-
back. This overall process helps to ensure that the scenarios are useful 
not just in and of themselves, but also as part of a process to engender 
a common understanding of the future among government leaders. 
Scenario planning helps the civil service to re-examine conventional 
wisdom and formulate strategies to meet potential new challenges and 
opportunities. In 1997, the government approved the implementation 
of a formal ‘scenarios to strategy’ process, which requires ministries to 
conduct strategic reviews of the ideas set out in the national scenarios.

Source:http://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/capacity-development/
English/Singapore%20Centre/GCPSE_ForesightManual_online.pdf

2The foresight phase Scenario building

How others 
have done it 

At this stage in the foresight process, the use of the various tools pre-
sented above has allowed the organisation to gather a lot of informa-
tion, which will now be used to build the scenarios and, subsequently, 
the roadmap.

Again, it is important to emphasise the fact that scenario planning does 
not aim to predict the future. It should not lead to choosing one scenario 
above others, which is then set in stone and comes to define the trajec-
tory of the organisation. Even if one scenario seems to dominate, the 
idea behind building several of them is that it allows the organisation to 
remain open-minded, maintain awareness about other possible futures 
and prepare for more than one of them. 
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Scenarios also give an organisation the ability to think 
the ‘unthinkable’ (provided it remains plausible) and to 
‘tidy up’ a long-term vision of the future that seems messy 
and disorderly into a set of ‘meaningful futures’. As with 
all tools that aim at simplifying complex issues it can 
provoke distortions: being aware of this and retaining our 
ability to remain flexible and adjust to how reality actu-
ally unfolds is a necessity.

The scenario method is the most widely used tool in 
foresight, both by private companies and public bodies, 
including governments. Two main types of scenarios exist 
which trade unions can and should use:

Source: forlearn.jrc.ec.europa.eu/guide/4_methodology/meth_explo-norma.htm 

Normative scenarios: 
They begin from the future, asking what 
trends and events could take us there.

Exploratory scenarios: 
They begin from the present and see
where events and trends might take us.

 

Source: forlearn.jrc.ec.europa.eu/guide/4_
methodology/meth_explo-norma.htm

Alternative
 futures

resulting from 
the different 
“histories”

Given what we understand about the present, 
what would we expect to happen if this event 

happened, this trend developed? 

Desirable
future 

Other more 
realistic future

PRESENT 

Even if one scenario seems to 
dominate, building several allows the 
organisation to remain open-minded, 
aware about other possible futures and 
to prepare for more than one of them.

Scenario Planning is run via a logical sequence of steps, 
which are actually the same in every study



46 47FOREWORD SETTING 
THE SCENE 

TRADE 
UNIONS

WHAT IS 
FORESIGHT?S1 S2 S3 HOW IS

FORESIGHT DONE?S4 WHAT 
NEXT?

INSPIRATION: WHO 
IS DOING FORESIGHT?

VISUAL 
SUMMARYS5 S6 S7 REFERENCES

The scenario building takes place over two workshops of two days each, with facilitators 
who know the methodology, and it consists of six steps. The process must be participa-
tory and involve people from within the organisation but also outsiders, to gather other 
visions of the future and avoid tunnel thinking.

A recommended approach is to use a 2 x 2 matrix composed of four quadrants (a 3 x 2 
matrix is a possibility but making sense of the different scenarios is then a more complex 
exercise). The 2 x 2 matrix is based on a horizontal and a vertical axis, which represent 
the two drivers; the endpoints of each axis show two opposing situations (see the exam-
ple below). These should be identified by participants during the workshop by using the 
materials from the previous phases. (Botterhuis 2010; Meinert 2014; Shoemaker 1995; 
Svendsen 2001).

European Trade Union Institute 
The European Trade Union Institute has published a manual on scenario build-
ing which comprehensively details how to carry out the steps summarised below. 
The ETUI has also produced three examples of scenarios on workers’ participation, 
health and safety, and the future of work in the digital economy. These scenarios 
can be used internally by different organisations but are also designed to be used in 
training courses and to serve as a basis for further strategic thinking. 

