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Policy with Foresight

Preparing for the future in a scientifically
rigorous and actionable way

Using anticipatory methods in policy should start with identifying the specific
question and timeframe for which insights are needed.

It is fundamental to assess which anticipatory methods can paint the kind of
“bigger picture” often needed in long-term policy planning.

The outputs of anticipatory methods depend on having relevant and robust data.
Consider whether the available data suffice to carry out the chosen method.
Are further data needed?

Anticipatory methods are a process rather than a one-time assessment.
Update and improve the data and/or models throughout the policy cycle.

Think about the audience — what type of output will be most accessible for them?

Transdisciplinary collaboration is vital for carrying out accurate and helpful
anticipatory assessments. Different perspectives across disciplines and sectors
widen the scope of what is known about the future.

POPULATION
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Policymaking is becoming increasingly fast-moving, with
challenges more global and interrelated. Societal shocks,
such as the COVID-19 pandemic and geopolitical changes,
have made it clear: policies must be versatile, forward-
thinking, and responsive to future changes.

This creates a need for anticipatory methods, such as fore-
sight and forecasting. These methods can help inform policy
action and increase societal resilience to crisis and change.
Robust data along with the right combination of methods are
needed to address questions about future developments.

The recommendations in this Policy Brief are based on the
assessments of leading foresight and forecasting experts,

who shared their expertise in a workshop in November
2023 as part of the “Policy Lab” of the EU-funded research
project Towards a Resilient Future of Europe (“FutuRes”).

The following pages will brief policymakers on what to con-
sider when using anticipatory methods in the policy cycle,
including the benefits and limits of different approaches.
This brief also provides examples of how different anti-
cipatory methods can be used to answer different policy
challenges and how these methods can be effectively com-
bined.

The brief contains four “Building Blocks” to consider when
using anticipatory methods for policy. It provides an orien-
tation for policymakers who wish to engage with the future
in a scientifically rigorous and actionable way.

Seven steps for using anticipatory methods

to support policy making

as described by Fabiana Scapolo

Head of Unit Demography, Migration & Governance at the EU Commission’s Joint Research Centre

1 m Understand the policy demands
First, policymakers should clearly define the policy

challenges and questions for which anticipatory
insights could be helpful. The definitions must be
understood by those who will carry out the research.

7 m Evaluate Policy
Policymakers and researchers must continue
working together to ensure that updated
anticipatory insights can support evaluations
and adjustments in a timely manner.

6 = Implement policy with foresight
Once a concrete policy is implemented, policymakers
can ensure its effectiveness by seeking further
anticipatory assessments, which can help anticipate
the implications of future changes to the policy.

5 m Define potential for tangible policy change

The most important obstacle which both researchers
and policymakers have to bridge, is the gap between

anticipatory insights and action. Strategic foresight
can help show pathways to overcome resistance to

change, for example when implementing preparation

for future crises.

2 m Engage in an anticipatory analysis
Experts in anticipatory methodology can then
choose the combination of methods which will
best address the policy challenge as well as best
manage uncertainty (please see Building Block 1).

3 m Develop strategic foresight
Based on the scenarios and/or projections
produced, policymakers can draft strategies.
It is important to find a balance between
broader strategies and concrete actionable
plans. The role of the researchers here is
to provide recommendations.

4 m Translate foresight into policy planning
At this stage, policymakers can ensure that the in-
sights are woven into the fabric of policy development.
The challenge for researchers is to provide tangible
results that are comprehensive and accessible.
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To prepare policies for the future means to engage in an
exercise of risk management. Of course, no anticipatory
methods can lay out a 100 percent accurate vision of the
future. Rather, the art is to face uncertainty productively
and to communicate what is known and unknown in a clear
and honest way. Identifying the different types of uncer-
tainty in an analysis is critical for tailoring policy responses.

What is uncertainty?
How can it be dealt with?

In statistics and economics, the term uncertainty
refers to residual doubt or imperfect information on
a situation or outcome. Risk is a type of uncertainty
- in colloquial speech, the two words are often used
interchangeably. A rule of thumb is: as uncertainty
increases, predictability declines.

