


STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Organisations today are being challenged to make sense of changes in en-
vironments that, now more than ever, are described as VUCA (volatile, 
uncertain, complex, and ambiguous). They are also being driven to under-
stand how the future will evolve and what impact it will have not only on 
the organisations themselves but also on industries and societies. In recent 
decades a field has emerged to support organisations in addressing these 
challenges: strategic foresight.

This book is a comprehensive introduction to strategic foresight. It pre-
sents a history of the field and explains the main principles in thinking 
about the future. The book describes how organisations can apply strategic 
foresight and explains how it relates to other fields such as strategy, inno-
vation, and leadership, highlighting the relevance of strategic foresight not 
only for organisations but also for individuals, particularly managers and 
leaders. Grounded in the theoretical foundations of strategic foresight, the 
book reflects the latest academic research and explores practical applica-
tions in different contexts. It draws on more than two decades of experi-
ence that the author has in the field as a researcher and as a consultant in 
the corporate context.

This is essential reading for managers and leaders of public and private 
organisations who want to establish strategic foresight practices, as well as 
students of foresight and managers in the fields of innovation, research & 
development, and marketing.

Jan Oliver Schwarz is a professor of Strategic Foresight and Trend Analysis 
and head of the Bavarian Foresight-Institute at the Technische Hochschule 
Ingolstadt. His academic and consulting work focuses on various aspects of 
strategic foresight.
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PREFACE

As a management student about two decades ago I found an advertisement 
for an internship in strategic foresight in the HR division of Deutsche Bank 
in Frankfurt, Germany. I applied for and accepted the internship. I cannot 
recall what initially drew me to this ad, but my fascination with strategic 
foresight has stayed with me ever since.

After this internship, I had the privilege to write my master’s thesis and 
later my PhD dissertation under the supervision of Franz Liebl who had al-
ready done substantial work on strategic foresight, or Strategische Frühaufklärung 
in German. Completing a second master’s degree in Futures Studies at the 
Institute for Futures Research at the University of Stellenbosch, South  Africa 
only deepened my fascination with the topic.

I was fortunate to gain practical insights into applying strategic foresight. 
For instance, I conducted business wargames at the consulting firms Booz 
Allen Hamilton and A.T. Kearney and implemented strategic foresight at 
the insurance company Allianz SE; I also oversaw scenario planning pro-
jects at Decision Strategies International and the Institute for Innovation 
and Change Methodologies. What followed were many more engagements 
with organisations to help them develop foresight in many ways.

I have managed to keep a balance between these two elements, theory 
and practice, over the years and have found it extremely enriching to have 
theory inform practices and vice versa. My most recent appointment as a 
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professor of Strategic Foresight and Trend Analysis at the Technische Hoch-
schule Ingolstadt, Germany, allows me to incorporate this combination of 
theory and practice even more into my teaching and research.

I have never lost my fascination with foresight. The future is a difficult 
topic to grasp, because it is not predictable. For this reason, we should not 
talk about ‘the future’ but of ‘the futures’, as there are several plausible ones. 
I will be using the term ‘future’ in this book in light of this assessment.

However, just as the future is not predetermined, it can be changed. This is 
true for us as individuals but of course also for organisations. Further, in every 
decision we make as individuals or as organisation, we anticipate the future. 
In other words, dealing with the future is essential for individuals and or-
ganisations alike. In the end, we will spend the rest of our lives in the future.

In this book, I do not attempt to cover everything that there is to know 
about foresight; I present my perspective on this field, reflecting my work 
on theory and practice. Admittedly, there are also other books (e.g. Bishop 
and Hines 2012; Hines and Bishop 2015; Lustig 2015; Gidley 2017; Poli 
2019; De Toni, Siagri, and Battistella 2020; Slaughter 2020) that are intro-
ductions to foresight. However, I hope that this book provides a useful 
overview on strategic foresight from the perspective of theory and practice. 
I believe that this is essential because theory allows us to understand the 
mechanics of strategic foresight and to reflect our practice, but foremost, 
we can learn from theory how to rise to the challenges of using strategic 
foresight by learning from others.

For whom is this book? This book is intended for practitioners who 
want to make a difference by implementing strategic foresight in a sustain-
able way in their organisation. Further, this book is suited for anyone who 
is interested in gaining a solid understanding of strategic foresight.

Jan Oliver Schwarz
Munich, Germany, 2022
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INTRODUCTION

For decades, scholars, managers, and students have discussed the rapidly 
changing business environment and the associated notion of complexity, 
ambiguity, or the uncertainty concerning, for instance, the future. Indeed, 
this description of the business environment is not new. Over half a cen-
tury ago the argument has been made that the ‘age of discontinuity’ has 
already begun (Drucker 1969), and that change is occurring more rapidly 
than in the past. The situation in which organisations find themselves was 
later described as ‘the mess’ (Ackoff 1981), perceived by organisations as 
the future implied by their own behaviour and that of their environment.

Organisations today face a more complex and dynamic environment 
than ever, one that is characterised by discontinuities and an uncertain 
future – a state that is most likely to continue. The major task for managers 
today is to make decisions, and then formulate and execute strategic man-
agement systems in that environment. It is obvious that the imperative of 
‘predict and prepare’, as the foundation of the neoclassical school of man-
agement (Gharajedaghi 1999), is no longer appropriate for organisations.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003302735-1
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The financial crises in 2008, the COVID-19 pandemic, and most recently 
the war in Ukraine underline the notion that organisations are faced with a 
VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous) environment. The ac-
ronym is now used to frame the challenges that organisations face. Ramirez 
and Wilkinson (2016) have coined the acronym TUNA (turbulence, un-
certainty, novelty, and ambiguity), suggesting that we have already moved 
beyond VUCA in terms of increasing uncertainty and dynamics in the 
business environment. Overall, the argument is being made that compa-
nies need to be more vigilant and that strategic foresight is part of this 
effort (Day and Schoemaker 2019).

A way of observing VUCA is to pay attention to the trends and issues in 
the environment of an organisation. Liebl and Schwarz (2010) introduce 
what they call the entrepreneurial view on strategy which draws on three 
generic sources for the formulation of strategic options:

 – The customers and their ‘worlds’, for example, their knowledge, imag-
inings, perceptions, and experiences

 – The resources and competences of the focal company
 – The trends and issues in a company’s environment (e.g., the future of 

an industry)

Each of these areas can inspire strategy formulation; however, every option 
created from one source has to be tested against the other two (Liebl 2004). 

Figure I.1 The entrepreneurial view on strategy.
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New offerings based on a firm’s competences are meaningful only if they 
are perceived and valued as beneficial by the customers. Conversely, ideas 
about how to gain competitive advantage from the viewpoint of a customer 
must be realistic with respect to a company’s resources and competences. 
Further, trends and issues in the business environment are not important 
in themselves. They can only be meaningfully interpreted and assessed if 
their implications for the customers’ worlds – and accordingly, for customer 
behaviour – are considered. Conversely, ideas about how to gain competi-
tive advantage from the viewpoint of a customer must be tested against the 
trends in the socio-political, socio-cultural, environmental, economic, or 
technological environments, as these may represent drivers of change in 
the future. In addition, a firm’s resources and competences may need to be 
re-evaluated due to emerging trends and issues (Liebl 2002).

In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, the relevance of developing fore-
sight has been reemphasised (Scoblic 2020). However, in the past (Hamel 
and Prahalad 1994; Courtney 2001) the relevance of foresight has been 
underlined, for instance, in the context of strategy. The main claim in this 
context is that organisations need to develop foresight to compete for the 
future and be a viable part of the future.

But what is foresight? The following definition guides this book:

Corporate foresight is identifying, observing and interpreting factors that 
induce change, determining possible organization-specific implications, 
and triggering appropriate organizational responses. Corporate foresight 
involves multiple stakeholders and creates value through providing access 
to critical resources ahead of competition, preparing the organization for 
change, and permitting the organization to steer proactively towards a 
desired future. 

(Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015: 2)

This definition has the advantage of focusing not only on perceiving 
changes in the business environment, in the form of weak signals and 
trends, but that it also emphasises the relevance of deciphering how these 
changes might develop into the future (prospecting) and how organisa-
tions need to change to address the insights derived from perceiving and 
prospecting. Later it allows us to discuss foresight in the context of change 
management (Kotter 2012, 2014).

In discussing the relationship between foresight and change, turning to 
the case of Kodak is insightful. Often the downfall of iconic brand Kodak 
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is associated with the inability of the company to have recognised the ris-
ing trend of digital photography. Actually, the opposite is true. Kodak was 
one of the first firms to file patents for digital photography. However, the 
organisation failed to transform itself from a high-margin film-producing 
company to a low-margin digital equipment company (Krupp and Schoe-
maker 2014; Agarwal and Satish 2021). Similar perspective can be taken on 
the decline of the Encyclopaedia Britannica (Greenstein 2017). What this 
implies is that foresight is not enough to have an impact, foresight needs to 
be also perceived in the context of transforming an organisation or as part 
of a change journey.

Further, I perceive foresight as an activity which is predominantly 
geared towards the long term. This allows us to conceptualise foresight 
as an activity which can be perceived as strategic. I hereby emphasise the 
following definition of strategy: ‘Strategy is the direction and scope of an 
organization over the long term, which achieves advantage in a chang-
ing environment through its configuration of resources and competences 
with the aim of fulfilling stakeholder expectations’ (Johnson, Scholes, and 
Whittington 2006: 3).

Therefore, the argument can be made that the terms ‘foresight’ or ‘stra-
tegic foresight’ can be used interchangeably. I will continue to use the term 
‘strategic foresight’ to emphasise the strategic nature of foresight. While 
the above definition centres on the application of foresight in a corporate 
setting, this definition can also be perceived as being relevant to other 
forms of organisations. However, while also mentioning the relevance of 
foresight for different types of organisations, this book will focus on the 
application of foresight in the corporate context, also emphasising the rele-
vance of corporate foresight for strategy and management (Fergnani 2022).

In this book, I discuss three dimensions of foresight:

1. Individual mindset to develop foresight
2. Tools to develop strategic foresight
3. Processes to develop strategic foresight which may be a combination 

of tools

In considering the tools used in strategic foresight, I will be combining 
tools from different fields, also acknowledging that these might have de-
veloped from other fields and/or before foresight as a field has emerged, or 
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in parallel. In this respect to tools one would refer, for instance, to scenario 
planning (Schoemaker 1995; Wilkinson and Kupers 2013), trends and 
weak signals (Ansoff 1975; Liebl and Schwarz 2010), the Delphi method 
(Linstone and Turoff 1975; von der Gracht 2012), or business wargaming 
(Schwarz 2009; Oriesek and Schwarz 2020). But other fields such as stra-
tegic issue management (Ansoff 1980) or competitive intelligence (Gilad 
2004; Fuld 2006) have also contributed to our understanding of strategic 
foresight.

Following the three dimensions of strategic foresight, the book has this 
structure (see Figure I.3): Part I presents a historical overview of the devel-
opment of strategic foresight and reflects the cognitive aspects of thinking 
about the future. Part II describes the process of strategic foresight in more 
detail. This discussion both explains how foresight is connected to other 
fields and how strategic foresight can be connected to generate valuable in-
put. Part III concludes the book with a discussion of the practical challenges 
of applying strategic foresight.

Figure I.2 Three dimensions of strategic foresight.
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1
HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT 
OF STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

Theresa Schropp1

Dealing with the future is probably one of the greatest challenges to in-
dividuals and corporations alike, as it is easier to understand the future 
when it has arrived in the present (Schwarz 2009). However, managers and 
employees have to make future-related decisions before they know what 
the future holds. 

For over five decades, and in view of a VUCA-environment, managers 
and researchers alike are considering the question of how corporates can 
manage for today and still prepare for tomorrow (Liebl and Schwarz 2010). 
This is shown by the tremendous interest of researchers, elaborating on 
ideas and measurements to act upon an unpredictable future. In this regard 
and even though the term ‘strategic foresight’ has not been coined until the 
late 1990s (e.g., Slaughter 1999), scientific literature has already discussed 
foresight-related management tools and concepts like ‘environmental scan-
ning’ and ‘early warning’ much earlier (e.g., Aguilar 1967; Ansoff 1975).

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003302735-3
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Based on studies from different researchers (e.g., Rohrbeck, Battistella, and 
Huizingh 2015; Fergnani 2019, 2020; Gordon, Ramic, Rohrbeck, and Span-
iol 2020), it is possible to define and assign research themes to five phases.

The following section offers a more detailed review of each of these 
phases, highlighting their most striking developments, the practical appli-
cation, and the research of strategic foresight.

1.1 The 1940s and 1950s: The necessity of future 
preparedness arises and gives birth to strategic foresight

The starting point of the foresight discipline is unknown, as humanity has 
always thought about the future. Nevertheless, researchers agree on the 
emergence of foresight in the context of World War II and the U.S. mili-
tary’s forecasting practices (Hines 2020). These activities, however, focused 
on the military and should thus not be equated with strategic foresight 
in a corporate environment. Project RAND, and its offspring the foresight 
school, as well as the French prospective school can be considered as the 
two roots of strategic foresight, instead (Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 
2015). The two schools, however, differ in their fundamental philosophy.

Triggered by the impressions of World War II and the assumption that 
R&D activities, collaboration of military, government agencies, industries, 
and universities will matter in terms of future wars and conflicts, Project 
RAND was initiated immediately after the war. Project RAND, a kind of an 
external think tank, brought together expert opinions, refined the  Delphi 
technique, and set the foundation for the institutionalisation of foresight, 
as with the establishment of the foresight school based on the work of 
Herman Kahn, a member of Project RAND (Rohrbeck, Battistella, and 
Huizingh 2015; Hines 2020). The foresight school proposed sophisticated 
methods, with a strong focus on the Delphi technique as well as on the 
engagement of experts (Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015).

Figure 1.1 History of strategic foresight.
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In addition to Project RAND, the French prospective school, founded 
by Gaston Berger, is the second root of strategic foresight. Berger stressed 
inclusion of and collaboration among diverse actors (Rohrbeck, Battistella, 
and Huizingh 2015). In contrast to Project RAND, the French prospective 
school does not focus on R&D activities and the military, but on corporate 
decision-making (Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015). According to 
Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh (2015), Berger’s methods are designed 
as  workshops where systems-thinking is collaboratively performed. They 
 further facilitate joint reflection, decision-making, and “future-oriented sen-
semaking” (Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015:3). Additionally, Berger 
has introduced a premise of the foresight discipline in his research: the idea 
of desired ends that facilitate planning, leading, and steering towards desired 
futures (Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015). This assumption is re-
lated to the scenario planning approach developed in the next phase.

1.2 The 1960s and 1970s: The future is not set – get 
thinking of multiple scenarios

With the 1960s and 1970s, foresight practices became embedded in the op-
erational practice of corporations and the discipline of corporate foresight 
emerged. Practitioners, however, applied linear models since the environ-
ment was perceived as stable (Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015). 
At the same time, they recognised that their forecasts lacked accuracy and 
thus were no longer sufficient to perform planning in a more complex and 
competitive marketplace (Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015).

This changed perception initiated the development of more extensive and 
holistic foresight methods that consider not only technological factors but 
also socio-political, economic, and other external factors  (Gordon, Ramic, 
Rohrbeck, and Spaniol 2020). And as corporations discerned that their tra-
ditional forecasting methods, often based on the assumption that the future 
is simply a replication of the past, no longer put forward meaningful and 
sufficient results, they became receptive to new methods (Gordon, Ramic, 
Rohrbeck, and Spaniol 2020). The scenario planning approach thus entered 
the corporate foresight field (Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015).

One of the most prominent examples of scenario planning in a corpo-
rate setting is that of Royal Dutch/Shell. This programme brought forward 
multiple plausible scenarios, serving as a foundation for internal discussion 
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on the future (Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015). As Shell’s applica-
tion of scenario planning was a proof of concept, other firms implemented 
this technique in addition to their traditional business and corporate plan-
ning systems (Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015). Since then, sce-
nario planning has become one of the most popular and most powerful 
strategic foresight methods, frequently applied and discussed until today.

Research work conducted in the 1960s and 1970s mirrors the changing 
perception on forecasting methods. Consequently, researchers discussed 
the failure to integrate strategic issues into traditional, technology-focused 
forecasting (e.g., Swager 1972) and how these strings could be woven even 
more closely together. The process and the result of technology forecast-
ing were thus transferred into questions on organisational, sales, and ven-
ture planning and intertwined with decision-making (Gordon, Ramic, 
 Rohrbeck, and Spaniol 2020). With the greater variety of application areas 
and environmental complexity, researchers discussed the need to include 
other external aspects, besides technology trends, in strategic planning 
(Gordon, Ramic, Rohrbeck, and Spaniol 2020).

1.3 The 1980s and 1990s: The f ield of strategic 
foresight methods get enriched and embedded 

in organisational practice

Driven by the increase of uncertainty, dynamics, complexity, and ambigu-
ity and by the challenges of globalised markets, the strategic importance of 
foresight practice became acknowledged in the 1980s and 1990s ( Rohrbeck, 
Battistella, and Huizingh 2015). To stay competitive, firms integrated fore-
sight into their operational practice and the application area of foresight 
procedures was extended. In other words, strategic foresight was no longer 
restricted to support decision-making but also of increased importance to 
innovation management (Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015). Think 
tanks, supposed to inform the strategy department or drive innovation, 
were established in large corporations such as Daimler or Deutsche Bank 
(Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015).

Furthermore, and in light of uncertain, dynamic, and more complex 
markets, continuous foresight practices, such as environmental scanning, 
were implemented (Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015). These de-
velopments mark a turning point of the strategic foresight discipline, as 
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foresight projects were performed on a large scale and with long pauses of 
several months to years before (Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015).

The 1980s and 1990s were characterised by an extension of foresight 
application areas and by an enrichment of foresight methods (Rohrbeck, 
Battistella, and Huizingh 2015). Consequently, other techniques, such as 
technology roadmapping, were integrated into the foresight practice, a de-
velopment that has continued.

Scientific literature of the 1980s and 1990s is concerned with the char-
acteristics of the VUCA-world, supporting the findings made in the pre-
vious phase that traditional, linear forecasting methods are inappropriate 
for planning in view of uncertainty (e.g., Mahajan and Wind 1989). In this 
regard, researchers discussed how a firm’s innovative strength and compet-
itiveness could be improved by integrating foresight methods (e.g., signal 
scanning) (Gordon, Ramic, Rohrbeck, and Spaniol 2020).

1.4 The 2000s and 2010s: The value 
of strategic foresight

Since 2000, the integration and the interdisciplinarity of foresight prac-
tices in corporations have become embedded into organisational routines 
(Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015). At the same time, Rohrbeck’s 
study (2010) on the foresight maturity of companies reveals that compa-
nies still struggle in translating their future insights into strategic measures. 
According to Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh (2015), this situation can 
be explained by two phenomena. On the one hand, foresight processes 
generate a vast amount of information that must be interpreted by knowl-
edgeable staff, ideally by top management. On the other hand, managers 
often lack the time to analyse these insights.

Both foresight practitioners and researchers have raised the question 
of how foresight practices and insights could be integrated into corpora-
tions (Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh 2015). As early as the 1990s, the 
foresight research was still concerned with the integration of technology 
roadmapping in strategic and business-related procedures (Gordon, Ramic, 
Rohrbeck, and Spaniol 2020). The scientific literature discusses how scan-
ning, communication, and knowledge management could be structurally 
integrated into strategic planning (Gordon, Ramic, Rohrbeck, and Spaniol 
2020).
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Rohrbeck, Battistella, and Huizingh (2015) suggest assigning an orches-
trator role to leverage the sensing, interpretation, and planning capabilities 
performed by and allocated to different corporate functions (e.g., R&D, 
innovation management, strategy, or risk management).

Furthermore, literature reviews indicate that research still lacks an em-
pirical and quantitative prove of the actual value contribution (Iden, Meth-
lie, and Christensen 2017; Marinković, Al-Tabbaa, Khan, and Wu 2022). 
This statement, however, only partially holds true, as researchers (e.g., 
Rohrbeck and Schwarz 2013; Jissink, Huizingh, and Rohrbeck 2014, 2015; 
Paliokaite and Pačesa 2015; Rohrbeck and Kum 2018) have demonstrated 
the positive effects of foresight in a corporate setting. Nonetheless, more 
theoretical underpinnings of strategic foresight’s positive influence are re-
quired not only to improve the standing of foresight in science but also to 
underscore its importance for corporate application.

This leads to the last phase that should not be omitted, as foresight is 
concerned with the future – the future of strategic foresight.

1.5 The 2020s and beyond: The future of strategic 
foresight

Strategic foresight has become an individual, separate research stream and 
is, according to Fergnani (2019), the biggest research stream of the fore-
sight discipline. As strategic foresight is gaining more attention the ques-
tion is, where the strategic foresight stream might develop, which research 
themes are still untapped, and how strategic foresight will be embedded in 
the organisational setting.

It can therefore be said that strategic foresight has gained momentum. 
The challenges that individuals, society, governments, and corporates face 
have underscored the importance of foresight and its application. This 
awareness may result in an implementation wave, where many corporates 
establish strategic foresight routines. At the same time, many firms, and es-
pecially SMEs, experience difficulties in performing foresight successfully 
(Iden, Methlie, and Christensen 2017). This observation raises questions on 
how SMEs that often lack financial and human resources can be supported 
in conducting foresight, how the corporate culture and leadership should 
ideally look to foster a sufficient ‘foresight-climate’, and what foresight 
tools offer the greatest benefit.
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In addition, technological advancements and digitalisation drive the 
generation of big data that serve as a data basis for artificial intelligence 
(AI)-based foresight tools. AI, thereby, might help organisations by detect-
ing weak signals sooner or by improving corporate sensemaking capacities.

Based on this application-related considerations on the future of stra-
tegic foresight, several research trajectories can be identified. Future fore-
sight research might grapple with the question of which factors drive the 
implementation and application of foresight in a corporate setting (Gor-
don, Ramic, Rohrbeck, and Spaniol 2020). Moreover, and as a logical 
consequence of technological advancements and the digitalisation, future 
foresight research probably also deals with the question on how new tech-
nologies like AI will affect foresight methods and processes. Fergnani and 
Chermack (2021) state that there is more demand for theoretical underpin-
ning of the strategic foresight discipline that was rather application- oriented 
in the past. In addition, strategy-related research increasingly returns to 
the concept of dynamic capabilities (see Teece, Pisano, and Shuen 1997), 
 instead of to the traditional resource-based theory. With this change, there 
is more research to be conducted on strategic foresight as a dynamic capa-
bility (Fergnani 2020; Marinković, Al-Tabbaa, Khan, and Wu 2022).

Another future research trajectory is concerned with the cognition of in-
dividuals and organisations, and its connection to future thinking. In this 
regard, there is a need for aligning the strategic foresight community in its 
perception of what ‘future skills’ a good foresight practitioner must possess.

Note
 1 Theresa Schropp has a master’s degree in International Business Devel-

opment from the eSB Business School, Reutlingen. In 2022, she started 
her current position as research fellow at the Bavarian Foresight-Institute 
of Technische Hochschule Ingolstadt where she performs research on cor-
porate foresight.
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2
THINKING ABOUT THE FUTURE

Here, I discuss not only the challenges for individuals in thinking about the 
future but also the relevance of thinking about the future for organisations. 
It has been argued that the attitude towards the future of an individual de-
termines how the present and the past are defined (Rappaport 1991). The 
human capacity to imagine future outcomes and to devise the means to 
handle them are a basic human capacity (Reading 2004). Cognitive activ-
ities can be perceived as based upon concepts of the future (Ingvar 1985). 
Overall, foresight has been perceived as an ongoing cognitive activity (de 
Jouvenel 1967).