(Degryse 2017; Ponce Del Castillo et al 2016; Stollt and Meinert 2010).

How is 
it done? The task here for participants is to establish a common starting point, which 

will be a clearly defined question and time horizon. 

The underlying question is usually already given by the title of the project. 
Some examples are: ‘The future of healthcare in ...’, ‘The impact of technol-
ogy on...’, ‘The energy sector in 2060’, etc. Participants will first have to fill 
this general frame of reference with concrete issues for consideration, such as 
‘what is this project about?’ or ‘in what way will we be affected?’.

This reflection can start with a discussion about the results of the face-to-
face interviews, the history (the past 20 years) of the organisation, and 
the internal and external influencing factors identified during the hori-
zon-scanning exercises. 

The time horizon should be no less than 20 years ahead. Foresight work done 
by Shell has shown that people tend to want to look at the medium term 
only, understood as the next five to ten years. By doing so, they often fail to 
free themselves from current trends and only extrapolate these, instead of 
creatively thinking about possible alternatives to these trends. Asking them 
to think about the long term reduces this risk and allows participants to think 
more freely.

How others 
have done it 

STEP 1: 
Approaching the topic 
and defining a time horizon 

This is the central but also the most difficult part of the exercise. It consists in 
identifying key influencing factors. In other words, what are the most import-
ant and, at the same time, most uncertain factors that will shape the future of 
the issue the group is looking at? 

Once the important factors have been identified, they need to be divided into 
two categories:
1. The factors which are considered as very important (within the timeframe) 

and whose direction of development is more or less certain are defined as 
‘givens’.

2. The factors which are considered as very important (within the timeframe) 
and whose direction of development is uncertain are defined as ‘drivers’.

The most important givens will appear in many scenarios because the prob-
ability that they will occur is great. They are sometimes also called ‘TINAs’, 
which is short for ‘there is no alternative’, and are what we already know for 
certain about the future. Examples of TINAs are the increase of global pollu-
tion or the growth of the world’s population. 

The group will also identify the most important influencing factors whose 
future development is still very uncertain, the ‘drivers’. For example, for a topic 
such as ‘the future energy supply in the EU’, there are uncertainties related to 
the environmental costs of our present energy model. Equally open are such 
questions as: Will energy in 2040 be cheap or very expensive? Will conflicts 
over resources have materialised or not? And what can we expect from new 
technologies that are in the pipeline?

The drivers are key, as the scenarios will differentiate from each other mostly 
according to the different development paths of their underlying drivers. 

STEP 2: 
Identifying major 
uncertainties and givens 

Source: Erdem Tokmakoglu, Strategist at MotionPoint: https://www.
slideshare.net/ErdemTokmakoglu/impact-of-technological-trends-sce-

nario-planning-the-next-technological-paradigm
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In this phase, the aim is to formulate, for each of the two drivers, two different 
and opposing development outcomes (within the timeframe) or endpoints. In 
2040, for example, the driver ‘availability of energy’ could have as endpoints 
‘a very high price’ or ‘a very low price’. The cost of environmental pollution 
could also be very high or very low. Keeping the time horizon in mind, partic-
ipants have to agree on how far the future development might go in one or 
the other direction. 

In one scenario project looking at the actors involved in media communica-
tion, the endpoints were formulated as follows: ‘Will the future of the media 
belong to a few major players or many small players?’. 

If one driver is, for example, social cohesion, two extreme endpoints could be 
‘someone is looking after me’ or ‘I have to do things on my own’.

The goal here will be to formulate two central drivers (both very important 
and very uncertain) on which the scenario development will focus from this 
point onwards. The two drivers should be such that they cover all the import-
ant uncertainties raised by the participants. 

In parallel, a shortlist of key givens will also be prepared. This part of the work 
can be difficult as participants usually have different mental frameworks and 
will probably find it hard to agree.

