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ABSTRACT
As part of their efforts to professionalize crisis and conflict prevention, foreign policy-makers 
are investing more in foresight, early warning or prediction. Different approaches and their 
products are suited for different purposes, based on distinct strengths and weaknesses. This 
policy paper provides an overview of the most common methods used in the context of 
preventing violent conflict and governance breakdown, and offers guidance on what to look 
out for when thinking about and planning for the future of crisis prevention.
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WE CANNOT KNOW THE FUTURE, BUT 
WE NEED TO PLAN FOR IT
In the past few years, European foreign policy institutions have seen a new wave of experiments with 
foresight – a more systematic consideration of the future in its broadest sense. Closer relations with 
their own country’s defence and intelligence establishments as well as major companies and think 
tanks have exposed diplomats to different approaches for better understanding the future. Diplomat-
ic services are adapting these approaches to their own needs, particularly to better anticipate and, 
ideally, prevent crises related to governance breakdown and violent conflict.

In so doing, foreign policy-makers can build on a wealth of experience in other sectors, but they also ex-
pose themselves to a field that is far from mature conceptually. Due to the inconsistent use of key terms 
like scenario, almost every concept used in the realm of systematically assessing the future means differ-
ent things to different people. Because of this lack of conceptual clarity, every serious attempt to appraise 
the content of a particular foresight analysis must start with a critical glance at its methodology section. 
This policy paper provides a skeletal overview of the strengths and weaknesses of the most common ap-
proaches to foresight based on their distinct purposes. It aims to help policy planners make foresight an 
effective part of their efforts to better anticipate and prevent governance breakdown and violent conflict.

FORECASTING: EXTRAPOLATING THE PAST 
TO MONITOR THE NEAR-TERM FUTURE
The easiest way to prepare for the future would be to actually foresee it. Supported by the growing 
availability of data, the simplest approach to foresight is to focus on the extent to which it is likely 
that tomorrow will be a continuation of today. Well-known quantified indicators like future economic 
growth, population growth or levels of employment are all extrapolations into the future based on 
past and present data. The resulting projection over time is not always a linear continuation, which is 
why extrapolation can trigger warnings about developments with an increasing rate of change, like 
global warming or technological innovation.

To prevent crises, it would be even better to be able to predict specific events. Conflict researchers use 
structural data on factors known to be statistically associated with past conflicts (including a history of 
conflict, poverty levels and population size) to simulate the outbreak of violent conflict up to 40 years into 
the future (Hegre et al. 2013). For the more near-term future of several months ahead, so-called dynamic 
approaches forecast violent events or famines (see Cederman and Weidmann 2017; Funk et al. 2010; 
Guo et al. 2018; Hegre et al. 2018), using more precisely geo-coded locations. Visualizations such as heat 
maps help users make sense of the larger patterns that emerge from these predicted violent events. 

All these estimates of the future are based on patterns drawn from the past. Their predictive accu-
racy is highest in the very short term (for dynamic approaches that usually means days or weeks 
and a few months at most). For policy-makers, they can be useful early warning tools, particularly for 
existing situations of concern where quick reaction instruments could be employed or scaled up in 
response to a near-term warning. After all, most Western governments and international organiza-
tions need six months to a year to launch any kind of comprehensive prevention effort.

https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/NGDP_RPCH@WEO/OEMDC/ADVEC/WEOWORLD
https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/NGDP_RPCH@WEO/OEMDC/ADVEC/WEOWORLD
https://ourworldindata.org/future-population-growth
https://www.statista.com/statistics/217029/forecast-to-the-unemployment-rate-in-the-united-states/
http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/views/
http://fews.net/
http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/views/current-forecasts/geographical-level/
http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/views/current-forecasts/geographical-level/
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TRENDS: PRIORITIZING
A trend, as proclaimed by authors of top foreign policy trends, trend reports or top conflicts to watch, 
is a fuzzy concept. Like predictions, those reports and lists generally follow the logic that tomorrow will 
largely be a continuation of today, but they tend to put more weight on the developments of the present or 
a very recent past. Some of them, like the key trends described in the United States National Intelligence 
Council’s Global Trends report, are based on a combination of data, qualitative information and expert 
assessments. The latter help capture new phenomena like the role of artificial intelligence for job markets 
or the use of autonomous weapons in wars. Other outputs just collect the intuitive expectations of jour-
nalists, expert commentators or even advocacy groups that repackage their priorities as trends to place 
them on policy-makers’ agendas. Some of this is essentially “pop futurism”: the politicized expression of 
unscientific predictions that suit the authors’ existing preferences or agenda (Rejeski and Olson 2006).

