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Humanity faces many ‘wicked’ problems, from the climate crisis and global pandemics to
growing social inequality. In contrast to ‘tame’ problems, which are “definable, separable, and
may have solutions that are findable”, [1] ‘wicked’ problems are characterised as ones that are
subjective and hard to clearly define, have complex interactions with other issues, and are
resistant to solving — “at best, they are only re-solved”. [1]  
 
The complex and systemic nature of these challenges, compounded by highly dynamic and
uncertain times, has led to criticisms of traditional policy-making processes and their ability to
adequately address contemporary policy issues. [2] Critiques often centre on the short-term
focus of the decisions being made, which is blamed on the time-bound nature of political
appointments and the need to appeal to the voting public. Furthermore, concerns have been
voiced about a lack of inter-generational fairness and the failure to adequately represent the
interests of children and future generations, with calls to embed a ‘future generations test’ into
all policies and for “the principle of safeguarding the interests of future generations [to] be
woven into every level of our decision-making”. [3]  
 
Incorporating futures-orientated thinking, methodologies, and practices into policy- and
decision-making processes is one way to address these limitations. Many terms are used to
refer to this approach, often interchangeably, and definitions vary. For the purpose of this
paper, ‘Futures’ is defined as “a broad academic and professional field”, and ‘Foresight’ as an
approach to thinking “systematically about the future to inform decision-making today”. [4]
‘Futures’ will be referred to in the plural to emphasise that there are many possible and
alternative futures rather than a single future, whilst ‘foresight’ and ‘strategic foresight’ will be
used synonymously. 

Futures and foresight have been adopted by many actors, including the military, [5] corporate
entities, [6] and non-profit organisations, [7] as a tool for rethinking how we approach
problems, diversify perspectives, and promote action. Once such example is the 2030 Agenda,
which has foresight at its heart. [8] Born out of the United Nations Conference on Sustainable
Development in Rio de Janeiro in 2012 and adopted in January 2016 as the successor to the
Millennium Development Goals, the designers of the 2030 Agenda and the accompanying 17
sustainable development goals (SDGs) set out a bold and aspirational vision of a future world.
In response, many Members States have initiated or expanded national foresight capacity and
conducted national collective visioning exercises. [9] Within the health sector, futures and
foresight have been used to inform disease-specific [10,11] and national public health
programming [12] across various geographic and economic contexts. [13–17] 
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Benefits of integrating futures and foresight include:
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An opportunity to break out of the constraints, perceived or actual, of the present: Futures
and foresight call for a medium- to long-term time horizon which goes beyond typical five-year
strategic planning intervals. This call to imagine a future state creates space for policymakers and
influencers to identify and prepare for new opportunities, fosters divergent thinking, and spurs
the development of innovative solutions. 

A diversified evidence base for decision-making: With its emphasis on broad stakeholder
engagement and the integration of varied forms of evidence to undertake collective visioning,
foresight approaches can strengthen long-term capacities for ongoing participatory evidence-
informed policy.

The development of agile and adaptive policy environments: Combining structured
approaches to issue interrogation with an embrace of creativity and ambiguity contributes to the
development of anticipatory governance capacities and ‘future-ready’ policies which can adjust
quickly to changing conditions.  

Despite these benefits and pockets of use, the uptake of futures and foresight has generally
been underrepresented across the health sector. [18] Many of the approaches and policy
recommendations used to deliver on SDG3, good health and well-being, are normative in
approach and are failing to deliver the results required to achieve significant and sustainable
change. This working paper documents our exploration of futures thinking and foresight
approaches as potential tools for our institution and others within the global health space to
produce ‘future-ready’ policy recommendations for improved health and well-being. 

What are futures and foresight?

A futures-orientated approach builds on the assumption that the future is still being created
and thus can be actively shaped or even constructed; futures thinking is a mindset as much as
a field of study or practice. It asks practitioners to step outside what is known and imagine a
world beyond current constraints (Figure 1). As such, it is not about predicting futures based
on current trajectories and trends but instead embarking on a journey to envisage a diversity
of futures ranging from the plausible to the probable, the desirable to the depressing. In doing
so, individuals and organisations set themselves on a path towards adopting new ways of
thinking about the future and harnessing those insights to move beyond reactive decision-
making to proactive anticipation and adaptation. [19,20]
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Figure 1: The Futures Cone is a visual tool to prompt the visioning of different future scenarios. 