STEP 3: 
Naming the alternatives

STEP 4: 
Designing a compass to 
calibrate the time horizon

The formulated drivers and their endpoints are used as a reference system to 
navigate the future scenarios of the topic. The two drivers become the two 
axes of the compass, with the present at their intersection. This creates four 
quadrants.

STEP 5: 
Creating scenario narratives
(for each quadrant)

Scenarios are, by definition, stories about a possible future. The aim of this 
step is to develop a scenario for each of the four quadrants, and thus produce 
four alternative stories. 

The group (usually divided into four sub-groups) has to create each scenario 
by describing the content, images and the ‘feeling’ of each scenario within the 
specific timeline. They will describe the challenges, givens, conflicts, solutions 
and resources that characterise it. The story should have a plot and describe 
a causal (not chronological) chain of events that shows how that particular 
future has come into being. 

One key value of the scenario method lies in the fact that all four stories have 
to be seen as equally valid and plausible: all should be developed with the 
same intensity, creativity and energy, and not one of them should be seen as 
the ‘right’ scenario. 

Finally, a memorable title should be found that expresses the essence of 
the scenario.

Scenarios on the future of health 
The Danish Design Centre was asked to do scenario planning on ‘health in Denmark 
in 2050’. It looked at two axes: how we will understand health/illness and how we 
will organise healthcare. 

The understanding of health/illness: body vs. life
The ‘what’ axis has ‘body’ at one end and ‘life’ at the other. Health and illness are 
about the body. But they are also about the body’s interaction with the outside 
world and about our understanding of our body and our lives. 

One can have a fully body-oriented understanding of illness and health, which is the 
main focus of the so-called biomedical paradigm. This is rooted in a long tradition 
which has resulted in many medical achievements and in the structures that char-
acterise healthcare today. 

On the other hand, one can have an understanding of health where the body is seen 
in the context of life as it plays out in culture and society. This is a more holistic per-
spective that includes mental, social, environmental and personal aspects, as well 
as philosophical and spiritual ones.

The future of healthcare systems: collective vs. individual
The ‘how’ axis tracks a course from a collective, top-down healthcare system at one 
end to an individually directed and diverse system at the other. 

Collective and public healthcare characterises the situation in most developed 
countries today, with universal healthcare coverage and a right to easy and equal 
access to healthcare, which is largely funded by taxes. The term ‘collective’ also in-
cludes models of universal coverage where provision and/or insurance is formally 
delivered by private entities.

At the other end we find a more individual-based healthcare service that involves 
many actors. Here, the individual patient has many more options for accessing in-
dividualised healthcare, and there are many different actors who deliver it. They 
can do so using different approaches and payment models. It is a more diverse and 
bottom-up healthcare model, and more demand driven. In the figure below, the 
crossing of the two axes form four quadrants, each of which has a scenario label. 
The four scenarios are titled as follows:
Scenario 1: Most for Most / Scenario 2: Healthy I / Scenario 3: Ministry of Root 
Causes / Scenario 4: Health Bazaar

Source: https://
danskdesigncenter.
dk/en/boxing-fu-
ture-health

How others 
have done it 
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The future of scientific research
‘The emerging and future roles of academic libraries’ 
by anonymous guest blogger at Education Futures LLC.

Scenario 1: Research entrepreneurs
In this future, ‘individual researchers are the stars of the story’. Academic institu-
tions and disciplinary silos are no longer relevant for entrepreneurial researchers 
who chase short-to-long term contract work from private and public sources.

Scenario 2: Reuse and recycle
Scenario 2 outlines a world defined by an ‘ongoing scarcity of economic resources’ 
which forces the reuse and recycling of research activities, with virtually no public 
support for research.  Academic institutions persist but have little to offer scholars.

Scenario 3: Disciplines in charge
Utilising advances in information technology, ‘computational approaches to data 
analysis dominates the research enterprise’, fostering massive research projects 
aligned around ‘data stores’. Two classes of researchers emerge: those who ‘control 
the disciplinary organisation and its research infrastructure’ and everyone else who 
‘scrambles to pick up the piecework’.

