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2. Introduction to futures thinking

Thinking about the future 

Horizon scanning and futures thinking is an approach to identifying the long term issues and 
challenges shaping the future development of a policy area and to exploring their implications for 
policy development.  It provides a set of research and modeling tools that policy makers can use 
to support development of policy that is resilient to a range of possible outcomes. 

Futures is a flexible approach that can be adapted as required. A new team starting out in a new 
policy area may find that scenarios are a useful way to structure discussion at an away day to 
explore the emerging policy context and priorities. They may use the day to brainstorm change 
drivers, build scenarios and discuss the opportunities and threats each scenario poses. They may 
decide that the scenario process is a good way to structure the conversation but that there is no 
need to write up the stories themselves. 

Alternatively, the team might decide that they want a detailed set of scenarios to test new policy 
ideas and that they need an extended process to develop them. They may want to research 
drivers in detail, to run separate drivers workshops and scenario workshops and to invite a range 
of external participants to take part in the process. They may want to publish – or at least circulate 
widely - the scenario narratives to promote discussion amongst an extended stakeholder group. 
Before they do so, they will want to write detailed scenarios that pick up all the key issues raised 
during the workshop process. 

Although the aims of each exercise are different the same techniques are used in both, adapted to 
meet the particular requirements of each approach.  The purpose of the first exercise is to provide 
a sandbox for the new team to explore issues and the potential shape of the future they are 
developing policy for. The scenarios themselves are less important than the conversation. The 
purpose of the second is to use future thinking to engage stakeholders and to develop a reasoned, 
robust perspective on possible future developments in the policy area. The output is designed to 
raise awareness of the issues shaping the future and, perhaps, to stimulate debate about what is a 
desirable policy outcome.  

Flexibility makes horizon scanning and futures thinking a powerful process that can be applied in a 
range of ways to help policy makers: 

• deepen their understanding of the driving forces affecting future development of the policy or
strategy area

• identify gaps in their knowledge and suggest areas of new research required to understand
driving forces better

• build consensus amongst a range of stakeholders about the issues and how to tackle them

• identify and make explicit some of the difficult policy choices and trade offs in the future

• create a new strategy that is resilient because it is adaptable to changing external conditions

• mobilise stakeholders to action

Flexibility does, however, mean there is no ‘standard’ approach to futures that less experienced 
project owners can simply take off the shelf and deliver. Every project needs to be designed to 
meet its own particular requirements. This chapter and Chapter 2 set out the underpinning 
principles of horizon scanning and futures thinking in detail as an aid to the design process. 
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Looking ahead 

Horizon scanning is a technique for looking ahead. Its focus is the future rather than the present 
and its purpose is to identify the strategic issues that will be important. Mostly, these will be 
different from the issues that are important today.  

The three horizons model (Figure 1) illustrates how strategic issues change over time. 

The present and the near 
future is defined in the model 
as Horizon 1 (H1). H1 
issues are strategically 
important now. They are 
visible and well understood 
and are generally the issues 
that government and its 
stakeholders are already 
responding to. H1 issues are 
therefore the focus of current 
policy and strategy. 

H1 issues will become less 
important over time. They may be assimilated into policy or strategy or they may be overtaken by 
other trends or events that are less important now but will become more important in the medium 
term - Horizon 2 (H2). Exactly how H2 will develop may not be apparent yet, but many of the key 
trends and factors – the change drivers - that will define it are already in play. The task for 
regulators, policy makers and strategists is to look at these issues closely, to explore the possible 
outcomes and to adapt policy and strategy in anticipation of future need. Ideally, this should be a 
collaborative process. 

In the long term, H2 will give way to Horizon 3 (H3) and a new set of policy and strategy 
challenges will emerge. These, too, will require a response from policy makers, but the change 
drivers that will shape H3 are difficult to see in the present. It is not clear how H3 factors will 
develop, how they will interact or whether they will create opportunities or threats for stakeholders 
in the future. The task for regulators, policy makers and strategists here is therefore to identify and 
track the drivers that will shape H3. Doing so allows them to develop foresight about the strategic 
challenges and choices they might face in the long term future and to explore what kind of policy or 
strategy might be required to sustain success.  

