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What do we mean by 
‘horizon scanning’? 

Cranfield University undertakes a range of horizon scanning and futures research 
- ‘strategic foresight’ - which is often defined as: 
•  “The systematic examination of potential threats, opportunities and likely future 

developments which are at the margins of current thinking and planning. [The 
research] may explore novel and unexpected issues, as well as persistent 
problems or trends. Overall, it is intended to improve the robustness of policies 
and the evidence base.” (from: Defra, 2002) 

•  Our research is the act of gathering new insights that may point us towards 
affirming or discrediting existing trends and developments as well as identifying 
new and emerging trends and developments which are on the margins of our 
current thinking, but which will impact on our lives in the future 

 
•  The futures methods we employ include horizon scanning, scenario building (morphological approach 

and axis of uncertainty approach), back-casting, visioning, and wind tunnelling, etc.  
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IEHRF’s strategic foresight research aims to…  
Enable clients to stay resilient over time and to meet the needs of government and 
society, by identifying:  
•  Risks and preparing for them to future-proof policies; and  
•  Opportunities to foster innovation, where this might help deliver strategic 

objectives 
This enables IEHRF work with its clients to… 
•  prepare for events that may happen in the future, which are uncertain and not 

necessarily under their control; 
•  gain efficiencies by ensuring that policies and strategies are robust and resilient 

over time; 
•  take a structured approach to exploring a range of futures rather than predicting a 

single expected or ‘most likely’ future 

What do we aim to 
achieve?  



How do we do it? 

•  The IEHRF at Cranfield University conducts futures research under 4 work streams:  

•  Work-stream 1: Provide a programme of regular, monthly horizon scanning to 
identify and disseminate emerging issues on the short, medium and long term 
horizons;  

•  Work-stream 2: Integrate risk analysis methods and techniques to assess and 
prioritise the importance/likelihood and impact of emerging issues identified in [1] 
above;  

•  Work-stream 3: Develop a programme of large / medium scale futures (foresight) 
studies (e.g. scenario building) to investigate a range of plausible futures from [1] 
and [2] and their implications for high priority issues;  

•  Work-stream 4: Build wider capacity to assess future risks and opportunities, 
through a range of up-skilling training courses and knowledge exchange activities 
and materials 



 
Foresight helps us to understand, analyse 
& communicate information about the 
future, and:   

1.  Understand uncertainty  
2.  Build a knowledge base about the future  
3.  Inform strategic decisions and develop 

robust policy options 
4.  Prepare for/ manage/ mitigate/ prevent 

emerging risks 
5.  Improve long-term resilience  
6.  Create a space for long term thinking 
7.  Exploit emerging opportunities (including 

new markets) 

Social media & big data.  
How can we use this trend 
to value ecosystem services?  

What are the emerging 
trends that should inform 
our evidence investment 
strategy? 

What is the future of marine 
planning in the UK and how 
might this shape policy? 

Futures Exchange. How can 
we make space for strategic 
discussion? 

What are the emerging risks 
that might require future 
regulation?  

What is the future of food 
and feed in the UK, and how 
might this impact delivery of 
official controls? 

Good practice: how can 
government foresight be 
improved?   What can it do? 



What it cannot do 

We cannot predict the future! 
 
The future is too complex 
and uncertain, with too many 
interdependencies to 
accurately predict its 
outcomes.  



FORESIGHT	  RESEARCH	  IS	  
ABOUT	  HELPING	  
ORGANISATIONS	  

UNDERSTAND,	  PLAN	  FOR	  	  
AND	  MANAGE	  	  

CHANGE	  	  
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Types of change 

Events 
Happenings that are 

still affecting the future: 
e.g. Kyoto Protocol 

 

Cycles 
Things which change and 
then change back : e.g. 

industry cycles  

Trends 
Things which change in 
one direction over a long 

period of time: e.g. 
increase in e-commerce  
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Discontinuities 
Sharp disruptions to 
the baseline or likely 

future: e.g. 9/11, 
financial crisis 

 

The  
Future 

The  
Future 

 The  
Future 

The  
Future 

The   . 
Future   . 



What is horizon 
scanning? 

Scenario-building 
•  What are the plausible, alternative future scenarios? 
 

Horizon Scanning 
•  What are the emerging risks and opportunities we need to 

consider?  

Back-casting 
•  How can we achieve our vision?  
 

Visioning 
•  What do we want to achieve in the future?  
 

Wind-tunnelling  
•  How could the different scenarios affect our ability to 

achieve our vision/ objectives?  
  

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
  

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

The Toolkit 

 
 

 
  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 
 

Risk prioritisation 
•  What are the top issues? 



Method –  
in a nutshell 

Identify Key 
Factors 

(chosen as 
the basis for 
scanning) 

Scan 650+ 
online and 

other 
resources 

every 
quarter 

around each 
key factor 

Share 
relevant 

insights via 
Pearltrees 

Select 
relevant 
insights 

Develop 
narrative for 
each insight 

Assess 
importance 
and time 

horizon for 
each insight  

Telecon with 
client 

Disseminate 
in a 

quarterly 
newsletter 
and online 

Clients feed 
in insights 

via 
Pearltrees 

Clients 
review all 
narratives 
and scores 

Comments 
can be 

added online  



Method – identifying key 
factors 

•  Key factors are broad drivers or areas 
of change used to guide horizon 
scanning.  

•  These and are designed to reflect 
the most important topic areas 
shaping the future of our clients. 
They may be different for every 
organisation/ industry and act as a foci 
for scanning.  