In the context of foresight, one finds the assumption that the future 
cannot be predicted. Part of this argument is that there is no such thing 
as a single future. Rather, one would need to refer to futures, as we need 
to admit that the future is not yet predetermined. However, one can argue 
that the predictability of the future is related to what one is trying to pre-
dict, how far into the future, and under what circumstances (Tetlock and 
Gardner 2015). This might imply that a temporary prediction in a narrow 
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setting might be possible, but not for longer time periods in complex 
settings.

Turning to the individual level also allows a better understanding of 
the possible challenges to organisations in developing foresight. To reem-
phasise this, the connection between the individual capacity to think 
about the future and the linkage to an organisation, I refer to the per-
ception that psychiatric disorders can be used to describe organisational 
disorders (Kets de Vries and Miller 1984, 1986). Kets de Vries (2004: 184) 
states that when looking at organisations, the field of psychology can be 
very helpful: ‘Rejecting a psychoanalytical informed approach to study-
ing human issues is a mistake, plain and simple. After all, it is individuals 
that make up organisations and create the units that contribute to social 
process’. Before discussing time and the inner future, from the perspec-
tive of psychiatry and psychotherapy, I will discuss cognitive barriers to 
developing foresight.

2.1 Cognitive barriers to developing foresight

Several authors have pointed to cognitive barriers as the cause of failures in 
developing foresight and one of the great challenges in developing foresight 
(e.g., de Geus 1997; Bazerman and Watkins 2004; Day and Schoemaker 
2004; MacKay and McKiernan 2004; Seidl and van Aaken 2004). Organi-
sations often fail to perceive weak signals of change or trends because they 
do not fit the mental models of the individual members of these organi-
sations and are, therefore, rejected. According to Senge (1990: 8), mental 
models can be defined as ‘deeply ingrained assumptions, generalisations, 
or even pictures or images that influence how we understand the world 
and how we take action’.

Day and Schoemaker (2006: 37) describe obstacles to developing fore-
sight as the ‘powerful tendency to ignore warning signals and pretend that 
all is well. The more intelligent we are, the better we also are at rational-
izing away important signals of impending doom’. The relevance of cog-
nitive barriers in foresight is also underscored by the notion that cognitive 
activities are based upon concepts of the future (Ingvar 1985) and that 
humans can only imagine the future in ways which are related to how the 
past has been experienced and understood (Reading 2004).



BACKGROUND TO S TR ATeGIC FOReSIGHT22

Understanding how cognitive factors can interfere with developing 
foresight is crucial. Day and Schoemaker (2004: 138) identify the following 
cognitive barriers:

 – ‘Mental filters: Research shows that people tend to force the world into 
their own frames. Weak signals that do not fit are distorted or ignored. 
Humans see what they expect to see, not necessarily what is there.

 – Overconfidence: A demonstrated tendency to be too certain makes people 
tend to believe that the view they hold is correct.

 – Penchant for confirming as opposed to disconfirming evidence: It is more difficult to 
detect disconfirming evidence than confirming evidence, so the mind 
is more likely to accept than to reject an idea.

 – Dislike for ambiguity: People dislike ambiguity, particularly in organisa-
tions in which managers are expected to have answers to questions.

 – Groupthink: Members of organisations take comfort from belonging 
to the majority and seeing the world in the same way, so there is a 
 tendency to go along with what others say, rather than to use an indi-
vidual mind to find flaws in the group’s thinking’.

2.2 Cognitive aspects of thinking about the future

Thinking about and dealing with the future is an important activity for or-
ganisations and for humans (Lombardo 2006). As Melges (1982: 34) points 
out: ‘Many forms of mental illness are characterized by a bleak, foreshort-
ened or fragmented future time perspective’. He argues that the importance 
of time distortions in psychiatric illness is that they can cloud the future 
of an individual and distort their view of that future, thereby disrupting 
goal-directed behaviour. While emphasising the importance of consider-
ing the future when attempting to understand human behaviour, Melges 
(1982: XX) states: 

I believe that the effect of the personal future on the present has to be 
added to the traditional psychiatric approaches of the effect of the past 
on the present. In particular, it appears that how a person conducts his 
outlook on his personal future determines, in large measure, the time  
 patterns of his life and the ways in which he derives meaning from life.
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Melges (1982) conceptualised the inner future of an individual as follows:

1. Humans are goal-directed organisms.
2. A person attempts to gain control over his own future through an 

interplay of future images, plans of action, and emotions.
3. Distortions of psychological time disrupt a person’s sense of control 

over the future and can lead to psychological vicious cycles.
4. Correction of time distortions and the harmonisation of future im-

ages, plans of action, and emotions restore a sense of control over the 
personal future.

Melges (1982) refers to spirals when the future becomes clouded, inducing 
a vicious cycle, since the individual’s goal-directed behaviour becomes im-
paired. This situation may lead to a progressive mismatch between future 
images, plans of action, and emotion and to a lack of control over the fu-
ture. It is possible to argue that argue the future is dynamically active and 
enables individuals to be proactive, rather than being reactive (de Jouvenel 
1967; Melges 1982; Ingvar 1985).

2.3 Enabling futures thinking

On the one hand, the discussion allows us to understand the relevance 
of assessing how individuals think about the future; it also points out to 
the danger when organisational leaders have psychiatric disorders such 
as schizophrenia, paranoia, and depression (Schwarz 2007) and what the 
effects on the organisation could be. On the other hand, this discussion 
allows the identification of approaches to enable futures thinking on an 
individual level which of course also has organisational implications.

Melges (1982: XXI) suggests that 

the restoration of control over the personal future can be accomplished 
through the correction of time distortions and the harmonisation of future 
images, plans of action, and emotions. The restoration of control over the 
future is the key to interrupting psychopathological spirals.

Melges’s (1982) assumption is that only the future can be controlled, since 
the past has already happened, the present quickly becomes the past, and 
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control over action has to be directed at the future. To control the future, 
Melges (1982) suggests bringing the future into the psychological present 
by visualising future possibilities. This process is exemplified in terms of 
envisioning the future, picturing what might happen, or sketching an ac-
tual scenario.

The argument can be made that this approach is like the tools used in 
foresight that are discussed later in this book. For example, in the con-
text of futures literacy laboratories the approach is described as making as-
sumptions about the future explicit, reframing these assumptions and then 
rethinking or imaging different futures. As I will discuss later, the tools 
used in strategic foresight such as scenario planning have been associated 
with challenging, testing, and changing the assumptions decision-makers 
make about their present and future business environment (Wilson 1998). 
Scenario planning has been described as a fundamental way of thinking 
about the future (Schoemaker 1992).

Ingvar (1985) has established the concept of ‘memory of the future’, that 
the human brain is able to store different pictures of the future. The more 
memories of the future that are stored, the more receptive an individual can 
be to signals from the outside world. Reading (2004) remarks that humans 
can only imagine the future in ways that relate to how their past has been 
experienced and understood. This thought implies, making a case for the 
‘memory of the future’, that humans are unable to conceive ideas that do not 
fit preconceived models of the world. The ‘memory of the future’ is also rel-
evant in establishing the notion that foresight, especially scenario planning, 
is not about making predictions but about challenging assumptions and 
mental models about the present and the future and about creating memo-
ries of the future which allow leaders to take action sooner (de Geus 1997; 
van der Heijden, Bradfield, Burt, Crains, and Wright 2002). Similar thoughts 
are articulated in the discussions on agile leadership and management.

Schoemaker, Krupp, and Howland (2013) have developed a concept for 
strategic thinking in leadership which is of particular interest in strate-
gic foresight. They mention six actions that entrepreneurial leaders should 
take in VUCA environments: anticipate, challenge, interpret, decide, align, 
and learn. The capability of anticipation is linked to Schoemaker’s work 
(Day and Schoemaker 2005, 2006; Schoemaker and Day 2009) on devel-
oping peripheral vision to detect weak signals or trends in the business 
environment.
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Schoemaker (2018) has emphasised that individual leaders need to direct 
attention to the periphery and ensure sufficient mental slack. Meissner and 
Wulf (2013) pointed out that Schoemaker (1993) and Bradfield (2008) were 
the first to analyse the influence of the scenario method on cognitive bi-
ases, thereby reducing overconfidence bias and confirmation bias (Spaniol 
and Rowland 2018). This also explains how strategic foresight should help 
individuals overcome cognitive limitations in perceiving changes in the 
business environment and prospecting the future.

This not only implies that applying foresight tools such as scenario plan-
ning is helpful to overcome the cognitive limitations of members of an 
organisation. Individuals need to be trained to think about the future. An 
empirical investigation by Schwarz, Rohrbeck, and Wach (2020) has found 
that corporate foresight training of managers has a positive impact on the 
dynamic capabilities of a firm. Implying that leaders need to be trained in 
sensing change or developing peripheral vision, making decisions under 
uncertainty, being confronted with an uncertain future, and how to recon-
figure strategic resources accordingly.

Besides the organisational aspects of strategic foresight that I will discuss 
in this book, the aspects in this chapter highlight the relevance of con-
sidering the ways in which foresight can be developed not only through 
foresight process and tools but also through systematic training for the 
members of an organisation.

2.4 Futures literacy

The idea of futures literacy, promoted by Riel Miller and his work at UNE-
SCO, has gained significant attention. The goal of the UNESCO in advocat-
ing futures literacy is to contribute to human resilience, map how people 
around the world think about the future, and to help people to become 
more futures literate (Miller 2018c). The concept of futures literacy focusses 
on the challenges in thinking about the future.

The concept of futures literacy draws on the research on anticipation.

Hunting for different kinds of futures runs directly into the obstacle that 
by definition the future cannot exist in the present, since if it did it would 
no longer be the future but the present. And yet, as everyone knows, the 



BACKGROUND TO S TR ATeGIC FOReSIGHT26

future plays a role in the present. How can something that does not exist 
have an impact? One answer to this problem is the idea of anticipation. 
The future does not exist in the present but anticipation does. The form 
the future takes in the present is anticipation. 

(Miller 2018b: 2)

It can also be argued that all attempts to think about the future can be de-
scribed as forms of anticipation (Miller, Poli, and Rossel 2018).

Miller (2018b: 15) defines futures literacy as

a capability. A futures literate person has acquired the skills needed to 
decide why and how to use their imagination to introduce the non- existent 
future into the present. These anticipatory activities play an important role 
in what people see and do. Developing a detailed description of this capa-
bility to “use-the-future” calls for an analytical framework that can clarify 
the nature of different anticipatory systems and guide both research into 
[futures literacy] and its acquisition as a skill. Such a framework is pre-
sented in this chapter, focusing on the sub-set of anticipatory systems 
and processes that humans use when they consciously imagine the future.

The application of the futures literacy concepts, in UNESCO, can be ob-
served in futures literacy laboratories, which will be discussed in Chapter 
10. Miller (2018a) argues that the first step in any futures literacy process 
is to find a way to make anticipatory assumptions about the future explicit 
and observable. One can argue that this is also supposed to happen in 
scenario planning projects (van der Heijden 1996; van der Heijden, Brad-
field, Burt, Crains, and Wright 2002; Rowland and Spaniol 2021). The basic 
structure of futures literacy laboratories is (1) to revel the assumption about 
the future of the participants; (2) reframe those assumptions; and (3) allow 
participants to rethink the future (Bergheim 2018).
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3
CONCEPTUALISING STRATEGIC 

FORESIGHT

Following the idea of this book that strategic foresight can be developed on 
an organisational and individual level, I will now turn to the organisational 
level. The organisational level has gained the most attention in the research 
on strategic foresight. However, the individual level is of no less importance 
(Schwarz, Rohrbeck, and Wach 2020). I will structure the discussion on 
the application of strategic foresight in organisations along the process of 
strategic foresight and the tools used in developing foresight.

As I will discuss in Section 3.2, many tools have been created to develop 
foresight in an organisation. This book does not describe all of the availa-
ble tools. Instead, I will focus on a selection of tools that I find relevant. In 
some cases, these tools will be described by experts in the field.

I will describe these tools as part of a process of strategic foresight. This 
allows us not only to assess in which phase of the strategic foresight process 
it is feasible to apply a certain tool; it also allows discussing strategic fore-
sight as a comprehensive activity that should be understood as an ongoing 
process, instead of an one-time exercise.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003302735-6
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Before detailing the process of strategic foresight, it is necessary to dis-
cuss the focus of such an activity. The focus of a strategic foresight process 
should arguably be as broad as possible. The rationale is that given that the 
future is uncertain, we cannot know from which area new trends are likely 
to emerge or how they might influence other trends. Therefore, a broad 
perspective is a prerequisite. The political, economic, social, and techno-
logical (PEST) framework is helpful (Burt, Wright, Bradfield, Crains, and 
van der Heijden 2006). A PEST framework can also serve as a reminder to 
consider all areas when developing foresight.

Further, organisations might engage in customer, technology, or com-
petitor foresight (Rohrbeck and Thom 2008). While technology foresight 
is applied in many organisations, customer foresight might be more of an 
emerging field (Schweitzer, Hofmann, and Meinheit 2019; Eller, Hofmann, 
and Schwarz 2020). The objective of customer foresight is to understand 
customers’ future circumstances and wishes for tomorrow’s products and 
services by combining two relevant, yet mostly separate fields: the investi-
gation of customer needs based on their everyday usage and the dynamics 
of change and projections.

The linkage between business wargaming and foresight (Oriesek and 
Schwarz 2008; Schwarz 2009; Oriesek and Schwarz 2020) and more spe-
cific scenario planning (Schwarz, Ram, and Rohrbeck 2018) has stressed 
the competitive dimension or perspective in foresight which is also re-
flected in the process of strategic foresight.

3.1 Process of strategic foresight

The process of strategic foresight has been conceptualised and labelled dif-
ferently in the past. The research on strategic foresight has been labelled 
in the German context as ‘Strategische Frühaufklärung’ (Krystek and 
Müller-Stewens 1993; Liebl 1996, 2000), and I have also used the term 
‘strategic early warning’ (Schwarz 2005). In the article ‘Organizations as 
Interpretation Systems’, Daft and Weick (1984) have described a basic pro-
cess that is of relevance for our discussion: organisations perceive their 
environment (step 1: ‘scanning – data collection’), translate what they find 
into organisational implications (step 2: ‘interpretation – data giving mean-
ing’), and develop responses based on their insights into their environment 
(step 3: ‘learning – action taken’).
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The guiding definition in this book on strategic foresight indicates the 
phases of strategic foresight: perceiving, prospecting, and probing. I build 
on the process model, which distinguishes three phases (Højland and 
Rohrbeck 2018; Rohrbeck and Kum 2018), while adding a fourth (trans-
forming), as shown in Figure 3.1.

The perceiving phase describes practices that firms use to identify the fac-
tors that drive environmental change. These firms aim to identify trends 
and weak signals ahead of competition to gain a lead-time advantage. The 
underlying assumptions in this phase of the strategic foresight process is 
that discontinuities do not emerge without warning. These warning signs 
can be described as ‘weak signals’. The concept of ‘weak signals’ (Ansoff 
1975) aims at early detection of those signals which could lead to strategic 
surprises and to an event which has the potential, for instance, to jeopard-
ise an organisation’s strategy. The nature and importance of ‘weak signals’ 
are best described as follows: ‘As any adult knows, a magician cannot pro-
duce a rabbit unless it is already in (or very near to) his hat. In the same 
way, surprises in the business environment almost never emerge without a 
warning’ (Wack 1985: 148). We will later take a closer look at the concept 

Figure 3.1 Systematic approach to strategic foresight.
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of weak signals and their relationship to trends in Section 4.1, ‘Conceptu-
alising weak signals and trends’.

‘Weak signals’ are detected by scanning the organisational environment. 
Environmental scanning (Aguilar 1967; Daft, Sormunen, and Parks 1988; 
Boyd and Fulk 1996; Slaughter 1999) is a process whereby the environment 
in which an organisation operates is systematically scanned for weak sig-
nals and trends. The purpose is to identify early indications of possible and 
ongoing environmental changes (Lester and Waters 1989).

There are two methods of environmental scanning. The outside-in 
method uses a 360-degree focus to avoid blind spots. This approach ac-
knowledges that finding the individual and organisational blind spots is 
essential for detecting ‘weak signals’. Unfortunately, this approach is hin-
dered by the problem of information overload.

The second and more widely used method is ‘inside-out’ scanning. 
Here, top management determines in advance the fields to be scanned. 
Inside-out scanning limits the amount of information gathered but risks 
limiting the focus of the organisation and increasing the number and/or 
gravity of blind spots. If an environmental scan has detected weak signals, 
it is important to monitor them. Environmental scanning is the first phase 
of strategic foresight.

The prospecting phase describes practices through which firms engage in 
sensemaking and strategising. Practices include working in scenario plan-
ning or futures literacy laboratories. The book elaborates on both methods 
later, in Chapters 7  and 8. In addition, these firms aim to foresee the right 
time to act by identifying tipping points. The purpose of this phase is to 
gain an insight advantage, which permits the firms to identify a superior 
course of action that is different from the status quo of the industry.

The probing phase describes practices that are often enacted in dedicated 
accelerator units and may include prototyping, R&D projects, consumer tests, 
internal and external venturing, and strategic initiatives. Probing practices 
aim at legitimising and starting a new course of action and ultimately at 
gaining a competitive advantage. In this book, the focus will be on describing 
tools such as business wargaming or design thinking that support organisa-
tions in identifying these new courses of action, see Chapters 9 and 10.

Finally, the transforming phase describes practices through which firms en-
hance, combine, and reconfigure their organisational assets – its resources 
and capabilities, eventually changing or even transforming an organisation.
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3.2 Tools used in the process

Before discussing the process of strategic foresight, I want to provide an 
overview of tools used in strategic foresight. The description of the process 
will also highlight some tools. Other tools will also be discussed later.

Based on a review of 886 foresight studies, Popper (2008) offers not 
only an overview of foresight tools but also classifies them in terms of 
nature and capability. Nature refers to qualitative, quantitative, or semi- 
quantitative tools and capabilities, meaning the ability to gather or process 
information based on evidence, expertise, interaction, or creativity.

Qualitative methods provide meaning to events and perceptions. Such 
interpretations tend to be based on subjectivity or creativity that is often 
difficult to validate, for example, opinions, judgements, beliefs, and atti-
tudes. Quantitative methods generally measure variables and apply statis-
tical analyses, using or generating – at least in theory – reliable and valid 
data, such as socio-economic indicators. Semi-quantitative methods are 
those that apply mathematical principles to quantify subjectivity, rational 
judgements, and viewpoints of experts and commentators (i.e., weighting 
opinions and probabilities) (Popper 2008).

Popper (2008) defines the capabilities of foresight tools as follows:

 – Creativity refers to the mixture of the original and the imaginative. 
These methods rely heavily on the inventiveness and ingenuity of very 
skilled individuals, such as science fiction writers or the inspiration 
that emerges from groups of participants in brainstorming sessions.

 – Expertise refers to the skills and knowledge of individuals in a particu-
lar area or subject. It is frequently used to support top-down decisions, 
provide advice, and make recommendations.

 – Interaction recognises that expertise often benefits considerably 
from being brought together and challenged to articulate with other 
expertise.

 – Evidence recognises that it is important to attempt to explain and/or 
forecast a particular phenomenon with the support of reliable docu-
mentation and means of analysis of, for example, statistics and various 
types of measurement indicators.

These attributes are then the building blocks to what Popper (2008) calls 
the foresight diamond, depicted in Figure 3.2.
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Based on a literature review, Schwarz (2005) comes to the conclusion 
that the tools in foresight such as trend research, scenario technique, Del-
phi technique, and simulation as well as gaming are mentioned frequently. 
The longer in use tools such as the Delphi method, scenario technique, 
and, in particular, business wargaming have their roots in defence research 
(Linstone and Turoff 1975; Pohl 1996; Oriesek and Schwarz 2020).

As described in Figure 3.3, I will focus on tools that I have either used in 
developing strategic foresight or that I find relevant. While describing the 
process, the tools will be discussed.

Weak signals and trends are the basis for any foresight activity and 
therefore are discussed here in the phase of perceiving. Along with this 
discussion, I will highlight the relevance of applying science fiction to 

Figure 3.2 The foresight diamond (Popper 2008).
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strategic foresight. The concept of a trend receiver adds to the perception 
of changes in the business environment and builds on weak signals and 
trends.

The Delphi method and scenario planning, while very different, help 
to prospect, in terms of understanding how the future could evolve. In addi-
tion, futures literacy laboratories will be discussed as a tool that emerged 
from the futures literacy school of thought. Business wargaming and de-
sign thinking can be perceived as tools of probing, better understanding what 
a certain set of actions could imply for the future of an organisation. Design 
thinking, for instance, is of course a tool that we know from the context of 
design or innovation, but here I will also discuss the connection between 
foresight and design thinking.

Finally, in the phase of transforming, change management plays a role. As 
mentioned in the beginning of this book, the aim is not only to understand 

Figure 3.3 Foresight tools discussed in more detail.
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foresight as a way to explore futures, but furthermore to understand strate-
gic foresight as a process that includes the notion of how insights generated 
through foresight tools can be implemented into an organisation. Trans-
forming is therefore part of the process. While I will not be elaborating on 
the huge field of change management, I will focus on open strategy and 
how this approach can be supported by foresight, eventually supporting 
the process of organisational transformation.
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4
WEAK SIGNALS AND TRENDS

As we learned in Chapter 3, trends are fundamental to the process of stra-
tegic foresight. The identification of trends stands at the beginning of a 
strategic foresight process. Moreover, trends are relevant input for many 
other foresight approaches such as scenario planning (Chapter 7) or busi-
ness wargaming (Chapter 9).

Ansoff (1975) introduced the concept of weak signals and thus laid the 
basis for trend management (Liebl 2000). Ansoff (1975: 12) described weak 
signals as ‘… warnings (external or internal), events and developments 
which are still too incomplete to permit an accurate estimation of their 
 impact and/or to determine their full-fledged responses’. Ansoff’s (1975) 
concept aimed at the early detection of indicators of environmental changes 
that could lead to strategic surprises and events and that have the potential 
to jeopardise an organisation’s strategy. He described weak signals as exter-
nal or internal signs, occurrences, and developments that are too immature 
to have their impact or complete reactions assessed (Ansoff 1982). A weak 
signal can also be perceived as an upcoming trend.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003302735-7
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Buck, Herrmann, and Lubkowitz (1998) highlight two definitions: The 
classic definition describes a trend as an ongoing and fundamental societal 
change over an extended period. In contrast, the modern definition treats 
a trend as a short-term phenomenon, such as in fashion or music. Liebl 
(2002) offers a third definition of a trend as a phenomenon that is always 
complex and that cannot be perceived simply as a fashion; neither can its 
lifespan be measured accurately. A trend is a connection, an association that 
is defined by its crossing of contextual borders.

Few terms have caused as much confusion in the context of foresight, 
strategy, and management as ‘trend’ has. It has been used widely in the 
practitioners’ literature in the fields of marketing and general management, 
for instance, in ‘megatrends’, fashion trends, and youth culture. ‘Pop fu-
turists’ (Slaughter 1999), for instance, Naisbitt (1984) or Popcorn (1991), 
sell trend labels like ‘cocooning’ to both a larger audience and the business 
community without a deeper scientific background. Here the term ‘trend’ 
is used to address the intuitive feeling that something is of importance.

