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vorher nicht bekannte Tatsachen korrigiert, sie
ist den Erwartungen der Bevölkerung angepasst.
Jene wiederum, durch Einsicht in wissenschaft-
liche sowohl als politische Zusammenhänge,
konkretisieren sich von bloßen Wünschbarkeiten
zu vertretbaren Forderungen“ (S. 51).

Ein Klassiker bemisst sich auch daran, dass
die in ihm formulierten Gedanken, auch nach
Jahren und Jahrzehnten Bestand haben. Krauchs
„Forschungsprioritäten“ kann man durchaus als
„blueprint“ für die heutige, so genannte dritte
Foresight-Generation ansehen. Dieses Buch,
auch nach über 30 Jahren wieder zu lesen, ist
auf jeden Fall lohnend.

Anmerkung
1) Der Band enthält noch die folgenden weiteren

Beiträge: Einige Probleme der Anwendung der
Entscheidungstheorie auf die Planung von For-
schung und technischer Entwicklung (Krauch
und H. Feger); Simulation gesellschaftlicher
Realität (J. D. Saltzmann); Ernährung im Jahre
2000 (Krauch), die hier nicht behandelt werden.
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Two and a Half Cycles of Fore-
sight in the UK1

by Ian Miles and Mike Keenan, University of
Manchester, UK

The UK national Foresight programme is
managed by the Office of Science and
Technology (OST). Initially announced in
1993, it is now in its third cycle. Over the
last decade it has produced more than one
hundred reports, involved tens of thou-
sands of people, and had substantial im-
pacts at home and abroad. But it has also
undergone significant changes: however
foresightful its planners were, they would
not have anticipated many of these devel-
opments. The main achievements and
problems of the process are outlined here.

1 From Futures to Fully-Fledged Foresight

There is a long history in the UK of efforts to
improve decision-making and public debate by
examining longer-term trends, and the long-
term implications of short-term decisions. This
tradition is apparent in political economy, phi-
losophy, economics and speculative fiction
(indeed, H.G. Wells wrote about the need for
professors of foresight in one of his essays. But
– possibly reflecting the crisis of confidence
following the Second World War – the UK
tended to stand back from the global phenome-
non that was “futures studies” in the 1960s.
Perhaps the only academic centre to consider
long-term technological trends and to pay at-
tention to futures studies was the Science Pol-
icy Research Unit (SPRU) at the University of
Sussex. SPRU had a worldwide impact in the
early 1970s with its critique of the Limits to
Growth world model (Cole et al. 1973), and
went on to produce major contributions to the
debate about the future of world development
(Freeman, Jahoda 1978). In the next decade,
SPRU researchers (John Irvine and Ben Mar-
tin) (Irvine, Martin 1984) conducted reviews of
Technology Foresight activities around the
world. These were influential in the shaping of
the UK Technology Foresight programme, as
well as activities in other countries.

SPRU had also played a major role in es-
tablishing the view that the UK’s economic
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problems were not so much a matter of en-
trenched trade unions and worker militancy, but
more related to weaknesses of the innovation
system, including poor linkages between scien-
tific research and industry. After some false
starts, a working group was set up in the early
‘90s across government departments, to identify
methodologies that could identify and prioritise
emerging technologies of importance to the UK.

Four teams (including ones at PREST and
SPRU) were commissioned by the UK Gov-
ernment’s recently established Office of Sci-
ence and Technology (OST) and Department of
Trade and Industry (DTI) to develop such
methodologies together. The scoping study (PA
Consulting et al. 1992) proposed an appropriate
methodology sounding much like the eventual
first cycle of Foresight, combining the use of
expert panels, a Delphi, and a prioritisation
process to identify emerging generic technolo-
gies. Ben Martin of SPRU reviewed existing
research foresight practices again, developing
recommendations for a national UK Technol-
ogy Foresight exercise. The 1993 White Paper
on Science and Technology Policy, “Realising
Our Potential”, officially announced such a UK
Technology Foresight Programme.