In foreign services, in-house trend analyses can play a role in short-term horizon scanning (for sev-
eral months ahead) or the monitoring of situations where there is a risk of conflict (e.g., European 
Commission 2017). Together with quantitative analyses and more long-term strategic foresight, they 
can help adjust existing policies and inform political prioritization.

SCENARIOS: GETTING PREPARED FOR A 
RANGE OF FUTURES 
Scenarios are thought experiments about what is unknown but possible.1 They can be useful to il-
lustrate how the future could unfold under different conditions (Mietzner and Reger 2005; Freedman 
2017). Following Gabriel (2013; 2014), a scenario describes a possible and plausible future, that is, 
a comprehensive snapshot of a future moment (picture of the future) and the plausible course of 
events leading up to it (history of the future). As such, scenarios do not make probabilistic claims to 
reduce uncertainty. Compared to forecasts, scenarios are better suited to inform efforts to prepare 
for uncertain long-term developments, particularly if the purpose is to find possibilities that are com-
monly overlooked or discounted (Gabriel 2014).

The easiest and most common way to build a scenario is for a single expert or a small team to write 
or project data into a picture of the future and its history from the present (e.g., Perthes and Lip-
pert 2012, 2013; Brozus 2015, 2018; Gaub 2019). The main limitation of such scenarios is that they 
risk reflecting or even reinforcing their authors’ cognitive biases. The results are attractively pack-
aged visions or warnings that, in terms of their methodology, do not greatly differ from the implicitly 
sketched micro-futures that we use in any kind of argument about the consequences of potential 
policy options or read about in internal memos, newspaper commentaries, or policy briefs. While 
useful to illustrate what might happen and how complex interactions between different factors could 
play out, single-author scenarios are prone to revolve around the common sense of their authors’ 
community and therefore be less useful to question conventional thinking and prevent surprises. 

1. The authors’ understanding of foresight and strategic foresight is mainly informed by the ideas put forth in Jo-
hannes Gabriel’s scientific works (see Gabriel 2013; Gabriel 2014), non-public presentations and trainings, as well as 
based on collaborative work with Gabriel’s consultancy Foresight Intelligence in the context of EU-LISTCO.

https://www.ecfr.eu/article/commentary_top_ten_foreign_policy_trends_in_2019
https://www.dni.gov/index.php/global-trends-home
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/12/28/10-conflicts-to-watch-in-2019-yemen-syria-afghanistan-south-sudan-venezuela-ukraine-nigeria-cameroon-iran-israel-saudi-arabia-united-states-china-kurds-ypg/
https://www.dni.gov/index.php/global-trends-home
http://www.foresightintelligence.de/
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An alternative is to develop multiple plausible scenarios for the same question about the future, based 
on different perspectives and different types of expertise. This requires a larger group of participants 
with diverse backgrounds as well as targeted facilitation to limit common cognitive biases (e.g., in 
favour of linear extrapolation from recent experience) and adverse social dynamics like groupthink 
(Janis 1982). Such a process helps expand the realm of plausible futures and thus intends to enable 
decision-makers to manage uncertainty and complexity across a range of possibilities. One specific 
application of this approach is the one EU-LISTCO uses to identify and analyze threats of governance 
breakdown and violent conflict (see Bressan et al. 2019). 

WHAT TO DO ABOUT IT? FROM 
FORESIGHT TO STRATEGIC FORESIGHT
Policy-makers are confronted with a growing number of scenarios, projections, predictions, and 
warnings about the future. While foresight and forecasting help us understand possible futures, stra-
tegic foresight enables prioritization and the design of more targeted policies and tools for dealing 
with an uncertain future across multiple potential challenges and opportunities. 

EU-LISTCO’s strategic policy design methodology is one such approach designed to bridge the gap 
between early warning and early action by inviting experts and policy-makers to develop concrete 
goals, instruments and measures that help them formulate coherent strategies to prevent risks from 
turning into actual security threats and foster resilience in the EU’s neighbourhood. Going beyond 
simply deriving policy options from best- and worst-case scenarios, the goal is to identify policy op-
tions that are robust (i.e., effective or at least not harmful across different futures) and adaptable to 
changes in the future environment.

