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Guest editorial

Foresight impacts from around the world:
a special issue

Jonathan Calof and Jack E. Smith

Abstract

Purpose – The aim of this article and special issue is to propose a framework for foresight impacts on

policy and decision making. The need to identify direct impacts, measure them and identify the factors

that lead to impact is the primary objective of the special issue and, as outlined in the article, represents

a critical addition to the foresight field. On the basis of case studies, experience, and

theoretical-evaluative frameworks this issue seels to offer suggestions regarding the factors that may

help policy makers, academics, consultants, and others involved in foresight produce impactful results.

Design/methodology/approach – The methodology deployed for this article is both empirical and

meta analysis. This introductory article is based on the special issue articles as well as the authors’

extensive practical experiences in foresight.

Findings – Foresight does impact policy. Case studies and experiences in Europe, North America,

Africa and Asia identified in the special issue provide support for this. Also, as difficult as it is to measure

impact, the authors explore several frameworks that will help the foresight community demonstrate

impact and prove the value of foresight.

Originality/value – The article highlights several frameworks that will help the foresight community

demonstrate impact and prove the value of foresight.

Keywords Foresight, Evaluation, Critical success factors, Foresight impact, Decision making

Paper type General review

I. Introduction

The role of foresight is perhaps best explained by using the European Foresight Network’s

(2011) foresight definition:

[. . .] a participative approach to creating shared long-term visions to inform short-term

decision-making processes.

This definition embodies the special issue’s conceptual underpinning that foresight must

impact decisions. This concept is well grounded in the foresight literature. For example, in a

study on foresight critical success factors, Calof and Smith (2010) highlighted the need for

foresight to provide actionable recommendations which fit with today’s policy environment.

Havas et al. (2010, p. 12) state:

It is crucial to prove the impact of foresight on decision making.

Georghiou and Keenan (2008) and Riedy (2009) also point to policy impact as being an

important objective for foresight. Thus, a growing amount of recent foresight literature points

towards the need for foresight to impact policy decisions.
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Foresight literature does recognize that foresight benefits are broader than just decision

impact. Ladikas and Decker (2004) identified 21 benefits of foresight in areas such as raising

knowledge, forming attitudes/opinions and initializing actions. Amanatidou and Guy (2008)

discussed foresights benefits in the context of promoting the development of ‘‘participatory

knowledge societies’’. However while these ‘‘other’’ benefits are valuable and important, in

looking at foresight around the world, it is apparent that impacting policy decisions is a very

important outcome for foresight. The Calof, Jackson and Miller viewpoint article in this

special issue makes this point as does the literature cited earlier.

The challenge in the context of this article and the special issue is to further develop the

foresight impact literature in three ways:

1. Case studies that describe how foresight impacted decisions. Given the importance of

proving foresight impact on policy, this special issue provides two cases, one from Japan

and another from South Africa that demonstrate policy impact. Additional impact stories

are cited as lessons from the masters (Calof, Jackson and Miller article) which look at

impact over a combined 80 years of foresight experience. Finally, there are references to

impacts in Europe and North America within the Johnston and the Miles articles.

2. Papers that look at how to properly measure/evaluate foresights impact on decisions. If

impact is an important factor, frameworks and instruments that help organizations assess

and prove impact will be crucial. In this special issue, Professor Johnston and Professor

Miles each propose frameworks for assessing impact.

3. Articles that explore the factors that lead to decision impact. Stories of impact and

measurement instruments are critical but tomorrow’s foresight practitioner will need to

understand how decision making impact arises. What factors lead to impact? In the

article lessons from the masters, Calof, Jackson and Miller look at what steps need to be

taken that will result in impact.

II. Why study impact? Why a special issue?

The literature review presented in the introduction of this article lays the literature basis for

studying decision-making impact. However, the Editors’ focus on critical success factors

and decision making impact arose through past experiences in the field, most notably from

interactions with foresight government leaders from around the world.