This announcement made it clear that
Foresight was to set priorities and inform the
research policies of government and govern-
ment-funded bodies. It was to provide infor-
mation for, and draw on inputs from, a wider
community whose decisions influenced R&D
and investment in emerging technologies.
Practitioners and researchers in industry
needed to be consulted, because it was recog-
nised that much of their critical knowledge was
not possessed by civil servants, nor even by
leading academic scientists. Knowledge was to
be shared, and Foresight should help improve
the UK innovation system by fostering “a new
working partnership between scientists and
industrialists best placed to assess emerging
market opportunities and technological trends”.

Foresight, as it emerged in the mid-90s,
shared with earlier “futures studies” efforts to
provide broad-brush, but systematic, analysis of
a wide range of trends and possibilities. But
Foresight programmes tended to associate such
long-term prospective analysis closely to spe-
cific decision-making agendas, with the en-
gagement of influential actors in these agendas.

Foresight programmes also tended to draw on
wider social networks as sources of knowledge,
of ideas for visions, and as agents for diffusing
visions and implementing the actions to be
based on them. “Fully-Fledged Foresight” com-
bines these elements of long-term and holistic
analysis, tied to decision-making, and engaging
wide participation. The term “Foresight” has
come to be appropriated to cover all sorts of
narrower activities, with much simple technol-
ogy forecasting being rebranded as Foresight.
“Fully-Fledged Foresight” involves networking
of key agents of change and sources of knowl-
edge, around the development of strategic vi-
sions based on anticipatory intelligence. Im-
proved networks among the agents concerned
should allow for enhanced awareness of their
knowledge resources and strategic orientations.
Typically the process yields formal outputs that
can help policy-making – for example, scenar-
ios, action plans, priority lists – and helps estab-
lish a shared sense of commitment to these.

2 UK Foresight – the First Cycle

The UK Foresight programme is currently de-
scribed by its sponsors as having evolved
through three cycles.2 The first cycle of the UK
programme involved a number of overlapping
stages of work (Georghiou 1996). Following the
1993 White Paper, a Steering Group, chaired by
the Government’s Chief Scientific Advisor, was
established to oversee the running of the Pro-
gramme. Methodological principles for the pro-
gramme were established. Consultation semi-
nars were held round the UK; a conomination
analysis was undertaken (around 800 people
were involved). Eventually, fifteen “sector pan-
els” were established, with experts and
stakeholders from business, government and
academia appointed as panel members. These
Panels were central to the Foresight exercise –
to a greater extent than in most other national
exercises. They were charged with identifying
key trends and drivers (with the help of a ques-
tionnaire survey and consultations), bench-
marking their sectors, developing scenarios,
consulting widely with their communities
through a Delphi and workshops, and con-
structing priorities and recommendations for
action. They remained important in the dissemi-
nation and implementation stages of the cycle,
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which would have been far less effective with-
out the proactive stand taken by many Panels.

Each Panel was provided with a facilitator
(trained in the aims and methods of Foresight)
and a member of the civil services as a technical
secretary (each of whom was shared between
two Panels). Some panels set up sub-groups.
There was limited coordination across Panels –
it was left for the Steering Group to integrate the
material they produced – and very limited re-
sources by way of a general common framework
of statistical indicators. Panels had modest funds
for consultancy or such uses as Delphi analysis,
journalistic reworking of their reports, etc.
Though following a common methodological
framework, the Panels had considerable freedom
to interpret its details. They were under very
heavy pressure of time – so that in practice some
activities (like construction of scenarios) were
neglected. Other things, like the two surveys,
were much more standardised.

Preparation of questions for a Delphi sur-
vey was a major task, and one that proved quite
contentious. The survey was instituted in 1994.
It was intended to allow Panels to engage a
broad base of expertise – questionnaires were
sent to almost 10,000 people, and almost 3,000
responses were received. Each Panel had pre-
pared its own survey within a common frame-
work, and this process was very time-consuming
– though valuable for focusing the activity of
these groups. The heavy time pressures on the
exercise meant that the quantitative results of the
surveys were only fed back to Panels at a very
late stage, when they had practically completed
their reports towards the end of the year. Many
Panellists were inclined to feel that the Delphi
had been a waste of effort – though the Steering
Committee was able to draw on it heavily (not
least for purposes of comparison across Panels),
and the eventual report of its results was very
heavily used. It is also apparent that the task of
preparing questions provided an important
structure and focus for some of the Panels,

Between 1994 and 1999, over 600 Fore-
sight events were held and 130,000 copies of the
Foresight panel recommendations distributed.
The Panels played an important role as the
‘hubs’ of dissemination and implementation of
Foresight. They continued to meet regularly into
1999, in order to coordinate and/or catalyse
follow-up actions on their priorities. Some Pan-

els developed explicit implementation strategies
of their own, with various Panel members taking
roles in ensuring that relevant government de-
partments were responsive to their messages.