Scenario 4: Global followers
As funding sources dry up in the West, academic power shifts to the Middle East 
and Asia. Scholars continue to do their research but with new cultural influences 
from Middle Eastern and Asian funding agencies.

How others 
have done it This is the last phase of the process. Here, the group will analyse the plausi-

bility, relevance and implications of the scenarios. Participants will also draw 
conclusions on how to prepare for the different alternatives. 

What are the characteristics of a good scenario? (Meinert 2014)

Novel: The future is not just an extension of the present; it will contain ele-
ments of surprise.

Multifaceted: The present is neither one-dimensional nor black and white, so 
why should one impose such limitations on the future?
Believable: A scenario should be surprising and unexpected, but it has to be 
internally consistent and logical.

Comprehensive: Individuals, communities, business and government can all 
affect and are all affected by social, political, economic and cultural trends 
and developments, and so various combinations of these should be consid-
ered on several levels and in relation to different issues.

Never right or wrong: A scenario, by definition, analyses that which has not 
yet happened; we are projecting, speculating, guessing. Therefore, there is no 
single correct scenario, only potential alternatives, which should be expressed 
in a logical and consistent manner.

STEP 6: 
Reflecting on the outcomes 

Source: www2.educationfutures.com/
blog/2011/03/the-emerging-and-

future-roles-of-academic-libraries/
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The EU Commission’s ‘The Future of Government 2030+’
The EU Commission has looked at how social and technological changes are affect-
ing European citizens and re-shaping their interactions with businesses and govern-
ments, as well as with one another. It considered that such developments might lead 
to new forms of democracy and governance and decided to build four scenarios to 
better understand these changing relationships and to stimulate discussion about 
them. 

The ‘future of government’ scenarios were developed through a bottom-up process 
based on open dialogue workshops held across Europe with about 130 citizens and 
25 civil society and think tank representatives. The Joint Research Centre (JRC) 
then reviewed these discussions and synthesised them into four scenarios. Together 
they highlight some of the key uncertainties about the relationships between citi-
zens, governments and business, and explore, through the eyes of European citizens, 
how government may look in the future. The four scenarios are: DIY Democracy,  
Private Algocracy, Super Collaborative Government, and Over-Regulatocracy.
       

How others 
have done it 

World Energy Council
In order to explore the future evolution of the energy sector between now and 
2060, the World Energy Council has built three scenarios: ‘Modern Jazz’, which 
represents a ‘digitally disrupted’, innovative, and market-driven world; ‘Unfin-
ished Symphony’, a world in which more ‘intelligent’ and sustainable economic 
growth models emerge as the world moves towards a low-carbon future; and a 
more fragmented scenario called ‘Hard Rock’, which explores the consequences 
of weaker and unsustainable economic growth and inward-looking policies.

Source: https://www.worldenergy.org/publications/2016/world-energy-scenari-
os-2016-the-grand-transition/

How others 
have done it 

Source: https://blogs.ec.europa.eu/eupolicylab/futurgov/

DIY DEMOCRACY                                                 PRIVATE ALGOCRACY                                       SUPER COLLABORATIVE GOVERNMENT OVER-REGULATOCRACY                                  
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Once the scenarios have been written, the big question is what to do with them. 
They are not intended to provide immediate advice for action but should be 
used to develop strategies, since the point of the exercise is for the organisation 
to be prepared for different possible futures.

Making the best use 
of your scenarios

Backcasting

The backcasting or ‘walking backwards’ method explores the feasibility and im-
plications of achieving certain desired endpoints, by tracing the steps from the 
desired goal in the future back to the present (Robinson 2003; van den Kerhhof et 
al 2002).

Develop a ‘strategic plan’ 
for the organisation. 

How can you prepare proactively for the implications 
of the different scenarios? How would you (re)act in 
the scenarios? How does the organisation have to 
change today to be well prepared for tomorrow? 