Therefore, clarifying what trends are and more importantly how they 
can be conceptualised is essential for our discussion on strategic foresight.

4.1 Conceptualising weak signals and trends

Following Liebl and Schwarz (2010), trends shall be conceptualised as 
 (socio-cultural) innovations. Trend analysis is therefore understood as in-
novation research or the science of the new. If the nature of innovation is 
taken seriously, then strategic trend diagnosis must deal with two different 
aspects, invention and diffusion. Both aspects can be approached by asking 
questions:

 – ‘How can the new be identified? And what constitutes this new? This 
refers to the aspect of invention.

 – ‘Will the new become widespread? This refers to the aspect of diffusion.

Liebl and Schwarz (2010) argue that to detect strategic potentials, a trend 
should not be conceived of as a quantifiable phenomenon, as something 
that has already has been clearly operationalised – such an activity must be 
regarded as a strategic late warning system. Rather, a trend can be thought 
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of as a vague silhouette, whose (new) quality and outline must be iden-
tified and evaluated. This outline has much to do with the line between 
normality and abnormality. Therefore, it is important to focus, first, on the 
detection of abnormal phenomena and, second, on the forces that drive the 
subsequent normalisation process – which may lead to a social convention.

4.1.1 The new

To better understand what constitutes the new, Liebl and Schwarz (2010) 
refer to the work of the art theorist Boris Groys (2008) who researched the 
anatomy of the new in a context of cultural economy. According to Groys 
(2008) the fundamental characteristic of the new can be seen in the fact 
that objects or concepts are transferred into another context. The invention 
therefore is best described by transgressing the boundaries of contexts, 
by connecting formerly separated contexts. Groys (2008) discusses several 
examples: Duchamp exhibited everyday objects in galleries and museums, 
a ready-made strategy which transformed these objects into valuable pieces 
of art. Variations of this strategy have been applied by other famous artists 
like Andy Warhol or Jeff Koons. Groys (2008) also uses examples from 
other fields: Freud connected the nearly forgotten myth of Oedipus to psy-
choanalysis, thereby reviving its popularity. This logic is by no means lim-
ited to art or cultural history, as the following examples illustrate:

• By establishing the brand Y-3, Yohji Yamamoto and Adidas merged 
sportswear with avant-garde prêt-à-porter-fashion and created a three-
stripe-couture that became a category killer in the fashion industry.

• Quadrophonic sound, a music reproduction technique with a very 
small software range, was a market disaster, until its revival as a device 
for surround-sound in the booming multimedia home-entertainment 
and DVD market.

• Finally, innovative fields in humanities and science including cognitive 
science, bionics, or biological chemistry are based on the transgression 
of disciplinary boundaries.

These examples underline that the new is neither about something which 
has never been in the world before, nor that there is nothing new under 
the sun. What becomes clear is the power of the context: contexts influence 
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human perception, structure expectations, and evoke new forms of inter-
pretation and new ways of using things. Trends therefore are not a merely 
one-dimensional development in each direction, but rather they represent 
a hitherto non-existing combination of contexts.

4.1.2 Dif fusion

To elaborate on their conceptualisation of trends, Liebl and Schwarz (2010) 
discuss the aspect of diffusion in more detail by introducing Mathews and 
Wacker’s (2002) lifecycle of trends. This lifecycle of trends both helps to 
enrich the definition of trends and has practical implications for trend 
research.

Figure 4.1 shows the first half of the life cycle. Mathews and Wacker 
(2002) point out that significant trends – those that change mainstream 
 behaviour – are born on the ‘fringes’ of society in the minds of deviant out-
siders and then move to the ‘edge’. This implies that trend research wants 
to outrun competition and gain a competitive advantage, and therefore 

Figure 4.1 Life cycle of trends, part I (Liebl and Schwarz 2010).
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needs to focus on these stages. Others have labelled this focus as ‘abnor-
malities’, arguing that these weak signals might not be purely speculative, 
not named and not widely known (Reeves, Goodson, and Whitaker 2021).

The ‘realm of the cool’ follows the ‘fringe’ and requires that these trends 
have been adopted by groups who see themselves as a marginalised avant-
garde (the ‘edge’). Trend researchers or ‘cool hunters’ attempt to forecast 
the next stage (i.e., the ‘next big thing’) for their clients; this implies that 
these consultants are late in picking up trends, and the resulting lead times 
are often too short to make the strategic moves for capitalising on the iden-
tification of trends (Harris and Zeisler 2002; Waters 2005, 2006).

When it is becoming obvious that the next phase of ‘social convention’ is 
almost certain to be reached, then the intense competition among the play-
ers will no longer allow pioneer advantages by claiming ‘street credibility’. 
Stated differently, the bizarre phenomena of today are the starting point for 
tomorrow’s mainstream. In the final analysis, Mathews and Wacker (2002) 
do not so much address the quantity of adherents or attention in the var-
ious lifecycle stages but rather who is involved and what the implications 
are for marketers and strategists.

Usually, trend research tends to concentrate on the rising branch of the 
lifecycle. This is for two reasons: (1) only ‘emerging trends’ are perceived as 
of interest and of news value in mass media; and (2) the ‘in’ easily tips into a 
‘mega-out’. However, Mathews and Wacker (2002) do not stop there, but go 
on to ask what happens with developments which already have become ‘so-
cial convention’. They also explain how the second half of the life cycle of a 
trend comes into play, a phase of disposal in the form of post- normalisation 
(see Figure 4.2). From a strategic point of view this phase seems to be no 
less interesting, since it may offer considerable opportunities for recycling 
and endgames. The way in which these opportunities are used is essential 
for the further development of a mainstream phenomenon: Will it freeze 
in a cliché? Will it develop into a cultural icon? Will it end up as a rare ex-
ample of an archetype? Or will it simply fall into oblivion? An important 
strategic implication is that different dispositions in the customer segments 
come significantly into play. An old trend may have at the same time several 
incarnations; depending on the context these may be cliché, icon, or arche-
type. It is thus not less relevant than an emerging trend.

To discuss the process of normalisation in the first half of Mathews 
and Wacker’s (2002) lifecycle of trends, Liebl and Schwarz (2010) cite the 
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research on the phenomena of normality and the emergence and drift of 
societal standards (Link 1999) and describe this part of the lifecycle of a 
trend as a threefold process of normalisation:

 – ‘As a new socio-cultural practice diffuses into society, it undergoes a 
reassessment: what starts as an abnormal behaviour (‘perversity’) of a 
(stigmatised) group becomes the behaviour (‘preference’) of a broader 
audience and even part of the establishment.

 – ‘The normalisation of a socio-cultural practice can be regarded as 
change in general value schemes: even individuals who do not adopt a 
certain practice tend to accept it as normal.

 – ‘While such a practice is spreading, it tends to lose its extreme forms 
and to assume more mass-compatible flavours – which allows even 
larger groups to relate to this practice. Therefore, the trend becomes a 
moving target.

The transformation of a psychological category (‘perversity’) into an eco-
nomic one (‘preference’) points to the fact that new markets are being cre-
ated here. In other words: where taboo-zones are shrinking, new markets 
begin to emerge as a consequence of normalisation. Therefore, when we 

Figure 4.2 Life cycle of trends, part II (Liebl and Schwarz 2010).
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monitor a trend, we have to monitor the forces that are negotiating and 
shaping the boundary between normality and abnormality – with respect 
to all three aspects of normalisation.

To give an example of how a trend can move through the trend life 
cycle, Liebl and Schwarz (2010) provide two cases on hip-hop and skate-
boarding (see Figure 4.3).

The hip-hop culture consists of four central elements: disc jockeying 
(DJing), break dancing, graffiti art, and rapping. We see from this list that 
the contexts involved are manifold: new practices of presenting music, new 
forms of dancing, new styles of art, and new ways to present lyrics and 
communicate with an audience.

According to legend, hip-hop started in the last week of August 1973 
at a house party in New York City’s Bronx neighbourhood (Chang 2005). 
DJ Kool Herc, known as the father of hip-hop, used two turntables and a 
 microphone to isolate and combine the rhythm parts of two songs and laid 

Figure 4.3 Life cycle of trends, part I, case study hip-hop (Liebl and Schwarz 2010).



APPLIC ATIONS OF S TR ATeGIC FOReSIGHT50

his voice over both, creating a new musical style by using technical equip-
ment in an unintended way. According to the threefold process of normal-
isation, the following applies to the normalisation of hip-hop:

 – ‘Hip-hop had emerged from being stigmatised and perceived as an 
abnormality to being the preference of a broader audience. Obviously, 
this transformation has, from an economic point of view, not only cre-
ated a significant market for the music industry, but also for the fashion 
industry (McCracken 2006).

 – ‘While not universally accepted and liked, hip-hop has emerged, of 
course due to its many different forms and styles, to a music genre 
described as ‘normal’.

 – ‘Hip-hop has changed over the years and lost its original forms from 
the 1970s; styles of music, outfit, and attitude have diversified. Major 
record labels today promote a broad range of hip-hop artists, including 
mainstream hip-hop performers who lack street credibility and have 
nothing to do with the original performers in the Bronx.

The importance of media as the driving force for emerging youth sub-
cultures has been emphasised (Thornton 2018), a finding also relevant to 
hip-hop. While in the early years only bootleg recordings of parties in 
the Bronx circulated, it was not until October 1979 that the first hip-hop 
single, ‘Rapper’s Delight’, advanced the normalisation of hip hop, chang-
ing the rules of the hip-hop game (Chang 2005). ‘Rapper’s Delight’ spread 
from New York to Black Radio, up the American Top 40 list and around 
the world, selling eight million copies. While it can be argued that with 
the release of this hip-hop track, and of course because of its success, hip-
hop found a broader audience, the release of the single marks only an early 
point in the normalisation of hip-hop. Empirical research in issues analysis 
suggests that an issue has reached a take-off point when it migrates to other 
communicative milieus. This happened when hip-hop became the subject 
of a movie: the 1982 docudrama Wild Style was the first to bring graffiti 
art, break dancing, and of course hip-hop music to global attention on the 
screen (Chang 2005).

Finally, in the late 1980s the normalisation of hip-hop made another sig-
nificant leap, when hip-hop was featured on MTV, the cable television music 
network. In 1988 the show MTV Raps was launched, making hip-hop music 
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available to millions of youths, especially white youth. Approximately a year 
later, hip-hop permeated American media because of parents’ complaints 
about the violent and sexually explicit hip-hop lyrics. This campaign peaked 
in the early 1990s, forcing the major record labels to reconsider moving 
ahead with hip-hop artists, in defiance of public pressure. To the public, 
hip-hop had become a commodity – and subject to all problems and conse-
quences of product liability.

A final important aspect in the normalisation of hip-hop is the paradox-
ical form of its globalisation: it is a perfect example of glocalisation. On 
the one hand, superstar-based American hip-hop has been spreading all 
over the globe; but on the other hand, it has been adapted and reconfig-
ured, creating specific local varieties. This includes both the appropriation 
of local music traditions and lyrics in languages which significantly differ 
from English in their rhythms and flows (e.g., German, French or Turkish); 
and it has brought the emergence of local superheroes who in their home 
countries may sell even more records than their American blueprints.

While the evolution of hip-hop seems to fit quite nicely into the lifecy-
cle of trends (Mathews and Wacker 2002), one also needs to mention, that 
a trend not automatically moves from the fringe to social convention, or 
from a weak to a strong signal. Liebl and Schwarz (2010) mention skate-
boarding as an example for a trend that represents a lifecycle deviation, 
characterised by backlashes and revivals, and combining processes of nor-
malisation and post-normalisation.

4.1.3 Further aspects

Here I want to highlight further aspects which help us to conceptualise 
trends. Liebl and Schwarz (2010) add another criterion for the conceptu-
alisation of trends: the paradoxical form of a trend. The paradoxical form 
underlines the novelty, but also the potential diffusion of a trend. The his-
tory of successful products supports this line of thought. It is evident that 
innovations are most likely to be successful when they incorporate contra-
dictory features. Examples are Post-It notes, which are both adhesive and 
removable, and Nivea cream, a moisturiser that is not oily.

The paradox is the driver of innovation and therefore the driver of 
trends and their diffusion. Liebl and Schwarz (2010) cite The Savage Girl by 
Alex Shakar (2001), a novel about trend researchers, for ‘paradessence’, the 
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paradoxical nature of a product or brand. Paradessence is the combination 
of mutually exclusive phenomena or features, which is precisely the de-
scription of a trend. This is why trends must be conceptualised as more 
than simply a development. Rather, the new and surprising qualities of 
trends are important – and reconcile hitherto contradictory elements.

This idea of paradoxical phenomena is also manifested in countertrends 
(Liebl 2000; Waters 2006; Weiner and Arnold 2006). Once a trend has been 
detected and formulated, it is most likely to have at least one simultaneously 
operating countertrend. Conversely, when no countertrend to a given trend 
has been formulated, then the complexity of a trend has probably not been 
adequately addressed. ‘Countertrends don’t happen despite trends; they 
happen because of them’ (Weiner and Arnold 2006: 23). And a supposedly 
identified and well-understood trend may take on an entirely new meaning 
when extended by its countertrend. In this case we are not dealing with 
two developments that are separate or evolving in opposite directions, but 
rather with a new – hybrid and more complex –  phenomenon. Below are a 
few examples of this phenomenon:

 – ‘Glocalisation (i.e., local specialisation in a globalising economy)
 – ‘Bobos (Bourgeois Bohemians), who combine a subcultural attitude 

with a bourgeois lifestyle
 – ‘Mainstream of the marginalised (i.e., groups labelling themselves 

marginalised subcultures but showing no significant differences from 
mainstream groups)

Each of these examples can be characterised as a paradoxical and complex 
development, which displays characteristics formerly perceived as contra-
dictory or mutually exclusive; instead, they have to be regarded as forms of 
pluralisation, individualisation, and hybridisation.

Liebl and Schwarz (2010) summarise their approach to trend research 
and diagnoses as a means of identifying possible ‘future normalities’:

 – ‘Conceptualisation of trends as socio-cultural innovations
 – ‘The new’ as the first aspect of innovation, described by a transgression 

of contextual boundaries
 – ‘Diffusion as the second aspect of innovation, operationalised by a 

threefold process of normalisation
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 – ‘‘Paradessence’ with its linkage function between the new and diffusion
 – ‘A two-part life cycle of trends, consisting of consecutive stages of 

normalisation and different – but not mutually exclusive – stages of 
post-normalisation (including revivals)

Further, the question ‘in which direction will a trend evolve?’ can be re-
placed by the following four sets of questions for exploring future normal-
ities (Liebl and Schwarz 2010):

 – ‘Whither? Which contexts are involved in a trend? What can be regarded 
as new in this constellation? What is the current stage in the life cycle 
of this trend – normalisation or post-normalisation?

 – ‘What’s missing? What is the paradoxical element of the trend? What is 
the corresponding countertrend? Are there any contexts which would 
be needed to allow the trend to advance in its process of normalisation?

 – ‘Why not? Are there any contexts which could prevent the trend from 
moving on in its normalisation process? How could the trend relate to 
other trends? In other words, does the trend share some contexts with 
other trends?

 – ‘So what? What aspects of the trend match our expectations or seem 
familiar? What is unexpected or represents an anomaly? What aspects 
of the trend challenge the premises of the current strategy? In what 
contexts will the trend cause the maximum damage? In what contexts 
will the trend provide the greatest strategic potential?

4.1.4 Megatrends and a constructivist perspective

Von Groddeck and Schwarz (2013) add a perspective to the conceptual-
isation of trends and weak signals by stressing the issue of semantics in 
trend management but also by focusing on the concept of megatrends (Ve-
jlgaard 2008). A term coined by U.S. trend researcher John Naisbitt (1984), 
distinguishing relevant trends from very relevant or mega-relevant ones. 
Vejlgaard (2008: 21) explains that ‘some people use the word “megatrend” 
when discussing cultural, economic, political, or technological shifts that 
are just about to happen, with the implication that these megatrends will 
affect all or almost all of society’. Von Groddeck and Schwarz (2013) argue 
for a more critical approach to these definitions in respect to constructivism.
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After examining the literature on trends and weak signals, Rossel (2009) 
argues that it is striking how many authors do not recognise that the concept 
of weak signals is only a metaphor. Rossel (2009: 314) points out that weak 
signals do not appear in simple forms such as ‘words, sentences, images or 
events, but rather as bundles of concepts and processes, systemic transi-
tions, hybrid pattern of shifting influences, cultural change dynamics, etc.’. 
Seidl (2004) introduces a constructivist perspective to dealing with trends. 
He criticises the epistemological assumptions about weak signals as naïve 
in the sense that cognitions are conceptualised as direct representations of 
the external word. He states: ‘Weak signals accordingly would have to be 
conceptualised as experiences with one’s current constructions, which in 
some way or other point at future problems’ (Seidl 2004: 151).

Von Groddeck and Schwarz (2013) argue that Seidl (2004: 156) makes 
an argument for a deliberate discourse-theoretical approach to trend 
management: 

Weak signals do not exist as such in the outside environment waiting to 
be picked up by the (members of the) organisation. Rather they have to 
be conceptualised cognitively, i.e. as cognitive phenomena, determined by 
the structures of the cognitive system.

He adds, from a constructivist angle, ‘Cognitive systems interact with their 
environments, but it is the cognitive system – and not the environment – 
that determines how and in what way it interacts’ (Seidl 2004: 157).

By drawing on Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s (1985) discourse 
theory and its elaborations (Laclau 1996), von Groddeck and Schwarz 
(2013) assess the implications of labelling a trend as a megatrend. In this 
context the notion of empty signifier is especially relevant to conceptual-
ise megatrends. The notion of an empty signifier is used in reference to a 
semantic element that tries to name and limit a discourse but always fails 
to do so. Trends and megatrends can be perceived as empty signifiers, ena-
bling us to understand why operative trend management has dysfunctional 
effects. The empty signifier is a signifier without a signified meaning, mak-
ing it applicable to a semantic form without a specific meaning. The empty 
signifier is thus ‘meaningless as such’ (Zizek 1993: 178).

Von Groddeck and Schwarz (2013) go on to argue that megatrends can 
be perceived as empty signifiers because they hold together a number of 
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heterogeneous discursive elements as equal contributions to a certain dis-
course. The price of empty signifiers is that they are so overloaded with 
meaning that they cannot transport clear information, which is precisely 
the analogy we see between the notions of empty signifiers and meg-
atrends. Megatrends, in parallel to empty signifiers, are a semantic form 
that works as an abstract bracket for heterogeneous societal changes, which 
leads to an overdetermination of meaning. Consequently, working with 
megatrends may limit the capacity of organisations to develop foresight.

Von Groddeck and Schwarz (2013) suggest when dealing with meg-
atrends, such as urbanisation or demographic change, one should try to 
reconstruct the ways in which these signifiers are sought, given value, and 
fixated in different discourses. This provides an organisation with material 
or a horizon to detect locations that have the character of nodal points 
(i.e., where new rules are established and where societal transformation is 
accompanied by the production of new meaning). Furthermore, discourse 
analysis can be used to detect those locations in society where the new 
emerges.

If an empty signifier is only imagined to be likely to limit, end, or freeze 
a discourse, the strategic disadvantage of working with megatrends be-
comes even more apparent. The danger is that managers undervalue the fact 
that megatrends, as empty signifiers, only semantically limit a discourse, 
but beneath this abstract address, the discourse is permanently changing. 
Megatrends increase the probability that an organisation will take them to 
be a solid, inevitably emerging future.

The description of the life cycle (Mathews and Wacker 2002) demon-
strated that a trend constantly moves through society and that a trend itself 
is subject to constant change, as are all objects related to that trend. Out-
side the perspective of an organisation, therefore, a megatrend does not 
increase strategic foresight; rather, it increases blind spots, especially when 
the associated discourse is frozen.

4.2 Narratives and science f iction

In the past the relevance of cultural products for trend research has occasion-
ally been pointed out (Schwarz 2011, 2015; Schwarz and Liebl 2011; Liebl 
and Schwarz 2012). Liebl (2003) argued that numerous trends originated 
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in literary works and were disseminated by trend research institutes. One 
example is Douglas Coupland’s novel Generation X, which coined terms such 
as Downnesting, Decade Blending, Lessness, and McJobs. Other disciplines, 
such as design, already seem to be more advanced, using cultural products 
in the sense of science fiction prototyping (Johnson 2011; Graham, Green-
hill, and Callaghan 2013, 2014; Schwarz and Liebl 2013; Schwarz, Kroehl, 
and von der Gracht 2014), or using science fiction as an inspiration for the 
design of interfaces (Shedroff and Noessel 2012). For example, science fic-
tion films and series such as Star Trek have arguably been an inspiration and 
role model for generations of engineers and product developers.

4.2.1 The role of narratives in the construction of reality

The social construction of reality is based largely on cultural products such 
as literature and movies. Czarniawska (2006: 249) refers to ‘the construc-
tive role of popular culture’. According to Crotty (2003: 58), 

… social constructionism emphasises the hold our culture has on us: it 
shapes the way in which we see things (even the way in which we feel 
things!) and gives us a quite definite view of the world. This shaping of our 
minds by culture is to be welcomed as what makes us human and endows 
us with the freedom we enjoy.

In the science fiction genre it has been pointed out that these narratives can 
be used as prototypes (Johnson 2011; Schwarz and Liebl 2013; Schwarz, 
Kroehl, and von der Gracht 2014). Kirby (2010: 66) has described how 
film makers and science consultants have created cinematic representations 
of technological possibilities with the effect of stimulating the desire for 
these technologies among the audience, but also with an eye on generating 
funding opportunities for these technologies. ‘Fiction’s lack of constraints 
and film makers’ creative assistance provides an open “free” space to put 
forward speculative conceptualisations; it also amends these speculations 
within narrative that treats these ideas as already actualized within social 
context’.

The relevance of cultural products in constructing reality becomes more 
evident if we focus on a single cultural product: literature. While there 
is scant evidence that literature has been applied in developing foresight, 
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some evidence exists in respect to science fiction literature. Literature has 
attracted the notice of scholars in consumer research and organisational 
studies (Barry and Elmes 1997; de Monthoux and Czarniawska-Joerges 
2006).

On the one hand, literature can be attributed a role model function: 
Literature influences its readers and is at the same time an expression of 
the reader or society. This means that literature both influence and reflects 
a society. Images, fictions, fantasies, and dreams shape our reality and just 
as often these images feed on what we have read. Of course, literary texts 
can be read as a scenario, stimulating and guiding the readers’ imagination. 
Not only are different futures formulated in scenarios; so are inventions 
in the near or distant future. Literature can be understood as a cultural 
reservoir of topics. If literary texts are read as scenarios, new spheres of 
possibility can be described and alternative images of the future or scenar-
ios evoked, even provoked. A novel can therefore be assigned the task and 
function of inventing new possibilities and thus creating new hypothetical 
truths. These possibilities, utopias, and scenarios contribute to the social 
construction of a cultural reservoir of themes. The function of literature 
as a gateway to the inner world is also intriguing: literary texts not only 
describe externalities, actions, or contexts, but also the inner worlds of 
individual protagonists. Consequently, unlike in films, there is access, for 
example, to the feelings or inner worlds of the characters.

Bauer (2005: 181) describes how a literary text can influence its readers 
or change their perceptions: 

The reader first tries to classify the text within his or her familiar frame-
work of understanding. If the schematized views elude this order, he must, 
as it were, modify the frames of understanding, he must correct his own 
schemata. Since this will not remain completely without consequences for 
his further perception of himself and the world, he emerges changed from 
the interaction with the text.