Some types of uncertainty can be reduced, others
cannot. For example, if uncertainty stems from the
lack of (reliable) data or problems in a model, there
is potential for it to be reduced. However, uncertain-
ty is irreducible if it results from the fact that the fu-
ture is unforeseeable and cannot be pre-determined
or controlled. For example, systemic shocks, such
as political changes or the COVID-19 pandemic, can
disrupt anticipated scenarios considerably. This type
of irreducible uncertainty is still very important. For
transparency and due diligence, information about
uncertainty must be clearly communicated alongside
the forecasts or other statements about the future.?

Jakub Bijak is a Professor of Statistical Demography at the
University of Southampton. His research focuses on demo-
graphic uncertainty, population and migration models as
well as forecasts of the demography around armed con-
flicts. Professor Bijak led the Horizon 2020 project Quan-
tifying Migration Scenarios for Better Policy (*QuantMig”),
which focused on various aspects of quantitative migration
scenarios and forecasting. He now continues his research
within the FutuRes project.

Prof. Bijak explains that in contrast to long-term demo-
graphic trends like ageing, migration can change rapidly

because it is influenced by so many factors. How, then, can
we make use of modelling to help decision makers prepare
and adapt, even when events are virtually unforeseeable?
After the so-called “asylum crisis” of 2015-16, European
policymakers have been looking to better anticipate mi-
gration trends on a large scale. Specifically, they want to
be able to detect trigger points, identify where migration
starts to diverge from its past trends, and to establish
early warning systems for when potential change points
occur. At the “FutuRes Policy Lab” workshop, Professor
Bijak used the example of migration to illustrate what it
means to deal with uncertainty in the context of anticipa-
tory methods.

In migration, we can currently describe future trends as
“barely predictable”, with the limits of predictability in nu-
merical terms being merely a few years (at most, a decade)
into the future. However, this differs greatly depending on
which type of migration one is talking about. The Quant-
Mig project confirmed that migration related to forced dis-
placement is subject to extremely high levels of uncertainty
- which in turn means low predictability. Migration driven
by family reunion or the return of nationals, on the other
hand, is subject to relatively less uncertainty, making it
more predictable - and therefore, theoretically easier for
policy planning.

However, if we want to look the longer-term, we gradually
move out of the area of forecasting and into a need for
policy that can react to the unforeseen, simply by being
adequately prepared. The challenge is not only to identi-
fy concrete trends, but also other possible scenarios, and
then to plan policy responses. This is the realm of foresight
studies in the broader sense.

Both the QuantMig and FutuRes projects find that we can
explore the multitudes of futures through a manageable
number of possible scenarios - by analysing migration
trends of the past and imagining the possible changes that
are still yet to happen. One way of building scenario as-
sumptions is to look at the frequency with which events of
a certain magnitude have occurred - for example, once or
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twice in a decade. Even if events or trends were relatively
small in the past, it is still important to include them in
anticipatory methods to assess their possible trajectories.
This approach opens the possibility to model and quantify
even very uncertain scenarios, which can help policymakers
prepare for the unexpected.

Employ a rigorous risk management approach from
the beginning. Understand the limits of anticipatory
methods and work with experts who know the levels and
types of uncertainty in the context you want to assess.

Be clear about the scope and horizon of your antici-
patory needs. Predictability varies greatly depending on
the type of policy field and the time horizon. Use a suitable
methodical approach - early warning, forecasting, or fore-
sight - that matches your specific requirements.

Adjust data and methods to your objectives and test
them. The outputs of quantitative projection modelling can
be “stress-tested” by using different assumptions. They
can also be checked for robustness against theory or other
methods: are the results still plausible?

Focus on what is possible and be transparent about
what is not. No anticipatory method will be 100% cer-
tain - be honest about the limits of the methods and the
outputs, and focus on where uncertainty can be reduced.

