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Abstract  

The European Union has embarked to become a pioneer in sustainability and in developing of 

a climate-neutral, resource-efficient economy and an inclusive, just, and democratic society. 

Transition to sustainability is an underlying principle of EU’s ongoing policies and an 

overarching theme for long-term visions of EU’s development for decades to come. The 

implementation of these transformative policies will be variously challenged by the existing 

disruptions, like Covid, the war in Ukraine, and others.  

It is important to ensure that long term sustainability goals are reached even in such uncertain 

circumstances. For the policies and the societal impact, it is important to build long-term 

sustainability resilience, deal with challenges systemically and better understand possible future 

developments and solutions. This requires not only policy adjustments but for all actors in 

society to build an understanding of what could be ahead of us and where is potential for 

solutions. Since sustainability outcome is implemented by everyone in the society the overall 

awareness and competencies on foresight literacy, system-based approaches or stakeholder 

engagement, to name a few, should be systematically integrated and institutionalized in the 

education and learning systems at all levels, of policy making, and supported with right 

incentives. 

It is especially difficult to deal with the long-term future by providing accountable insights. But 

there are various approaches, methods and tools which we can use and combine; however, there 

are no solutions that fit all. Each specific case needs to be evaluated and designed in a targeted 

way with the right combination of methods and tools. Such an approach requires a profound 

knowledge of what foresight methods and tools can offer selecting the most appropriate ones. 

The first steps and areas of improvement could be summarized in three sets of actions: 

• To improve the understanding and awareness of sustainability and some closely related 

concepts of long-term resilience, systemic challenges and foresight which are crucial if we 

want to develop solutions for current and possible future challenges. 

• Foresight is a key approach for dealing with most of the systemic or more specialized topics 

in the long-term perspective. It is important to integrate and institutionalize foresight in 

everyday operational activities and all societal sectors in a systemic way, avoiding patchy 

approaches which can make more damage than benefits. 

• To build competencies to support learning and implementation of foresight approaches and 

provide incentives for continuous development and application. 

Keywords: Foresight, Sustainability Transitions, Long-term Resilience, System-Based 

Approaches, EU.  
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1 EU’s transformation towards sustainability 

A policy agenda and long-term visions on sustainability, understood as the development that 

meets the needs of the present without jeopardising the needs of future generations across 

environmental, economic and social systems, have been steadily gaining prominence in the EU. 

The European Green Deal placed the goal of increased sustainability – environmental, social 

and economic – at the heart of its policy initiatives (e.g. Biodiversity strategy, Farm to Fork 

policy, Just Transition, Circular Economy strategy). In this, the European Union has embarked 

to become a pioneer in sustainability and developing a climate-neutral, resource-efficient 

economy and an inclusive, just, and democratic society. Transition to sustainability is thus an 

underlying principle of EU’s ongoing policies and an overarching theme for long-term visions 

of EU’s development for decades to come. The implementation of these transformative policies 

will be variously challenged by the existing disruptions, like the Russian war in Ukraine, which 

started in February 2022 and new potential disruptions. The Commission placed strategic 

foresight at the centre of the sustainability and resilience policy agenda. Subsequently, the 

EU Strategic Foresight Agenda was launched in 2020.  

2 Sustainability impact gap and knowledge/assessment gap 

The use of sustainability and resilience as a kind of 'policy compass' is successful when it 

includes genuinely participatory stakeholder activities. If the link between citizens, 

stakeholders, scientists and policy-makers is not sufficiently strong, and impact gap may 

hamper or undermine the objectives of policies. Instead of increased levels of sustainability and 

resilience, there would be a growing gap between stakeholders’ expectations and their 

assessment of the outcome of policies.  

Furthermore, the impact gap appears to be intrinsically linked to the knowledge and 

assessment gap. Namely, the gap between various understandings of sustainability and 

resilience and methods to study these complex transitions. Lack of understanding of what 

sustainability is and how it can be best assessed may lead to a growing impact gap amongst 

stakeholders. To avoid or narrow down the impact and knowledge/assessment gaps, both 

resilience and sustainability-centred policies need to be informed by actionable and trusted 

knowledge. The facilitating role of scientific evidence needs to be augmented using 

participatory forward-looking assessment across disciplines and thematic areas. The 2021 

EU Strategic foresight report recognizes the risk of an impact gap, and therefore explicitly 

points out 'the need for participatory and inclusive governance to enhance trust and 

legitimacy at all levels’. The report however does not specify precisely how this potential 

impact gap can be narrowed down. For covering the knowledge/assessment gap, the report 

suggests using the resilience dashboards (a set of indicators on the country and EU level, first 

mentioned in the 2020 strategic foresight report), strategic policy coherence and foresight 

approach to inform the assessment of the EU's policies including the EU’s ‘green recovery’ 

strategy.  