The main focus for horizon scanning and futures thinking is therefore the mid to long term: Horizon 
2 and Horizon 3. The tools and techniques are designed to help policy makers identify the change 
drivers, to explore the various ways they might combine to change the future policy environment 
and to consider what the best policy response might be. 

There is no fixed definition of what ‘mid to long term’ means in horizon scanning. Timeframe is 
defined on a project by project basis, drawing on relevant factors (such as, for example, technology 
development, market development, consumer uptake and systemic change). For some projects, 
this can mean thinking about a relatively near future – 15-20 years, say – and for others it might 
mean 50-60 years. Foresight projects have explored futures at both ends of this spectrum. 

Figure 1: The three horizons model 
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What to look for 

Identifying and mapping change drivers – the key trends and factors shaping the long term 
development of the policy area – sits at the core of most horizon scanning and futures work. 
Change drivers are typically characterised 
as the political, economic, societal, 
technological, legislative or environmental 
factors (shortened to the acronym 
PESTLE). 

It is important to look beyond the current 
policy environment when identifying change 
drivers (Figure 2). Many of the drivers that 
will shape development of Horizon 2 and 
Horizon 3 will emerge from outside the 
policy area and it is important to think 
broadly and capture a wide range of drivers. 
It is always better to identify too many 
drivers – irrelevant one can be discarded 
later - than to think too narrowly and miss 
what could be important for the future. 

Identifying weak signals 

It’s often easy to understand what is happening in and around a policy area in the present and 
near future. Important H1 trends and events stand out against the background and their impacts 

are clearly signalled to policy makers. The further forward scanners 
look, however, the weaker these signals become and the harder it 
can be to spot patterns and make sense of their meaning (Figure 3). 

Horizon scanning focuses on identifying and making sense of these 
weak signals. By definition, there is little or no robust evidence 
associated with them and scanners may find it hard initially to identify 
exactly what the impact is going to be.  

They may find it equally hard to explain why they believe a weak 
signal is important. That needn’t matter. In the absence of robust 
evidence, scanners should trust their intuition when it tells them a 
weak signal indicates something that will be strategically important in 
the future.  

Linking horizon scanning and futures thinking to the policy and strategy cycle 

In its simplest form, a policy cycle can be described as 
having 5 steps (Figure 4): 

• Formulate policy using consultation, research and fit
with the wider strategic or policy aims of government to
establish relevant goals and targets

• Implement policy by creating and funding appropriate
initiatives and policy instruments

• Monitor events to track progress towards goals and
targets and to adjust activity if necessary

Figure 3: Intensity of signal 

Figure 2: Where to look for change drivers 
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Figure 4: Illustrative policy cycle 
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• Evaluate impact against the project goals and targets and to test contribution to the overall
strategy

• Modify the objectives if required to increase impact or strategic relevance

Looked at strategically, horizon scanning and futures thinking can be divided into four stages 

• Gathering intelligence about the future

• Exploring the dynamics of change

• Describing what the future might be like

• Developing and testing policy and strategy responses

Future thinking’s primary input to the policy cycle is at the Formulate policy step (Figure 5).  This is 
where the ideas and insights that emerge from futures work can make their greatest contribution to 
policy development. 

The connection between 
futures thinking and policy 
cannot, however, be taken 
for granted and many 
organisations find it 
culturally or procedurally 
difficult to make the link.  
Where this happens, futures 
can have less impact than it 
might otherwise do. Project 
owners therefore need to be 
alert to the possibility that 
their work may not have a 
guaranteed connection to 
wider policy and strategy 
discussions and need to 
factor that into the project 
design.  

One way to strengthen the 
connection is to involve as wide a group of policy makers as possible. Not only will this raise 
awareness of the futures project, but gathering intelligence from key stakeholders will build a 
bridge to current policy and strategy activity (Figure 5). If stakeholders have limited time, for 
example, they can be invited to contribute one or more scans or to participate in a 7 Questions 
interview (Chapter 6). If they have more time – or if it is important to engage them more deeply in 
the futures process – they can be invited to take part in a pathways workshop (Chapter 5) or a 
more extended futures project. 

Figure 5: The futures bridge 