While always taking uncertainty into account, it can be val-
uable to generate different possible future “scenarios” for
which policy planning and action is needed. The anticipa-
tory method of Qualitative Scenario Building increases the
scope of possible futures, and thus works to decrease the
risk of the unthinkable occurring without warning. In this
way, it complements traditional forecasting, which focuses
on predictions based on existing statistical trends.

Qualitative Scenario Building involves several methodi-
cal stages. It usually begins with a large-scale analysis of
contextual material (often software-supported) and con-
sultations with specialists about the topic or theme being
analysed. By compiling scientific sources with specialised

literature from websites, social media and press, recurring

hypotheses about the future are identified.

The recurring themes are then evaluated by experts from
policy, science and business, and/or by focus groups com-
posed of civil society actors (such as those potentially af-
fected by change or crises). The remaining themes are
narrowed down to those that are likely to be the most im-
pactful. Finally, a scenario (or multiple scenarios) are writ-
ten in a narrative style which is accessible to the target
audience. This process includes detailed descriptions of the
main factors as well as estimates of the likelihood of the
different scenarios.

The method has gained significance in the context of the
increasing focus of European governments, the European
Commission and international actors on “anticipatory gov-
ernance”.2 All have engaged with some variation of Quali-
tative Scenario Building in recent years, because when im-
plemented correctly, this approach is recognized as helping
to foresee future developments and to direct preparatory
measures. This can result in better adaptation to change
and increased societal resilience.

One example of how Qualitative Scenario Building has been
recently used in the policy context is when FutuRes project
partner VDI/VDE Innovation and Technology ran a “Sce-
nario Building Process” for the Federal Ministry of Labour
and Social Affairs in Germany.3 The Ministry was interested
in possible scenarios for how the country’s workforce will
develop by 2040. Well aware of future demographic trends
affecting the labour market, the policymakers sought
knowledge about the future development of citizens’ values,
expectations and fears around work.

Through focus groups, expert interviews, and literature
and qualitative data analysis, the foresight team identified
drivers and effects of social and technical innovations at
work — at both the societal and individual level. In close col-
laboration with the Ministry, the team then set-out several
possible future scenarios along with possible pathways for
policy development for each one.



It facilitates in-depth exploration of potential futures.
Incorporating multiple forms of knowledge (e.g. from ex-
perts and non-specialists with lived experience) in an ex-
ploratory way can reveal a range of possibilities that may
not be identified through other methods.

Longer-term perspectives are imaginable. Foresight
considers different influencing factors from across society
and typically allows for the identification of scenarios rela-
tively far into the future.

There is compatibility with traditional forecasting
methods. It can be supported by quantitative data and/or
be combined with forecasting methods for holistic perspec-
tives on the future that are firmly rooted in evidence, yet
creative in scope.

It is a bottom-up and participatory process. Relevant
knowledge and expertise from across society is incorporat-
ed and valued. This allows for insight into societal develop-
ments and trends.

A scenario is not the same as a prognosis, nor is it a
policy recommendation. The purpose of the method is
to understand possible changes in the future. However, re-
sults must be translated into operational policy measures
for dealing with these changes.

Ensure a grounded transition from strategic insights
to operationalisation. Those carrying out a Qualitative
Scenario Building analysis should work closely with the
people who will need to develop policies to address the
possible futures identified. What are concrete policy ap-
proaches and implications of the different outcomes?

Once there are policy options and/or different future sce-
narios to consider, it is possible to test where they would
lead. One way to test the likely short-to long-term impacts
of policy is to use microsimulation models.

Andreas H6hn is a health data expert and a researcher at
the University of Glasgow, working on the Systems Science
in Public Health and Health Economics Research project
("SIPHER"), funded by the United Kingdom’s Prevention
Research Partnership (UKPRP). During the FutuRes Policy
Lab workshop, he discussed how microsimulation models
can help shape responses to current policy challenges,
such as the consequences of austerity, the aftermath of the
COVID-19 pandemic, and the cost-of-living crisis on peo-
ple’s health. Microsimulation is a system science method-
ology, which means it aims to capture interrelated trends
and factors - rather than to analyse them in isolation.