It becomes clear that with the use of cultural products in foresight, the 
supposed separation between fact and fiction, between science and fantasy, 
which exists above all in companies, is also weakened. With regard to 
reading literary texts, Eco (1996: 103) refers to the contract in fiction that 
a reader tacitly concludes with the author: ‘…the author simply pretends 
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to be telling the truth, and we accept the fiction contract and pretend that 
what the author tells has actually happened’. At the same time, one cannot 
be sure that this contract will be kept. A reader can therefore save the in-
formation gained from a novel as facts. The role of fiction thus becomes the 
focus of interest. According to the American sociologist Richard Sennett 
(Belk 1986: 24): ‘One can learn more about the complexity of motives and 
mutual perceptions from a reasonably good novel than from a “solid” piece 
of social-science research’.

Schwarz (2015) has argued for a ‘narrative turn’ in developing foresight 
and that organisations should focus less on storytelling and more on storyl-
istening: listening to stories in the organisational environment. This notion 
becomes even more apparent in the genre of science fiction.

4.2.2 Science f iction in foresight and science f iction 
prototyping

For several years, science fiction had become increasingly relevant to man-
agement. In addition to the references to the use of science fiction at Intel 
(Johnson 2011), Peper’s (2017) article ‘Why Business Leaders Need to Read 
More Science Fiction’ in the Harvard Business Review argues that science fiction 
not only inspires innovation, but above all encourages managers to ques-
tion their assumptions about the present and the future: ‘Science fiction 
isn’t useful because it’s predictive. It’s useful because it reframes our per-
spective on the world’ (Peper 2017). In 2019, Charles-Edouard Bouée, CEO 
of Roland Berger Consulting, advocated the use of science fiction in strategy 
development in a LinkedIn post, ‘The Power of Science Fiction: Shaping the 
Present with Visions of the Future’.

Recent examples of the use of science fiction can be found at car manu-
facturer Audi (Schwarz and Hofmann 2019) or software company SAP. The 
book Science Fiction: A Starship for Enterprise Innovation (Rosenberg 2019) describes 
why science fiction has played an important role in innovation in the past, 
and why ‘science fiction thinking’ will be important in developing inno-
vation. Deutsche Telekom reports on a project carried out in collaboration 
with the Fantastic Library in Wetzlar (von Reventlow, Thesen, Le Blanc, 
and Haas 2019). In this project, science fiction was evaluated to find inno-
vative ideas. Scenarios were then developed from these ideas with the aim 
of using them in design thinking workshops.
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Cultural products, and especially science fiction, provide a different kind 
of input with an independent value for trend research. Through literary 
texts and films, knowledge can be made explicit, and terms assigned to 
images. In this way, it is possible to develop a feeling for the imaginary 
worlds or soundboards that exist outside an organisation. Therefore, the 
use of literature allows the pursuit of an essential goal of trend research: to 
perceive collective resonance spaces or addressability and thus changes in 
the socio-cultural environment of an organisation.

Schwarz, Kroehl, and von der Gracht (2014) report on the multiple usage 
of text excerpts taken from the science-fiction novel Super Sad True Love Story 
(Shteyngart 2011) and summarise the functions of narratives science-fiction 
for foresight: As science fiction novels provide a new frame of reference for 
managers, these narratives can serve as vehicles for researching weak sig-
nals and trends and for identifying corresponding business opportunities 
as well as for ensuring the link to customers. Further, they point out to a 
central characteristic of literature: polyvalence. The meaning of a text is not 
exclusively derived from the text itself; it is constructed through reading 
(Groeben and Vorderer 1986), reflecting the individual context of the re-
cipient. According to the notion of polyvalence in literature, a text can be 
interpreted in many ways.

This means that when a science-fiction narrative in a workshop is used, 
multiple perspectives can be developed. When confronted with complex 
and ambiguous issues, organisations need to find means to increase their 
perspective, for instance, by conducting cross-industry projects (Seidl and 
Werle 2017). And this multitude of perspectives can then be achieved by 
referring narratives, for instance, from science fiction.
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5
TREND RECEIVER

Rupert Hofmann1

The future arises from the interplay of continuity and change, sometimes 
disruptive, but never in a vacuum. This is just as true for substantial changes 
in our everyday lives as it is for groundbreaking new product projects or 
in the course of the realignment of a traditional company. Exploring fu-
ture needs and wishes, it seems obvious to survey knowledge and opin-
ions from different target and population groups within a study. Selection 
of interviewees plays a decisive role both in qualitative and quantitative 
research projects. But who could those people be? Who can provide cred-
ible trend information on the topics of strategy, brand, products, service, 
and communication? Who can help to make future customer expectations 
more tangible? How can we include as many perspectives and the needs of 
our fellow world members as possible? How can the resulting information 
be translated into action? These questions – and answers! – are the focus of 
customer foresight research.

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003302735-8
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5.1 The trend receiver method

In customer foresight practice, it is fascinating to research people who elicit 
change – because they combine things that had previously been separated, 
thus bringing something new into the world or spreading an invention. 
Also relevant are people aware of change dynamics in an early phase and 
who are able to assess the potential of the ‘new’. Following concepts in 
trend research, a typology of ‘agents of the new’ (see Figure 5.1) was de-
veloped. Among these agents are lead users, trend receivers, experts, early 
adopters, and influencers.

Trend receivers are especially relevant for future topics. They perceive 
changes and potentials of the new in a specific domain in a highly sensitive 
and differentiated way (Hofmann 2015). Trend receivers have special an-
tennae for changes and needs. Their visionary competence enables them to 
develop notions and projections, ideas and scenarios from signals and obser-
vations. They are very well connected, have profound opinions about what 
motivates individuals, and observe social changes in a very reflective way.

The trend receiver method focuses on ways of identifying these persons, 
who bring everyday needs and experience together with a sensitive percep-
tion of changes and potentials of the new. It enables practitioners to find 
suitable dialogue partners by tailored search profiles based on topic and 

Figure 5.1 Typology of ‘Agents of the New’ (Hofmann 2015).
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context. It also provides a guideline on how to conduct the dialogue with 
these conversation partners. Originally developed by the exemplary prac-
tice needs of Audi, the method has since proven useful in various entre-
preneurial, economic, and socio-political studies. The method is especially 
recommendable if the research topic involves mid- and long-term market 
developments and if market conditions are likely to change substantially. 
The trend receiver concept has a high degree of transferability because it 
provides for a tailored determination that is equally appropriate to the re-
spective context, the specific objectives, and the complexity of the issue. At 
the same time, it demands a certain level of qualitative research skills and 
curiosity among the responsible persons of the given research projects in 
order to implement such a ‘made by measure study design’ which is episte-
mologically based on Kant’s reflective judgement (Hofmann 2011).

5.2 Identif ication and implementation of trend receivers

Four characteristics proved typical of trend receivers across topics and in-
dustries: own user and context experience, self-abstraction ability and pat-
tern recognition, curiosity and heterogeneity, and selection competence 
(Hofmann 2015). Furthermore, biographical discontinuities and commu-
nication competence are often helpful characteristics (Hofmann 2020). 
These characteristics enable trend receivers to identify new trends early and 
provide a coherent description of a possible or desirable everyday life in the 
future. Yet, it is important to note that no one can oversee all areas of life. 
The identification of trend receivers for the respective context is therefore 
crucial. Catalogues of criteria like in publications can serve as the basis for 
the formulation of a search profile, customised to the research questions. 
Following the creation of such a tailored description, suitable intermedi-
aries come into play to check their network. The search process is based 
on ‘pyramiding’ (Prügl 2006; Schweitzer, Hofmann, and Meinheit 2019).

The subsequent dialogue requires as much attention. Discussions must 
be prepared in a targeted manner, both in content and communication. 
The first decisive step is how to present the initial situation and questions, 
and how to offer one’s own hypotheses and ideas. Then we should listen 
well and enter discussions where necessary. In the process, observations 
are presented, arguments and counterarguments are weighed, and together 
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we think further into the future. The conversations should be understood 
as a journey in which each person and the group itself continue to enrich 
and clarify the emerging projections and visions.

The trend receiver method, as already mentioned earlier, has been 
implemented in different entrepreneurial, economic, and socio-political 
contexts. The projects allowed the integration of visionary customers into 
vision finding and strategy as well as brand, product and service develop-
ment processes. The following two case studies will explain the application 
of the method.

5.3 ‘Easy Rider’ study – autonomous driving from  
the market and customers’ perspective

Few topics hold so much disruptive power as that of autonomous driv-
ing. From 2013, Audi’s market and trend research sought to understand 
potentials and concerns from the customer’s point of view – not an easy 
task, since everyday mobility life with semi-autonomous or fully autono-
mous cars would differ significantly from today’s (even more so from the 
perspective of 2013.). And while many quantitative broad-based surveys 
revealed great fears and rejections, reflected ideas of future driving and 
mobility situations were sought. This was intended to answer the question 
of what an attractive car and system would look like under expanded tech-
nical possibilities.

Therefore, 29 trend receivers in the United States, Germany, and China 
were identified through a customised search profile and various interme-
diaries. Initially, individual in-depth interviews were conducted; between 
these individual interviews, the content and structure of the interview 
guideline were continuously developed. Parallel to wide-ranging desk re-
search, the iterative study design (Figure 5.2) consisted of a behavioural 
economic analysis, a cultural and innovation history analysis, and a sce-
nario analysis. Additional expert interviews were conducted with city plan-
ners and pilots.

Impulses and hypotheses on user behaviour and descriptions of desir-
able future mobility situations or vehicle characteristics arising in discus-
sions with trend receivers were quantified in the second part of the study in 
cooperation with the research institute of a partner university (Hahn et al., 
2016). The condensed interim results were converted into 12 use cases and 
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visualised. In workshops with individual and group formats (see  Figure 5.3) 
these representations were then questioned, discarded, enriched, and re-
fined. The results were used by specialised departments on the Board of 
Management and by various areas such as Audi design, pre- development, 
brand strategy, and product marketing. It influenced, amongst others, the 
concept car AICON (Figure 5.3) and further examination of the future 
topic of autonomous driving.

5.4 Cross-industry project: ‘How do we want to  
live in 10 years?’

In 2017/2018, the companies BSH, Hornbach, Ikea, and Audi carried out a 
major international life worlds study, which sought cross-industry access 

Figure 5.2 Iterative study design of the easy rider project (Hahn et al. 2016).

Figure 5.3  ‘Easy Rider’ workshop situation and concept model Audi AICON (gravity 
GmbH, Audi).
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and centred on the question: ‘How do we want to live in 10 years?’ Ac-
cording to a broad ‘corridor of the possible and likely’, 30 trend receivers 
in Europe, China and the USA participated. In addition, 30 rookie trend re-
ceivers aged between 20 and 30 were consulted, complementing the older 
trend receivers who ranged in age from 30 to 60. The purpose of having 
two cohorts was to determine whether and how the positions and percep-
tions of older and younger trend receivers shifted in relation to digitalisa-
tion, data protection, or sustainability.

All trend receivers were identified by means of a search profile formu-
lated based on the questions and reflected within the project team. Various 
intermediaries helped find persons who fit this search profile. A parallel 
aim was to identify a wide range of dialogue partners with regard to gen-
der, age, background, family situation, interests, experience, and career. 
The iterative process became particularly intensive in this project, not least 
because the responsible representatives of the participating companies took 
part in the discussions and trips and, together with the lead agency, contin-
uously reflected on the hypotheses and implications.

The results and statements on future life worlds were brought together 
and visualised in six chapters (see Figure 5.4), short films and a central 
presentation. The project has been a continuous and sustainable source of 

Figure 5.4  Areas of research and projected life worlds (cross-industry study ‘How 
do we want to live in 10 years?’, graphics by gravity GmbH).
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inspiration and information for the development of brands, products, ser-
vices, trade networks, business models, and organisation. Moreover, it led 
to the launch of the Foresight Academy – a cross-industry platform for 
future-oriented work and customer foresight expertise in 2019. Thirteen 
leading companies from a variety of sectors were involved in Foresight 
Academy 2019–2020 and in 2021 a further round started with 16 major 
brands (www.foresightacademy.com).

5.5 Conclusion

These two exemplary projects illustrate that it is worthwhile to use the 
visionary competence and foresight abilities of trend receivers for im-
portant future topics. In every context, persons can be found who are 
particularly well attuned to changes and needs. Dialogues with them 
help us to create visions and provide guidance for development processes 
and decisions.

And especially as we experience enormously growing influence and 
potentials of algorithms and data, on our way into the future we should 
combine these new opportunities with the ‘human factors’, from which 
the trend receiver method draws. Let’s use both detailed fact knowledge 
and skillful data modelling as well as the power of intuition, ideas, associ-
ations, empathy, and vision!

Note

 1 Dr. Rupert Hofmann works for Audi Business Innovation and is an obser-
vational draftsman. He studied at Munich Academy of Fine Arts, Passau 
University, Columbia University in New York City and at Federal Univer-
sity of Juiz de Fora, Brazil. In his PhD he developed the Trend Receiver 
concept, a novel qualitative method that combines insight and foresight 
research. Rupert Hofmann is the founder of the cross-industry platform 
Foresight Academy and has been lecturing and writing on different topics 
related to trend research, branding and strategy. Rupert’s interest in peo-
ple and their environment, behaviour, and motives also drives his observa-
tional drawings of people, modern everyday life, city perspectives, stores, 
beaches, and bars (www.ruperthofmann.com).

http://www.foresightacademy.com
http://www.ruperthofmann.com
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6
THE DELPHI METHOD

HOW EXPERTS SEE THE FUTURE

Heiko von der Gracht1

The climate is in crisis: Will Barcelona sink into the sea? Or Hamburg? 
Considering the rising sea levels, in which coastal regions will people be 
able to live at all in ten years?

As the saying goes, predictions are difficult, especially when they con-
cern the future. Nevertheless, very little has interested people over the past 
40,000 years as much as their future. That could explain the use of prac-
tices like fortune telling and divination… didn’t anyone tell them to ask 
the experts? One of the best-known expert questioning techniques is the 
Delphi method, based on the location of the Greek oracle.

6.1 Historical development of the method

The Delphi method was developed in the 1950s by researchers at the Ameri-
can RAND (Research ANd Development) Corporation. On October 1, 1945, 
Henry Arnold, Edward L. Bowles, Donald Douglas, Arthur C. Raymond, 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003302735-9
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and Frank Collbohm met to form Project RAND under a special contract 
with the Douglas Aircraft Company. The organisation was established im-
mediately after World War II to coordinate military planning with deci-
sions in research and development. In May 1946, Project RAND published 
its first report, ‘Preliminary Design of an Experimental World-Circling 
Spaceship’ (RAND Corporation 1946), which discussed the design, perfor-
mance, and application of satellites. On May 14, 1948, Project RAND broke 
away from the Douglas Aircraft Company and became an independent, 
non-profit organisation (RAND Corporation 2022).

The first experiment in which the Delphi method was used at the RAND 
Corporation, was to determine potential targets for attack in the USA and 
the number of atomic bombs needed to destroy them (Dalkey and Helmer 
1963). The first civilian Delphi study, ‘Report on a Long-Range Forecasting 
Study’ followed several years later in 1964 (Gordon and Helmer 1964). The 
panel evaluated more than 100 future occurrences and developments with 
a time horizon up to the year 2020 in several written discussion rounds, 
making it a very long-range study. This highly regarded study launched the 
international dissemination of the method, which continues to this day. 
The Delphi method is still used by scientists and foresight managers around 
the world.

Of course, much has changed since the 1950s. In the past, experts on the 
panel submitted written assessments, so-called ‘paper and pencil studies’. 
Today, this can be done faster and more directly online, saving an enor-
mous amount of time during the evaluation. Apart from that, the develop-
ment of the method proceeds.

6.2 Design aspects of the method

What is the Delphi method? ‘Delphi may be characterised as a method for 
structuring a group communication process so that the process is effective 
in allowing a group of individuals, as a whole, to deal with a complex 
problem’ (Linstone and Turoff 1975: 3).

According to some sources, the goal of Delphi studies is for a panel of 
experts to reach consensus. But this is a misconception. In 2011, the two 
pioneers of the method, Harold A. Linstone and Murray Turoff, issued a 
clarification:
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Over the years, as a reviewer and editor-in-chief of TFSC (Technological 
Forecasting & Social Chance) it has often been necessary to correct the 
mistaken impression that the aim of Delphi is consensus. Our 1975 book 
clearly states that Delphi is ‘a method for structuring a group communica-
tion process’, not a method aimed to produce consensus’. 

(Linstone and Turoff 2011: S. 1714)

In other words, a Delphi panel discussion can lead to consensus, but it does 
not have to.

A Delphi research design follows the method’s four core elements: an-
onymity, iteration, controlled feedback, and group response (Beiderbeck, 
Frevel, von der Gracht, Schmidt, and Schweitzer 2021b).

6.2.1 Anonymity

Delphi is an anonymous written survey. The participating experts are, of 
course, known by name to the moderator/study director but not to the other 
experts on the panel. This is because when the experts in the Delphi survey 
rounds discuss each other’s assessments, a renowned name, for example, 
should not influence the discussion. This avoids the negative psychological 
effects that are known from almost all group discussions, for example, the 
bandwagon effect (‘follow the crowd’): As soon as a prominent expert gives 
their assessment in the discussion, everyone or nearly everyone agrees.

6.2.2 Iteration

Delphi studies are conducted in several rounds. In the classic method, ac-
cording to RAND, the first round is a brainstorming session with the ex-
perts on the question: What do the panel members believe are the relevant 
topics? In the second round, the same experts comment on and rate these 
topics. The important thing here is that the participants not only evaluate, 
but also defend their assessments. In other words, an expert not only ex-
plains what they think the future holds, but also presents arguments for and 
against it. In the third round, all panel experts see each other’s assessments 
and the statistical group opinion. In light of the panel colleagues’ assess-
ments, each expert can then modify and/or support their own assessment 
it with further arguments, if they wish. According to the textbook, these 
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‘revision rounds’ should be repeated until the results are stable, meaning 
that all of the experts are done with making changes to their assessments 
(Dajani, Sincoff, and Talley 1979). This makes obvious sense: No one wants 
unreliable results.

In the past, however, modified Delphi studies deviated from the classical 
approach by conducting either more or fewer iterations, sometimes prede-
termined or based on predefined termination criteria. The number of iter-
ations depended on many variables, such as the composition of the panel, 
the nature of the problem to be solved, and the type of feedback given after 
each round (Erffmeyer, Erffmeyer, and Lane 1986). In practice, there are 
usually one to two revision rounds.

6.2.3 Controlled feedback

We have already touched on this characteristic element of every Delphi 
study. After each round, the study director forwards the evaluated assess-
ments of the individual experts to all the others in a ‘controlled’ manner, 
with the statistical group assessment (Belton et al. 2021).

6.2.4 Group response

The group of experts is given an ‘answer’ with each round, usually as box-
plot diagrams, which also reflect statistical outlier assessments and statisti-
cal measures of group assessment. It also includes the degree of consensus 
and dissent in the panel (von der Gracht 2012).

6.2.5 Dif ferent scales in Delphi studies

Researchers traditionally ask about the probability of an event or devel-
opment, usually using a rating scale of 0–100 per cent. In addition, they 
usually ask participants about the impact of the event with the specified 
probability on an industry, a company, their company, or the national 
economy. It is also customary to inquire about the desirability of the event, 
often along a 5-point Likert scale (1 = ‘I do not wish this to occur at all’ 
to 5 = ‘absolutely desirable’). Other variables are feasibility (especially for 
technological developments), urgency for action, or confidence (the ex-
pert’s certainty about their assessment).
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6.2.6 Types of Delphi questions

Most Delphi questionnaires include future-oriented theses, also called 
 Delphi projections. In other words, not questions, but statements such 
as: ‘Projection 9: The oil price will rise to $400 per barrel in 2030’. Each 
 projection is assessed by the experts along the evaluation scales with argu-
ments for and/or against this development.

How the projections are formulated is central to the validity of subse-
quent results (Markmann, Spickermann, von der Gracht, and Brem 2021). 
For example, it is important when formulating the projections that they 
are unambiguous, and therefore understood by all experts and, above all, 
understood in the same sense. The point is to avoid ambiguity. If projec-
tions are formulated in a way that is too long or complicated, the result can 
be increased misunderstanding on the part of the experts and partially or 
completely unreliable assessments. There is an underlying dilemma: If a 
projection is too short, it is usually too superficial and so are the experts’ 
answers. There are actually studies that determine the optimal number of 
words for each Delphi statement (e.g., Salancik, Wenger, and Helfer 1971).

6.3 Selecting the experts

The initial question in any Delphi study is: Who is an expert in this field? 
There are no official directories for this. It always requires detective work 
in conference programme brochures, databases, publications on relevant 
topics, awards ceremonies, and the like. Another way is through recom-
mendations: One expert recommends another, because experts know each 
other.

6.3.1 Signif icance of the selection

The importance of a correct selection of experts is obvious: Delphi results 
are always only as good as their experts (Mauksch, von der Gracht, and 
Gordon 2020). The selection is not about representativity, as in many clas-
sical empirical studies. Rather, it is about the greatest possible expertise 
that should be represented in the panel. Unlike representative studies, in 
which hundreds if not thousands of respondents are interviewed, there are 
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usually ‘only’ 20–100 experts in a Delphi study. Furthermore, these experts 
come from a range of fields.

This is crucial, because diversity is key to the success of the Delphi and 
to the quality of the statements (Spickermann, Zimmermann, and von der 
Gracht 2014). The more diverse the panel, the better for most research 
purposes. If the experts were only from one area or related areas, the state-
ments about the future would certainly show a tendency and blind spots: 
The more eyes there are, the more they will see. And different sets of eyes 
will see even more into the future.

That is why good panels often include experts from business, politics, 
science, and associations, with corresponding sub-groups. Another impor-
tant question is: Do you want to make comparisons between the groups 
later, on the basis of the results? In that case, there should be at least 15–20 
experts in each group so that the results are statistically reliable.

6.3.2 Special form: Real-time Delphi

In this special form, the expert sits in front of a computer, completes the 
assessment, and then, as soon as they click ‘Next’, sees what everyone else 
has said about this projection (Gordon and Pease 2006; Aengenheyster et al., 
2017). This projection is automatically evaluated and passed on by the software 
in real time. Targeted studies have shown that this special form  significantly 
streamlines the Delphi process while maintaining the quality of the data 
(Gnatzy, Warth, von der Gracht, and Darkow 2011). Another advantage is that 
there is no limit to the number of discussion rounds. Each expert can log into 
the projections as many times as they desire within a specified time limit.

6.4 Application example: European Generics and 
Biosimilars Industry

In 2021, the Delphi study ‘The Future of the European Generics and Bio-
similars Industry 2030plus’ was published (von der Gracht, Kisgen, Lange, 
and Jalufka 2021). It is a good example of how a structured survey of ex-
perts can give the commissioning decision-makers of an entire industry a 
strategic perspective over nine years and beyond. In turbulent times like 
these, such a perspective is crucial for success.
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6.4.1 The study

For the study, more than 60 experts were interviewed over several months. 
They were not only from the industry, but also from pharmaceutical 
wholesalers, start-ups, pharmacies, hospitals, universities, and ministries. 
The survey included 12 projections, for example: ‘Medicines are produced 
specifically for each patient on the 3D printer at decentralised supply points 
(e.g., pharmacy, doctor’s practice, retailer, at the patient’s home, etc.)’.

