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Learning objectives and agenda

“Foresight is the capacity to think systematically about the future to inform 
decision -making today” (Conway, 2015). 

At the end of the session, participants will have a better understanding of:

• What is foresight? How to use foresight in evaluation? Why does it matter?

• What are some foresight tools and methods I can include in evaluation? 
How do these work in practice?

• What are some of the practical considerations, challenges and limitations 
of including foresight in evaluation practice?

• Where can I find resources on combining foresight and evaluation? 

• Who can I exchange with?
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Introduction to 
foresight in 
evaluation

30 minutes

Roundtable on 
including foresight in 

evaluations

40 minutes, 
followed by 

discussion/breakouts

Scenarios 
and wind -tunnelling 
of recommendations

50 minutes, 
followed by closing 
remarks and Q&A
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Part I:

Introduction to foresight in evaluation 

– shifting mindsets for the future



“Wow, it’s crazy out there.” 
Why foresight now belongs in evaluation

In these times, 
predictability is extinct
but the need for planning is not.

Alex Steffen, 
American futurist (adapted)
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• Evaluators are increasingly asked not 
only to look backwards, but to  look 
forward

• Linear assumptions increasingly fail in 
VUCA contexts  – now often described 
as BANI  (brittle, anxious, non -linear, 
incomprehensible)

• Recommendations built on a single 
assumed future are fragile

• Other fields have already done this  
work – we can borrow and adapt from 
their toolbox

Why use foresight 
in evaluation? 



What foresight is (and is not) 

Foresight helps evaluation engage with uncertainty —  
without pretending to predict the future.
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Foresight is

• A structured  way to think about 
possible, plausible, and 
preferable futures

• A bridge between past evidence 
and future decision -making

• A complement to evaluation, not 
a replacement or competitor

Foresight is not

• Prediction

• Guesswork

• Forecasting only



The core mindset shift
From certainty to preparedness

Traditional evaluation instinct

• Assume continuity

• Optimize for the “most likely ” 
future

• Treat context as background
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Foresight -informed evaluation

• Assume disruption

• Explore multiple plausible 
futures

• Treat context as dynamic  and 
shaping  outcomes



Foresight jargon: Signals, trends, drivers
Understanding change at different levels

Signals

• Early signs of change 

• Often weak, partial, emerging (but visible)

Trends  

• Patterns of change over time

• Directional, interpretable (below the surface)

Drivers

• Structural forces shaping systems

• Driving trends across sectors and time

• Larger movements, pushing the system (e.g., 
globalization, climate change, urbanization, AI)
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Futures are plural

One future is rarely enough

• Probable —  continuation of current trends

• Plausible —  disruption is possible

• Possible —  wider uncertainty

• Preferable —  values -based aspirations

 Beware the trap of the present
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Where foresight fits in evaluation
Strengthening the evaluation cycle

• Context analysis 
 → signals, trends, drivers

• Theory of change 
 → test assumptions against futures

• Evaluation questions 
 → future -relevant learning

• Recommendations 
 → stress -tested for robustness
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Foresight is not one method
A simple orientation to the foresight toolbox

Understanding 
change

What ’s already 
shaping the present 

and near future?

• Signals & horizon 
scanning

• Trend analysis

• Forecasting 

• Futures Triangle

15

Exploring 
futures

What different 
futures could 

plausibly emerge?

• Scenario planning

• Three Horizons

• Future narratives

Testing 
decisions

How robust are our 
strategies under 

uncertainty?

• Wind -tunnelling

• Stress -testing

• Assumption 

testing

Shaping 
action

How might we 
move toward 

desired futures?

• Backcasting

• Roadmapping

• Transition 

pathways



What this asks of us as evaluators

A foresight mindset!

• Comfort with uncertainty

• Systems thinking

• Curiosity beyond silos

• Question business as usual

• Evaluation as a strategic conversation
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This is not about having the answers. It ’s about 
being better prepared for what may lie ahead 
-  and about making evaluation a more useful 
partner in navigating uncertainty.