Develop a ‘success scenario’, using the 
backcasting and/or roadmapping method. 1. 2. 

None of the scenarios should be chosen at the ex-
pense of the others but that should not preclude the 
organisation from focusing on one preferred future.

Vision
Backcasting

Actions 
& Solutions

A

D
Priorisation

Awareness 
& Vision

B
Baseline analysis

C

BACKCASTING METHOD

Adapted from Phaal et al. (2015)

‘Give me six 
hours to chop 
down a tree 
and I will spend 
the first four 
sharpening 
the axe.’  

(Abraham Lincoln)
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A backcasting exercise can be done in a one- or two-day workshop with an expe-
rienced facilitator. It requires a normative scenario as a starting point. The group 
has to develop a timeline running backwards from the specific time in the future 
to today, and use it to reflect about the sequence of phases needed to get to the 
scenario. 

Step 1: Identify the ‘desired’ scenario and develop a timeline.

Step 2: Work out the trajectory and describe the phases and key intermediary 
milestones. Reflect on the most important obstacles to overcome, the actions re-
quired to overcome them and the investments potentially needed, as well as the 
interventions and interactions that will be involved. All these factors need to be 
clustered according to specific categories: economic, political, demographic, le-
gal, technological, etc.  

Step 3: Identify the necessary timing (that is, when the different phases need to 
happen) and what ‘trigger points’ will allow the organisation to jump from one 
phase to another.

Step 4: This is the action stage. Taking into account the key intermediary mile-
stones, the idea is to select the main decisions, actions and strategies that need 
to be taken. It is important to constantly question whether these decisions and 
actions are in line with the specific goal, and finally to lay them out in the form 
of a roadmap.

Backcasting projects on sustainability  

The Natural Step Canada, a non-profit organisation, has produced interesting 
backcasting work on the topic of sustainability, as has the Dutch National Re-
search Programme, in a project entitled ‘Climate OptiOns for the Long Term’ 
(COOL).

Source : https://www.naturalstep.ca/backcasting

Roadmapping

It is a particularly important process as it represents a visible culmi-
nation of all the previous work, or at least an expression of what the 
organisation wants to achieve based on the various completed stages of 
the foresight process.

Trade unions can benefit from roadmapping as a framework for their 
own strategies. It helps to visualise goals, players and needs and to 
map priorities at any level of operation. Roadmaps can take different 
formats, but the most common ones are structured according to three 
main questions: 

Objectives 
Where does the organisation want to go?
 

Current status
Where are we now?

Actions to implement the roadmap 
How do we get there? 

How others 
have done it 

How is 
it done? 

‘A “roadmap” is an extended look 

at the future of a chosen field 

of inquiry composed from the 

collective knowledge and 

imagination of the brightest 

drivers of change in that field.’

Adaptability
Is the roadmap process adaptable? 
Can it be customised to fit a 
changing context and integrate 
periodic reviews, updates and 
new information?

Utility
Does the roadmap help advance 
the organisation? 
It should articulate a path to-
wards achieving 
common goals.

Desirability
Is the future pathway defen-
sible as a good choice for the 
organisation?

Credibility
Is the future pathway plausible? 
This is why the involvement of 
key stakeholdersand groups is 
required.

A successful roadmap needs 
to meet several criteria:

Creating a roadmap requires a one-day workshop with an experienced facilitator 
and the participation of all relevant stakeholders. It should be done after the sce-
narios have been completed and integrate the results from the previous phases of 
the foresight process. 

How is 
it done? 
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Establish a horizontal time dimension.

However, the roadmap exercise does not end there; 
it needs to be reworked until it has a communicable 
visual format and participants then need to assess 
and ensure its completeness, consistency, quality and 
usability.