Immediately after the panel reports were
published in 1995, £ 30 million of Government
funding went into the Foresight Challenge
Awards, supporting twenty-four research con-
sortia. In 1997, the initiative was re-labelled as
the Foresight LINK Awards, which have since
led to projects worth a total of £152 million.
With several other initiatives, it is thought that
several hundred million pounds of research
funds were ‘aligned’ with Foresight priorities
and recommendations – how far these were
completely new efforts, how far activities were
reshaped, and how far existing activities were
relabelled, is a matter of opinion – there has
never been a thorough evaluation of the first
cycle – but the view that large effects were
achieved is widespread among informed ob-
servers. Other public bodies including Re-
search Councils and government departments
prepared their responses to the exercise – and
one research council (NERC) had already
launched its own “miniForesight”. Other or-
ganisations have gone on to conduct their own
studies since 1995. Private Industry's responses
are harder to assess fully, but considerable
interest was displayed in the results, with bids
being made to Foresight Challenge, and some
firms and industry associations launching their
own smaller scale Foresight exercises.

The first cycle of Foresight was launched
in the last years of a long period of Conserva-
tive government, but the Programme won all-
party support. In a late phase of this govern-
ment’s life, the OST moved from the Prime
Minister’s own Cabinet Office, to be based in
the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI). In
some ways this made sense, though the deci-
sions reflected political ambitions and infight-
ing more than long-term strategy. The OST and
Foresight have important bearing on innovation
processes and other DTI responsibilities.

3 The Second Cycle

A consultation process took into account dis-
cussions and surveys of participants in the first
cycle of Foresight, a review by the Parliamen-
tary Office of Science and Technology, and
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other inputs. The existing programme was seen
as a rare success that should be built upon. A
new cycle was to update and refine the “find-
ings” of the first cycle – and, arguably, be more
visionary and better integrated. The perception
was that the high time pressures of the first
round restricted the outputs in these ways – that
better statistical and other information support
could have been provided, that scenarios could
have been systematically developed, that more
challenging and “out of the box” thinking
could have been encouraged.

Two major changes reflected the change
in government, and the lessons learned from
the first cycle. First, there was to be no Delphi
– opposition to the method was strong from
some of the Panellists who had found the work
involved to result in few outputs that they
could use effectively. A new integrating de-
vice, a sophisticated website called the Knowl-
edge Pool, was to serve as the main informa-
tion gateway for national Foresight. It was to
provide general Programme information, ac-
cess to scenarios and views about the future,
and management information and working
notes for Foresight panels. While an excellent
resource for those familiar with Foresight – this
proved daunting and difficult to use for new-
comers. Panels were still to be at the heart of
the Programme, and were to be encouraged to
“think globally”, identifying the challenges and
opportunities that the UK was likely to face
over the coming 10-20 years and beyond. But
there was to be more interaction both across
Panels, and more widely. The networking
function grew in importance, while the prior-
ity-setting elements of Foresight were dimin-
ished.

Second, the second cycle sought to move
beyond the technology focus of the first cycle
to examine the opportunities that arose from
the interaction of innovations in science and
technology with wider social and market
trends. It was decided to raise the profile of
“quality of life” issues; the second cycle should
include a wider variety of participants – more
representatives of Small and Medium Sized
Enterprises (SME), voluntary and public sector
workers, etc. This made it a much wider Fore-
sight exercise – but fitted uneasily with the
core concerns of the OST.

Following consultation, new Foresight
Panels were established and the second cycle of
Foresight began in April 1999. The intention
was that the Panels should publish their consoli-
dated reports in November 2000. After this the
Panels were to pursue more detailed work and to
stimulate action on their recommendations,
while a third cycle of Foresight was planned.
This agenda was roughly followed, though
events did not unfold exactly as planned.

