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At the EU Policy Lab we use foresight, behavioural insights and design for policy to bring a new perspective to the work we all do to deliver science for policy. 

I can probably best start to explain what foresight is, by making clear what it isn’t. It isn’t predicting the future. It isn’t forecasting, like the weather – we’re not here to say that x and y will happen. 
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We’re about exploring alternative futures. 

The strategic decisions and policies we make today and tomorrow will live far beyond now. So it’s important to think about the context that will exist in five, ten, fifteen years’ time. What futures could lie ahead of us? 
If we can understand that better, we can then build the future we want, if we make the effort.
I’ll talk about HOW we do this in a minute, when I give you some specific examples. 

Before we get to that though, let’s look at WHY we do it.
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As we look ahead to the future, we can start where we are today. We can assume that things will stay more or less the same, taking us into a projected future.

But there are any number of events, and their combined effects, that could throw us off course. These events could lead us towards another, different but possible future.

And there are more extreme events that can lead us to explore what might happen in a plausible, albeit less likely future.

Thinking about plausible futures can help us determine preferable futures, so that we can prepare what we need to do today to make that tomorrow more likely.
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You might be thinking to yourself, why waste our time on thinking about things that will probably never happen? 
We only need to look at recent history to understand why. Think about the events of 2016 – Brexit, Trump’s election in the US. Or  the COVID pandemic in 2020. These are recent examples of how quickly something can emerge that upends the status quo – so-called Black Swan events
So, in foresight, it’s our role to think: what are some of the events that could change our path? And what will it mean for us if they occur? How will we adapt? 
If we have already looked into the future and stress-tested our policies, institutions, and actions against extremes, then we increase our capacity to respond well to events with lesser impact.
This may all seem a little abstract right now, so let me give you a couple of examples that my team have been involved with recently.
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The first is a year-long foresight exercise that we are running for the European Innovation Council. This is Europe's flagship innovation programme to identify, develop and scale up breakthrough technologies and game changing innovations.

The work we are doing currently builds on a pilot project carried out in 2022/23.

The EIC asked us to work with them to identify technologies that they should be considering for funding. These are either emerging from research, or are new applications for technologies that are more established. To do this we used a number of established foresight methods, combining qualitative and quantitative approaches.
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The primary methodology we use is Horizon scanning. 

We first identify signals of change – nuggets of information that might be a sign of something changing. 
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We do this in three primary ways.

We work with our colleagues that run TIM analytics to text mine projects, patents applications and scientific papers to find novelty. 
We accompanied this by a literature review, extracting signals from publications by a diverse range of external organisations that highlight  emerging trends.
We then gather people with a range of expertise in the specific field to get their views on the signals we have identified and to understand how they see their future development. 
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We then hold a workshop with 20-30 experts who are asked to look at all the signals gathered – usually somewhere between 60 and 100 – and identify those that they consider most interesting for the future. They can regroup, cluster and so on. This work is done in breakouts and then in plenary, finally coming up with a list of 5-10.
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There is an important final step and that is what we call the triangle of the future. It’s a model that can be useful for examining a range of topics, but in tech foresight, we use it to identify the examining the drivers, enablers and barriers to the introduction of the technologies identified. If our activities are to be embedded in the realities of the world, this analysis is crucial.
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All of this work last year was summarised in a couple of publications that you can follow up on.

https://policy-lab.ec.europa.eu/news/everybody-looking-future-technology-foresight-perspective-2023-10-10_en
https://policy-lab.ec.europa.eu/news/everybody-looking-future-technology-foresight-perspective-2023-10-10_en
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We will run around 10 of these workshops across the course of this year, which will allow us to connect a number of dots that will be useful for future work around technology foresight. 

For example, in last year's project, we identified three underlying drivers – scalability, sustainability and energy – that cut across almost all the signals prioritised by the experts. So, for example, when we’re developing emerging technologies like quantum computing, we should keep in mind the challenges related with energy consumption.

Or as we focus on electronics to support sustainable and responsible solutions, how can we use more recycled and recyclable materials? As well as lessening the impact on the planet’s resources, it will reduce our need to source these materials elsewhere and reduce our dependence.
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The EIC exercise is wide-ranging, covering many of their portfolios. An example of our work that I think could be very relevant to what you do is what we did with our JRC colleagues dealing with pandemic response. 

They had identified some desk research which identified a number of promising technologies, but wanted to understand which had the most potential for the future. 

We designed a process with them building on the desk research they had already done.

We surveyed a pool of experts about their views on the technologies and key factors affecting their take up. We didn’t just send the survey to researchers, important as their views are. We also targeted stakeholders that had the expertise to engage with the subject matter, but who brought a different perspective. For example there was an architect, a representative of nurses, someone from an NGO working on pandemic preparedness. It’s an important part of foresight to bring in this range of voices. 

We did the survey using the Delphi methodology, which allows respondents to see the answers that have been given by others. This is very different to how surveys are usually done, but they idea is to surface where there is real difference and where people are able to agree.

We then held a workshop with some of these experts. Across the course of a day, they  considered whether there were any other technologies that should be included. They then assessed them by technological readiness and potential impact. We invited them to stress-test the future of the selected technologies in specific scenarios. We also asked them to consider different futures where key critical factors, for example energy costs or availability of skills, varied widely. Were the technologies still relevant in these different contexts?

The feedback made clear that the researchers appreciated the opportunity to consider their work within its operating context. It brought home to many of them the complexity of policy-making.

We do of course focus primarily on generating insights that are relevant to research and policy. But in foresight, the process is sometimes as important as the output. And as the future is a collective construction, it is essential that these multiple stakeholders feel heard and have the opportunity to participate. As European civil servants, I believe that we have an important responsibility to find innovative ways to bring these voices to our work. That is what we are here for, at the EU Policy Lab.
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We also did a technology foresight project looking at identifying future critical technologies for space, defence and related civil industries.

This exercise looked at emerging technologies that have a strong likelihood of significant impact and at the same time run the risk of (over) dependence on providers outside the EU. 

From a methodology perspective, this project included horizon scanning and surveys, but also interviews, which allowed a better understanding of the topic and were a way to delve deeper into specific areas such as dependencies, risks and challenges.
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These are just a very small selection of some of the methodologies available to us as technology foresight practitioners.

I hope you will come away from today’s presentation with a sense of what foresight can do and some thoughts about how it could be applied to your area of work. 
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To close, I’d like to take a step back and think about the importance of foresight to our way of thinking here at the JRC. Applying foresight invites us to raise our heads from the daily grind and think beyond the here and now. Engaging with multiple perspectives helps widen our field of experience and look beyond how we are doing things today. A futures perspective isn’t just a methodology, it’s a mindset. And one that is increasing useful in today’s environment. 
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