The genesis for this article and special issue on Impact arose out of the first global meeting

of National Foresight Program Leaders hosted by the UK Foresight Office in February 2009

at Hartwell House in England[1]. Attended by government foresight leaders from Asia,

Australia, North America, China, Russia and Europe, the meeting endorsed the importance

and need for more and better validation and documentation on the impacts of foresight in a

complex world characterized by growing uncertainties particularly those linked to big policy

challenges such as climatic disruptions, continuous upheavals in the world’s major

economies and changes in the roles and innovation capacities of nations in the context of

accelerating global technological and social change.

And the meeting also considered an underlying issue of concern to all foresight

organizations and programs – that of survival of foresight through regime changes and

organizational shifts – hence the significant interest regarding the foresight value

proposition and measurement data to demonstrate that value to new, and often more

skeptical stakeholders.

This special issue – ‘‘Foresight: a world of impacts’’ is a direct response to the Hartwell

House meeting and its identification of a key policy need expressed by national foresight

leaders from around the world for cases highlighting foresight impacts and also for new

instruments to measure impacts. Subsequently[2], in 2010 in France (hosted by the OECD)

and 2011 in Canada (hosted by Policy Horizons Canada), there have been two additional

meetings of national foresight program leaders who have continued to examine and review

different ways of measuring foresight impacts.
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Foresight – as a set of strategies for coping with societal and business uncertainty has been

with us now for about 40 years, if we agree that the use of scenarios for projecting plausible

trends, uncertainty and implications (affecting the global oil supply environment in 1972-73)

by Royal Dutch Shell represent a reasonable, and relevant modern point of departure[3]. We

raise this example for two reasons:

1. While humankind has always asked what if and imagined potential futures – from the

stargazers such as Galileo and Copernicus to science writers Jules Verne and H.G. Wells,

it was Royal Dutch Shell who first showed how to develop and apply an institutionalized

and systematic approach to scenarios to achieve foresight; and

2. In the aftermath of the first oil crisis, the impact of having developed these scenarios in a

preparatory sense was made publicly visible, by the comparative agility gained by Royal

Dutch Shell in being able to both recognize the onset of the crisis and in being positioned

and ready to adopt strategies for coping more effectively than other large multinational oil

companies.

So, just as the Royal Dutch Shell example demonstrated to the business world how foresight

could support business readiness and agility to save money and create competitive

advantage, the articles and cases in this special issue articulate to public sector

stakeholders a range of benefits and impacts which can support improvements and

sustainability of policies, programs and analytic-agile capacities for public sector

organizations and governments.

III. Foresight impacts around the world – a summary of the issue and our
experiences

Does foresight produce impacts? Does it impact decisions? This special issue provides

case studies from South Africa and Japan where the answer is shown to be yes. Further, the

articles on how to evaluate also point to specific examples of policy impact from Australia

and the UK. The viewpoint article also describes impacts in Canada. Thus, through this

special issue, several examples are provided in which impact is shown. Should the reader

feel that these are the only examples of foresight decision making impact, they are urged to

consult the European Foresight Monitoring Network web site (www.efmn.info) which has

hundreds of case studies impact stories.

As an outgrowth of this special issue, the Editors will endeavor to maintain a database of

foresight impact cases and articles that can be used by foresight practitioners and others to

make the case for foresight. Readers are urged to send to us, the special issue Editors other

cases and impact stories.

To start the process of sharing impact stories with the field, we offer Table I which provides a

short summary of some known experiences and direct impacts contained in this special

issue plus a few more that the authors have been involved with. It is our hope that this table

grows over time and that a rich discussion occurs within the field regarding key factors and

how the table should evolve.

In developing Table I and in wanting to assist foresight impact studies in the future, the

authors recognize that foresight impacts are derived from many sources and situations. Five

distinct sources and types of foresight situations are used in the development of this global

impact table:

1. Value statements – as perceived or experienced by key players and stakeholders,

expressed in general or specific terms, usually as a testimonial or anecdotes, sometimes

accompanied by case highlights.