Three thematic and ten sector panels were
established. Some of the new panels were appli-
cation-oriented – for example, in the place of the
science-driven Health and Life Sciences Panel,
the new cycle offered a Healthcare Panel. The
introduction of thematic panels reflects the diffi-
culties of effectively organising cross-panel
activities in the first cycle. They addressed
broad issues with cross-cutting implications for
science and technology – “Ageing Population”,
“Crime Prevention” (funded by the Home Of-
fice, which is responsible for policing) and
“Manufacturing in 2020”. All panels were also
asked to consider the implications of their find-
ings for another set of thematic issues – educa-
tion, skills and training and sustainable devel-
opment – topics seen as so generic that they
required embedding within each panel.

There was no common framework for data
production and reporting, and for consultation
with a wider community. Each Panel was to
develop its own consultation arrangements,
setting these out in an Action Plan in summer
1999. Most opted for the preparation and cir-
culation of consultation documents (both pa-
per-based reports and material in the Knowl-
edge Pool). Panels were encouraged to host
regional workshops and seminars. Alongside
the Panels were to be Task Forces that would
examine specific issues or address specific
problems. These would be typically short-
lived, and could enlist a broader constituency
of stakeholders into the Programme, and pro-
mote the Foresight agenda during later imple-
mentation phases. As many as 65 Task Forces
were documented, but it is unclear how many
were really effective. Associate Programmes
were also introduced. These were undertaken
by other organisations (mainly professional
institutions and research and technology or-
ganisations) to support the central programme,



FORESIGHT

Technikfolgenabschätzung – Theorie und Praxis Nr. 2, 12. Jg., Juni 2003 Seite 45

but without Government funding, by looking at
specific topics from particular viewpoints.

Over five hundred people were involved
in this round of the programme as members of
panels and/or task forces. Around 160 seminars
and workshops (excluding internal Panel and
Task Force meetings) and around 52 Regional
Seminars were reportedly held during the sec-
ond cycle. 103 papers and reports were pub-
lished, including the final Panel reports in De-
cember 2000. These were intended to be fol-
lowed by a synthesis report from the Foresight
Steering Group, after which the emphasis of
Panels, and the Programme as a whole, was to
be on implementation of recommendations.

Most second cycle panels and task forces
have completed their work. A few remain active
under new ownership, and there is also evidence
that some Associate Programmes have successor
activities. Among the achievements of the sec-
ond cycle is the involvement of SMEs. While
SMEs showed little interest in the first cycle of
Foresight, this situation could be improved. The
support materials developed for SMEs were
extended in the second cycle, with a Foresight
Toolkit for use with SMEs and, in 2001, five
Foresight Training Centres were appointed to
train facilitators and to monitor quality in deliv-
ery. At the regional level of dissemination, Re-
gional Foresight Coordinators were initially set
up to enable Foresight Panel recommendations
to be integrated into regional innovation, eco-
nomic and cluster strategies and five of these are
still continuing their work. The Young Foresight
initiative, a partnership between the Department
for Education and Science and OST Foresight, is
another promising outcome of the second cycle.

OST Foresight was not the only sustained
action in the area. Under the Labour govern-
ment, the Cabinet Office developed its own
focus on long-term issues. Its Performance and
Innovation Unit (PIU) was renamed the Strat-
egy Unit. Reviews of Foresight and futures
practice were undertaken, and the Unit became
responsible for encouraging long-term per-
spectives across the UK public sector.

The national Foresight programme was
coming under criticism, however, as being too
diffuse and overambitious. Senior figures in UK
science policy concluded, after reviewing Panel
reports, that something was going wrong in
Foresight. Some of the reports were openly

criticised by the Science Minister. A review was
established, leading to a decision to abandon the
second cycle. The wider agenda of Foresight
meant that “ownership” by the OST was lost –
topics of limited concern to science policy were
addressed, and there was a lack of clear linkages
to policy timetables and levers. Without a com-
mon methodology and integrative mechanisms
there was no “big bang” of priority recommen-
dations, and quality control became harder to
ensure. The Knowledge Pool failed to achieve
its purposes. Ahead of its time, it was over-
sophisticated for many of the people it was in-
tended to attract, and some of the facilities
planned for it could never be realised (mainly
due to social issues, e.g. Intellectual Property
Rights and other problems associated with al-
lowing Foresight participants to post documents
on a government-sponsored site). Associate
Programmes needed other sorts of support, and
were less successful than hoped.