6.4.2 The questions

For each projection, the probability of occurrence was inquired. This is a 
special feature of this study for four years: 2025, 2030, 2035, and 2040. The 
study benefited from a lively discussion, which brought to light more than 
800 contributions.

Three arguments in favour of the above proposition were: ‘3D printing 
could become The Next Big Thing’. ‘Individual printlets [pills from the 3D 
printer] are already marketable today’. ‘The emerging mega-trend of per-
sonalised medication is driving technology development’.

Three arguments against were: ‘3D printing is more expensive than vol-
ume production’. ‘Printing drugs with 3D in the living room?’ ‘Biosimilars 
[copycat bio-pharmaceutical drugs, like insulin] cannot be printed!’

Ultimately, the panel was unanimous that by 2030 the probability of the 
projection occurring is only 16 per cent. By 2040, the panel set the prob-
ability at 38 per cent. Scepticism obviously predominated with this pro-
jection. If one looks at the individual expert groups separately, it becomes 
clear that the panel members from science were more optimistic that the 
occurrence would come to pass than the panellists from business and poli-
tics were. Viewed across the entire panel, the development outlined by the 
projection is definitely desirable.

6.4.3 Other special characteristics of the study

The special thing about the design of the study was that the experts were 
also asked how sure they were about their assessment of an individual 
projection. Inquiries about the behavioural aspects of each expert were 
also made, since personal predisposition naturally influences assessment 
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tendency (see also Kovaleva 2012). Do experts believe that they can influ-
ence the state of the world (internal locus of control)? Or is ‘fate’ unchange-
able (external locus of control)? Here, too, it is obvious that an expert with 
a strong internal locus of control assesses future events differently from 
someone who takes the course of events at face value.

Delphi studies should therefore include the personal psychological pre-
dispositions of experts and their world views. These parameters influence 
an expert’s assessment of and should therefore not be neglected in the in-
terpretation (Loye 1980; Spickermann, Zimmermann, and von der Gracht 
2014; Beiderbeck, Frevel, von der Gracht, Schmidt, and Schweitzer 2021b).

6.5 Challenges of the method

A search for ‘Delphi method’ in Google Scholar returns more than 7,000 
hits in 2022); in 2021, there were more than 17,000, and in 2018, over 
20,000. Even compared to other scientific methods, these figures indicate 
its popularity. On average, there are between 1,000 and 2,000 publications 
on the method every month! That is impressive.

6.5 .1 Technical shortages: Not enough experts

It is less impressive that Delphi studies still have technical deficiencies. One 
reason is that many researchers shy away from interviewing a large number 
of experts. Then they discover that there is a study format in which only 
20 experts were interviewed, which is probably enough for our purposes. 
Some also argue that in the first RAND Delphi study, only seven experts 
were interviewed, and the result was historic.

The design of this historical study cannot be generalised. In other words, 
if a researcher is lucky enough to be able to interview ten Nobel laureates, 
there is no need for ten more. That is the point: each study needs only as 
many experts as is necessary to validate the findings. What does ‘exactly as 
many’ mean?

Practical experience indicates usually 40–80 experts (von der Gracht, 
Gnatzy, Darkow, Gordon, and Glenn 2011). With participation of around 
40 experts, for example, the variety of arguments no longer increases, but 
instead the same arguments are repeated.
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6.5 .2 Additional technical shortcomings

It goes without saying that a professional study design and competently 
moderated panel rounds can avoid the following deficiencies:

• Limited panel review: Although they do participate in the Delphi and 
give their assessments, hardly any discussion takes place afterwards. 
The majority of the panel remains silent.

• This results in an artificial consensus: Due to the lack of discussion, it 
seems as if the experts agree when they do not. They are merely silent.

• Ambiguous projections: Each expert interprets them differently.
• The application of only simple descriptive statistics is used for the 

evaluation of the expert assessments; the evaluation remains superfi-
cial. Professional Delphi studies therefore use, for example, statistical 
group comparisons, outlier and cluster analyses, and other procedures 
(Warth, von der Gracht, and Darkow 2013).

• Contestable expert criteria: The reason an expert is regarded as such 
and has been selected is not transparent.

6.6 Further development of the method

What do excellent Delphi studies do differently or better, beyond avoiding 
these shortcomings? Where is the development headed? There are eight key 
points:

1. Sentiment analyses: The personal psychological and ideological pre-
dispositions of the experts are made transparent and considered in 
the interpretation of the results.

2. Qualitative data analysis: The textual arguments of the experts are 
analysed qualitatively and systematically by means of coding and cat-
egories. The framework of Förster and von der Gracht (2014: tables 8 
and 9) has proven useful for Delphi analyses.

3. Design layout under consideration of the dichotomy of end state 
vs. time intervals. For example, one could ask the experts: ‘What is 
the probability of occurrence for 2030 (end state)?’ Or alternatively, 
‘When do you think the projection will occur?’ In addition, met-
ric scales allow for more meaningful analyses than ordinal scales. 
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‘In how many years will the projection occur?’ The scale starts at 0 
(never) and goes up to 100 years. From this, it is possible to calculate 
mean values and a distribution curve. This is more precise than the 
ordinal scaling along periods of time which, averaged, do not allow 
any conclusion to be drawn about a specific year.

4. Biases: Consideration of various cognitive biases among experts, such 
as the desirability bias (e.g., Ecken, Gnatzy, and von der Gracht 2011; 
Winkler and Moser 2016; Bonaccorsi, Apreda, and Fantoni 2020). In this 
case, one expert estimates that 80 per cent of all medicines will come 
from 3D printers in five years. That many? Yes, because he is an expert 
on printer manufacturers and is subject to desirability bias. He tends to 
overrate the probability of occurrence of what he hopes to see happen.

5. Clustering of Delphi projections: Not only is each projection evaluated 
individually, but also in combination with other, related projections and/
or in cross-impact, for example, in interaction with other hypotheses 
(e.g., Beiderbeck, Frevel, von der Gracht, Schmidt, and Schweitzer 2021a).

6. Confidence or self-rated expertise: One might ask the experts: ‘On 
a 5-point Likert scale, how do you rate your expertise in this field?’ 
One could also ask about their confidence in making an assessment. 
This can be used to weight the results of the individual experts as well 
as at the projection level in the analysis.

7. The well-founded derivation of hypotheses along established theo-
ries and frameworks: The origin of a hypothesis must be recognisable 
and comprehensible (for a bibliometric analysis of the use of theories 
in foresight, see Münch and von der Gracht 2021).

8. Language: The formulation of projections can have a lasting influence 
on an expert’s answers (Markmann, Spickermann, von der Gracht, 
and Brem 2021). This can lead to undesirable bias and tangential dis-
cussions. For example, the statement ‘The price of oil will rise to 
$400 per barrel by 2030’ can lead to experts arguing over it is actually 
$400 dollars, $360 or perhaps $420, instead of discussing whether a 
huge oil price shock is to be expected.

6.7 Adaptation and outlook

Each method has advantages and disadvantages. Therefore, when designing 
a survey, it is all the more important to answer the question: Does a Delphi 
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survey fit into my research design and the research question? Researchers 
who are familiar with the Delphi method will find the right response.

Note

 1 Dr. Heiko A. von der Gracht is Professor of Futures Research and Fore-
sight at Steinbeis University, School of International Business and entre-
preneurship (SIBe), Germany. He has published more than 50 foresight 
studies as well as 250 academic and practice-oriented papers and book 
chapters. Prof. von der Gracht is the founder and editor of several scien-
tific journals. As an associate editor, he heads the international Bureau 
for Foresight of the leading journal Technological Forecasting & Social 
Change. He has more than a decade of consulting experience working 
with multinational corporations.
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7
SCENARIO PLANNING

Scenario planning is a central tool in strategic foresight and has generated 
interest beyond the field of foresight, and has been recognised as a central 
tool for strategy development (Augier, Dew, Knudsen, and Stieglitz 2018). 
Moreover, scenario planning has been used for over 50 years (McKiernan 
2017).

There is a large body of practical and academic literature on scenario 
planning (e.g., Schoemaker 1993; van der Heijden, Bradfield, Burt, Crains, 
and Wright 2002; Bradfield, Wright, Burt, Cairns, and van der Heijden 
2005; Burt 2010; Chermack 2011; Cairns and Wright 2017). For me the key 
aspects of scenario planning are that it is predominantly participatory and 
that it challenges the assumptions of those involved in the process and in 
creating memories of the future. 

In essence, the scenario process is about enabling managers to visit 
and experience the future ahead of time, thereby creating what is called 
‘memories’ of the future. These visits to anticipated futures are then 
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remembered, creating a matrix in the mind of managers and serving as 
subconscious guides to make sense of incoming environmental signals 
and to act on them. 

(van der Heijden, Bradfield, Burt, Crains, and Wright 2002: 177)

Kees van der Heijden, a former head of the scenario planning team at Royal 
Dutch Shell, describes scenario planning as the ‘art of strategic conver-
sations’, emphasising the relevance of managers having conversations on 
trends and weak signals developing in their business environment and ask-
ing questions about the implications of these changes for their organisation. 

It is my experience that scenarios are the best available language for the 
strategic conversation, as it allows both differentiation in views, but also 
brings people together towards a shared understanding of the situation, 
making decision making possible when the time has arrived to take action. 

(van der Heijden 1996: IX)

By developing scenarios, preparing an organisation for an uncertain fu-
ture by asking ‘what if’ (Schwarz 2021). I will later revisit this aspect, in 
the context of transformation and open strategy in Chapter 13. What this 
implies is that scenario planning can be understood as an organisational 
intervention enabling the transformation of an organisation.

7.1 Evolution of scenario planning

The scenario technique dates to the 1950s when Herman Kahn of the 
RAND Corporation developed the first scenarios. Kahn and his colleague, 
Anthony J. Wiener, published The Year 2000: A Framework for Speculations on the 
Next Thirty-Three Years (1967). This signalled the inauguration of the scenario 
technique. Kahn and Wiener (1967: 6) describe scenarios as ‘hypothetical 
sequences of events constructed for the purpose of focusing attention on 
casual processes and decision-points’.

In the 1970s, Royal Dutch/Shell created what is now known as scenario 
planning by linking the scenario technique with strategic planning. Pierre 
Wack, who introduced scenario planning to Royal Dutch Shell (Chermack 
2017) published two articles in the Harvard Business Review (Wack 1985a,b) 
which are still highly regarded. In contrast to scenario writing, scenario 
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planning is more a qualitative method, which relies on a process conducted 
by the management of an organisation, not scenario experts. The purpose 
of scenarios is to identify trends and key uncertainties and combine them 
into pictures of the future, not covering all eventualities but discovering 
the boundaries of future outcomes (Schoemaker and van der Heijden 
1992). Most importantly, scenarios should cover generically different fu-
tures rather than variations of single ones. In other words, scenarios enable 
managers to think about the unthinkable.

In addition to the important task of providing alternative pictures of the 
future, scenarios –especially scenario planning – can perform several other 
functions. Scenario planning restores complexity to the strategic planning 
process. This is in contrast to methods like forecasting which simplify the 
planning process (Eden and Ackermann 1998). Another interesting and 
important effect is that scenario planning could challenge the mental mod-
els of participating managers.

Over the years, several schools of scenario planning have developed, 
such as the intuitive logic school, the probabilistic modified trends school, 
and the La prospective school (Bradfield, Wright, Burt, Cairns, and van 
der Heijden 2005; MacKay and McKiernan 2018). While the intuitive logic 
school is more qualitative and the probabilistic modified trends school 
more quantitative, the La prospective is a mix of the two. This book is 
concerned with the intuitive logic methodology, also known as the ‘Shell 
approach’. This school has received the most attention in the literature and 
is dominant in scenario development in the United States and other coun-
tries (Bradfield, Wright, Burt, Cairns, and van der Heijden 2005).

It is based on the premise that business decisions are taken in an envi-
ronment of complex relationships between dimensions of the PEST frame-
work. It is a qualitative and subjective approach. This school is ‘intuitive’ 
because it allows analysis of objective data and ‘gut feelings’ of experts 
involved as well as familiarity with the issue of concern of the scenario 
planning project.

7.2 The process of scenario planning

Based on the rationale of the intuitive logic school, there is a multitude of 
scenario planning processes (e.g., Schoemaker 1995; van der Heijden 1996; 
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van der Heijden, Bradfield, Burt, Crains, and Wright 2002; Chermack 2011; 
Schwartz 2012; Schwenker, Wulf, and Krys 2013). Figure 7.1 builds on el-
ements of these process but is associated with van der Heijden’s (van der 
Heijden 1996; van der Heijden, Bradfield, Burt, Crains, and Wright 2002) 
approach.

7.2.1 Scope def inition

The scope of the scenario project must be defined. This step includes the 
formulation of the question a scenario planning project is supposed to an-
swer, such as ‘what is the future of my industry?’

7.2.2 Key drivers

The second step is concerned with trend research. Besides desktop research, 
interviews are a relevant source in this phase. Semi-structured interviews 
with a diverse set of industry experts and people working in the industry 
and organisation need to be conducted to identify trends. Interviewing 
experts within and outside of an organisation also allows to assess what 
assumptions in an organisation concern the future and how these assump-
tions might diverge from those of other industry experts. Trends are then 
allocated to the PEST framework, to ensure that a holistic perspective is 
taken on the future of industry.

Part of this phase is to differentiate between drivers and key-drivers 
among the identified trends. Key drivers are those trends that are both 
impactful and uncertain. The approach used for this step is the rele-
vance and uncertainty matrix: uncertainty along the x-axis and relevance 
along  the y-axis. The upper left-hand section, drivers, contains trends 

Figure 7.1 Process of scenario planning project.
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with the most relevance for the industry and the least uncertainty. The 
upper right-hand section, key drivers, contains the most important trends 
for the scenario development. The goal of the matrix is to identify key 
drivers, laying the foundation for the four scenario dimensions.

The key drivers are analysed by describing the possible direction in 
which they could develop, their polar outcomes. Trends could develop in 
two possible directions. Two independent key drivers with the most rele-
vance to the research questions are then chosen.

7.2.3 Building scenarios

The two key uncertainties with their polar outcomes form the basis for 
the scenario matrix. As can be seen in Figure 7.3, four distinct scenarios 
are formed using the scenario matrix. The boundaries are set by two key 
trends, each with two polar outcomes defined for each scenario dimension.

The scenarios are described by allocating the other trends identified 
during the process. Each scenario is given a concise name and description, 
symbolising the developments within it.

One way to describe the scenarios is the scenario blueprint. A scenario 
blueprint is an auxiliary tool used to list and rate the relevance (1 low – 5 
high) of the trends positioned in the two main sections of the relevance and 
uncertainty matrix. The relevance of each trend is rated for each scenario 

Figure 7.2 Relevance-uncertainty matrix.
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and briefly explained. This can also be the basis for creating scenario narra-
tives and alternative pictures of the future. The goal is to present the reader 
with a picture of the world in that scenario, its dynamics, and the reasons 
for its development into that state.

In the following, scenarios can be visualised (see example), developed 
into stories, or translated into short movies explaining the scenarios. The 
key is to make the scenarios accessible for those who were not involved in 
the process.

7.2.4 Implications

The purpose of this phase of the scenario planning project is to derive im-
plications from the scenarios for the organisation. These types of conversa-
tions can start with questions such as ‘what is our preferred scenario?’, ‘for 
what scenario are we prepared the best?’, or ‘which scenario would be for 
us the most challenging one?’

Figure 7.3 Scenario matrix.
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A more structured approach to working with the scenarios is the impli-
cation matrix (Figure 7.5). According to the scenario, several implications 
are derived. What implications would this scenario have for our organisa-
tion? These implications are then briefly described and listed on the impli-
cation matrix. After this matrix is created in the ‘wind-tunneling’ exercise, 
the relevance of the implications for the organisation in each scenario is 
assessed on a 3-point scale.

By doing this, robust implications, that are relevant in at least two sce-
narios can be identified. Wind-tunneling is intended to decide which im-
plications must be improved in the next iteration, so that they become 
as robust as possible. The horizontal scores give an indication for which 
implications might be more robust than others. The key argument would 
be that these implications need to be picked up, regardless of what scenario 
will become more relevant in the future. However, this does not imply that 
none-robust implications are irrelevant. The implications might need to be 
more closely monitored or small experiments or investments might be an 
approach to understand these implications. The vertical score can indicate 
which scenario might be the most challenging to deal with in terms of 
having many implications.

Figure 7.4  Example of the visualisation of scenarios (IICM Institute for Innovation 
and Change Methodologies).
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7.2.5 Af ter creating scenarios

While not a deliberate part of scenario creation, I want to say a few words 
about what happens with scenarios once they have been created. While 
the process of scenario planning builds on the participation of decision- 
makers, scenarios might also need to be communicated in an organisation. 
The central question is how scenarios can be communicated and visualised 
(Müller and Schwarz 2016) in a form that allows others to enter these 
alternative pictures of the future. The scenarios might guide the scanning 
and monitoring activities in a firm, pointing out to weak signals or trends 
that should be watched more closely. It might also be necessary to update 
the scenarios, for instance when significant changes in the organisational 
environment have emerged or new trends have been identified.

Concerning the effects of scenario planning on an organisation, 
Grant (2003: 511) states that Royal Dutch/Shell’s scenario planning pro-
cess was a vehicle for organisational learning by sharing and integrat-
ing multiple knowledge bases from both within and outside the Shell 
group, with emphasis on communication and knowledge sharing: ‘Shell’s 
 “scenario-to-strategy” framework involved discussion workshops in 
which scenarios would provide the foundation for an interactive strategy 
 formulation’. Understanding a foresight process as a vehicle for strategic 
conversation in an organisation helps to define one role of such a process 
in an organisation. The value of such a strategic conversation is that mental 
models in an organisation are not only shared but also most likely to be 

Figure 7.5 Implication matrix.
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challenged and that an organisation is likely to eliminate blind spots from 
its sensemaking of the environment and of the future.
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8
FUTURES LITERACY 

LABORATORIES

Stefan Bergheim1

8.1 History of the method

One of the deepest roots of the Futures Literacy Laboratory can be traced to the 
early 1980s, when Riel Miller, a young Canadian economist, started to work 
at the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) in 
Paris. Miller was tasked with analysing trends and creating  forecasts for tech-
nology, education, and the economy. But he saw limits to the ways in which 
humans deal with the future in an uncertain environment. While he noticed 
a strong tendency of established organisations to plan, predict, and control 
the future, these efforts often seemed futile, narrow, and sometimes even 
harmful to themselves. Therefore, he explored  additional ways to use the 
future with a stronger focus on complexity, novelty, and openness.

In 2006 he met sociologist Roberto Poli at a conference in Cardiff. Poli 
introduced him to the theory of anticipation, devised by the  biologist 
 Robert Rosen (Rosen, Rosen, Kineman, and Nadin 2012) in the 1970s. To-
gether they developed the theoretical foundations of the competence that 
became ‘Futures Literacy’ (Miller 2007). They also developed, refined, and  

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003302735-11
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experimented with the method ‘Futures Literacy Laboratory’, initially Know-
Lab. When Miller joined UNESCO in 2012, they convened more meetings 
and conferences. In 2015 they began a book project that brought together all 
the insights developed over the previous decade and made them accessible to 
the public. Transforming the Future – Anticipation in the 21st Century was published in 
2018 in open access. By 2022, hundreds of Futures Literacy Laboratories have 
been run around the globe by UNESCO and other organisations.

8.2 Description of the method

In line with the method’s foundation in complexity theory, learning 
 theories, and the theory of anticipation, three major principles shape the 
design of Futures Literacy Laboratories (Miller 2018): First, they are action 
learning or learning-by-doing activities. They engage a large spectrum of 
participants and invite them to share their individual images of the future 
and the underlying assumptions. As they do so, participants learn a variety 
of ways to use the future.

Second, Futures Literacy Laboratories are collective intelligence knowl-
edge  creation processes because learning is more likely to occur if it is done 
with others rather than just by oneself, and because multiple images can be 
connected in a fruitful way. This is how participants can inspire each other, 
discuss meaning together and be more creative. The use of a wide range 
of tools is required, ranging from talking with each other to drawing and 
sculpting to role-playing.

Perhaps most importantly in comparison with other futures  methods, 
these laboratories use a catalyst to disrupt entrained thinking, move 
 attention beyond the old boxes and stimulate emergence. This is done with 
an alternative future intended to take participants beyond the frames of 
likely-unlikely or desirable-undesirable that are ubiquitous in futures work. 
There are many ways to do this reframing, such as using static or dynamic 
configurations or games.

8.3 Four phases of a Futures Literacy Laboratory

Every Futures Literacy Laboratory is designed specifically for the host’s inten-
tions, topic, participants, length, and other variables. But most laboratories 
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include four sequential phases. Phase 1, the ‘reveal’, works with the par-
ticipants’ expectations and hopes about the topic under investigation. They 
reveal their images of probable and desirable futures at a specific time ho-
rizon. Phase 1 combines classic elements of trend analysis, forecasting, and 
visioning, with the purpose of revealing the anticipatory assumptions that 
led to those images in the present. At the end of this phase, it is possible 
to discuss the assumptions about the topic that had become visible (or re-
vealed) including their possible sources.

Phase 2, the ‘reframe’, is a central learning catalyst in which participants 
imagine the future of the topic through a frame that is unfamiliar and 
distinct from the ones revealed in Phase 1. By experimenting with this 
different set of anticipatory assumptions, participants improve their ability 
to handle uncertainty and ambiguity. Sometimes this alternative future is 
provided by the design team; sometimes it is developed by participants 
themselves moving outside of what they had created in the first phase. In 
either case, participants fill in the details of that unusual future themselves 
and stretch their imagination.

In Phase 3, the ‘rethink’, participants come back to the present and look 
again at the probable, desirable, and alternative futures they explored. They 
search for new issues that emerged for them, for fissures that opened into 
new ways of thinking, for powerful new questions that might turn into 
quests for them later.

Finally, in Phase 4, the ‘acting’ or next steps, participants select from 
the wide menu of questions they raised in Phase 3 and focus on next steps. 
What kinds of activities should follow from the new questions? Which 

Figure 8.1 Four phases of a Futures Literacy Laboratory.
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quests result for individuals or groups? The length of this phase depends 
on what might happen after the laboratory. Sometimes, ideas for action are 
briefly alluded to, knowing that change in complex adaptive systems will 
come when the circumstances are appropriate. In other laboratories, an ex-
tended Phase 4 leads to tangible projects, prototypes, action plans, or even 
briefings to the CEO. Sometimes a shared consensus is sought. In other 
cases, individual explorations are acceptable.

Research on the evaluation of Futures Literacy Laboratories based on 
interviews with designers and facilitators shows evidence that this method 
contributes to four related results (Bergheim 2022). First, laboratories allow 
participants to acquire the skill of using the future more broadly than be-
fore. They understand anticipatory systems and processes better and their 
competence of Futures Literacy increases. Second, stronger associations 
 develop among participants, which is an ingredient for and a result of suc-
cessful collective intelligence knowledge creation. Third, participants gain 
an awareness of novelty, especially in the third phase of the lab. They sense 
and make sense of new knowledge, new ideas, and questions on the topic 
of the laboratory that they had not been aware of before. And finally, there 
is the application of the skills and of the new insights on the topic. This 
application into practice usually comes towards the end of the laboratory 
or during the follow-up.

8.4 Example: Futures of media

A colleague and I offered an introductory Futures Literacy Laboratory in 
May 2022 on the topic of ‘The Futures of Media in 2040’. It was held on 
Zoom over six hours with the digital whiteboard Miro. The eight partici-
pants came from Denmark, Germany, Iran, Romania, Spain, Sweden, and 
Switzerland. They wanted to experience the Laboratory and understand 
the importance of anticipatory systems, assumptions, and models about 
the future. They also wanted to discover new content on the topic of 
media.

