
The challenges and commitments … are interrelated and 
call for integrated solutions. To address them effectively,  

a new approach is needed.2 

As the midpoint of the implementation of the 2030 Agenda 
approaches, the world is changing rapidly, and resources are 
growing scarce. The COVID-19 pandemic and its aftermath have 
increased uncertainty and budgetary pressures. Policymakers 
need to make difficult trade-offs to achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) and navigate the technological 
and environmental transitions ahead. The pressure to deliver 
on global commitments is ever more intense, and yet global 
uncertainties are threatening to derail efforts to achieve the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

Building robust institutions and resilient and effective long-term 
policies is more important than ever. Strategic foresight can 
support decision makers in these areas in times of uncertainty, 
risk, and social and technological innovation.3 Strategic 
foresight contributes to effective governance for sustainable 
development in various ways, providing a solid framework 
for strengthening strategic planning, risk management, 
innovation, community empowerment and intergenerational 
equity. Thinking about the future is powerful because, when 
undertaken strategically, it can help inform technical decisions 
on policy trade-offs and—even more importantly—can contribute 
to building a consensus on a shared vision for the future 
across society.

Over the past few years, the unfolding of the pandemic, 
the growing urgency surrounding climate change, and the 
deeply transformative implications of accelerating technology 
development have kindled a growing interest in the adoption 
and operationalization of strategic foresight. Governments have 
stepped up efforts to build strategic foresight capabilities with 
the help of peer-to-peer networks and United Nations entities 
such as the accelerator labs and regional offices of the United 
Nations Development Programme, United Nations Global 
Pulse training programmes,4 and United Nations regional 
commissions. Strategic foresight can help Governments with 
the following challenges:

• Addressing the urgent need not only to identify risk, 
but also to institutionalize prevention and to implement 
contingency plans (the pandemic was an example of 
a known future risk, and yet countries were globally 
unprepared for its arrival); 

• Responding to wide-scale misinformation and mistrust 
in scientific data and technocratic policies;

• Bringing together fragmented and siloed policymaking 
approaches to address the many (often multidisciplinary) 
aspects of human well-being, including health, 
education, decent jobs and housing;

• Allaying concerns about the depth of multilateral 
cooperation and solidarity around any burden-sharing 
that might lie ahead, given the largely non-collective 
response to pandemic recovery;

• Mitigating intergenerational tensions and balancing 
the needs of today’s citizens with the needs of future 
generations.  

The present contribution explores recent progress in strategic 
foresight practice and outlines ideas for accelerating its 
adoption—particularly by national Governments—to unlock 
SDG progress and accelerate advancement towards the 
2030 Agenda.   

Why strategic foresight is needed to successfully 
implement the 2030 Agenda

There are three imperatives for the continued adoption of 
strategic foresight as a pillar for effective governance: 

• Supporting trade-offs. Managing trade-offs is not 
an objective scientific exercise involving top-down 
technocratic analysis; it is a political issue that 
requires principle-driven decision-making. It is critical 
for communities to come to a consensus on shared 
problems and the implications of future decisions. This 
can enable early action and investment in prevention. 
The systems-thinking logic underpinning foresight can 
help with the exploration of alternative scenarios and 
how best to use scarce resources to build resilient 
policies.  

• Supporting capability-building. Governments around 
the world—overwhelmed by major crises and grappling 
with declining legitimacy and public trust—are struggling 
with how best to respond to the public administration 
challenges that lie ahead. An anticipatory policymaking 
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approach needs to be adopted early enough, fast-
tracked, and supported with adequate resources.5

• Supporting the ambitious 2030 Agenda principles 
of interdependence, universality and leaving no one 
behind. During the first half of the implementation 
period, policymakers have applied the SDG framework 
as if it is a static vision composed of 17 siloed Goals 
rather than the interconnected, inclusive and universal 
framework that it has the potential to be if seen as 
a dynamic and integrated solution. This has resulted 
in incremental rather than transformative change. 
The SDG midterm review can be an inflection point 
to commit to the widespread adoption of strategic 
foresight as the basis of the “new approach” called 
for in the 2030 Agenda and outlined in the vision of 
the Secretary-General of the United Nations in Our 
Common Agenda.6

Towards the new approach: What does good practice 
look like? 