4 The Third Cycle

A much scaled-down third cycle was launched
in 2002, after the review of the second cycle.
The aim of Foresight was delimited “to in-
crease UK exploitation of science”.3 The aim is
that at any time there will be three or four proj-
ects underway, at different stages of develop-
ment. They are to balance demand-pull and
science-push issues: the starting point for a
project can be a key issue where science holds
the promise of solutions; or an area of cutting
edge science where the potential applications
and technologies have yet to be considered
and/or articulated more broadly. The first two
projects, launched in 2002, are flood and
coastal defence and cognitive systems; two
more were launched in spring 2003.

The projects are defined through consulta-
tion with “the science base, government depart-
ments, research councils, devolved administra-
tions and others”; the 2003 round reportedly
involved “the largest ever scientific horizon
scanning exercise in the UK” with 12 ideas gen-
erated during an intensive workshop with senior
scientists, and used in Web consultation and in
meetings with scientific institutes and Science
Fiction authors. Consultations continue, with a
further tranche of shortlisted projects already
being considered. The two new projects involve,
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again, one focusing more on looking for solu-
tions to a problem, and one looking for uses of
emerging scientific knowledge.

Each project has a dedicated project team
in the Foresight Directorate who are assisted by
scientific experts. These OST teams can draw
on inputs and insights from a network of exter-
nal experts. The projects are expected to evolve
in different ways, reflecting the different types
of problems they deal with. Thus there is not a
common organisational model. Each project
should examine relevant developments in sci-
ence and technology in the UK and the world,
and deliver analysis and recommendations for
action by research funding agencies, business,
Government and others. The projects do not
span more than a small range of topics, of
course, and thus they cannot offer overall pri-
ority-setting. Their focus on identifying actions
in specific areas is to be complemented by the
creation of networks of relevant actors – again
the details will vary by project type.

Project 1: Cognitive Systems

Cognitive systems are defined as both biologi-
cal and artificial systems that “respond to their
environment, learn, reason, and make their own
decisions”. As this implies, there are strands of
research coming from life sciences (neurology,
cognitive studies, etc.) and from IT and physi-
cal sciences (learning systems, speech recogni-
tion, etc.). Experts have prepared state of the
art summaries on the future prospects for vari-
ous themes here.

The project aims “to provide a vision of
future developments of cognitive systems
through an exploration of recent advances in
life sciences, physical science and related fields
and their potential for interaction”. Specifi-
cally, its objectives are to:

� Examine recent progress in these two major
areas of research, encourage those active in
these fields and their applications to network
together and develop a common language.

� Scope likely developments in these fields
over the next 10-20 years (in particular pro-
gress in capabilities to build artificial cog-
nitive systems), and prepare forward look-
ing documents.

� Articulate significant conclusions to a wider
audience.

� “Help create the political, regulatory and
business environment that will best position
the UK to take advantage of developments
in this area”.

The Director General of the Research Councils
(DGRC) is responsible for this project, with two
senior professors supplying access to the scien-
tific communities and a science writer helping to
prepare documentation. The Minister for Sci-
ence runs an advisory stakeholder group. Vari-
ous workshops are currently underway, with a
major conference planned for September 2003
before the final report is published.

Project 2: Flood and Coastal Defence

It is estimated that some 1.7 million homes in
England and Wales are potentially at risk of
flooding, and over £200 billion of assets are at
risk from flooding and coastal erosion. This
project aims to produce “a long term vision for
the future of flood and coastal defence to inform
policy … how big the future problem of flood-
ing might be; assess if existing policies can
cope; and consider new and radical responses to
meet the future challenge”. It is chaired by the
government’s Chief Scientific Advisor. The
project began by drawing together leading sci-
entists to advise on the factors that may impact
on future levels of flooding (e.g. changes in land
use, demographic shifts, climate change, science
and technology…), which will need to be com-
bined to produce a set of flooding scenarios for
the UK up to 100 years into the future. An ana-
lytical framework has been developed and key
policy stakeholders brought on board. (Reflect-
ing the nature of the problem, the project works
with a very large number of stakeholders in
industry, regional and central government,
NGOs, and so on.). The coming phases of work
will involve further analysis of the key factors
that impact on flood risk; identification of the
implications of the scenarios and consider the
responses to flood risk; communication of re-
sults in a final report and other forms, and mo-
bilising stakeholders to implement recommen-
dations.