STEP 1: 

Roadmapping can be divided into five main steps that 
follow the choosing of a scenario. The first four are:
(Phaal 2015, 2019) 

STEP 2: 

STEP 3: 

STEP 4: 

‘NOW’: The ‘Now’ column describes the cur-
rent status of the problem observed.
‘VISION’: The ‘Vision’ column describes the 
desired’ scenario and its benefits.
‘WAY FORWARD’: The ‘Way forward’ column 
describes the capabilities, resources and ac-
tions required in the medium and long term.

Divide into three columns: 

Fill in with concrete actions and, if possible, 
identify uncertainties and obstacles.

Divide into horizontal categories, either depart-
ments or key functions (commercial, design, 
research, education, finance, etc).

The fifth step is key. The roadmap has to be 
‘transferred’ – that is, implemented within the 
operations of the organisation. This should 
involve key leaders, who should ideally adopt 
and communicate the sense of urgency of the 
new vision, provide guidance, and generate 
short-term ‘wins’ which can serve as visible 
proof of achievement. Implementation also 
implies allocating responsibilities and estab-
lishing procedures to plan periodic activities 
to adjust the roadmap (Gerdsri N 2013).

STEP 5: 

A new economic vision in the Netherlands
A Dutch government-wide programme aims to develop a circular economy in the 
Netherlands by 2050. The ambition of the Dutch Cabinet is to realise, together 
with a variety of stakeholders, an interim objective of a 50% reduction in the use 
of primary raw materials (minerals, fossils and metals) by 2030. 

Produced by the cabinet of the government of The Netherlands: https://www.government.nl/
binaries/government/documents/policy-notes/2016/09/14/a-circular-economy-in-the-nether-
lands-by-2050/17037+Circulaire+Economie_EN.PDF

How is 
it done? 

Source: Phaal R., Probert D. and Farrukh C. (2015) Roadmapping for strategy and innovation
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Evaluation and monitoring

Once the foresight exercise has been completed, several follow-up activ-
ities need to take place, including implementing the recommendations/
roadmap, disseminating the results, evaluating the exercise and turning 
foresight into an ongoing activity (European Foresight Platform 2010).

Evaluating foresight exercises and their outcomes is essential to ensure 
the credibility of the process and to identify good practices which can be 
relied upon in future exercises. This is particularly important if foresight 
is to become, as is the trend, an ongoing and continuous process rather 
than a one-off initiative.

Concretely, the evaluation will consist in assessing whether the objectives 
have been met and how the process was managed (in order to draw les-
sons for the future), and in identifying follow-up activities. The outcomes 
and benefits of foresight can be difficult to identify and will not all be 
simultaneously visible at the end of the exercise. Some effects will only 
appear at a much later stage.

Some examples of the data needed to perform the evaluation are re-
cords of meeting attendance, workshop reports and surveys (of people 
involved in the various activities). One concrete way of carrying out the 
evaluation exercise is by using the ‘logic diagram’ approach, which looks 
at several criteria:

STEPS WHAT IS EVALUATED

Overall policy objectives The overall mission of the organisation 
sponsoring the foresight exercise and 
the relationship between the different 
activities pursued within it.

Objectives of the
foresight exercise

How well the main goals selected for 
the foresight activities (including im-
plicit ones), as well as the goals add-
ed to the exercise during its operation, 
have been accomplished.

Main activities pursued 
in the foresight exercise

How well the major activities that were 
pursued as part of the exercise have 
contributed to achieving the foresight 
objectives. 

(Monitoring, in contrast to evaluation, 
focuses on the detailed operation of 
the activities, to what extent milestones 
are being met, etc.)

Immediate Effects The extent to which tangible outputs 
have been achieved (e.g. reports pro-
duced and circulated, meetings held 
and attended, etc.).

Intermediate Effects Methods such as interviews with and 
surveys of the project participants and 
the ‘users’ of their results are used 
to ask questions such as: have new 
networks been formed, have people 
changed their behaviour, have other 
organisations incorporated foresight 
methods or results? 

Ultimate Effects An attempt is made to identify any ef-
fects of the exercise on general perfor-
mance, although the effects of diverse 
foresight activities and other interven-
tions may be difficult to disentangle.