Data on individuals and households required to build micro-
simulation models are often not readily available. In these
cases, experts can create a synthetic population: a “digital
twin” that represents the population of a given territory.
Such a data set can be created by feeding survey data and
aggregate-level population statistics data into a statistical
model. Depending on the information used to inform this
process, the resulting “digital twin” can be representative
even for small-area levels and with respect to variety of
factors relevant for research questions - such as sex, age,
education, employment or housing conditions.

With this method, the SIPHER project is testing the likely
outcomes of policy measures to fight child poverty in Scot-
land. One policy explored is the Scottish Child Payment: a
financial boost of £25 per week provided by the Scottish
Government to support eligible families at risk of poverty
with children under 16 years of age. Both researchers and
governmental stakeholders collaborate throughout this re-
search, which seeks to assess (1) whether the policy can
help to reduce child poverty, and (2) whether the policy has
a positive impact on parents’ mental and physical health.

Systems adapt and reorganise, and individuals might not
behave as predicted. It is therefore likely that there will
never be a final state of any system, including no clear end
to the impacts of policies and crises. This means that it is
also important to “stress test” the results of simulations to
improve their accuracy, and to update and to reimplement
the models along with the latest data and contextual fac-
tors throughout the policy cycle.
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They allow for examination of the possible outcomes
of very specific policy interventions. Even small amend-
ments such as changing eligibility or extending a policy can
be tested, as well as the likely effects at the level of indi-
viduals and households. This means that they can capture
how effects of policies play out across different population
subgroups and be aggregated to reflect changes for an en-
tire population.

Microsimulation models can be developed based on
a variety of data sources. The range spans from strictly
safeguarded administrative registers to less restrictive sur-
veys and synthetic population data sets.

Translating between policy and the microsimula-
tion models can be challenging. Building microsimula-
tion models require the translation of policy questions into
measurable indicators (e.g. income) and associations (e.g.
impact of income on diet/nutrition across population sub-
groups). Likewise, outputs of microsimulations ultimately
should provide insights that are actionable for policymakers.

A microsimulation model is not a policy manual. The
role of the scientist is to offer knowledge and easy access
to developed data, models and results. However, policy de-
cisions must be made by the elected officials.

Establish and maintain clear dialogue between mod-
elers and policy makers. Check in regularly to ensure
that models represent the reality of all stakeholders. This
means that a consensus is required, for example with
respect to the time frame captured, or the issues being
analysed. Transparency is needed with respect to how a
model was built and the data sources used as inputs. Com-
municating the limitations of the data and models is also
essential context when presenting a model’s outputs.

Another layer of anticipatory policy work is to use game
simulations to “test” the implications of different possible

futures. This narrative-approach involves having people

act out scenarios together, including the reactions and
decisions they would make in such situations as dif-
ferent stakeholders. This method can build on scenario
narratives and simulation models by revealing new and un-
expected ideas and constraints. It also allows policymakers
to engage “first hand” with potential future scenarios and
the consequences of different policy options.

Game simulations are meant to lead to constructive con-
versations, in which people collaborate in long-term think-
ing about possible futures, but they are also an opportunity
for institutions to prepare for possible crises. Guy-Philippe
Goldstein, who is an expert in game simulation models and
who has worked with the French Ministry of Defence along
with several large corporations to implement this method-
ology, cites the example of Korea’s response to COVID-19
pandemic.

In comparison with other countries, Korea is viewed to
have handled the virus outbreak relatively successfully. At
the beginning of the pandemic, the country was able to
slow the spread of the coronavirus without the govern-
ment imposing large-scale and strict lockdowns and over-
whelming health facilities. Korea also had a much lower
rate of total confirmed COVID-19 deaths per million pop-
ulation than other countries. One reason that Korea had
more effective crisis management in this situation, says
Mr. Goldstein, is because in 2019 officials had carried out
simulation exercises and training for what to do in the case
of such a pandemic.