Two more projects were launched in spring
2003. The projects are defined through a process
of consultation with “the science base, govern
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ment departments, research councils, devolved
administrations and others”.

Project 3: Cyber Trust and Crime Prevention

This aims to explore the application and impli-
cations of next generation IT in areas such as
identity and authenticity, surveillance, system
robustness, security and information assurance
and the basis for effective interaction and trust
between people and machines. As well as pro-
ducing reviews of the state-of-the-art in rele-
vant areas of science, and providing futures
studies (visions of alternative futures, analyses
of drivers, opportunities, threats, barriers, mod-
els for decision-making), the project aims to
establish networks of scientists, business peo-
ple and policy makers who can influence the
future in the light of key challenges and poten-
tials identified in these studies.

Project 4: Exploiting the Electromagnetic
Spectrum

Focussed cross-disciplinary efforts are ex-
pected to lead to new applications of the spec-
trum well beyond those we are now familiar
with. The aim here is to provoke new thinking
and insights and locate key fields for progress.
This means providing a vision for the future
exploitation of the electromagnetic spectrum.
Again, state of the art reviews, visions for the
future; and steps to that future are to be pro-
duced, for the key areas.

The website is now visually a more mod-
est affair than that of the second cycle. Much of
the material available before still remains on
site, and can be located fairly readily – earlier
Panel reports, etc. Meeting notes and similar
material are now removed, however – and the
scenarios that are available are actually ones
developed with a specific environmental
agenda in mind. While we know that they have
proved very useful in environment-related ac-
tivities, it is less obvious that they should be
appropriate to many other situations where
scenario analysis is required.

The OST Foresight Programme, in its third
cycle, continues to be an important and illumi-
nating exercise. It continues to provide the wider
community with a useful body of documents
and experience on Foresight in various fields.
But it is less ambitious than Fully-Fledged Fore-

sight, as outlined earlier. It has reduced the net-
working elements of the earlier exercises to a
considerable extent, and is focusing on specific
areas of technological opportunity rather than
seeking to establish priorities across the board.

5 Wider Foresight in the UK

Despite the problems of the second cycle of
Foresight, and some reaction against the term
“Foresight” in some quarters (while in others
– e.g. environmental policy and the regions –
it is growing in influence), Foresight practice
is actually continuing to diffuse and develop
in the UK.

In part this is because the three cycles of
the UK Foresight Programme have generated
much wider awareness of the aims, methods,
and utility of various forms of strategic analysis
and action. Whereas “futures studies” was al-
ways a very marginal activity, Foresight of one
form or another seems to be well embedded in
much of the UK system. There are academics, as
well as consultants, who are applying the les-
sons of Foresight to companies and government
organisations. Various parts of the UK govern-
ment system are promoting long-term thinking
too. As noted, the Strategy Unit of the Cabinet
Office has prepared and published studies of
best practice in the field and promotes this sort
of strategic analysis widely across the political
system. All government departments have been
asked to adopt long-term strategic perspectives.
More generally in government, there has been a
(highly uneven) institutionalisation of the no-
tions of “evidence-based policy”, and of more
deliberative and participatory modes of govern-
ance, and much emphasis on strategic partner-
ships between public, private and voluntary
agents. These developments reinforce and are
reinforced by Foresight approaches.

Finally, the first cycle of Foresight was
very influential around the world, and helped to
build European Union interest in Foresight.
And now the EU’s Foresight orientation has
led to projects on regional Foresight and IT-
related Foresight, for example, being extended
into the UK (in some cases helping to network
UK actors who were previously isolated).