In the first part of Phase 1, participants were asked to think about state-
ments about media that they thought were highly likely to materialise by 
2040. They wrote down their forecasts, discussed them in small groups, 
expanded on them, compared them, and made visible a wide spectrum of 
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expectations. For the second part, we took them on a thought journey into 
their most preferred futures of media in 2040. In their groups, they first 
shared the images that they took in their minds. Then they jointly created 
characters, like ‘Glassy’ and ‘The Enabler’. At the end of Phase 1, partici-
pants discussed assumptions about media that they had recognised to that 
point, either their own or those of others. This exercise was not about 
assessing the validity or veracity of those assumptions but to recognise that 
most of those assumptions were human-made and therefore changeable. 
Changed assumptions can lead to changed actions.

In Phase 2, participants were invited to imagine details of a future of 
media given to them by the facilitators. In this laboratory, the outline of the 
alternative future was quite short: ‘In the year 2040, humans focus solely 
on their local living environments because this is where they are active 
and connected’. To add more detail and to exercise their imagination, par-
ticipants first improvised a day in the life of a person called Alex and how 
Alex relates to media. Afterward, they imagined the details of that future 
in a more structured way, exploring actors, technologies, and the content 
of media. After some initial discomfort and feeling overwhelmed, partici-
pants enjoyed the creativity that burst forth.

In Phase 3, participants were led back into the present and asked to 
compare the three futures they had explored so far. Which new powerful 
questions emerged for them? Examples included: Is unbiased media possi-
ble? What is the role of nature in media? Do we need to know it all?

Finally, and very briefly in this short laboratory with a heterogenous 
group of participants from different organisations and countries, ideas for 
action were attached to the questions. What activities might develop from 
those questions? Some of the results were: Dig deeper into the issue of hu-
man cognition! Invite opposing views into all my projects! Focus on more 
dimensions of any issue than I would naturally do! The application of those 
ideas into their practice is now up to the participants.

8.5 Challenges of the method

Since Futures Literacy Laboratories are a new method and since the theory 
of anticipation is not yet widely known, some misunderstandings and chal-
lenges remain. For example, the creation of an alternative future – a unique 
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feature of the method – is an art at this stage and not yet well researched. 
In practice, a just-do-it approach has led to good results possibly exactly 
because of the creativity and specificity this allows.

In addition, while Futures Literacy Laboratories are often implemented 
using the four phases, there is a huge variety of possible configurations de-
pending on intentions, resources, and initial conditions. Some phases can 
be left out, others added, and others split up as needed. Also, the amount 
of time spent, and the depth explored in the different phases can vary. The 
creativity techniques in each phase can differ as well. There is no template. 
This makes the method appealing to experienced designers and facilitators 
who want to create a unique experience every time. But the absence of a 
template makes it harder for novices to get started.

Partly because of the versatility of the method, it is not trivial to iden-
tify the most appropriate configuration for the context at hand. Here it is 
helpful to start with a small and modest version. Some sharing of experi-
ences with other designers and facilitators might be similarly beneficial. 
Chapter 4 in Transforming the Future contains 14 case studies that might pro-
vide additional inspiration. Bergheim (2021) also includes examples and 
learnings.

The fourth challenge is the openness to outcomes inherent in this 
method. Not all hosts and participants are open to the wide variety of pos-
sible outcomes. This openness is usually an issue during the co-design of 
the laboratory and for its framing for participants in the invitation. If hosts 
want to limit creativity, then the boundaries should be made clear in ad-
vance. Ideally, the host should commit to some sort of usage of the results 
of the laboratories. Otherwise, participant engagement might be affected 
negatively.

Note

 1 Stefan Bergheim works as a futurist since 1995, initially as a forecaster in 
the financial industry, then as a trend researcher, later focusing on partici-
patory visioning processes for a German think tank he founded, and since 
2015 affiliated with UNeSCO’s Futures Literacy network. He contributed to 
UNeSCO’s 2018 book “Transforming the Future” and was one of the cura-
tors of the 2019 Futures Literacy Design Forum and the 2020 High-Level 
Futures Literacy Summit.
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BUSINESS WARGAMING

Wargaming is among the oldest tools of strategy formulation and planning. 
It has been in use for almost 200 years and has enjoyed increased academic 
interest over the last decade (Augier, Dew, Knudsen, and Stieglitz 2018). 
Schwarz (2009) and Oriesek and Schwarz (2008, 2020) have tied busi-
ness wargaming to the field of foresight and have described how foresight 
in regard to the future competitive dynamics in an industry is developed 
through a business wargame.

Business wargaming can be traced at least as far back as ancient Greece. 
It grew out of military wargaming, which was used to prepare generals 
and officers for unforeseen circumstances on the battlefield. Games about 
warfare have probably existed as long as warfare itself (Perla 1990). It has 
been argued that wargaming has been around in the military as long as 
armed forces have been evaluating plausible defensive and offensive op-
tions (Vanderveer and Heasley II 2005). Even though business wargaming 
was applied to company planning in the 1950s (Bellman, Clark, Malcolm, 
Craft, and Ricciardi 1957), it was not until the mid-1980s that wargaming 
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was strategically adapted for business purposes (Ginter and Rucks 1984; 
Treat, Thibault, and Asin 1996). In the field of competitive business intelli-
gence, wargames have drawn special attention for their focus on compet-
itors (Kurtz 2003).

A business wargame is a role-playing simulation of a dynamic business 
situation (Kurtz 2003). It involves several teams, each assigned to play a 
stakeholder (competitor, customer, governing bodies) in a business situa-
tion. A business wargame evolves over several moves. Each move represents 
a defined period and/or scenario. A business wargame should always be 
prefaced by extensive research and include a review of trends and hypothe-
ses for the industry in which the wargame is taking place. In contrast to ‘red 
teams’, where one team is a competitor or other stakeholder to understand 
interests, intentions and capabilities (Zenko 2015), a business wargame is 
much more complex and therefore suitable for more complex challenges.

Oriesek and Schwarz (2020) introduce the following typology of war-
gaming in Figure 9.1. The term ‘wargaming’ can be broken down by appli-
cation into military and business wargaming. All non-military applications 
subsume not only wargaming for public and private corporations, but also 
non-government and other non-military organisations; these are labelled 
business wargames. Both military and business wargaming can be con-
ducted at the strategic-, operational-, and tactical leadership level and ad-
dress questions within a context such as strategy testing, foresight, crisis 
management, or training.

Oriesek and Schwarz (2020) introduce the following cluster of 
applications:

 – Strategy testing, developing foresight, change management
 – Crisis response preparation
 – Education, training and recruiting

Strategy testing has been described as the primary application of business 
wargaming, allowing leaders to test a strategy prior to its implementa-
tion, and especially in assessing how it works in the competitive landscape 
(Schwarz 2011). Alongside the pure strategy testing comes the exploration 
of future industry developments and therefore the development of fore-
sight. Allowing a group of managers to experience future dynamics of an 
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industry will create a sense of urgency for action, which is critical for any 
change effort (Kotter 2012).

A second application of wargaming is crisis response preparation. In post 
9/11 times, wargaming was applied in United States government agencies 
to anticipate and simulate how to react to crises such as attacks with bio-
logical weapons, all in light of how to improve the collaboration among 
agencies and other key actors. A third application is to use  wargames in 
 education and training, which can range from introducing students to 
strategy, familiarising newly hired managers with a company and an in-
dustry, to brainstorming developments in educational settings.

9.1 Application of business wargaming

A business wargame evolves over three moves, representing a certain length 
of time (e.g., three to ten years) and/or different scenarios (Oriesek and 
Schwarz 2020). The first move starts in the present and is based on  available 
data. A ‘move’ is a decision cycle, which begins with the  stakeholders or 
competing companies and the client team taking the initial actions, in-
cluding competitive offerings, alliances, investments, or lobbying efforts. 

Figure 9.1 Typology of wargaming (Oriesek and Schwarz 2020).
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In general, as depicted in Figure 9.2, four types of teams exist in a business 
wargame: a client team, competitive or stakeholder team, market team, and 
control team.

Competing teams will have to think about strategy, product, pricing, 
capacity, technology, and the like, while considering the business envi-
ronment. The members of the client team must execute and adjust their 
strategy. An essential part of each move is the reaction of the customers, 
usually played by a market team, consisting of a group of market experts. 
The market team will provide the reactions of customers, providing figures 
such as size of the market, market segments, market share, and revenue, 
and how these figures have changed in the course of the moves. All this 
data will be passed on to the control team, usually run by the wargaming 
experts, who use a financial model to calculate profits and losses. In addi-
tion, the control team is in charge of supervising the wargame and intro-
ducing discontinuities (e.g., technological developments or policy issues) to 
add real-life dynamics. The control team can also assume the role of other 
stakeholders, such as regulators who are not represented in the business 
wargame as competitors.

At the end of each move, the control team calculates the results of the 
competing teams and the client team and uses these results as the starting 
point for making the next move. While the market team reacts and the con-
trol team calculates the figures, the competitive teams and the client teams 
plan their next move. They then learn the results of the previous move. 
As pointed out earlier concerning computer-based simulations, models are 
supportive, adding reality to the business wargame but not intended to 
drive the simulation.

Prior to carrying out a business wargame it is essential that the objec-
tives are laid out, and that a database of all information that is potentially 
useful to the players is created. The model translates the game’s data and 
the players’ decisions into game events, quantifying the moves and re-
sults of the wargame (Perla 1990). After a business wargame has been 
played to completion, an analysis is carried out by the wargaming experts 
and managers of the client company, which is important for discussing 
lessons learned during the exercise. This analysis allows the managers 
to describe their experiences, to reflect on what they have learned, and 
to discuss subsequent steps, which will then result in additional lessons 
learned.
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The application of a business wargame is described here to illustrate this 
approach (Lüchinger 2001; Oriesek and Schwarz 2008, 2020) in the Euro-
pean airline industry. In the late 1990s, European airlines were confronted 
with dramatic rises in competition. One of the emerging strategies in this 
environment was to forge alliances, such as Star Alliance or One World, to 
keep customers and to achieve economies of scale. The strategic questions 
confronting European airlines included whether they should join one of 
the alliances, remain independent, or form a new alliance. The objective of 
this business wargame was to test the strategy. A key finding of this war-
game was that remaining outside of one of the major alliances would be 
difficult for this airline.

However, the CEO of the airline was already convinced, before the busi-
ness wargame took place, of a different strategic option. While neglecting 
the outcomes of the business wargame he chose to stick with his original 
strategic plan that revolved around the formation of a fourth alliance. A 
few years later the airline went bankrupt and became a part of a larger 
alliance. While this brief case study suggests that the outcomes of business 
wargames can be of value, the issue of how the outcomes of a business 
wargame are handled have also been discussed by Hanley (1992) in a more 
historic perspective of the military application of wargaming. He points 
to an aspect that can be deemed responsible for the results of wargames 
not being translated into action, as described in the European airline case: 
‘Egocentric constraints were responsible for most cases of active suppres-
sion of valid game results’ (Hanley 1992: 225).

Military wargaming was used by military planners in response to in-
creasingly dangerous environments and to meet an obvious need to re-
duce the risks of strategic miscalculations (Ginter and Rucks 1984). In 
addition to being future-oriented, a business wargame has several advan-
tages. First, a business wargame involves participants. During a business 
wargame, the dynamics of a market or of competitors will not only be 
analysed but also anticipated by simulating the future over the course 
of several days. By simulating an industry, market, or competition over 
time, managers can ‘experience’ the dynamics and the competition in 
their market or industry and see the consequences of their strategy. As the 
wargaming exercise proceeds, participants will be forced to think about 
the future. Essentially, early signals of change that might be relevant for 
the organisation are identified.
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The argument can be made that business wargaming is a powerful tool 
to challenge the mental models of participants. In short, the benefit of 
business wargaming is that managers of an organisation can think like 
their competitors, thereby anticipating what those competitors are likely 
to do.

9.2 Inner mechanics of business wargaming

I reflect here from two angles why business wargaming works and what 
the inner workings of business wargames are. These two angles are sen-
semaking and gaming. Sensemaking describes how business wargaming 
supports understanding the uncertainty imposed by the business environ-
ment. Gaming focusses on how participants can be engaged. 

9.2.1 Sensemaking

Decision-making in a VUCA world has been researched with the aim of 
understanding how organisations can best use these attributes to gain in-
sights into environmental changes so that they can take more robust stra-
tegic decisions. Previous research has suggested that organisations seek an 
inter-organisational collaborative sensemaking process (Seidl and Werle 
2018) to understand VUCA. The necessity of sensemaking capabilities has 
been emphasised by the concept of dynamic capabilities (Teece, Pisano, 
and Shuen 1997; Day and Schoemaker 2016) through which collaborators 
can ‘see different aspects of a problem […], constructively explore their 
differences [and] search for solutions that go beyond their own limited 
vision of what is possible’ (Gray 1989: 5).

Many developments and phenomena facing organisations are beyond 
their ‘sensemaking capacity’, so they fail to comprehend the scope and 
consequences of such dynamics. In addition, collaborative sensemaking 
embraces a variety of perspectives because of the different industries and 
expertise that participating organisations bring to the process. Hence, the 
inclusion of this variety of perspectives in exploring new topics, develop-
ments, or problems facilitates an extension of sensemaking capacity that 
no single organisation can generate. It has been argued that the ‘variety 
can improve sensemaking capacity’ (Seidl and Werle 2018: 4) and rec-
ommended that ‘managers actively engage other people in processes of 
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strategic sensemaking in order to gain access to a wider range of frames 
and thereby develop a better understanding of their world’.

With respect to appreciating the uncertainty of developments that will 
affect them, organisations and managers draw on inter-organisational (of-
ten cross-industry) collaboration, frequently in the form of sensemaking 
and strategising formats such as scenario planning and business wargaming 
simulations. Such formats help them anticipate challenges and the need for 
change. Since initiating and running such processes is resource- intensive, 
corporations are attentive to ways in which not only decision-makers, but 
also management can generate and broaden the requisite variety of per-
spectives that will inform their internal strategising and innovation activi-
ties in addition to their decision-making.

The ability to sensitise and alert organisational members and employ-
ees to build a change mindset that enables them to consider and appreci-
ate uncertainty and change from different perspectives and often different 
strategic assumptions is crucial to specify what makes decision-making and 
strategy more robust. The central argument for business wargaming in this 
context is that managers of one organisation are enabled, by stepping into 
the shoes of their competitors for a day or two. Hereby, they develop mul-
tiple perspectives on their own industries, core competitors but also their 
own organisation. Further, the literature on business wargaming (Bracken 
2001; Kurtz 2003; Oriesek and Schwarz 2008; Schwarz 2009, 2011, 2013; 
Krupp and Schoemaker 2014) suggests that the purpose of a business war-
game is to support management teams in generating the requisite variety 
of perspectives and enabling collaborative sensemaking.

9.2.2 Gaming

When taking a closer look at business wargaming, it makes sense to con-
sider the gaming part. Video games have become a revenue generator in the 
same league as films and books (McGonigal 2012; Isbister 2016). Looking at 
the mechanics of video games in respect to how they emotionally engage 
their players, not only sheds light on why business wargames work, but 
also what needs to be considered in designing business wargames to lev-
erage their effects. This emotional activation which attributes to successful 
computer and video games (McGonigal 2012), is exactly what organisation 
and its leaders try to achieve: engaging managers and members of an or-
ganisation in discussions on strategy, the future, change, or transformation.
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The engagement of managers with their organisation is key for the suc-
cessful transformation of an organisation. I have argued that the emotional 
engagement of participants in a business wargame is a prerequisite for 
sustainable learning. Isbister (2016) argues, from the perspective of video 
game design, that well-designed games engage players in a flow-state. 
Oriesek and Schwarz (2020) argue that the idea of a flow-state, describing 
the zone in which a person is fully immersed in an activity, explains what 
happens in well-designed business wargames. Isbister (2016) refers to the 
following factors contributing to flow-state in gaming, here related to busi-
ness wargaming (Oriesek and Schwarz 2020).

1. A challenging activity requiring skill: A business wargame should ad-
dress a difficult question for the participants to answer. This implies 
that participants must apply a range of skills to develop solutions for 
a special situation which is not a typical business problem.

2. A merging of actions and awareness: A business wargame needs to be 
structured in a way that allows participants to become aware of a new 
business situation and then act accordingly, for instance, by introduc-
ing a new strategy or product or service.

3. Clear goals: The goal of the simulation clearly needs to be defined: 
what is expected from participants but also what shall be achieved by 
running the simulation.

4. Direct, immediate feedback: The competing teams must receive 
feedback from the market and customer team as soon as possible. 
Providing this feedback is essential for the dynamics of a business 
wargaming and forces the team members to rethink their strategy if 
the feedback from the market is disappointing.

5. Concentration on the task at hand: A business wargame needs to fo-
cus on what shall be achieved. If for instance too many topics are 
covered in one simulation, the danger is that the teams lose focus and 
participants become disengaged.

6. A sense of control: The control team needs to make sure that the busi-
ness wargame is evolving within the defined boundaries and that for 
instance the dynamics of the simulation are at a high level.

7. A loss of self-consciousness: Participants should immerse themselves 
in their role in the business wargame and to be critical of their own 
perception on how they think their industry might work.
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8. An altered sense of time: A business wargame should be structured so 
that ‘time flies’ and participants feel so engaged in the simulation that 
they lose track of the hours.

9.2.3 General learnings and advantages  
of business wargaming

Besides the above mentioned learnings and benefits business wargaming 
provides (see sensemaking caption), one of the many advantages of busi-
ness wargaming is the involvement of participants: 

The problem with many strategy techniques is that they are too cold and 
bloodless. They fail to capture human emotions, and because of their icy 
rational character, people don’t really pay attention to them. They are soon 
forgotten, and they make no lasting impact on the organisation. Gaming is 
profound learning experience, one that is not soon forgotten. 

(Bracken 2001: 18)

During a wargame the dynamics of a market and of the competitors will be 
analysed, anticipated, and experienced, by simulating a likely future over the 
course of several days. As a wargaming exercise evolves, the participants must 
think creatively about the future, which will also expose them to early signals 
of imminent change, which may be relevant for the organisation or industry.

Van der Heijden (1998: 351) summarises the relevance of testing a strat-
egy in scenarios, which is also applicable for testing strategies by use of 
wargaming: 

Strategy is the art of making choices – investing both for current and fu-
ture success. To understand these choices clearly, organisations should 
identify a business idea and test it in substantially different scenarios. This 
process can help an organisation to develop a business idea that will serve 
it well as the future evolves.
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10
DESIGN THINKING

Design thinking can play a vital role in the probing phase of the stra-
tegic foresight process. In this section I will explore the potential of 
 design thinking and discuss how foresight can be part of design thinking 
projects.

Several authors (e.g., von der Gracht, Vennemann, and Darkow 2010; 
Rohrbeck and Gemünden 2011; Jissink, Schweitzer, and Rohrbeck 2018; 
Sarpong and Meissner 2021) have linked strategic foresight to innovation 
management and emphasised the relevance of foresight for innovation. 
The principal argument is that insights from foresight provide input at and 
beyond the fuzzy front-end of innovation. If we consider the process of 
strategic foresight, as described in Chapter 4, we will refer to the phase 
of probing where insights from foresight are funnelled into innovation 
management.

To be more specific in our discussion on the interrelationship between 
foresight and innovation, I refer to design thinking as a process for in-
novation. While this relationship has already been established (Gordon, 
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Rohrbeck, and Schwarz 2019), I look at this relationship from the perspec-
tive of design thinking and foresight.

Design thinking has been described as an integrative framework that 
brings together creative and analytic modes of reasoning while accom-
panied by a process, a set of tools, and techniques (Liedtka 2015). The 
prevailing definition describes design thinking as a human-centred inno-
vation process, emphasising aspects such as observation, collaboration, fast 
learning, visualisation of ideas, rapid prototyping, and a mix of analytical 
and intuitive thinking (Micheli, Wilner, Bhatti, Mura, and Beverland 2019). 
Broadly speaking, design thinking consists of three process steps: inspira-
tion, ideation, and implementation (Seidel and Fixson 2013).

Design thinking and new product development are inevitably concerned 
with the future (Gordon, Rohrbeck, and Schwarz 2019). Specifically, this 
is the case if design thinking is applied to future challenges, customer 
needs, and emerging technologies. Yet, design thinking’s inspiration phase 
is  anchored firmly in the present. Based on an empirical investigation of 
302 design thinkers (Schwarz 2019) assess the use of foresight methods in 
 design thinking projects.

Schwarz (2019) finds that design thinkers use specific strategic fore-
sight techniques, for instance scenario planning or trend research, in their 

Figure 10.1  Tools used in dealing with the future in design thinking projects 
(Schwarz 2019).
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projects and that these techniques make a major contribution to the suc-
cess of these projects. Schwarz (2019) suggests that the toolbox of design 
thinkers should be expanded by including techniques from foresight, such 
as trend research or scenario planning, and that these should be integrated 
into design thinking projects. Based on these insights I’m suggesting the 
Foresight Design Thinking Framework (FDTF), with the aim of combining 
design thinking with foresight and allowing for a structured approach for 
incorporating the future into design thinking.

On the basis of the practice at firms such as IDEO, Liedtka (2015: 3) ex-
plains that design thinking ‘specifies an initial exploratory phase focused 
on data gathering to identify user needs and define the problem, followed 
by a second stage of idea generation, followed by a final phase of prototyp-
ing and testing…’ Seidel and Fixson (2013) have described three elements 
of the process: needfinding, brainstorming, and prototyping, building 
models to facilitate the development and selection of concepts. I follow 
Liedtka’s (2015) perspective, focusing on the three stages of exploration, 
idea generation, and prototyping and testing.

Based on the empirical investigation, Schwarz (2019) identifies two 
meaningful factors:

1. Individual insights (expert interviews, intuition and experience or 
knowledge of the future)

2. Structured future exploration (structured scenario planning, trends 
and megatrends, science-fiction novels, and movies)

As described in Figure 10.2, in the exploratory phase in design thinking, in 
which information is gathered on user needs, both factors are relevant. In 
other words: it is possible to build on individual insights and to draw on 
structured future exploration techniques. In the case of expert interviews, 
the application of the trend-receiver approach (Hofmann 2015), introduced 
in chapter 5, would be feasible, because it focuses on experts in respect to 
identifying trends early. Furthermore, it is sensible to add future-oriented 
perspectives from structured scenario planning, trends, and megatrends as 
well as science-fiction novels and movies. How trends might develop, as 
discussed in the processes of foresight (Schwarz 2005; Schwarz, Rohrbeck, 
and Wach 2020), can be explored in scenarios that allow emerging trends 
to be linked and probable future schemes to be understood.
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The factor of structured future exploration continues to be relevant in 
the idea generation phase of design thinking. In this phase, scenario planning 
can be used as a frame or canvas for innovation. This means that the alter-
native pictures of the future serve to ideate new products and services. As 
scenarios and science fiction represent alternative, yet plausible pictures of 
the future (which are probably distant in time), new products, and services 
can be ideated in these different futures, meaning also that a large num-
ber of ideas can be generated. This notion is in line with the trends and 
megatrends that are more feasible when compared to the aforementioned 
techniques but maps a potential direction that is not cast in stone.