The embodied nature of this methodology can also serve
as a communication strategy and inspire policy action, as
stakeholders gain appreciation for the projected scenarios
and the impacts. Taking on the roles and perspectives of
others can also bring different parties closer to “speak-
ing the same language” about issues and possible ways
forward. This can ultimately lead to more thoughtful and
timely policy planning and action, and thus contribute to
societal resilience.

The European Commission’s Joint Research Centre has
developed a “Scenario Exploration System”4 (*SES”) that



is geared at policy makers, but allows anyone to try such
game simulation exercises. “Players” can stimulate engage-
ment with stakeholders in any policy area by engaging in
the role of business, policymaker, civil society, the public or
the media. Policy topics for which the SES has been applied
include: the possibilities for the recycling of fishing nets
worldwide, nutrition challenges in the future, possible tran-
sition pathways to climate neutral economies, and options
for sustainable city planning.

They can promote policy action. It can increase under-
standing of (a) the scope and development of risks and (b)
the limitations of current policies, ultimately incentivising
more proactive policy action.

Trying it out first. Game simulations can help policy mak-
ers explore the implications of different policy options and
the impacts of crises or other developments.

New options can arise. Acting through future scenarios
can reveal insights that were not identified through quanti-
tative anticipatory methods.

Game simulations are not for making predictions!
They do not provide quantifiable outcomes or a level of
predictability for different scenarios.

Preparation and debriefing are essential. A game is
tantamount to a laboratory experiment: the clearer the
definition of the hypothesis being tested, the better the
experimental process to test it. Also, like in any laboratory
experiment, there must be thorough debriefing and analy-
sis of what happened during the simulation exercise to fully
extract useful insights.

The set-up must be focus on exploring interesting
conversations and questions. Through constructive
critique and counter-pitching of different approaches and
proposals, small groups identify new issues and themes.

Select the right “players”. They must be ready “to play”:
to immerse themselves in the subject matter, to play the
role of an agent (actor, organisation, etc.), and to be in an
uncertain situation where they may fail.

Definitions:
Methods for looking into the future

There is different terminology which refers to look-
ing into possible futures for the purpose of policy
design and adaptation. In this brief, we use “antici-
patory methods” as an umbrella term.

The primary reason for the lack of one single defini-
tion is that the methods have overlaps. All of them
make use of “traditional” as well as “non-traditional”
sources of datas and can be informed by both quan-
titative and qualitative methodologies. Nevertheless,
there are distinguishing factors to keep in mind:

Forecasting: This approach typically uses quanti-
tative methods to numerically predict shorter-term
trends into the future. Projections and simulations
are often associated with this approach.

Foresight: This approach tends to be exploratory
and rely more on qualitative methods. It involves
looking at longer-term strategies and possible out-
comes. Scenario-building, horizon scanning and
game-based scenarios can be part of foresight.

Early Warning Systems: Early warnings focus on
identifying trigger points that require action to adapt
and reduce risk. They may be devised from a combi-
nation of forecasting and foresight.

There is no “superior” tool or approach when it comes
to anticipatory methods. Certain approaches address
specific questions better than others or are suited to
different stages of the policy cycle. Resilience-build-
ing policy design will likely benefit from a combination
of several methods.

Anticipatory methods are central to the EU-funded “Fu-
tuRes” project, which runs from 2023 to 2025. With its
transdisciplinary team of academic and non-academic
partners, the team will produce new insights on the drivers
and implications of ageing throughout people’s lives and
how they intersect with crises and resilience.



The FutuRes experts are developing projections and possi-
ble scenarios - likely futures, using some of the methods
described above. The project will also look at how policies
could be developed so that individuals of all ages can be-
come better prepared for crises and unexpected shocks:
whether this be an individual crisis (e.g. unexpected expo-
sure to unemployment, illness, or loneliness) or a societal
crisis (e.g. inflation, mass displacement, or natural ca-
tastrophes). The collaboration with external stakeholders,
through the FutuRes Policy Lab, aims to boost the impacts
of this work.

Find out more about the FutuRes Project and get in touch:
Web: https://futu-res.eu/

LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/company/futures-of-europe
X: @futu_res
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