SURROUNDED BY PROPHECIES: WHAT 
TO LOOK OUT FOR
Foreign policy faces a lot of uncertainty and risk. As much as our own cognitive biases would make 
us want to believe that: we cannot know the future. No matter how much we invest in foresight, the 
future will remain uncertain and no course of action will be without risk. Extrapolation can give us a 
sense of how certain indicators might develop if no major shock occurs. Data analysis can help us 
establish a baseline risk for violent conflict and monitoring the present can help us quickly react to 
changes. None of this, however, eradicates even a small part of the uncertainty that is typical for the 
foreign policy environment. Violent conflicts, governance breakdown and imminent security threats 
are the result of highly complex chains of interactions, which social science is currently not even 
close to predicting with a level of confidence that is useful and practical for foreign policy. 

What we can achieve by systematically thinking about the future is to improve the quality of deci-
sion-making by counteracting some of the individual (cognitive) and collective (social) biases that 
tend to trap our decision-making processes in wishful thinking, linear thinking, groupthink, and the 
many other tricks our minds are playing on us to deal with complexity and uncertainty. The world 
is full of events that many would have dismissed as crazy or impossible until they happened – just 
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think of ISIL’s sudden conquest of territory in Iraq and Syria or current developments in Algeria, Libya 
or Sudan. In hindsight, we tend to think we saw it coming, but that is often just what our brains have 
us believe so we can make sense of the world. Effective foresight can help us overcome these biases 
enough to improve preparedness, increase the range of policy options available to respond to warn-
ing signs and escalations and, ultimately, to better achieve our strategic objectives. 

Using foresight and strategic foresight effectively, however, requires some care and investments: 

1. Foresight needs clarity about sources and methods

To assess their analytical utility and limitations, users of a foresight product need to understand at least 
the basics of what range of data or knowledge went into a particular product (sources) and how it was 
processed (method). Is it purely based on extrapolation or does it include a creative element? Was it cre-
ated by a single author or team, or by a larger range of contributors with diverse perspectives? Producers 
of foresight analysis need to be transparent about these basics, and users need to become critical con-
sumers who demand such transparency and are able to use different products for different purposes.

For policy institutions that invest their own resources into foresight, training methods can enable people 
to make the right investment choices for their organizations’ needs. In light of the increasing importance 
of data collection, processing and analysis, basic training in probability and statistics will be critical to 
make informed and responsible foreign policy decisions far beyond early warning units alone. 

2. To add value to decision-making, foresight requires the time to think slow

Human and institutional decision-making about the future are subject to many cognitive and social 
biases that are related to the fast-thinking functions of our brains (Kahneman 2011; Tversky and 
Kahneman 1974). Creating and consuming foresight products is best done in a deliberate way that 
focuses on conscious analysis rather than the intuitive heuristics that enable quick decisions shaped 
by unconscious biases. At the institutional level, organizations can design processes in ways that 
enable or even force conscious, analytical engagement with the future simply by setting aside time 
for it and shaping the purpose or incentives accordingly. Early-warning or prevention processes often 
are already good examples of this: regular meetings to discuss priorities enable participants to pre-
pare and develop their reasoning behind proposed decisions or policies. In the same way, the quality 
of foresight products such as scenarios massively depends on the time invested in their creation.

3. There is no single foresight solution to all policy problems.

Different methods can help answer specific questions or be implemented directly in a bureaucracy’s 
risk assessment and policy planning routine. Extrapolations of data and statistical prediction can give 
us one idea of a possible future – mostly one that is not very different from today – and help us under-
stand a narrow part of the future with a margin of error, all other things being equal. In contrast, some 
foresight methods help us explore a wider range of possible futures to overcome blind spots and better 
prepare for surprises. Others serve to narrow down and prioritize, such as quantitative and qualita-
tive warning, horizon scanning and strategic foresight. Being aware of the comparative strengths and 
weaknesses of different approaches helps matching them to specific organizational needs. 
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CONCLUSION: STRATEGIC ACTION COMES 
WITH CONSCIOUS RISK-TAKING
In the end, to prepare for the future always requires consciously accepting uncertainty and risk. While 
we like to think we are in control, a lot of our judgement is clouded by our tendency to selectively 
choose information and our habit of ex-post rationalization. When clearer, structured thinking about 
the future helps us accept how little we (can) actually know and that every prediction comes with 
a margin of error, we have an easier time accepting that every decision we make for an uncertain 
future is risky. Reality requires us to manage risk. Using foresight methodologies to think about 
multiple plausible futures helps us do so better than simply letting our mental autopilot extrapolate 
from the most vividly remembered elements of the past, which leaves us standing backwards to the 
future. Using foresight helps us turn around and add an analytical dimension to our intuitive ways of 
looking ahead.
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