•  As an example, through consultation, 
we identified 13 key factors which drive 
change for the environmental sector:  

1.  Consumer attitudes and behaviour 
2.  Health and well-being 
3.  Science, technology and innovation 
4.  Energy supply and demand 
5.  Natural resources and waste 

management 
6.  Agriculture, forestry and rural 

communities 
7.  Food production, processing and 

distribution 
8.  Land use and land management 
9.  Climate, environment and biodiversity 
10. Oceans, marine life and fisheries 
11.  Economy and industry 
12. Globalisation, (geo)politics and 

national security 
13. Demographics and urbanisation 



Method – identifying 
insights 

•  We regularly scan 650+ quality controlled sources for 
signals of change, around each of the key factors 

•  This is essentially an intelligence gathering function, 
which entails the systematic scanning of online and 
offline sources for signals of change 

•  Identification of potential threats, opportunities and likely 
future developments that are at the margins of current 
thinking and planning 

•  Provides the basic evidence for other future methods 
including trend research and scenario building 



Outputs 



Organising and selecting 
the insights 

Link to original article 
Ability to add 

comments 
Key Factor 

Insight 

Alert to new 
 content 



Organising and 
selecting the insights 

Implications  
and next steps 

Links to  
original  
articles 

First, main  
impact 

Likelihood x  
impact (S,E,E) 

Links to  
similar 

 insights 



Prioritising the insights 
 

 
Note: These  

horizons  
should not be used 
 as an indicator of 

when action is 
 needed. An event 

 likely to occur in 15 
 years may still 

 require action now 
 to mitigate against  

it.  

Importance is  
indicative, highly 

uncertain and  
should be  

considered in  
the context of  
each individual  
organisation. 



What happens to the 
insights? 

•  Quarterly newsletters 
•  highlight priority issues of interest, but also inter-relationships to identify 

emerging trends 
•  Online, public database of insights 

•  E.g. to search insights related to biofuel/ noise 
•  Annual Key Factors Report 

•  Identifies trends which have emerged over the past year of scanning 
under each key factor 

•  Identifies cross cutting issues which prevail across all key factors 
•  Inform information/evidence needs concerning more in-depth foresight 

research projects and other research requirements 



What happens next? 

Our clients engage in foresight research to... 

1.  Reduce uncertainty by identifying new and relevant trends  

2.  Prepare for strategic decisions 

3.  Develop new and future business fields/markets  

4.  Create orientation on future developments 

5.  Build a knowledge base  

6.  Identify and manage emerging risks   

7.  Identify risks or opportunities which may challenge/ contribute to organisational objectives 

8.  Inform long-term planning 

9.  Facilitate strategic discussions and plan for resilience 

10.  Identify new information needs and inform evidence investment… 



1 

Key Factors 
Filter and framework for structuring, analysis and communication of insights 

Analysis of internal  
and external evidence 
including other futures 

studies  

Key Factors & Foresight 
Research Reports 

 
Our reports provide an analysis of most 
important long-term trends, including 
identification and analysis of the most 

important cross-cutting themes 

Risk 
 

Identification and analysis 
of short- medium- and  

long-term risks; input into 
organisational performance  

management 

Policy 
 

Resilience tests to  
ensure policy 

and programmes are 
considering important 

long-term issues  

Strategy 
 

Knowledge-base and 
insights used for 

underpinning strategic 
thinking processes  

Evidence  
 

Relates to evidence 
investment  strategies  
and provides insights  

into emerging  
evidence needs   

 

Horizon Scanning 
Business intelligence function: Horizon Scanning provides a steady stream of new insights and trends  

 

Integration of internal 
expertise via surveys, 
expert workshops and 

direct feedback   
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Linking to business 



The outputs from our initial horizon scanning work are used to develop medium- to 
large-scale research projects which:  

•  Provide plausible descriptions of how the future may develop  

•  Envision alternative evolutions of whole systems rather than individual entities 

•  Identify critical decision points and strategic options 

•  Develop of a clear context for future strategies and polices 

•  Explore the strengths and weaknesses of current strategy and/or policy approaches 

•  Provide a long-term vision independent of any political timetable  

In-depth foresight 
research 



Building scenarios 
Exploring the range of possible 
and plausible futures rather than 
predicting a single expected or 
‘most likely’ future 



Why predicting the 
‘probable’ is not  
enough 

Probable 
Plausible 

Our predictions of ‘probable’ 
futures are often flawed 
 
Anchoring heuristic 
When making an estimate, we 
often start with an initial value 
(anchor) and adjust from this 
 
Representativeness heuristic 
We expect the future to be 
representative of the past 
 
Availability bias 
We think it’s more likely if it’s just 
happened and we can remember it 
 
Groupthink. Bandwagon effect.  

(See works by  Kahnemann and Tversky) 



What have we learned? 

1.  The distinctive qualities of 
foresight research  

2.  Finding a suitable method 
3.  Involving and empowering 

critics 
4.  Good, clear governance and 

roles 
5.  The power of multidisciplinarity 
6.  Language and understanding 
7.  Ownership and keeping it 

relevant 
8.  Making a long-term difference 
9.  Dealing with discomfort 



Sprayable energy ends personal tiredness?  
This portable phial of sprayable caffeine is marketed as providing 
energy through the skin at a steady pace over several hours and 
apparently, without the ‘buzz’ or crash afterwards.    



A pocket molecular sensor for all? 
SCiO is a hand-held spectrometer. It can scan the molecular 
fingerprint of materials or physical objects – food, medicine, plants, 
etc. - and send information straight to your smartphone.  



 
 

Contact: 
f.lickorish@cranfield.ac.uk  
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