The result is that elements of Foresight
practice are now used commonly by Govern-
ment ministries and agencies, Regional Devel
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opment Agencies, learned societies, and indus-
try associations. Some of this is very remotely
connected to Technology Foresight, but several
lines of work are highly technology-focused.
For instance, the Department of the Environ-
ment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) has
been involved in Foresight-related activities at
least since the first cycle of OST foresight. As
the Panel work in Foresight grappled with a
perceived resistance to change of the sector, so
the Department took a lead role in initiating
CRISP, a forum for innovation and long term-
related work in the industry. This is one of the
enduring activities from the first cycle.

Another initiative is a direct response by
DEFRA to external drivers such as the OST’s
Scientific Advice and Policy Making Guide-
lines (2000), and to a Strategy Unit report on
risk and uncertainty. It is designed to support
the Chief Scientific Advisor’s role in Science
in DEFRA. It also reflects the deep unease
generated by the BSE crisis and subsequent
inquiry into the policy failures here, that dem-
onstrated how easily government can be caught
off guard by emerging developments, and be
unable to rapidly mobilise and adequately use
relevant expertise. “Horizon scanning” is in-
tended to improve DEFRA’s capacity to assess
the importance of a wide variety of develop-
ments and trends to its science and policy – to
enhance anticipatory capabilities, and guide the
Department in shaping “the day after tomor-
row”. The activity goes beyond trend-
watching, and uses internal and external re-
sources to undertake new research, the estab-
lishment of systems for evidence-based policy,
SWOT-type analyses at DEFRA, aims to iden-
tify both risks and opportunities. This may be
called “horizon scanning”, but the stated aims
are close to those of Foresight.

Other initiatives are also undertaken by, for
example, the Environment Agency, which is the
body with responsibilities for pollution control,
water quality, flood defence, etc. This is of
course associated with the relevant Panel of the
third cycle of Foresight, but key staff were also
active in the first and second cycles, having a
considerable impact on the main line of scenario
development undertaken then. The scenarios
developed by a SPRU team have been used
constructively by the Agency in its dealings
with the now-privatised Water Companies, al-

lowing it to examine the robustness of their
projections against different trends. The
Agency’s Centre for Risk and Forecasting is
centrally concerned with (sometimes very) long-
term analyses, e.g. modelling the impacts of
prospective changes in agricultural practices on
water quality. The Agency is currently examin-
ing how to take forward its production and use
of scenarios, internally and in liaison with other
parties.

In addition, in the last few years scenario
workshops have been applied to informing sci-
ence policy decisions in the UK. For instance,
the ESRC (Economic and Social Research
Council) commissioned the Centre for Research
on Innovation and Competition (CRIC) and the
Institute for Alternative Futures to run such a
workshop in January 2002. This was to inform
its decision-making process concerning priori-
ties for social research on genomics, and the
selection of a centre to conduct such research.
The methods used were fairly familiar ones in
the business futures field, supported by com-
puter groupware that “captured” a good deal of
material in real time.4 The results influenced
ESRC decision-making so that a new structure
for the work on genomics was created, as well
as the content of existing structures being elabo-
rated. Several other workshops were linked to
the DGRC (Director General of Research Coun-
cils), with CRIC, PREST and other groups
working to inform decisions about public ex-
penditure on biotechnology, information tech-
nology, and nanotechnology areas – and not
least to justify expenditure to the Treasury. A
“success scenario” methodology was developed
that allowed for the workshops to elaborate a
vision of a desirable and feasible aspirational
scenario, and to identify targets, action points,
and other elements to manage the movement
toward such a scenario.5 The scenario develop-
ment typically examined 5-10 year scenarios
(the genomics workshop was longer-term). But
if the long-term focus is slightly less, the links to
policy have been very strong. The output of the
third workshop, with very little additional elabo-
ration, formed the core of the DTI’s policy
document in the field “New Dimensions for
Manufacturing: A UK Strategy for Nanotech-
nology” (Advisory Group on Nanotechnology
2002), and is believed to have informed policy
statements before this. The methodology has
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also been employed in other contexts, for exam-
ple to examine the future of university-industry
links in North West England.