•overall policy objectives
•objectives of the exercise
•main activities pursued
•immediate effects
•intermediate effects 
•ultimate effects

An adaptation of the ‘logic diagram’ approach 
(Derived from the JRC, EC (2017))
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Foresight in international organisations

The OECD has produced a study entitled 
‘Policy challenges for the next 50 years’. 
http://www.oecd.org/eco/outlook/lookingto2060.htm.

The European Political Strategy Centre (EPSC) 
is the in-house think tankof the European Commission.
https://ec.europa.eu/epsc/home_en

https://ec.europa.eu/info/research-and-innovation/strategy/support-policy-making/
support-eu-research-and-innovation-policy-making/foresight_en

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/future-europe/white-paper-future-europe/white-pa-
per-future-europe-five-scenarios_en

The European Parliament has established the Scientific Foresight Unit 
(STOA). STOA carries out interdisciplinary research and provides strategic 
advice in the field of ‘science and technology options assessment’ and 
scientific foresight.
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/stoa/en/home/highlights

The International Training Centre of the International Labour Organization 
has organised futures research and foresight tools around six activities 
critical to futures thinking.
https://technologyatwork.itcilo.org/foresight-toolkit/

Foresight is a springboard to possible futures, used by many institutions 
and businesses to survive in a fast-changing world. Just like them, trade 
unions can benefit from a methodology that has proven its value and 
been adopted across the planet. Examples of foresight programmes and 
agencies (of international institutions, governments and private compa-
nies) are provided here; they can offer interesting insights into the meth-
odology, its relevance and its usefulness. 

‘The beauty of 
foresight is that 
the future does 
not exist yet; 
it is still a mix of 
different possible, 
yet interconnected, 
directions.’  

(Tom Wambeke, ITC-ILO)
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Foresight, the ITC-ILO and unions
Tom Wambeke, Chief of Learning Innovation at the 
International Training Centre of the ILO (ITC-ILO)

Last October I was invited by the ETUI to Lithuania to give a keynote speech on 
strategic foresight and its potential use in the worlds of work and learning. It is 
inspiring to see that the ETUI has put foresight at the forefront of its critical re-
flection on probable, possible and preferable futures for trade unions.

The world of work is an interdisciplinary domain of expertise full of uncertainty. 
To navigate this complexity, we need entry points that bring the dialogue to the 
next level, beyond polarised, fixed positions. Foresight can help us to engage with 
a wide net of connected stakeholders about what a meaningful future might look 
like and how best we can prepare for it.

When we dive into the issue of future strategic drivers, technology is often de-
scribed as one of the disruptive forces. Too often we engage in one-dimensional 
discussions on the rise of new technologies, with one group emphasising the de-
structive nature of technology and another focusing on the opportunities it gen-
erates. The beauty of foresight is that the future does not exist yet; it is still a mix 
of different possible, yet interconnected, directions. 

The ITC-ILO has produced an interesting toolkit that can help to map out this 
discussion. It can be downloaded for use from https://bit.ly/2SJGcjG.

AUSTRIA 
The ‘Foresight Hub’ at the Austrian Institute 
of Technology provides scientific advice to the 
Austrian parliament. The Foresight & TA project 
provides a future-oriented monitoring of relevant 
developments in the areas of science, technology 
and innovation.
https://www.ait.ac.at/en/research-fields/socie-
tal-futures/projects/foresight-hub/

BELGIUM 
The Walloon Institute of Evaluation, Foresight and 
Statistics (IWEPS) is a public scientific institute 
that supports decision making in public authori-
ties. https://www.iweps.be/

The Flemish Department of Economy, Science 
and Innovation was established within the scope 
of ‘Better Administrative Policy’ to develop a 
future-oriented long-term strategy.
https://www.ewi-vlaanderen.be/en