In design thinking, new ideas that have been generated eventually need 
to be prototyped and tested. Again, the factor of structured future exploration 
and, in particular, the scenarios serve as a valuable framework for testing. 
Testing a prototype within different scenarios might lead to the following 
result. If the assessment is that a new product or service might fit into multi-
ple scenarios, it is possible to conclude that this is a robust or a  future-proof 
product or service that might develop well in reality. By contrast, if this 
assessment reveals that a product or service is only suitable for one or a few 

Figure 10.2 Foresight Design Thinking Framework (FDTF).
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scenarios, it should be treated with caution. Such outcomes either mean 
that a new iteration of the design thinking process will be beneficial or, 
given the detrimental results, that this idea should best be disregarded.

In addition, scenarios derived from science fiction can be understood as 
a future framework against which prototypes can be tested (Schwarz 2015). 
Schwarz and Wach (2022) find that even though cultural products, such as 
science-fiction movies or books, are less used than other tools in design 
thinking projects, cultural products are positively related to the success of 
design thinking projects.
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11
TRANSFORMATION AND 

OPEN STRATEGY

In this chapter, I discuss how in the phase of transforming, foresight links 
to change management. However, I want to stress this relationship between 
transformation and foresight by referring to the concept of open strategy.

If we consider the seminal work of John Kotter (2012) on leading change 
and the process he formulated (Figure 11.1), two avenues immediately be-
come apparent how foresight plays into this approach. More precisely in 
step 1 ‘establish a sense of urgency’ and in step 3 ‘develop a change vision’. 
Referring to step 1, how can a sense of urgency be established? Scenarios, 
or involving the management of an organisation into the process of cre-
ating scenarios, can create this sense of urgency. This also applies for the 
other more participative tools, such as the futures literacy lab or business 
wargaming. Second, creating a change vision (step 3) asks an organisation 
to create a vision which has the purpose to provide an orientation towards 
the future. This, however, also implies that an organisation needs to un-
derstand how the future could evolve and what possible futures could be.

While in the past strategy processes were an activity for senior managers 
and their internal or external strategy consultants, and highly confidential, 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003302735-14


TR ANSFORMATION AND OPeN S TR ATeGY 121

open strategy describes approaches that include large groups within an 
organisation as well as external stakeholders to develop a strategy (Seidl, 
von Krogh, and Whittington 2019b). Birkinshaw (2017) argues that 
 strategy-making has become much more open, inclusive, and transparent.

The term ‘open strategy’ was introduced by Whittington, Cailluet, and 
Yakis-Douglas (2011: 532) (Seidl, von Krogh, and Whittington 2019a) and 
defined as 

an openness in terms of inclusiveness, in other words, the range of people 
involved in making strategy; and an openness in terms of transparency, 
both in the strategy formulation stage and, more commonly, in the com-
munication of strategies once they are formulated. 

Seidl, von Krogh, and Whittington (2019a) describe five benefits of open 
strategy:

1. Greater access to information and knowledge by including a broader 
set of stakeholders in the process of strategy formulation

Figure 11.1 Kotter’s eight steps to transformation.
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2. Improved implementation because including middle managers in 
the process of development may enable them to better understand 
the strategy and therefore better communicate and implement the 
strategy

3. Collective legitimisation by top managers, middle managers, and oth-
ers involved in the process

4. Strong association with innovation and challenging mental models 
and business-as-usual or strategic conservatism through the inclusion 
of broader sets of perspectives

5. Identification of strategic talents within and outside the organisation

Summarising these benefits, one can argue that the core benefits of open 
strategy are linked to the involvement of its participants and the opening of 
the process to participants from diverse backgrounds, hierarchical levels, 
or functions within an organisation. This leads to the inclusion of multi-
ple perspectives with the potential for achieving innovation or challenging 
mental models.

It has been argued that scenario planning and business wargaming ap-
pear useful in open strategy (Schwarz 2020). In both scenario planning and 
business wargaming, interactive workshop settings enable the future to be 
explored. While in scenario planning, the focus is on scanning the external 
environment of a business or industry and exploring alternative plausible 
pictures of the future, business wargaming focuses on understanding how 
the competitive landscape of an industry will change in the future. I have 
mentioned that van der Heijden (1996) referred to scenario planning as the 
‘art of strategic conversations’, and one can argue that at the core of both 
approaches, participants make sense of their business environment by in-
cluding the perspectives of those involved.

Several authors (e.g., Schoemaker 1995; van der Heijden 1996; van der 
Heijden, Bradfield, Burt, Crains, and Wright 2002; Chermack 2011; Ramirez 
and Wilkinson 2016) highlight the participatory nature of scenario plan-
ning or formulate the participation and involvement of top management as 
a prerequisite. This participation can be achieved by conducting interviews 
about the perceived challenges in the business environment, discussing 
trends and selecting key uncertainties, selecting the two key uncertainties 
for building a scenario matrix, describing the scenarios, and finally deriv-
ing the implications. The key argument for the involvement in this process 
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is to strengthen buy-in into the results and, of course, the actions taken 
based upon the developed scenarios. Oriesek and Schwarz (2020) deliber-
ately position business wargaming as an approach to change management.

While open strategy addresses this issue of opening the strategy de-
velopment process to all levels in an organisation, the question of how to 
facilitate such openness also arises. Experience with scenario planning and 
business wargaming, however, has shown that these types of workshops 
allow a good integration of participants from different levels of an organ-
isation. In scenario planning workshops, one assessment is that discussing 
the future is beyond the daily politics of an organisation and therefore fos-
ters an open exchange of ideas. Additionally, in business wargaming, the 
competitive element between the teams and the dynamics to win, foster 
teamwork and weaken the perception of hierarchy.

Overall the argument can be made that scenario planning should be 
understood not only as a tool for identifying pictures of the future, but first 
and foremost as an approach that will foster strategic conversations in an 
organisation (van der Heijden 2005). Scenario planning can also be seen 
as an organisational intervention, actually facilitating open strategising. In 
this regard, scenario planning is perceived as a means of opening up stra-
tegic discussions and including wider groups of stakeholders both inside 
and outside an organisation with the aim of achieving greater buy-in to 
corresponding outcomes (Lehr, Lorenz, Willert, and Rohrbeck 2017). What 
this also implies is that the usefulness of communicating scenarios via a re-
port, whether written or video, might be limited. While there is of course 
research suggesting what factors might support scenarios in being accepted 
or rejected by different audiences (Schmidt-Scheele 2020), the open strat-
egy perspective places the focus on the creation of scenarios, understood 
as an organisational intervention, not on producing reports. One can also 
think about creating engagement formats which allow those who were 
not part of a scenario planning process, to immerse themselves into these 
future worlds in smaller workshop settings.

Conceptualising strategic foresight as an open strategy bears a lot of po-
tential, especially when the purpose of a foresight activity is to contribute 
to organisational transformation. While I have focused on scenario plan-
ning and business wargaming as tools for open strategy and transforma-
tion in this chapter, this is not to be understood as a limitation. Also, the 
phase of prospecting can be opened to the members of an organisation 
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in searching for and evaluating trends. This also applies to the phases of 
prospecting and probing, and to tools such as scenario planning, futures 
literacy laboratories or business wargaming.
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12
STRATEGIC FORESIGHT AND  

ITS ANTECEDENTS

Strategic foresight has several antecedents. Although this makes it diffi-
cult to define the boundaries of strategic foresight, it points out to several 
fields for which strategic foresight might have relevance or vice versa. This 
 chapter, however, describes only some of those antecedents, while others 
have been part of previous chapters (see Figure 12.1).

Chapter 12 discussed innovation as an antecedent. Chapter 4 covered 
issue management, under the assumptions that trends develop from a weak 
signal to strong signals or trends and that therefore trends can also be per-
ceived as precursors of issues.

12.1 Strategy and dynamic capabilities

A fundamental question in strategic management is how firms achieve and 
sustain a competitive advantage (Teece, Pisano, and Shuen 1997). Academ-
ics and managers have long tried to understand why some firms survive 
and even prosper in times of environmental changes and uncertainty while 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003302735-15
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others do not (Levinthal 1997; Siggelkow 2002; Birkinshaw, Zimmermann, 
and Raisch 2016).

In strategic management the theory of dynamic capabilities has gained 
significant importance since publication of Teece et al.’s (1997) seminal 
paper. The dynamic capabilities perspective (Teece, Pisano, and Shuen 
1997) explains why some firms are adept at anticipating and exploit-
ing opportunities via advances in technology and rapid changes in their 
market space while others struggle or go out of business. The ways in 
which firms sense and seize opportunities lie at the core of the dynamic 
capabilities theory.

Teece, Pisano, and Shuen (1997: 516) suggested that the ability of an 
organisation to adapt to a changed environment rests on its dynamic 
 capabilities, ‘the firm’s ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure inter-
nal and external competences to address rapidly changing environments’. 
Their rationale is that the resource-based view has not explained how and 
why certain firms have a competitive advantage in situations of rapid and 
unpredictable change. Others argue that dynamic capabilities rest on exist-
ing processes such as strategic decision-making, alliances, and research and 
development (Eisenhardt and Martin 2000).

Figure 12.1 Strategic foresight and its antecedents.
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Teece, Pisano, and Shuen (1997) argued that a firm’s ‘dynamic capabil-
ities rest on two pillars: (1) the vision and leadership skills of managers, 
and (2) the cohesion and flexibility of the organisation as a whole’ (Krupp 
and Schoemaker 2014: IX). An organisation’s dynamic capabilities can be 
represented at the organisational level via deliberate processes and tools; 
and at the managerial level via managers’ intentional or unintentional 
enactment.

The theory of dynamic capabilities has several implications for the field 
of foresight and vice versa. The similarities between the process of fore-
sight (see Chapter 4) and that of dynamic capabilities underline the linkage 
between the two concepts and emphasise the relevance of foresight for a 
firm to achieve a competitive advantage. This refers more to the organisa-
tional level of dynamic capabilities and strategic foresight. I have already 
described the way in which individuals think about the future and what 
the associated challenges are.

Based on an empirical investigation, Schwarz, Rohrbeck, and Wach 
(2020) found that corporate foresight practices, which refer to the 
process of strategic foresight, and the training of individuals in strate-
gic foresight, support dynamic capabilities in a firm. This perception 
also emphasises that dynamic capabilities build on existing standard 
processes, such as research and development, alliances, and strategic 
 decision-making, as suggested by Martin and Eisenhardt (Eisenhardt 
and Martin 2000).

This study (Schwarz, Rohrbeck, and Wach 2020) further suggests that 
corporate foresight trainings can help leaders to make cognitive leaps by 
overcoming dominant mental models (Vecchiato, Favato, Maddaloni, and 
Do 2019). These findings also suggest that while setting up a strategic fore-
sight activity at an organisation it is important to design an appropriate 
process, and to train managers to address strategic foresight at the organi-
sational and individual levels.

Schwarz, Rohrbeck, and Wach (2020) suggest that individuals be trained 
in reserving and directing attention towards the periphery and the mid- 
to long term (Schoemaker 2019); in decision-making under uncertainty 
(Courtney, Kirkland, and Viguerie 1997); and in reconfiguring resources, a 
skill also emphasised via the increasing interest in using a business model 
language to allow firms to survive transitions (Teece, Peteraf, and Leih 
2016; Teece 2017; Bidmon and Knab 2018).
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12.2  Strategy process

Strategic foresight has the potential to play a vital role in helping a firm 
to achieve a long-term competitive advantage. One way to do this is to 
integrate foresight into the strategy process, as used by Royal Dutch Shell’s 
(Figure 12.2) integrating scenarios (Johnson, Scholes, Whittington, and Mc-
Millan 2008). Scenarios are developed at a corporate level and then broken 
down to regional or business unit levels, asking for strategising within the 
boundaries of the scenarios. The aim of this approach is to begin the strat-
egy process with creating scenarios both to reflect on current trends and to 
explore alternative pictures as well as to create a basis for  decision-makers 
to choose which future direction an organisation should take.

Here I take a closer look at the ways in which foresight and some of its 
essential approaches can be incorporated into strategy development. My 
focus will be on scenario planning and business wargaming. The aim is 
twofold: (1) to integrate foresight into a strategy process; and (2) to add a 
competitive perspective to strategising.

Figure 12.2  Strategy process at Royal Dutch Shell (Johnson, Scholes, Whittington, 
and McMillan 2008).
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Although I have already outlined how scenarios can be incorporated into 
a strategy progress, the question remains, how to integrate a stronger focus 
on competitors, or future competitors. In order to identify early warning 
signals of new rivals (Geroski 1999), it is imperative to understand how an 
industry might be disrupted and how actors and other stakeholders might 
behave in different contexts. The scenario technique provides rich insights 
into a range of futures but leaves management with an ambiguous future 
space that is difficult to navigate even without the added complexity of po-
tential future moves of competitors (Ramírez and Selsky 2016).

One promising way to address this is to complement scenario analy-
sis with business wargaming. Reibstein and Chussil (1999) have observed 
that scenario planning does not always capture the impact of competitive 
 dynamics, but that strategy simulations, such as business wargaming, can 
incorporate insights, for example, from scenario planning. A business war-
game takes its appeal from being engaging and from providing a platform 
for experimenting with different strategic moves and their ability to trig-
ger desired outcomes. Combining the two should allow one to prepare for 
competition in uncertain environments and thus improve an organisation’s 
ability to identify and secure superior positions in the markets of the future 
(Perrottet 1998; Kurtz 2003; Oriesek and Schwarz 2008; Schwarz 2011).

Schwarz, Ram, and Rohrbeck (2018) propose the prospective com-
petitive strategy process, which combines business wargaming with sce-
nario planning. Scenario planning is often too weak in proposing clear 
organisational actions about competitive dynamics. Business wargames are 
typically directly linked to strategic decisions concerning the competitive 
positioning of an organisation. However, given the cognitive capacity and 
resource limitations in preparing for a singular business wargaming work-
shop, there is often a failure to consider how the business environment 
may evolve in different ways to inform strategic decisions. This shortcom-
ing can be addressed by leveraging the inherent synergies of these two 
techniques and combining them into one approach.

Perceiving involves activities designed to create awareness about the en-
vironment and factors that have and will influence the focal market. To 
achieve this, it is essential to address questions such as: Who are the firm’s 
competitors? Who will be its competitors?

On its own, business wargaming is based on the competitors or stake-
holders included in the simulation. Perceiving emphasises that prior to 
designing a business war game, assumptions about the future course of 
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the industry must be made to include meaningful competitors. To do this, 
the perceiving phase should leverage data collection from several view-
points (e.g., experience from outside the focal industry, other geograph-
ical regions, and lead markets) and different time horizons. Here, firms 
in fast-moving environments should also consult experts from long-term 
oriented industries such as the building industry or energy industry, where 
architects and energy planners must form opinions about future states in a 
20- to 40-year time frame.

Prospecting involves activities designed to uncover systemic effects and 
project developments to define and describe plausible future states and 
their effects on the focal firm. This requires setting the simulation in an 

Figure 12.3  Prospective competitive strategy process (Schwarz, Ram, and Rohrbeck 
2018).
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appropriate context. The gamebook or playbook is used to set this context, 
and contains information on the represented competitors, stakeholder, and 
the industry. In traditional gamebooks, however, there is little consider-
ation of environmental trends that might shape the future of the indus-
try. This is partly because the information has simply not been prioritised 
when designing the gamebook. In addition, there is a limit to how much 
complexity participants can cognitively handle, thus creating an incentive 
for gamebook designers to keep it simple. Omitting such information can 
result in outdated strategies and misguided investments. The prospective 
competitive strategy process can counteract this in various ways. In the 
perceiving phase, deep insights are collected through analysis of lead mar-
kets, new product concepts, and product vision. The prospecting phase 
builds on these insights, creating sets of ‘what if’ and ‘so what’ questions.

Probing involves activities designed to provide tangible experiences about 
future developments, especially the competitive strategic moves from the 
focal firm and other plausible participants in future value chains.

While business wargames evolve over several rounds (often represent-
ing months or years) (Oriesek and Schwarz 2008), future scenarios would 
allow a participant to play rounds located in different future states. This 
would thus allow the participant to understand what customers value most 
in each scenario, how competitor dynamics change, and which scenario 
favours a particular rival.

12.3 Competitive intelligence

Competitive intelligence has been perceived as an activity primarily con-
cerned with analysing the competitors of an organisation and as one that 
considers the environments of that organisation. This means that compet-
itive intelligence professionals must focus on their competitors, on their 
organisation’s stakeholders, and on developments in their environment.

Competitive intelligence is rooted in governmental intelligence agen-
cies, management studies, and market research (Michaeli 2006). Compet-
itive intelligence emerged as a part of market research in the 1970s (Lux 
and Peske 2002). However, the field experienced a boost with Michael Por-
ter’s (1980) Competitive Strategy: Techniques for Analyzing Industries and Competitors. 
The focus of competitive intelligence shifted from an activity concerned 
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primarily with the competitors, to one focusing on the organisational en-
vironment. This development is reflected in the definition of ‘competitive 
intelligence’ by Society of Competitive Intelligence Professionals, cited by 
Lux and Peske (2002: 27):

Competitive intelligence is the process of monitoring the competitive en-
vironment. Competitive intelligence enables senior managers… to make 
informed decisions about everything from marketing, R and D, and invest-
ing tactics to long-term business strategies. Effective competitive intelli-
gence is a continuous process involving the legal and ethical collection of 
information analysis….

A wide variety of analytical tools (Lux and Peske 2002) are used in competitive 
intelligence activities. However, foresight, in general, is of relevance to the 
field of competitive intelligence and tools like business wargaming (Chapter 
9). Further, the process of strategic foresight (Chapter 3), which also has been 
labelled as strategic early warning process or system (Schwarz 2005), seems 
to be of interest for competitive intelligence (Kurtz 2003; Gilad 2004). While 
business wargaming has been discussed in Chapter 9 and its relevance with 
the focus on competition for the field of competitive intelligence is obvious, 
we discuss foresight and its relevance for competitive intelligence.

Gilad (2004) describes the implementation of competitive early warning 
systems as a key component of competitive intelligence. The goal of such 
a system is to detect weak signals of change before they escalate to a full 
crisis, or to detect opportunities before competitors do (Fuld 2003). Such 
systems are meant to provide decision-makers with foresight and insight 
(Bernhardt 2003). This activity is labelled described here as an early warn-
ing system (Tessun 1997; Fuld 2003) or as strategic early warning (Bern-
hardt 2003; Schwarz 2005).

This entailed that strategic early warning and foresight have the same 
purpose: to deal with the future or with environments that are turbulent 
and difficult to predict (Schwarz 2007). In addition, both concepts share 
an interest in trends. While strategic early warning systems are designed 
to detect trends, foresight is concerned with creating alternative futures or 
gaining insight into the future by using trends. Strategic early warning sys-
tems are directed more towards a real-time activity, with a diagnosis phase, 
with the aim of understanding the phenomena.
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Linking strategic early warning and competitive intelligence to the pro-
cess of strategic foresight as discussed in Chapter 4, one can argue that 
this activity is geared towards the phase of perceiving. However, compet-
itive intelligence provides essential information for instance for designing 
a business wargame and can therefore enhance foresight in relation to an 
organisation’s competitive landscape.

12.4 Leadership

The link between strategic foresight and leadership is not yet well estab-
lished. In strategic thinking (Schoemaker, Krupp, and Howland 2013; Krupp 
and Schoemaker 2014, 2015), the ability to sense changes in the business 
environment has been pinpointed as a valuable leadership skill. Schoemaker 
(2019) emphasised that individual leaders need to direct attention to the 
periphery and ensure sufficient mental slack. Mackay and Burt (2015) de-
scribed foresight as a means of strategic learning and as a creative process.

In this section I cite research on robust leadership (Schwarz, Wach, von 
Held, and Werle 2021). The robust leadership framework identifies the 
challenges leaders need to address and how, and which mechanisms enable 
them to do so, particularly in VUCA environments. Schwarz, Wach, von 
Held, and Werle (2021) argue that the need for leaders to provide orienta-
tion is key. How can leaders provide orientation in VUCA environments? 
The answer is in two components of the robust leadership framework:

What vision do leaders have? What purpose should their organisation 
fulfil? Why does it matter? Leaders need to provide orientation in terms of 
what the organisation needs to achieve. In this sense, leadership depends 
on strategic thinking. It is a leader’s task to visualise how the organisation’s 
future can be different, to challenge assumptions about how to do business 
or how the industry operates and to consider new ways of going forward. 
In making insights and assumptions explicit, leaders define the organisa-
tion’s vision and tangible goals. This is essential for strategy-making.

Providing orientation on how members of an organisation can work 
together to achieve its what. This question relates to the values and more 
generally to the culture of an organisation and how these are enacted and 
experienced. Leaders also need to provide orientation in terms of how the 
organisation will achieve its goals. In other words: ‘How do we need to 
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work together to be successful? Why do we need to change and adapt?’ 
How an organisation pursues its goals in practice relates to the organisa-
tion’s values and how its members enact and experience them. Organisa-
tional values are essential for collaboration across hierarchical levels and 
functions and to define the organisation’s culture.

Schwarz, Wach, von Held, and Werle (2021) found in their empirical 
investigation that about 20 per cent of the respondents described the lead-
ership of their company as robust and 10 per cent described it as fragile. 
Around 70 per cent assessed their leadership as neither good nor bad. This 
category of respondents was labelled as ‘stuck in the middle’. Developing 
foresight capabilities in an organisation on an organisational and individual 
level has the potential to enable robust leadership.
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STRATEGIC FORESIGHT

AN EMERGING FIELD

Looking back on five decades of research on corporate foresight, Rohrbeck, Bat-
tistella, and Huizingh (2015) describe strategic foresight as an emerging field 
with a rich tradition. Describing the state of strategic foresight this way cap-
tures the status of strategic foresight. While strategic foresight has been around 
for decades, it appears that the interest in strategic foresight is growing. The 
factors supporting this rise in interest are the increasing awareness of VUCA 
or TUNA environments in addition to the perception that more traditional or 
static planning and strategy tools are not suited for the business environment.

There is a growing awareness that simple approaches are inadequate for 
a complex business environment. Of course, a barrier to the implementa-
tion of strategic foresight is the complexity of its application. Designing and 
facilitating an intervention which challenges the mental models of leader-
ship teams and allows for strategic conversations on trends in the business 
environment and probable future scenarios, is a complex undertaking.

However, the intention in dealing with the changes in the environment 
of a firm is to reduce complexity, this means that complexity needs to be 
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increased before it can be meaningfully reduced without putting an organ-
isation at risk of increasing its blind spots.

In the following, I look at the practice of strategic foresight from differ-
ent angles. I consider the value contribution of strategic foresight. Then I 
examine the evidence on the proliferation of strategic foresight.

13.1 Value contribution of strategic foresight

The issue of the value contribution of strategic foresight is discussed from 
two angles: how and in what ways strategic foresight can create value in an 
organisation; and how strategic foresight affects the value of a firm.

13 .1.1 How strategic foresight creates value

Based on a literature review and an empirical investigation Rohrbeck and 
Schwarz (2013) assess the value of strategic foresight for an organisation.

Strategic foresight delivers value to an organisation by developing mech-
anisms that help to detect weak and interpret signals, then respond to them. 
Therefore, the first value proposition is to gain insights into environmental 
changes. Given that the aim of strategic foresight should be to scan for the 
unknown, the following potential value contribution is proposed: Contribut-
ing to a reduction of uncertainty (e.g., through identification of disruptions).