Illustration from the UNDP Foresight Manual – Empowered Futures for the 2030 Agenda. [19]

Medium- to long-term time horizons are a key feature of foresight approaches and one of the
major ways they differ from usual strategic or policy planning; foresight seeks to ‘innovate the
present, by using the future’. To do so, it focuses not on what the world could look like in two
or three years but in 10, 30, or even 50 years and beyond. [21] Whilst traditional planning
processes start from the present and extrapolate forward, foresight approaches start by
exploring a range of futures and working backwards. One advantage of moving in this
direction, particularly in a highly dynamic world, is that uncertainty is ‘built in’ as opposed to
the assumption that current trends will continue. It is important to note that the longer end of
this range presents unusual time horizons for many organisations and exceeds most political
cycles. [22] Meaningful integration of futures approaches requires planning and embedding
ongoing and ad hoc strategic foresight processes.  

There are four key components to a foresight approach:

Understand the building blocks of the
future: Whilst no one can predict the future,
there are elements of the past and present
that we can identify, interrogate, and integrate
along our journey into the unknown.  

Understand how these connect at a
systems level: Building blocks of the future
do not operate in isolation. By understanding
how they function systemically, we can
understand what may shape our futures.

Develop and explore alternative futures:
‘Wicked’ problems are unpredictable in
occurrence, nature, and impact. Similarly,
windows of (positive) change may open at any
moment and drastically shift trajectories.
Foresight approaches can help envision and
explore a diversity of futures.

Develop pathways between the present
and potential futures: Foresight does not
end with visioning. It requires working
backwards from insights to inform the
development, iteration, and implementation
of actions today to enable us to realise desired
or avoid disowned futures.

Many methods used in foresight are not unique to this approach; for instance, conducting
literature reviews, running expert panels, or holding participatory workshops are second
nature for many researchers and policy practitioners (Box 1). What is different about foresight
is the content of interest, the time horizon, and how insights are translated into action.



Box 1: Popper's Foresight Diamond – a mapping of foresight methods 

Popper’s ‘Foresight Diamond’ (Figure 2) is a mapping of tools commonly used by foresight
practitioners, many of which are familiar to those in research and policy- and decision-
making contexts. The four points of the diamond represent the main knowledge source:
creativity, evidence, expertise, and interaction. Popper describes creativity-based methods
as a mix of original and imaginative thinking, relying heavily on the inventiveness of very
skilled individuals or inspiration from collective brainstorming, whilst evidence-based
methods contribute data representing the current state of understanding for analysis. On
the horizontal axis, expertise-based methods rely on the skill and knowledge of
individuals in a particular area or subject. However, expertise gains from interactions
across domains and in democratic societies, legitimacy often requires participatory and
inclusive ‘bottom-up’ activities; interaction-based methods facilitate this. 

Foresight is about more than adopting a single tool. Instead, its utility lies in the
combination of tools and how they work together to achieve a particular end goal. Popper
advocates charting a path through the diamond, pulling together qualitative, quantitative,
and semi-quantitative elements to provide a multipronged assessment of the topic under
exploration. Many public health research disciplines that prospectively forecast and
model, such as epidemiology and health econometrics, [23] rely heavily on quantitative
methods; quantitative data is also privileged by many decision makers in the push for
evidence-based or -informed policy. [24-26] However, an appreciation of the value to be
gained from mixed method approaches that incorporate qualitative tools and the
integration of creative and narrative processes continues to grow [27,28] and foresight
approaches can contribute to this shift.



Figure 2: Popper's Foresight Diamond maps 33 common foresight methodologies. See also the

related Futures Diamond, which maps an expanded list of 44 methods. [29] 
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Futures and global health: From research to policy and practice

Global health challenges are well suited to integrating a foresight approach because they are
concerned with health conditions, structures, or issues that exist or persist over long periods
of time. They also require multidisciplinary, cross-sectoral, and multi-stakeholder engagement
and address issues requiring a cross-government and whole-of-society approach to health. As
such, with their ability to contribute to improved “health systems and interventions and
preparations for future public health incidents”, [30] the uptake of futures and foresight
methods is growing. 

Scenario-based methods have been highlighted as being particularly valuable to the health
sector. [14,31] A scenario is “a story with plausible cause and effect links that connects a future
condition with the present while illustrating key decisions, events, and consequences
throughout the narrative”. [32] Scenario planning comprises several stages: identifying forces,
referred to as drivers, that will shape the future; analysing the ways these drivers can interact;
imagining a variety of resultant futures and interrogating the assumptions that underlie those
futures; and then using these ‘visions of the future’ to conceive anticipatory strategies. [33]
This process of combining ‘robust facts with imaginative projections of future developments
and interlinkages’ [34] lends itself well to problems that cannot be solved in current and/or
dynamic contexts, where the input of a broad range of perspectives beyond ‘traditional
experts’ is key, and where ideologically misaligned interests need to come together – all
accurate descriptions of the current state of global health (Box 2).