Bridge to practice
From mindset to practice

Next, you ’ll see:

• How foresight is already used in UN evaluations
• What this looks like under real constraints
• The added value foresight offers
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Every evaluation already sends signals about the future.

The question is whether we do so consciously.
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Part II:

Roundtable on including 

foresight in evaluation



Roundtable on including foresight in evaluation

• Forecasting (UNICEF)

• Futures Triangle (OHCHR)

• Signal Scanning (UNDP)

• Three Horizons (UNITAR)

• Scenario Planning (UNIDO)
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Forecasting (UNICEF)
How foresight informed the UNICEF Strategic Plan evaluation

Why forecasting mattered: Evaluation designed to inform the 
next Strategic Plan (2026 –29), not only assess past performance

What was done: Forecasting grounded in observed trends to 
assess the plausibility of reaching 2025 targets

What this revealed
• While many output targets were set conservatively, some 

outcome targets were unlikely to be achieved 
• Strong output delivery ≠ guaranteed systems change
• Early warning signals for the next Strategic Plan

How it was used
• Informed by more realistic ambitions and time horizons
• Supported prioritization and adaptive planning for 2026 –2029
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Futures Triangle for an OHCHR Country Office
• A Country Office asked to conduct an internal review to inform the 

formulation of the next country program: a “visioning” exercise

• Data collected for the review included the exploration of the 
context, relevant issues in the country program, and scenarios for 
the future 

• A ‘futures triangle’ was used to identify factors driving change, 
from recent history to the current situation and into the near future

• Likely impact and degree of (un)certainty of the most relevant 
issues drawn from the ‘futures triangle’ were assessed

• Polarities were identified for settings with complex strategic 
uncertainties

• These strategic uncertainties – and their polarities – provided 
 a structure to develop scenarios or a roadmap for planning
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Signal Scanning (UNDP)

As part of the Formative Evaluation of the 
UNDP Funding Windows , the UNDP IEO

• Tapped into collective intelligence            
to map signals, trends, and drivers 
of change 

• Through an existing UNDP Future Trends 
and Signals System  and two bespoke 
“Signals Studios ” (see right)
(See also: UN Global Pulse  Horizon Scan Manual; UN Global 
Horizon Scanning AI -Powered Tool  prototype)

• In order to support the evaluation ’s 
literature review ( 1st horizon) with weaker 
signals ( 2nd/ 3rd horizon) 
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https://erc.undp.org/evaluation/documents/download/25085
https://erc.undp.org/evaluation/documents/download/25085
https://undp.sharepoint.com/sites/Futures-Portal/SitePages/UNDP-Future-Trends-and-Signals-System.aspx
https://undp.sharepoint.com/sites/Futures-Portal/SitePages/UNDP-Future-Trends-and-Signals-System.aspx
https://www.unglobalpulse.org/document/horizon-scan-manual-a-step-by-step-guide/
https://un-futureslab.org/project/un-global-horizon-scanning/
https://un-futureslab.org/project/un-global-horizon-scanning/
https://un-futureslab.org/project/un-global-horizon-scanning/
https://un-futureslab.org/project/un-global-horizon-scanning/


Process – How ?
Workshop
• Duration: 90 minutes
• Format: Online, teams
• Tools: Miro
• Participants: Project 

management group 
members from various UN 
and other IOs.

• Working mode: Plenary

Navigating the future of the IOMC Toolbox in times of 
uncertainties: Applying strategic foresight in a midterm evaluation

Purpose – Why ?
• Assess the current state of 

implementation as part of an 
independent midterm 
evaluation (Horizon 1)

• Share ideas for a desirable 
future for the remaining phase 
and beyond (Horizon 3)

• Identify recommendations for 
potential pathways forward to 
reach the desirable future 
(Horizon 2)

Framework – What ?
Three  Horizons  Foresight  Tool
• Horizon  1: Current  system  
→ What  is  (not)  working?
• Horizon  2: Transition  Zone  
→ What  actions  are  needed  to  move  
towards  tomorrow’s  vision?
• Horizon  3: Desired  future  
→ What  would  we  like  the  project  to  
look  like  by  the  end  and  beyond?