I have discussed the advantages of scenario planning in this book. Sce-
narios contribute to management’s ability to take future-oriented decisions 
and initiate the configuration and deployment of the firm’s strategic re-
sources (Danneels 2011). Scenarios also serve as shared mental images that 
build emotional capacity. Creating emotional capacity is vital for driving 
internal change, particularly radical change (Huy 1999). In this respect, the 
value creation of strategic foresight would be to integrate key stakeholders 
in the process of strategy formation.

Strategic foresight as a vehicle for strategic conversation involves both 
value contribution and learning. A strategic foresight process contributes 
to the learning organisation (Senge 1990) and is a learning process itself 
(Costanzo 2004). Therefore, the value contribution of strategic foresight is 
seen in fostering conversations about strategy. It is not enough for a firm 
to perceive change and develop a strategy to deal with it; the firm also 
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must be able to adapt to change. Further, a value contribution of strategic 
foresight consists in supporting the adjustment of the company when faced 
with uncertainty.

Moving from perceiving to responding to external change means that 
firms need to develop plans and orchestrate actions. Rohrbeck and Schwarz 
(2013) thus conclude that another potential value contribution of strate-
gic foresight is improving the coordination of business objectives. Another 
potential value contribution of strategic foresight concerns broadening the 
scope of perceived alternatives and taking different perspectives to make 
better strategic choices. Strategic foresight exercises can contribute value by 
creating the ability to adopt alternative perspectives.

It has been argued that a strategic foresight process can incorporate cre-
ativity and innovation and that there is a connection between innovation 
and strategic foresight. Strategic foresight can support new product devel-
opment in three ways: (1) exploring new innovation fields; (2) identify-
ing promising innovations; and (3) challenging research and development 
teams throughout the development of new products. This leads to the fol-
lowing value contribution of strategic foresight: Strategic foresight reduces 
uncertainty in R&D projects.

Searching for non-articulated needs can be seen as exploring either 
emerging or future needs, this can be a task of strategic foresight. Strategic 
foresight could contribute by enhancing the understanding of customer 
needs. In addition, firms report that they use strategic foresight to identify 
new customer groups, either for current or future products and services. 
Strategic foresight will contribute to identifying potential customers, to en-
hancing the understanding of the market, and to identifying opportunities 
and threats to the firm’s product and technology portfolio.

On a more generic level, the role of an organisation’s strategic foresight 
process organisation is to prepare for the future. Strategic foresight can con-
tribute to an organisation by facilitating organisational learning. Strategic 
foresight could play an enabling role in systemic innovations, particularly 
where multiple actors need to work together to create a market or an indus-
try. Thus, strategic foresight contributes value by influencing others to act.

Based on an empirical investigation of 77 European-based corporations, 
Rohrbeck and Schwarz (2013) assess whether and to what degree these 
value contributions can be found in practice. All individual value contri-
butions have been confirmed by at least a few firms. This means that, if 
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formalised strategic foresight activities are implemented, then a firm can 
expect: (1) an enhanced perception, (2) an enhanced ability to interpret 
change, and (3) an enhanced ability to propose responses, and an enhanced 
capacity for organisational learning and influencing others. The highest fig-
ures were for firms, which report an enhanced perception, either through 
gaining insights into changes in the environment, or reducing uncertainty. 
The phase of perceiving in the strategic foresight process is the one that is 
serviced the best; the others have room for improvement.

13 .1.2 Impact of strategic foresight on f irm performance

Paramount for describing the linkage of strategic foresight to the perfor-
mance of a firm is the work of Professor René Rohrbeck from the EDHEC 
Business School in Lille, France (Rohrbeck and Kum 2018; Rohrbeck, Kum, 
Jissink, and Gordon 2018).

Figure 13.1  Overview value contributions of strategic foresight activities (Rohrbeck 
and Schwarz 2013).
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Rohrbeck and Kum (2018) developed a model that judges a firm’s future 
preparedness by assessing the need for corporate foresight in respect to the 
perceived dynamics in the industry and by comparing it to the maturity of 
its corporate foresight activities. Corporate foresight activities were meas-
ured along five dimensions:

1. Information usage: the information which is collected
2. Method sophistication: methods used to interpret the information
3. People and networks: characteristics of individual employees and 

 networks used by the organisation to acquire and disseminate infor-
mation on change (Subsequent iterations of the maturity model split 
these items)

4. Organisation: how information is gathered, interpreted, and used in 
the organisation

5. Culture: the extent to which the corporate culture supports organisa-
tion foresight

A longitudinal research design was applied to measure future prepared-
ness in 2008 and its impact on firm performance in 2015. Surveyed firms 
were clustered into four groups: vigilant, neurotic, vulnerable, and in 
danger.

As described in Figure 13.2, Rohrbeck and Kum’s (2018) findings show 
that vigilant firms achieved, on average, 16 per cent profitability, surpassing 
the industry average profitability of 12 per cent, and made vigilant firms 33 
per cent more profitable than the average. The value of future preparedness 
is even more apparent when looking at the discounts that the firms with 
deficiencies needed to assume. Neurotic and vulnerable firms have a 37 per 
cent lower profitability than that of vigilant firms. In-danger firms realised 
a 44 per cent lower profitability.

Rohrbeck and Kum’s (2018) findings suggest that strategic foresight 
activities, designed and implemented in the right balance in respect to 
the dynamics in the business environment, lead to performance im-
provements. Interesting also is that this research reveals that foresight 
activities might be at the right level in the business environment. Rohr-
beck and Kum (2018) found evidence that some firms are too concerned 
with their strategic foresight activities (neurotic) while others are not 
concerned enough. Schwarz (2019) discussed a similar effect in the fash-
ion industry.
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13.2 Proliferation of strategic foresight

Here I highlight two studies (Schwarz 2008; Schwarz, Rohrbeck, and Wach 
2020) on the proliferation of strategic foresight. The more recent study 
(Schwarz, Rohrbeck, and Wach 2020), takes a closer look at the stage of 
strategic foresight and the challenges that arise here. This discussion will 
also lead to the following chapter on applying strategic foresight.

Schwarz (2008) studied the future of strategic foresight in large German 
corporates. He cites the examples of German corporates and their strategic 

Figure 13.2  Effects of strategic foresight activities on firm performance (Rohrbeck, 
Kum, Jissink, and Gordon 2018).
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foresight activities, at Daimler, Deutsche Bank, BASF, Siemens, Deutsche 
Bahn, Lufthansa, BMW, Allianz Group, Deutsche Post, EADS, Siemens, 
Volkswagen, Munich Reinsurance Group, and Deutsche Telekom. While 
many of these activities have changed over the years, it underlines the fair 
assessment that the majority of large corporations have implemented stra-
tegic foresight activities.

Based on the respondents of large German corporates, defined corpo-
rations with an annual turnover of at least €500 million and with more 
than 10,000 employees, an assessment on their usage of strategic foresight 
approaches can be made.

Figure 13.3 shows that the approaches used the most are environmen-
tal scanning, trend monitoring, trend research, strategic early warning, 
and the scenario technique, followed by quantitative forecasting and other 
methods for thinking creatively about the future.

The survey (Schwarz 2008) also investigated how strategic foresight is 
carried out in terms of its organisational setup. Thirty-six per cent of the 
respondents reported that strategic foresight is carried out by single em-
ployees, followed by 28 per cent in an own department. Only 18 per cent 
stated that strategic foresight is an integral part of the planning process or 
that external consultants (17 per cent) are brought in. The results further 
revealed that 56 per cent of strategic foresight is carried out in departments 

Figure 13.3  Methods used strategic foresight, large German corporates (Schwarz 
2008).
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such as strategy, planning, corporate development, or marketing and only 
23 per cent in technology-related departments.

The study therefore concludes that strategic foresight in the future is 
likely to increase in relevance.

In a more recent study (Schwarz, Rohrbeck, and Wach 2020) the fore-
sight activities among firms of the Dow Jones Sustainability World Index 
were assessed. The DJSI World consists of the top 10 per cent of compa-
nies from a sustainability perspective per industry, based on the largest 
2,500 companies in the Dow Jones Global Stock Market Index. In the 
2015 DJSI World, used for this empirical analysis, 317 companies were 
listed.

While the assessment could be made that all these firms exercise stra-
tegic foresight activities, they appear to do so to different degrees. The 
assessment (Figure 13.4) is along the strategic foresight process, already 
introduced in this book.

In the perceiving phase only 22 per cent of the surveyed firms state that their 
scanning activities ensure that 80 per cent of all trends that will shape their 
industry in the next five to ten years are detected. Only 4 per cent in the 
survey state that they are using cultural products, such as science fiction novels 
or movies as a source in their scanning activities.

In respect to the prospecting phase, 25 per cent state that they used ap-
proaches such as scenario planning. In respect to the probing phase, however, 
only 15 per cent report that they are applying tools such as business wargaming 
to understand their future competitive landscape.

Figure 13.4 Assessment of strategic foresight practices (Schwarz 2019).
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Concerning the transforming phase, only 15 per cent of the firms in our 
sample report that identified trends and/or developed scenarios regularly 
support them in shifting resources of the firm into new strategies. A mere 
14 per cent state that longer-term future trends or scenarios are often the 
starting point for the development of new products and services.

While interesting to see that the majority of firms in this sample exer-
cises strategic foresight to some degree, the level of sophistication, sum-
marised in Figure 13.4, calls for improvement. Throughout this book, 
numerous challenges and the approaches to strategic foresight have been 
highlighted. In the following chapter I will suggest some ways of working 
with strategic foresight.
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14
WORKING WITH STRATEGIC 

FORESIGHT

SEVEN PRINCIPLES

I end this book with principles of working with foresight. These principles 
are based on my practical experience in working with companies on stra-
tegic foresight and on my academic research.

In the context of analysing the strategic foresight process, Schwarz 
(2005) has used a case study to identify some pitfalls in implementing this 
process, which is also relevant for our discussion:

1. Starting with scenarios: If scenarios are used as a starting point for 
a strategic foresight process, these scenarios must be alternative pic-
tures of the future, in contrast to variations of a favourable business 
case. This pitfall limits further scanning and monitoring activities.

2. The lonely foresight-manager: Being well networked is essential 
for the foresight manager, both to detect weak signals in the busi-
ness environment and to remain abreast of informed about ongoing 
changes in the organisation. The inclusion of different perspectives 
is an  imperative. It has been argued that a variety of perspectives 
is non-negotiable in making sense of changes in VUCA-dominated 
business environments (Seidl and Werle 2018).

https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003302735-18
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3. A trend is a trend: Attention must be devoted to conceptualising a 
trend and how that trend evolves from a weak to a strong signal (Liebl 
and Schwarz 2010; von Groddeck and Schwarz 2013). If this is not 
done, there is a risk of missing blind spots, and the organisation will 
be flooded with irrelevant information.

4. The quantitative temptation: The inclusion of quantitative analysis 
in a strategic foresight process must be done carefully because the 
future cannot be predicted.

5. Organisational early warning disability: Here a critical issue is 
raised in terms of the purpose of a strategic foresight process in an 
organisation. Is it about only providing trend input? Is it part of the 
strategic planning process? Or is it deliberately designed to contribute 
to changing an organisation? Here the emphasis is on how open and 
willing an organisation is to challenge its assumptions and mental 
models about the future of its business or industry. Schwarz (2005) 
observed several situations in his case where trends critical to the 
strategy of the organisation were avoided, to prevent conflicts be-
tween the foresight manager and senior management. This attempt 
to avoid or ignore information that does not conform to perceptions 
is of little to know use to individuals and to organisations. This phe-
nomenon is known as ‘cognitive dissonance’ (Festinger 1957).

The seven principles of working with strategic foresight, listed here, will be 
explored in the next chapter.

1. Theory is key
2. Engagement of leadership
3. Starting small
4. Overall engagement
5. Cross-industry collaboration
6. Training of leadership
7. Facilitation skills

14.1 Theory is key

Although it might seem counterintuitive in a corporate setting, it is essen-
tial for an organisation to have a sound theoretical basis for doing foresight. 
In corporate settings, I often hear complaints that ‘this is too academic’. 
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However, I understand this to mean that the people at the organisation 
either do not understand it or think that it is too complicated.

I enjoyed watching a conversation at MIT between strategy guru Henry 
Mintzberg and the Ricardo Semler, CEO, and majority owner of Semco 
Partners, on the usefulness of MBAs. Semler described conversation with 
a French CEO who had asked a team to solve a problem. The team came 
back with the successful implementation of a new process that solved the 
problem. The CEO then said to his managers, ‘Well, it seems to work in 
practice, but does it work in theory?’

This is an elegant twist to the often-asked question ‘Will this work in 
practice?’ The question ‘does it work in theory?’ indicates the capability 
of reflecting what has been done and why something is working. I need a 
context to reflect practice; this is where theory comes into play. Re flecting 
practice in light of theory means creating a deeper understanding of prac-
tice and leas to a better understanding of the levers of a practice for its 
continued improvement.

Developing foresight is a complex task. To do this, organisations are 
tasked with identifying trends, making sense out of them, creating pictures 
of and understanding the future, and making decisions. This entails dealing 
with uncertainty, complexity and challenging the beliefs or mental models 
of the members of an organisation. Of course, foresight is the explora-
tion of something that does not exist yet: the future. A sound theoretical 
 understanding, as described in this book, is therefore necessary. Further, 
the growing body of research on foresight allows for multiple insights to 
understand how to apply foresight or what the challenges might be.

Before engaging with strategic foresight, one needs to understand 
what the cognitive and organisational challenges are most likely to arise. 
 Further, it is imperative to clarify how trends should be conceptualised and 
perceived. Applying the tools described in this book, requires an  actual 
understanding of the challenges involved. In this sense, the theoretical 
backgrounds to foresight discussed here have very practical implications 
for an organisation’s development of foresight.

14.2 Engagement of leadership

From the beginning, the engagement of leadership is critical. In particular, 
as the outcomes of a strategic foresight process are most likely to be at one 
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point part of the decision-making of a company’s leadership team. Further, 
challenging the mental models of a leadership team and discussing alterna-
tive picture of the future is a challenge by itself for leadership teams.

I will now describe one of the greatest lessons that I learned from doing 
foresight work. As an internal strategy consultant at a large corporation, I 
had the exciting task of developing scenarios, applying Royal Dutch Shell’s 
scenario planning methodology. Although I knew the literature and had ac-
cess to training by Kees van der Heijden (Schwarz 2021), I had no exposure 
to the decision makers who were the ultimate customers of this project. 
After a lengthy process of developing the scenarios with input from many 
other stakeholders inside and outside of the organisation, my boss gave a 
20-minute presentation of the scenarios to the leadership team. No feedback.

In hindsight, I would argue that a 20-minute presentation would go 
nowhere without involvement of the leadership team in the project. My 
master’s students and I have had similar experiences when doing scenario 
planning exercises for corporations. The more engaged the corporate repre-
sentatives were in the process, the more they could engage with its results.

In contrast, all of my most successful scenario planning exercises have 
had strong engagement by the leadership of the organisation. However, en-
gagement is not involvement in every step of process or attendance at every 
workshop. But wisely choosing how to engage leadership either through 
interviews or through small and well-designed workshops can make a huge 
difference.

14.3 Starting small

In this book strategic foresight has been predominantly discussed in the 
context of large corporations. These often have the resources to dedicate 
entire teams to developing foresight or even have their own think tanks. 
However, strategic foresight can also be developed on a much smaller scale.

A good starting point might be to discuss the frames of the leadership 
team in respect to the future of an industry. Establishing a small-scale fu-
ture literacy laboratory might be a first step. Another approach might be to 
hold a simple trend workshop in which participants review several trends, 
while asking questions such as ‘do we have a common understanding on 
what this trend is?’ and ‘what could this trend imply for our business?’
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As a starting point one can refer to freely available trend collections such 
as Future Agenda (https://www.futureagenda.org) or the Megatrend Hub 
of the EU Commission (https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/foresight/
tool/megatrends-hub_en). Of course, these high-level trends might not be 
industry specific, but they might be a good start into having strategic con-
versations in an organisation.

At this point, I would warn against depending on software tools for stra-
tegic foresight, but they can be useful in obtaining buy-in from leadership.

14.4 Overall engagement

As we discussed in Chapter 13, the overall engagement of the members of 
an organisation is fruitful in many ways. Including many members of an 
organisation in detecting trends, for instance, both uses the intelligence in 
an organisation and ensures that multiple perspectives are reflected. At the 
same time, it creates buy-in into strategic foresight activities.

The same applies in the strategic foresight process for the phase of pros-
pecting or probing. Tools such as the futures literacy laboratories, scenario 
planning, business wargaming, or design thinking can be easily made avail-
able to the members of an organisation, ideally fostering cross- hierarchical 
and cross-functional collaboration.

And while not widely used, doing parts of the strategic foresight process 
online or scenario planning interventions online (Schwarz 2020), also has 
the potential to include large and diverse groups, for instance, by inviting 
international colleagues without incurring travel costs. Here the COVID-19 
pandemic surely has necessitated more strategic foresight work to be con-
ducted online.

It is also possible to identify an implementation gap in strategic foresight 
(Schwarz, Rohrbeck, and Wach 2020). Organisations are much better at 
perceiving and prospecting than at probing and transforming. This under-
lines the argument in this book that foresight needs to be perceived as part 
of a change journey, rather than an analytical exercise that produces reports 
on the future.

A last aspect can be mentioned here. The existence of the strategic 
foresight process might signal to others that the ‘future is taking care 
of’ (Schwarz 2009). By creating overall engagement the danger of this 
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perception is averted, and it reiterates that these types of activities are rele-
vant to the entire organisation.

But engagement can also be perceived in a different way. From my 
perspective, diversity, the engagement of many different perspectives, is 
crucial in foresight work. It has been argued that diverse perspectives are 
crucial when it comes to decision-making processes on innovations and 
that diverse teams tend to be better at identifying opportunities and risks 
(Hill, Tedards, and Swan 2021).

14.5 Cross-industry collaboration

Statements like ‘We all live in the same future’ or ‘We all have the same 
customer’ reveal another important principle of strategic foresight work. 
If the aims of strategic foresight are to understand possible current trends 
and weak signals and to think about alternatives futures, then how can 
we include many perspectives? While some organisations might already 
have this kind of diversity, it often makes sense to engage a mode of cross- 
industry collaboration to include multiple perspectives but also expertise in 
understanding trends and possible futures.

A prime example of cross-industry collaboration is the Foresight Acad-
emy (https://www.foresightacademy.com). The Foresight Academy consists 

Figure 14.1 Implementation gap in strategic foresight.

https://www.foresightacademy.com
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of several companies that partner to explore how the future could look. To 
do so, however, these companies have to trust each other. One principle of 
the Foresight Academy is thus that only one player per industry can join, to 
avoid competitiveness.

14.6 Training of leadership

Schwarz, Rohrbeck, and Wach (2020) have found, based on an empirical 
investigation, that corporate foresight training for managers has a positive 
impact on the dynamic capabilities of a firm. The implication is that lead-
ers need to be trained in sensing change or developing peripheral vision, 
making decisions under uncertainty, being confronted with an uncertain 
future, and how to reconfigure strategic resources accordingly.

It has also been argued that foresight is not something that people are 
born with but that it is a way of thinking, of gathering information, and 
updating beliefs. These habits can be cultivated and learned (Tetlock and 
Gardner 2015). I have described how both organisations and individuals 
can be trained to develop foresight capabilities.

From my perspective, having a leadership team with this capability is 
one side of the strategic foresight coin. Having a good process in place, 
perhaps with the assistance of software tools or consultants, does not guar-
antee that the results of strategic foresight processes will be useful for a 
leadership team. However, and this is the other side of the coin, if that 
element of training is in place, then one can ensure that the phases of 
perceiving, prospecting, and probing actually translate into the phase of 
transforming.

14.7 Facilitation skills

A theme of this book is that strategic foresight is closely linked to the 
 capability of those running such a process to facilitate discussions and 
workshops. This is especially true for tools such as futures literacy labo-
ratories, scenario planning or business wargaming. Bowman and MacKay 
(2020) insist on the facilitator’s role in managing people and process in a 
scenario planning workshop. They add that it takes a rare skill to take a 
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group of people from a position of perceived uncertainty concerning the 
future of their industry to one where they have the confidence to take on 
strategic challenges.

Scharmer (2009) has argued, in developing Theory U, that there are 
two ways of learning: learning from the past, which is well developed; and 
learning from the future, which is not. However, as he observed the man-
ner in which ‘impressive leaders’ use future possibilities, he wondered how 
one could be better at sensing and connecting with future possibilities. I 
have described in Section 2.4 how assumptions concerning the future of 
individuals can be made explicit through a structured process. Further, as 
I discussed in Chapter 9, challenging mental models and creating alterna-
tive pictures for the future follow similar ideas.

Strategic foresight tools can be considered as facilitators as well. Hence, 
an approach such as scenario planning must be less understood as a many-
step process that needs to be followed but more as an organisational in-
tervention. Moreover, this puts an emphasis not only on the individuals 
involved in such an exercise but also on how to facilitate these interventions.

Adam Kahane (2021) has worked in scenario planning at Royal Dutch 
Shell and in the facilitation of the Mont Fleur scenarios. The purpose of the 
Mont Fleur scenarios in South Africa during 1991–1992 was to think crea-
tively about the future of the country, highlighting a number of challenges 
for facilitation. He points out that the task of a facilitator is to remove obsta-
cles to contribution, to create opportunities for participants to voice their 
ideas, skills, and resources. The facilitator should also remove obstacles to 
connection. Kahane (2021) argues that all collaboration requires connec-
tion. This implies engaging participants emotionally, requiring them to get 
to know each other better. His argument is that as soon as participants in a 
workshop know each other well, they can more easily engage in the kind 
of discussion that than can enable an organisation to transform. Remov-
ing the obstacles to equity means holding workshops that are open to all 
participants.
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CONCLUSION

The relevance of strategic foresight is most likely to increase in the future. In 
the near future, new acronyms will be developed to show that VUCA is not 
only not going away but increasing. Strategic foresight supports  individuals 
and organisations alike in dealing with VUCA.

For me however one aspect of strategic foresight is central, and I hope 
this book has demonstrated this. While it is essential to follow a process 
in strategic foresight, this is only one side of the coin. Strategic foresight 
needs to change the minds of leaders and decision-makers. It needs to chal-
lenge mental models, assumptions and redirect our attention. Many drivers 
of VUCA, for instance digitalisation and sustainability, are trends or meg-
atrends that have been around for decades. Nonetheless, organisations are 
still struggling to meet these challenges.

A strategic foresight intervention needs to ensure that not only reports 
are produced, but that the stakeholders in an organisation are engaged in a 
way that is conducive to generating, understanding, and making decisions 
based on new insights. A foresight intervention must achieve a common 
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understanding in an organisation on what the changes, the trends, in the 
respective environment are, what they mean, how possible futures could 
look like, and of course what this implies for an organisation.

This implies the positioning of strategic foresight not only to inject 
 future into a strategy, which already is difficult, but to understand strategic 
foresight as a starting point for the transformation of an organisation. In 
other words, foresight and change/transformation are the two sides of the 
same coin. If an organisation develops foresight, it most likely will also 
need to change or even to transform itself to steer to a desired future. And 
while understanding and implementing strategic foresight in this way is a 
challenge, it is also the most fascinating aspect of foresight.

And in the end dealing with the future is what organisations and indi-
viduals do and how they act on what they perceive.

I read the future like a picture book
I have always believed in what I see when you’re near
Each day I look in your eyes
I see a lifetime with you so crystal clear

‘So Much More Together’, The Solsonics, 1994
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