There are a number of recent examples of innovative country-
level strategic foresight approaches being implemented at low 
cost and with the use of minimal resources.7 The adaptive 
nature of foresight and its ability to support emergent 
strategic planning is helpful for designing and implementing 
an effective national sustainable development plan that takes 
into account inherent interdependencies. Some examples 
below demonstrate the diversity of application and purpose 
characterizing this approach.8 

Young people from China, Japan, Mongolia and the Republic 
of Korea have contributed to the design and facilitation of 
Futuring Peace in Northeast Asia, an initiative launched by 
the United Nations Department of Political and Peacebuilding 
Affairs, using a risk-management approach to strategic foresight 
to find new ways to share their vision of a peaceful north-
eastern Asia region. The young people have discussed future 
scenarios to better understand how identifying anticipated 
challenges and making informed decisions today can support 
a better future.9 In the strategic planning category, foresight 
has been used in the process of domesticating the SDGs and 
integrating them into national processes according to each 
country’s context, capacities and priorities, including South-
South collaboration and support. Cambodia, for example, has 
a long-term development plan to become a middle-income 
country10 and achieve net-zero emissions11 by 2050, and 
similar approaches to foresight and planning are reflected 
in the Strategic Sustainable Development Plan 2022-2026 
in Cabo Verde and the National Development Strategy for 
North Macedonia.12 There are inspiring examples of strategic 
foresight being leveraged for community empowerment and 
Indigenous stewardship. In Aotearoa (New Zealand), Maori 
communities are adapting foresight approaches so that 

they can be embedded in rangatahi (youth) culture and 
drive rangatahi-led change; key aims include developing 
future-focused skills within communities and providing the 
tools for self-governance, with the ultimate vision being 
income, education, and employment equity by 2040.13 In the 
Manguinhos favela in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, young citizens are 
coming together as part of the Sementes Manguinhos Favela 
project to reimagine their desired community.14 In Barbados, 
foresight for leadership is being activated, with emerging 
political leaders using foresight to build consensus to address 
the ever-more-serious impacts of climate change.15 In South 
Africa, the Geekulcha platform, supported by the Government’s 
Centre for Public Service Innovation, has recently started to 
use foresight to build intergenerational equity by upskilling 
young people to encourage a deeper understanding of the 
future of technology and the impact it will have on societies.16 

Interestingly, there is a growing trend of building strategic 
foresight capability across different government departments 
and levels, reflecting the adoption of an ecosystemic approach. 
Finland and Wales are oft-cited examples, where strategic 
foresight culture, processes, and institutions are being adopted 
in a systematic way across public administrations, regional 
bodies and local municipalities. There are other countries where 
this journey has started and where capability has survived 
political transitions. In Colombia, for example, strategic foresight 
has been steadily integrated into public administration. The 
adoption of strategic foresight in policymaking can be seen 
in multiple contexts: at the city level (in the multidisciplinary 
growth framework for Barranquilla through 2050 and beyond, 
to 2100, and as a youth engagement approach to respond to 
the 2021 demonstrations); as part of outreach efforts by the 
former public prosecutor; integrated into capability-building 
and reforms at the National Planning Department; and as 
part of a national dialogue for the National Development 
Plan 2022-2026.17

Implications for policymakers

There are two main implications for policymakers looking to 
apply strategic foresight in the service of achieving sustainable 
development in their countries.18

The first implication is the importance of supporting the efforts 
of public administrations and State institutions to prepare for 
the future through the adoption of an integrated approach 
across a nation’s governance ecosystem.19 Building anticipatory 
governance structures and processes and a network of strategic 
foresight champions across different institutions is critical to 
ensuring a lasting impact. They form an internal infrastructure 
for connecting signals of the future to decision-making today 
in a wide range of areas, including policy development, 
strategic planning, risk assessment, investment, innovation and 
recruitment. This will require new methods of data scraping, 
artificial-intelligence adoption signal adjustments and effective 
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content collection, as future-facing data and information are 
needed to sustain policy integration and coherence over time. 

A recommended first step is to establish a centre of foresight 
excellence at the heart of government that is charged with 
ensuring that foresight is connected to policy impact, which 
can be achieved through building a quality supply of insights, 
educating senior policymakers on how to use the insights, 
and coordinating existing capability across government. 

Building a governance culture of addressing differences by 
using strategic foresight approaches consistently over time 
is ultimately what will drive deep, lasting transformation. 
Consistency and commitment are needed to navigate the 
pendulum swing where successive Governments build and 
then halt the integration of foresight capability.20 Building 
collective resources and networks to circulate success stories 
and support movements to document and build evidence 
of what works is crucial. This is particularly needed in States 
facing serious long-term challenges or uncertainties, including 
those that are fragile, undergoing stabilization, or affected by 
climate change.21 This process must be seen as a marathon, 
not a sprint; institutional change cannot happen overnight. 