Lessons 
Learned

• Preparing properly. It is useful to prepare in advance inputs under different scenarios without inducing 
responses. Anonymized insights from previous interviews were summarized and validated in plenary.

• Be prepared for disruptions. Foresight methodologies can open doors for discussions of different 
topics. It is important to find the balance between facilitating to finalize the exercise and facilitating 
to make the evaluation process useful in itself.

• Useful for evaluations with forward - looking purposes. Looking at the future can also help gaining a 
better understanding on how stakeholders understand the intervention's outcomes and impact(s). 23
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Scenario Planning:
UNIDO’s Thought 
Leadership

• Different types of scenario planning

• Alternative futures:

• Efficient implementer 
(incremental) -  Emphasis on TC 
implementation 

• Integrated implementer/policy 
actor (integrative) -  Better 
integration of core functions 

• Global policy leader with 
implementation credibility 
(transformational) – 
Transforming expertise and 
experimentation

Scenario 1:  

Technical 
Cooperation 
Agency

Scenario 2:

TC Agency 
with Enhanced 
Normative 
Function

Scenario 3:

Global 
Thought Leader

Strategic 

Focus

Industrial project 

implementation

TC + stronger 

normative & 

policy linkages

Policy leadership 

grounded in 

implementation

Key Strengths

• Proven 

expertise

• Strong funding 

appeal

• Synergies 

across core 

functions

• Stronger 

impact

• Unique 

comparative 

advantage

• Global policy 

leadership

Key 

Limitations

• Limited thought 

leadership

• Underuses UN 

role

• Still not a top -

tier thought 

leader

• Risk to 

contributor 

relationships

Organizational 

Shift Required
Minimal Moderate Transformational
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Part III :
Scenarios and wind -tunnelling 



What are scenarios?



Scenarios are stories about the future  designed to challenge our thinking 

and help us learn from the future in order to take action in the present .



Scenario archetypes

There are many 
scenario development 
methods, the most 
commonly used are 
critical uncertainties 
(2x2),  change 
progression and 
scenario archetypes

29
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How do you arrive at scenarios?

Example from Formative Evaluation of UNDP 

Funding Windows





The Foresight  Funnel

Signals
@125-250 

TIPPOs
@150-200

Drivers 
@up to 12

Scenarios
4

Implications
150-200

Options
12-24

Recommendations 
and Management 
Response



Developing scenarios

Drivers
Geopolitical/Financial | Multilateral system regains trust. 
Regional blocs strengthen but coordinate. Alternative 
financial systems emerge.

Donor Behaviour | Donors evolve into co -creators and 
partners, emphasizing locally led development and 
shared values. Newer and diverse approaches on how to 
manage and assess impact amongst co -creating 
partners emerge.

UNDP Complexity | UNDP reforms internal governance; 
adaptive planning and shared accountability emerge.

Business Model | Revenue is diversified. As a result of 
diversification of business model, arises a need to juggle 
multiple operating frameworks in order to meet different 
value offerings, accompanied by a need to yet 
harmonize said operating frameworks where possible. 
Impact investing and blended finance gain traction

Digital/AI | AI and data tools help UNDP target and 
measure programs. Ethical AI frameworks are deemed 
paramount with regards to how AI is being utilized. 
However, there is yet to be a clearly defined global code 
of conduct.

Nascent scenario – New Equilibrium
Geopolitical/Financial Landscape: The multilateral system experiences a resurgence in trust, with 
regional blocs becoming more robust yet maintaining coordination with each other. This reflects a shift 
towards a more collaborative global order where regions work together to address common challenges. 
Additionally, alternative financial systems begin to take shape, offering new avenues for economic 
transactions and investments, which could potentially reshape global financial dynamics.

Donor Behavior:  Donors are transitioning into more collaborative roles, focusing on partnerships that 
emphasize locally led initiatives and shared values. This evolution signifies a move away from traditional 
top -down aid models to a more inclusive co -creation of development solutions. Innovative approaches 
are being developed to manage and assess the impact of these partnerships, ensuring that local 
contexts and needs are prioritized.