3 Tackling the gaps with strategic foresight 

Strategic participatory foresight can help improve resilience and spearhead sustainability 

transitions. In particular, strategic foresight takes into account the impacts of a crisis on relevant 

drivers of change over a time horizon. Policies benefitting from strategic foresight can better 

mitigate the vulnerabilities and strengthen the EU’s capacity to bounce back from a crisis, 

opening new opportunities and making Europe more resilient. This is a continuous and cyclical 
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process, with continuous re-evaluation and feedback loops. Importantly, participatory foresight 

avails stakeholders to think together about the complexity of sustainability transitions and of 

various ways of assessing and monitoring these transitions.  

Within the European and international discourse, there is an increasing awareness of the 

importance of monitoring sustainability transitions in ways that go beyond conventional 

economic indicators such as GDP or disparate environmental indicators and provide 

holistic linkages centred on sustainability and well-being. This points to the need for more 

systemic knowledge to inform long-term policies to achieve together and coherently objectives 

for climate change, sustainability and resilience (e.g. the EU 2050 goals). Similarly, 

participatory foresight can enable stakeholders to take stock of a wide set of global systemic 

interdependences and their potential effect on the EU’s sustainable transition.  

As shown above, foresight plays a crucial role in informing long term sustainability and policy 

effectiveness, including all relevant stakeholders in policy and business agendas. It shows also 

its crucial role in meeting the expectations and impacts across the whole society. While this 

understanding greatly advanced within the European policy circles it is less understood by civil 

society which however plays a crucial role in the success of the sustainability outcomes. 

Building competencies and learning about the sustainability transitions, resilience and about 

the potential of foresight and how to be used as a tool for successful sustainability outcomes in 

the future, is another important area which needs specific address and improvement. 

Options for tackling the 'impact gap and knowledge/assessment gap' through 

participatory foresight (in the context of the limited experience and practice with citizen 

participation and foresight) could include: 

1. Improve understanding across the society of key systemic concepts and their added value for 

successful future sustainability outcomes (e.g. sustainability transitions, resilience, systemic 

challenges, system-based approaches, foresight etc).  

This means improving the understanding and awareness of sustainability and some closely 

related concepts of long-term resilience, systemic challenges and foresight which are crucial if 

we want to develop solutions for current and possible future challenges. 

2. Integrate and institutionalize concepts of sustainability just transitions, long term 

transformative resilience and use of foresight in a systemic way. Develop monitoring of 

sustainability transitions. Enhance the development and application of various methods and 

tools and their use in policy making, stakeholder consultation processes and education systems. 

Foresight is a key approach for dealing with most of the systemic or more specialized topics in 

the long-term perspective. It is important to integrate and institutionalize foresight in everyday 

operational activities and in all societal sectors in a systemic way, avoiding patchy approaches 

which can make more damage than benefits. 

3. Specifically urgently improve understanding of the potential and added value of foresight 

and its use in the support of sustainability just transition processes and outcomes. Enhance 

building awareness, competencies and learning of long-term future thinking for all citizens and 

policy makers (e.g. at all levels of education systems, and in other informal learning and training 

activities). 

It is important to build competencies to support learning and implementation of foresight 

approaches and provide incentives for continuous development and application. 
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These are the first steps and areas of improvement, summarized in three sets of actions.  

4 Some selected further reading: 

European Environment Agency's State of Europe's Environment Report 2020 (SOER2020). 

EU Strategic Foresight reports 2020, 2021. 

European Parliament, EPRS: Participatory foresight: Preventing an impact gap in the EU's 

approach to sustainability and resilience. 

Council of the European Union, 2001. 5 European Commission, Communication on Better 

Regulation, April 2019.  

Elinor Ostrom, 'Designing complexity to govern complexity.  

Rosa, A.B., Kimpeler, S., Schirrmeister, E. et al. 'Participatory foresight and reflexive 

innovation: setting policy goals and developing strategies in a bottom-up, mission-oriented, 

sustainable way'. 

Towards a climate-resilient future together. A toolbox with participatory foresight methods, 

tools and examples from climate and food governance Ende, M.A. van den; Wardekker, J.A.; 

Mees, H.L.P.; Hegger, D.L.T.; Vervoort, J.M. (2021) Utrecht University Repository. 10 

European Commission, Communication on European Climate Pact, December 2020.  

Joint declaration on the Conference on the Future of Europe.  

EU Strategic Foresight reports 2020, 2021 
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