2. Roles that foresight plays in the public arena i.e., in raising awareness, educating and

influencing decisions and decision-makers, evaluating related program performance,

robustness of policies or in enabling direct action especially where these are unique

roles.

VOL. 14 NO. 1 2012 j foresightj PAGE 7
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3. Success factors: how foresight can design its projects and operational priorities and

profile to ensure its results are timely, meet stakeholders needs and hence maximize their

impact potential by employing measures which motivate and satisfy government

managers and executives.

4. Process and knowledge benefits: how foresight outputs in new knowledge areas and

capacities required can facilitate agility, open up the scope of stakeholder awareness and

strategies etc.

5. Policy interface: how foresight can help policy formulation, positioning for delivery,

implementation and action by co-managing forward engagement messages, and

foresight insights and results that show or validate societal change and direction often in a

dynamic, multilateral structure.

Table I, an impact summary overview, shows a wide range of foresight impacts that form the

basis for this special issue, listed by country and sector, and identified by the five categories

of impacts listed above.

As can be seen from Table I the variety of impact situations, sectors and countries is quite

diverse. When we started to solicit articles for this special issue, many suggestions covering

multiple types of impacts were submitted. Articles that demonstrated impact in the UK at the

government level, Europe at the corporate level, Malaysia at the university level and others

were submitted. But in the end, the key case studies that made it through the review process

were from Japan and South Africa, where foresight has directly influenced national and

regional policies on innovation and planning respectively. In an effort to help the field

develop better appreciation for impact studies, the review process was especially rigorous

and over half the submitted case studies were in the end rejected. Not because there was no

impact but because the case studies did not possess all the rigor required by Foresight. In

the articles that follow you will read about these impacts.

But there are other examples of impact not included in detail in the case studies that we wish

to draw to the attention of the readers. In Canada, for example, there is the case of an eight

year effort in foresight focused on animal health and food security, and on the future training

of veterinarians[4].

Starting with the Canadian Food Inspection Agency’s first project – the use of foresight

techniques to assess prospective impacts of mad cow disease and subsequently to

develop a global capacity for leadership in animal health emergency management, foresight

has demonstrated its value as an indispensable part of the CFIA’s portfolio of policy,

planning and management systems[5].

Canada has also advanced the state of foresight within government through the

infrastructure work and engagement of Deputy Ministers policy committees by Policy

Horizons Canada[6].

Canada also brought forward a foresight exercise that united an entire regional

resource-based industry[7]. Outward Bound 2015 reports on a foresight process run in

Newfoundland (Canada) within the Oceans and Technology Industry. The intent of Outward

Bound was to use foresight to develop a shared vision within the industry that hopefully

would lead to $1 billion in annual revenues by 2015 (four times the 2006 revenue in the

industry). A foresight process was developed which involved two phases over 18 months. In

all, over 100 people representing more than 75 percent of the organizations in the sector

(including government, companies, academe and associations) participated in the foresight

initiative. This sector-driven initiative resulted in the identification of three major areas of

market opportunity. To exploit the opportunities, the foresight process also identified specific

strategic directions, strategic needs, strategic actions, and specific tactical actions. This

process which started in 2006 has already yielded new programs and policies at the

government level, research programs in Universities and company plans. Economically, it is

claimed that this shared vision and actions brought about by the foresight process as

already resulted in a significant increase in industry sales.
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Another example – in Thailand, the APEC Center for Technology Foresight (CTF)[8] has,

over a 12-year period, developed a strong capacity for regional energy systems analysis –

primarily derived from its collaborative foresight model and several projects such as the

Future Fuels Technology Roadmap, and Low Carbon Society Scenarios. With this range of

experience, the CTF has been asked to provide strategic advice on a broader range of

national energy futures for Thailand.

IV. Measuring foresight impact

The special issue also seeks how to measure or prove that impact has indeed arisen.