Despite documented successes of foresight for health programming and policy-making, it is
not yet common practice in global health. [35] Some of the challenges lie in initiating foresight
activities, whilst others exist further downstream, including in formulating and implementing
recommendations. For the value of foresight to be realised within the global health sector,
there must be an effort to translate foresight into the language of decision-makers and for
implementers to build capacity not only to shift mindsets and generate insights but to take
action. The COVID-19 pandemic provides a clear example of an ‘insight-action’ gap: A pandemic
of this type had been predicted [36] and some national governments had conducted scenario-
based planning exercises, [37,38] but recommendations were either ignored or inadequately
implemented. [39,40]  
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Box 2: Uses of futures and foresight for global public health 

In 2010, Brazil’s Oswaldo Cruz Foundation (Fiocruz) ran the first round of Brasil Saúde
Amanhã (Brazil Health Tomorrow). [15] With a 20-year time horizon, visioning
exercises explored five themes, including organisation and management of the health
system, the health workforce, and national health financing. A second round in 2015
took a deep dive into health financing and the broader macroeconomics for health,
access to services, including geospatial provision, and specific aspects of the health
workforce, including nursing. For both rounds, the themes were selected to align with
Brazil’s broader development framework, and a cooperation agenda was established
with the Institute of Applied Economic Research (Instituto de Pesquisa Econômica
Aplicada, IPEA), the government department responsible for economic research to
inform planning and policy-making, an important step in ensuring that insights could
be actioned. Similarly, provincial administrations in South Africa, [41] national
governments in the Netherlands, [35] and regional entities, including the European
Union [30] have conducted foresight exercises to inform their health policies.

With their focus on generating collective visions and narratives, scenario-based
foresight practices are a useful tool for engaging a broad range of stakeholders, many
of whom may sit outside of the traditional definitions of ‘health experts’. In Vietnam,
Nguyen and colleagues employed scenario planning as an action-research tool to
engage with community members on existing sanitation and hygiene challenges in
their commune and systemically address associated (re-)emerging infectious diseases.
Over a series of workshops, they co-created best and worst-case scenarios, each with
associated ‘solutions’, and assigned roles for groups within the community. They also
sought to equip community members with a different mental model and logical steps
for approaching other issues within their community. [42] Whilst scenario construction
alone is rarely sufficient for strategy design, it can support evidence-informed
decision-making as part of a larger process to generate alternative futures. Scenarios
have been used to address a broad range of topics, including specific diseases, the
pharmaceutical industry and drug regulation, human resources for health, and digital
health. [14]

The full value of futures lies not merely in the exercise of visioning but in converting insight
into action by integrating foresight throughout the policy lifecycle, from developing and
implementing new, ‘future-ready’ policies to iterating and adapting existing ones (Figure 3).
Anticipatory governance, the “systematic embedding and application of strategic foresight
throughout the entire governance architecture, including policy analysis, engagement, and
decision-making” [43] is one way to do so. It provides a facilitating environment to interrogate
the embedded assumptions within policy processes, supports decision-making by stress-
testing policy options, and assists with adapting to the speed and significance of change across
the policy landscape.
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We all have a stake in our futures; anticipatory governance is thus strengthened by the
democratising nature of citizen participation. By including a variety of stakeholders in foresight
exercises, bias towards futures that only represent a subset of individuals is minimised. To do
so, it is imperative to look beyond traditional notions of ‘expertise’ and ensure citizen
participation and multigenerational voices. Participatory futures leverage the power of the
many to identify weak signals of change, foster the co-creation of contextually relevant
inclusive futures, and catalyse distributed experimentation and innovation. [44,45] 

What does this mean for the global health sector?

In an uncertain world navigating increasingly complex threats, experts and governments must
reflect on how traditional policy-making, with its short-term and single-issue focus, falls short
of the solutions we desperately need. [9] The COVID-19 pandemic brought into stark relief the
devastating domino effect each sector can visit upon its neighbours during crises. Futures and
foresight offer an opportunity to identify the intersections between drivers of change and how
separate sectors can come together to shape a variety of potential realities. This is crucial as
visions of health and well-being for all will remain out of reach if we fail to consider the need
for climate justice to ensure continued access to clean water and nutrition, economic justice
for continued shelter and safety, and social justice to preserve mental well-being and
happiness.

We conclude this exploration of the potential value of futures and foresight within the global
health sector with three recommendations to support sustained, critical, and holistic
applications of futures thinking and foresight approaches.