While digital technologies play an important role in promoting 
sustainable development and are essential for institution-
building to support the integration of strategic foresight, 
technocratic approaches by themselves are not sufficient to 
lead to societal transformation on the scale needed to achieve 
the vision of the 2030 Agenda. The second implication is that 
harnessing strategic foresight for societal transformation for 
sustainable development requires two additional components 
to achieve a fairer future for current and future generations—
namely, citizen engagement and leadership support.

It is essential to engage citizens so that they are involved in 
shaping their future; participatory foresight processes—including 
building strategic foresight into the design of participatory 

budgeting and citizens’ assemblies—are critical. As noted 
previously, sustainable development trade-offs are driven more 
by social considerations than technocratic solutions. Foresight 
strategies can contribute by supporting the efforts of public 
administration officials to build resilient policies, assess choices, 
and connect to cross-society voices and innovations. However, 
it will be critical for communities to develop a consensus 
on shared problems, activate their imaginations to generate 
responses, and explore the implications of these decisions for 
the future (including actively considering the interests of future 
generations). Activating meaningful participation and validating 
lived experience and community knowledge and stewardship, 
including among youth and Indigenous communities, form 
the basis for profound change. 

It is also vital to support the efforts of leaders to make 
intergenerationally fair decisions and to hold political leaders 
to account for the intergenerational impact of policies. 
Public administrations have often been held back from 
long-term policymaking by the lack of political support for 
addressing thorny issues beyond politicians’ terms of office. 
The pandemic changed this political calculation; it not only 
intensified uncertainty about the future but also heightened 
awareness and political salience around intergenerational 
impacts. Citizens are now more interested in the distribution 
of the costs and benefits of measures—relating to priorities 
such as employment, education, housing and health—that 
will impact generations alive now and in the future. Some 
political leaders are explicitly stating they are championing 
intergenerational fairness and solidarity between all citizens, 
both present and future.22 One of the most potentially 
transformative developments is the focus on exploring the 
incentives of public administrations to support and facilitate 
the investigation of the long-term, integrated systemic impact 
of policies and investments made now. 

The strategic foresight for societal transformation and effective 
governance triangle is illustrated in the figure below.

The transformative foresight triangle: an integrated strategic foresight approach to governance for societal 
transformation

Citizens are involved in
shaping their desired futures

Fairness
for current and 

future generations
Organisations and

sectors are prepared
for the future

Leaders make
intergenerationally
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Takeaways for Governments and international 
stakeholders

For public officials:

• Create a strategic foresight centre of excellence to 
spearhead a lean and outcome-focused multi-year 
initiative to build an effective anticipatory governance 
ecosystem across executive, legislative and audit 
institutions, government agencies, and municipal bodies.

• Integrate strategic foresight into civil service training 
and the education of current and next generations of 
public officials.

• Prioritize the principle of fairness for current and future 
generations across the public sector and assess policies 
from the standpoint of intergenerational fairness.  

• Support global innovations to protect the rights of current 
and future generations by, for example, contributing 
to efforts to develop a declaration of rights of future 
generations, advocating for a strong multilateral policy 
scrutiny role for the Special Envoy for Future Generations, 
and committing to a national listening exercise that 
connects foresight-enabled intergenerational dialogues 
about the future to national strategic planning.23

For multilateral organizations and donors:

• Use the United Nations summits taking place over the 
next few years (the SDG Summit in 2023, the Summit 
of the Future in 2024, and the proposed World Social 
Summit in 2025) 24 as an opportunity to commit to the 
rapid adoption of strategic foresight as the basis for 
the 2030 Agenda’s “new approach” to local, national, 
and multilateral public administration and anticipatory 
global governance fit for the twenty-first century. 

• Support a high-ambition strategic foresight capability-
building programme in government.

• Champion a responsible foresight agenda for societal 
transformation. This involves recognizing the risk 
of a performative adoption of strategic foresight, 
challenging the existing organizational culture and 
ways of working, and prioritizing transformational 
values. Specific commitments that address key 
priorities, such as strengthening intergenerational 
citizen engagement (especially from the global South) 
and developing accountability mechanisms to assess 
the intergenerational distributional impact of policy 
decisions, should be integrated into international 
standards, programme design and Our Common 
Agenda proposals. 
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