Measuring impact has been identified in the foresight literature as being difficult to do.

Georghiou (1998) identified several problems with measuring impact, including a major

measurement issue of when impact actually does occur it can take many years for project

effects to become evident. Others have noted that evaluating impact based solely on impact

on policy is that the research suggests that for the most part impact has been low (Riedy,

2009). This article and special issue has provided several examples of where there has been

policy impact and the authors hope that other researchers and policy makers will contribute

more case studies demonstrating impact in foresight conferences and journals. Measuring

this impact, is however a second objective of this article.

The Schartinger et al. article leads off the impact papers. It is part case study and part

evaluation framework. While the overarching impact we were looking for in this special issue

was direct policy impact, as mentioned, there are other impacts of foresight that are

important. This article looks at learning impacts from the perspective of how they can lead to

the development of strategic alternatives through networking. This article is amongst the first

to empirically investigate learning impact by applying social network analysis as a method

for mapping out networking effects in a large foresight process. Shartinger et al. provide

readers with a good measurement approach for evaluating the extent of learning in a

foresight program, and a specific measure for evaluating the social networks established

through a foresight process. Both of these should prove useful to those organizations looking

for defensible measurements in their foresight evaluation programs. There are no tests for

construct validity and reliability, thus, measurement strength cannot be determined, but, this

article offers an important beginning for learning and network measurement.

The Ron Johnston article establishes a framework for foresight impact assessment. This

article is based on a report written by Johnston as an outcome from the first global meeting of

National Foresight Program Leaders hosted by the UK Foresight Office in February 2009 at

Hartwell House. The article was presented at the second global meeting hosted by the

OECD in Paris in March 2010. The Johnston framework starts with a need to understand the

objectives and impacts from a foresight program. Drawing on the work of three generations

of foresight impact research, Johnston identifies four broad types of foresight impact:

awareness raising, informing, enabling and influencing. Depending on the objective of the

foresight exercise (which of the four impact elements are part of the foresight plan), different

metrics are proposed. For example, an influencing impact would be measured using metrics

such as extent of influence (e.g. major, moderate, minor) reported and number and scale of

follow-on and spin-off foresight projects. In all dozens of specific metrics are proposed and

matched to the appropriate type of impact. This will hopefully help foresight organizations

establish appropriate evaluation methods. The article demonstrates the utility of the impact

framework and associated metrics by using it to evaluate the impact of UK and Australian

foresight projects. UK projects assessed included future flooding, infectious diseases,

tackling obesities, mental capita and sustainable energy management. The Australian

project impact assessment was an irrigated agriculture project.

The Johnston article provides us with both an intuitively appealing evaluation methodology

that matches foresight impact objective with strong metrics as well as six case studies in

which impact is clearly proven. These six mini case studies add to the special issue

inventory of impact stories.
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The Miles article, similar to the Johnston one, recognizes that the method of evaluation

depends on the objective of the foresight program. Miles writes, ‘‘The task of evaluating

foresight is a challenging one, and comparison of foresight activities needs to bear in mind

the different scale, scope, and ambitions of different programmes. Simple static comparison

of formal inputs and outputs will miss much of the value and value-added of the activity.’’ In

fact, Miles challenges the concept of measuring foresight only in terms of it impacting policy

and decisions. His framework recognizes several different roles for foresight and as a result

a more dynamic evaluative approach is needed.

Miles concludes ‘‘Thus, evaluation needs to focus less on simple ‘‘impacts’’, and much more

on how the outcomes of foresight have been coproduced by the various actors engaged (or

that should have been engaged) in the process. This will be what makes it dynamic foresight

evaluation’’. His article presents a model of how to look at these different interactions.

V. Impact factors

The special issue ends with a viewpoint article, written by Calof, Jackson and Miller. A group

of academics and consultants with over 80 years combined foresight experience. The focus

of this article is on how to ensure that future oriented technology assessment (FTA) activities

have an impact on decision-making. On the basis of the extensive experience of the authors,

this article offer suggestions regarding the factors that may help policy makers, academics,

consultants, and others involved in FTA projects, produce useful and meaningful

contributions to decision-making processes.