Figure 3: An adaptation of the FUTURES x POLICY cycle, [46] a map of futures methodologies overlayed on the
ROAMEF policy cycle [47] developed by the UK Government Office for Science Futures team based on feedback

from Futures practitioners and policymakers across government on which futures tools they use in policy-making.

https://onlineunu.sharepoint.com/sites/Pillar1-translate/Shared%20Documents/Evidence%20to%20Policy/4.%20Global%20Health%20Futures/Futures_Foresight%20reading/CSIRO%20Report%20Future%20of%20Health%20Australia.pdf
https://onlineunu.sharepoint.com/sites/Pillar1-translate/Shared%20Documents/Evidence%20to%20Policy/4.%20Global%20Health%20Futures/Futures_Foresight%20reading/CSIRO%20Report%20Future%20of%20Health%20Australia.pdf


1. Cultivate ‘pracademics’.

A 'pracademic' is someone who is both an academic and an active practitioner in their
subject area. Global health actors looking to develop their futures and foresight skills
should take time to learn from adjacent fields with established foresight practices.
Furthermore, they should combine gaining familiarity with the literature – both grey and
peer-reviewed with first-hand practical experience. Short introductory workshops, both
overview and methodology specific, would be valuable; however, individuals and
institutions alike must be given time to embed the practice into the work that they are
doing. This must also be supported by a broader culture that recognises that the initial
learning curve may lead to extended project timelines.

At both the institutional and sectoral levels, internal scepticism for the introduction of a
new methodology may hinder uptake and integration, placing pressure on budding
practitioners and precluding the creation of an enabling environment in which people can
learn, fail, and iterate. Additionally, innovation fatigue, bureaucratic structures that
struggle to accommodate non-standard reporting methods, and challenges with
monitoring and evaluation may also hinder the ability to demonstrate the utility of future-
ready recommendations. Time and support should be given to engage with established
foresight practitioners, build proficiency, and sustain interest to facilitate the integration
of foresight approaches within global health. 
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2. Implement futures and foresight critically.

In adopting a futures mindset and integrating foresight approaches, we should embrace a
positive mindset but engage critically. From the practitioners’ perspective, are we
ensuring the prioritisation of values, such as respect for a diversity of opinions,
contextualised solutions, and the advancement of equity through our selection and use of
methodologies? From an academic perspective, are we engaging not only with pieces
advocating the benefits of futures but also with literature discussing the limitations? For
example, Vollmar and colleagues discuss the challenges of scenarios for an evidence-
based sector, particularly evidence-informed policy, due to the lack of a codified way of
implementing scenarios and thus reporting on them. [14]

As we embark on this foresight journey, we recommend embedding processes to
document and reflect, developing communities of practice within and between
organisations, and incorporating indicators into project monitoring and evaluation
frameworks.



Futures and foresight are integral to the UN’s desired transformation into an organisation that
can anticipate emerging threats, plan for more uncertainties, and take preventive action to
build a better, more equal, and inclusive world. The Secretary General’s report explicitly
outlines a role for strategic foresight as part of a ‘Quintet of Change’. [48] The quintet presents
strategic foresight as one piece of the puzzle, working towards a ‘United Nations 2.0’ alongside
data, analysis, and communications; innovation and digital transformation; performance and
results orientation; and behavioural science for improved communications, innovative ideas,
anticipatory governance, continuous improvement, and increased effectiveness. Strategic
foresight and futures programmes are now established in multiple UN agencies, including
UNDP, [50] UNESCO, [51] UNICEF, [52] and WHO, [53] with the aim of enabling anticipatory
action and facilitating forward-looking policies. UNU is no exception, having incubated and
hosted  The Millennium Project, which connects futurists around the world to improve global
foresight, from 1996 to 2006. [54,55]

At UNU-IIGH, we will be looking to build on UNU’s futures legacy as we integrate a futures
approach to our work, collaborate with and learn from other actors in health and adjacent
spaces, and incorporate short-, medium-, and long-term foci into policy recommendations to
catalyse sustainable improvements towards health and well-being for all. 
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3. Integrate foresight as part of a ‘jigsaw puzzle' approach.

Futures and foresight strengthen, rather than supersede, existing tools and should be
viewed as one of many interlocking jigsaw pieces which work together to make the whole
greater than the sum of its parts. One example of incorporating a futures mindset and
foresight approaches into a larger puzzle comes from the UN Secretary-General’s 2021
report ’Our Common Agenda’, [48] which outlines a series of proposals to reignite
momentum for the SDGs and strengthen global governance.  

A futures mindset and foresight approaches are not ‘silver bullets’. The most value will be
derived through adopting a 'jigsaw puzzle' approach that integrates existing research
capacities with futures and foresight, systems thinking, and design thinking [49] to
develop, deploy, and iterate policies. 
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