6 Conclusions

Foresight is embedded in the UK as never be-
fore. It looks to be an enduring feature of the
political and industrial, the scientific and cul-
tural landscapes. We have outlined only a few
examples of Technology-related Foresight-type
activities above: the full range of activities
constitutes a very rich and diverse environ-
ment. But it is an environment that is no longer
dominated by the towering national OST Pro-
gramme. Different activities of a “foresightful”
nature are underway on a very wide basis, even
if many do not employ the term “Foresight”.
And not everything labelled Foresight is Fully-
Fledged Foresight.

We can expect considerable ferment as a
result of all this activity. One result is liable to
be much more “codification” of the methods and
approaches of futures studies, turning the crafts
here into something more reproducible and
subject to quality control. The results of appli-
cation of such methods are likely to become
more widely available – which may lead to
some interesting political debates as very differ-
ent visions are contrasted. There is liable to be
much development of various sorts of computer
and communications systems which can support
development, visualisation, and interactivity,
and probably also consensus-building and pri-
oritisation techniques. Foresight professions and
specialisms, and possibly new institutions, are
liable to arise. New challenges associated with,
for example, security, hazards, social innova-
tions, are liable to arise and be taken on board.

The lessons of UK Foresight continue to be
relevant for other parties. The uneven develop-
ment of the national programme has been
shaped by the degree of linkage with policy
sponsors, and the dangers of overly loose link-
age is very apparent. It is important to retain
“organisational memory”, so that staff who have
gained experience in Foresight are not moved on
to other things too rapidly. And there can be real
benefits from establishing mechanisms to carry
the Foresight message around to different parts
of the system. The experience showed that there
can be a strong latent demand for Foresight-type

activities, and considerable willingness to con-
tribute to them. But there must be a feeling that
efforts are not being wasted, that they feed into
decision-making in one way or other; and it is
important to carefully manage conflicts that may
arise between, for example, different parts of
government who may resent the intrusion of
“outsiders” into their fields of responsibility.

Notes

1) This is an abridged and edited version of a paper
by the authors prepared for NISTEP’s Second
International Conference on Technology Fore-
sight, Tokyo, February 2003

2) More information on the UK Foresight exercise
is available at “Facts on Foresight” –
http://www.foresight.gov.uk

3) Quotations are reproduced from unpublished
OST documentation that I was kindly allowed to
examine in preparing this note.

4) Full reports of the workshop are provided on the
CRIC (http://les1.man.ac.uk/cric) and IAF
(http://www.altfutures.com) websites.

5) The ICT and biotechnology scenario reports are
reported on the CRIC (http://les1.man.ac.uk/cric)
and DTI (http://www.ost.gov.uk/policy/futures/
ict/intro.htm websites.
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Foresight Concepts in the
European Commission

by Werner Wobbe, European Commission1,
DG Research, Brussels, Belgium

Foresight activities have been run by the
Services of the European Commission in
different programmes and locations for
more than twenty years. The Research Di-
rectorate-General (DG) has always carried
out the most prominent part. Now a specific
unit is dealing with foresight issues and it
will establish a “Foresight Knowledge-
Sharing platform” that is to benefit the
whole foresight community in its role either
as producers of foresight knowledge or as
users of that knowledge. In this way fore-
sight contributes to new governance con-
cepts suggested by the Commission. The
European foresight activities are also
geared to the European Research Area as
well as to innovation.

1 Introduction

Foresight is understood in the European Com-
mission as a tool for policy design and shaping.
It has a strategic intelligence function for
Community or European Union policies. Fore-
sight contributes to orientations and priorities
of EU policies. Usually, these contributions are
introduced by research carried out by inde-
pendent experts. Commission officials synthe-
sise the results or reformulate recommenda-
tions that emerge from contract research.

Europe’s specificity is its diversity and
European level activities are mainly a blend of
national policies, national cultures and tradi-
tions. European policies as well as European
administrative behaviour have different national
points of departure and origin and may be trans-
formed or blended by other national ingredients.
As often observed, the French administration
initially had a strong influence on the Commis-
sion. The influential French tradition of
prospectivists probably was a reason why fore-
sight was accepted early in the Commission.
Later, British consultants gained influence and
as the UK Foresight Programme was launched
in the mid-nineties it left its trace on the Com-
mission activities. One of these traces was the
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