The authors note that to have impactful foresight you must have appropriate methodologies.

However for the fullest impacts of foresight to arise (defined as positive impact on decisions)

will require foresight teams with a strong grasp of the principles of foresight and project

design, an educated client with clear expectations and a strong commitment,

well-developed communication efforts throughout, and considerable managerial capacity

both on the demand and supply sides of the process. The article concludes:

Taken together, the three authors argue that impactful foresight depends on an explicit

procedural framework that identifies performance requirements throughout the process (Calof),

organizational design elements that create the enabling factors for success (Jackson), and a set

of practical design principles rooted in anticipatory systems theory (Miller). All three recognize

the importance of attitudes and commitment as well as the need for foresight literacy as

conditions for foresight impact.

This article makes it clear that for foresight to have impact, the client of foresight must be

properly integrated into the project and educated to understand how foresight can help

them. Foresight literacy is a theme within the foresight field but in this article it is clearly linked

to the ability to develop impactful foresight.

VI. Conclusions and challenge to the reader

This special issue and article on foresight impact from around the world provides direct

evidence of foresight impact. These case studies, we hope will form the basis for the

development of a rich database of impact stories that can help promote the importance of

the field. As well, it is hoped that a rich database of impact examples can also be used to

assist in educating others as to the value of foresight. But let this be the beginning of the

process of case study development, readers are encouraged to send more impact stories to

the authors of this article.

The two articles on evaluating impact are designed to give the reader a grounding in the

literature around impact evaluation and ideas that will assist them in developing evaluation

programs. Proving impact must go beyond telling case stories, metrics are needed and the

Miles concept paper coupled with the Johnston metrics should help in establishing a deeper

program in impact measurement. But more work is needed on the development of evaluation

instruments. In particular instrument validity and reliability is needed and can only arise

through appropriate testing. Additional measures should also be developed.
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Finally, the impact factors section/article (Calof et al.) is designed to stimulate debate on

what are the factors that will lead to decision-making impact. It is the beginning of a dialog

created by combining experience with academic scholarship but it is just a beginning. We

hope that this portion of the special issue will stimulate additional scholarship and discussion

on impact factors and that this in turn will result in new teaching and foresight materials.

Taken collectively this article and the special issue with its case studies of decision and

policy impact, articles on measurement of impact and identification of impact factors

provide a blueprint for foresight scholars and practitioners.

Notes

1. This meeting was organized by the UK Foresight Office and a non published record of proceedings

is available upon request from Jon Parke of that Office (www.ukforesight.gov.uk)

2. Contact: Barry Stevens OECD Futures Unit (www. OECD.Org) and Peter Padbury, Policy Horizons

Canada (www.phc.gc.ca) respectively for records of the two subsequent meetings.

3. The Shell 1972-1973 scenarios experience is widely referenced in the strategic planning literature;

for example, see Harvard Business Review: Wack (1985a, b).

4. This story is the subject of an as yet unpublished paper: ‘‘The impact of foresight on Canadian

animal health and North American veterinary medical education’’ (Willis et al., n.d.).

5. See Smith (2007) and Willis (2007).

6. In fact, following a successful web 2.0 interactive web portal applied to the enlistment of new public

servants to join in a national foresight project on the future of the Canadian Public Service, Policy

Horizons Canada was created out of what previously was the Policy Research Secretariat – clearly a

recognition and affirmation of the important link between foresight and future policy requirements

(see: www.horizonscanada.gc.ca; for more information).

7. See Oceans Advance Inc. (2009) and www.nati.net/events-and-programs/nl-ocean-technology-

commercialization-initiative.aspx

8. www.apecforesight.org; for: future fuels roadmap, low carbon society scenarios, and emerging

infectious diseases.
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