In the words
of an expert 

GERMANY 
‘BMBF Foresight’ is a strategic instrument of the 
Federal Ministry of Education and Research. 
https://www.bmbf.de/en/bmbf-foresight-1419.
html

JAPAN 
National Institute of Science Technology Policy
http://www.nistep.go.jp/en/?page_id=56

LUXEMBOURG 
Luxemburg 2030
http://solep.lu/prospective/luxembourg-2030.html

NORWAY 
The Research Council has been engaged in foresight 
by carrying out regional projects.
https://www.forskningsradet.no/prognett-fore-
sight/Om_programmet/1226485657216

Future-oriented thinking is also used in Norway’s 
research planning.
https://www.forskningsradet.no/en/Newsarticle/
Foresight_to_the_fore/1253954082898

POLAND 
Polish Innovation Portal
http://www.pi.gov.pl/eng/chapter_86529.asp

SINGAPORE 
The Government of Singapore uses foresight to build 
an agile public service.
https://www.csf.gov.sg/home

SLOVENIA 
The Government of the Republic of Slovenia is work-
ing on a new strategy for the country called ‘Vision 
Slovenia 2050’. 
https://slovenija2050.si

SWEDEN 
The Secretariat for Strategic Development uses 
foresight to deepen and broaden its knowledge 
and discuss developments that directly or indirectly 
affect Sweden.
https://www.government.se/government-of-swe-
den/prime-ministers-office/mission-the-future/
strategic-foresight/

SWITZERLAND 
Swiss Academy of Science
https://naturalsciences.ch/organisations/scnat/
expertise/foresight
https://www.babs.admin.ch/content/babs-inter-
net/en/publikservice/downloads/gefrisiken/_jcr_
content/contentPar/accordion/accordionItems/
divers_documents/accordionPar/downloadlist/
downloadItems/663_1480002162771.download/
horizonscanningingovernment.pdf

UNITED KINGDOM 
The UK Foresight Office directed by the Chief 
Science Officer explores future opportunities and 
challenges for policy development and how to un-
derstand uncertainty.
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/fu-
tures-and-foresight

The Government Office for Science helps policy-
makers to better navigate complexity and manage 
uncertain environments.
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/fu-
tures-and-foresight

‘Tools for Futures Thinking and Foresight across UK 
Government’
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/govern-
ment/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/674209/futures-toolkit-edition-1.pdf

Corporate foresight plans

‘The energy future’ by Shell
https://www.shell.com/energy-and-innovation/
the-energy-future/scenarios.html

‘The future of logistics’ by DHL
http://www.dhl.com/en/about_us/logistics_in-
sights/dhl_trend_research/lshc2020.html#.
XBPHM1xKhPY

‘The future of mobility’ by Volkswagen 
https://www.discover-future-mobility.com/

ESTONIA 
The Foresight Centre is a think tank established 
within the Estonian parliament. Its tasks include 
analysing long-term developments in society, iden-
tifying new trends and development avenues, and 
drafting development scenarios. 
https://www.riigikogu.ee/en/foresight/

FRANCE 
France Stratégie, an institute of foresight analysis 
and expertise on major social and economic issues, 
publishes reports and analyses, formulates recom-
mendations to the government, organises debates, 
supervises dialogue exercises and contributes to the 
ex post evaluation of public policies. 
https://www.strategie.gouv.fr/ 

FINLAND
‘National foresight Finland’ assists the Prime Minis-
ter in government decision-making.
https://vnk.fi/en/foresight

Foresight in national governments
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Set a framing question 
and scan the horizon

Produce plausible 
scenarios

Embed foresight in 
your daily operations

Decide where to go 

1
2

Review literature / 
Look at megatrends

Collect intelligence

3Look for Wild Cards 
and Weak Signals

4
5

6

9

Draw the roadmap 
that will translate your 
vision into reality

Monitor and evaluate

7
8
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ThinkForesight!#

www.etui.org
Contact us at

Interested in learning more 
about foresight, 
in experimenting with 
the methodology or in sharing 
your own experience ? 
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