UNDP Complexity and Reforms : T he United Nations Development Programme  (UNDP) is undergoing 
internal governance reforms, leading to more adaptive planning and shared accountability mechanisms. 
These changes aim to enhance the organization's flexibility and responsiveness to complex global 
challenges, enabling it to better support sustainable development goals.

Business Model Diversification : The diversification of revenue streams necessitates the UNDP to 
navigate multiple operating frameworks to cater to varied value propositions. This requires a delicate 
balance between adapting to different frameworks and striving to harmonize them where feasible. The 
growing interest in impact investing and blended finance highlights a shift towards leveraging private 
capital for public good, opening new funding avenues for development projects.

Digital/AI Integration : AI and data tools become integral to the UNDP's ability to target and measure 
the effectiveness of its programs. The emphasis on ethical AI frameworks underscores the importance 
of responsible AI usage, although there remains a gap in establishing a universally accepted global code 
of conduct. This presents an opportunity for the UNDP to take a leadership role in advocating for ethical 
standards in AI deployment, ensuring that technological advances align with human rights and 
developmental ethics.
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How to help stakeholders 

“experience” the scenarios?



Experiencing the Future

= An approach to scenarios that uses immersive, interactive, and sensory experiences to explore 
and communicate possible future scenarios. 

This can be done through artifacts, games, simulations, physical environments, or performances. 

By engaging more of our senses, it deepens the impact of the learning. 

This approach can appeal to audiences who are not interested or willing to read reports.
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Speculative Design Scenarios Design Fiction

Storytelling helps us describe futures

Science Fiction Strategy Memos/Plans Imagination
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Gamification: Scenario Exploration (1966)

Source: Scott Smith, https://medium.com/@changeist/playing-the-future-b762b2984cb4
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Scenario exploration in the agrifood system 

39



How can scenarios help 

with my evaluation?



Wind tunnelling of recommendations

= stress - test your 
recommendations 
and/or proposed 
management 
response actions 
using scenarios

43
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Resources

FORESIGHT

• UN 2.0 Foresight

• UN Futures Lab  (Website)

• UN Strategic Foresight Guide  
(2023)

• The Futures Toolkit for 
Policy -Makers and Analysts  
(UK Government, 2024) 

• Centre for Strategic Futures
 (Singapore Government Agency)

Driving Forces Cards

FORESIGHT EVALUATION

• Foresight Evaluation 
 (Better Evaluation, 2024)

• Special Issue: Bridging 
Foresight and Evaluation  
(New Directions for Evaluation, 
2024)

• Foresight evaluation 
approaches  
(UNDP Independent Evaluation 
Office, Methodology Center)

https://un-two-zero.network/foresight/
https://un-two-zero.network/foresight/
https://un-futureslab.org/
https://un-futureslab.org/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PII4XslOfhRFXm-r-6QdIFkWFOzkVwDQ/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1PII4XslOfhRFXm-r-6QdIFkWFOzkVwDQ/view
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/futures-toolkit-for-policy-makers-and-analysts
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/futures-toolkit-for-policy-makers-and-analysts
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/futures-toolkit-for-policy-makers-and-analysts
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/futures-toolkit-for-policy-makers-and-analysts
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/futures-toolkit-for-policy-makers-and-analysts
https://www.csf.gov.sg/
https://www.csf.gov.sg/
https://www.csf.gov.sg/media-centre/publications/csf-df-cards/
https://www.betterevaluation.org/methods-approaches/themes/foresight-evaluation
https://www.betterevaluation.org/methods-approaches/themes/foresight-evaluation
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/toc/1534875x/2024/2024/182
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/toc/1534875x/2024/2024/182
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/toc/1534875x/2024/2024/182
https://erc.undp.org/methods-center/methods/evaluation-approaches/foresight-approaches
https://erc.undp.org/methods-center/methods/evaluation-approaches/foresight-approaches
https://erc.undp.org/methods-center/methods/evaluation-approaches/foresight-approaches


“You can’t stop the waves, 
but you can learn to surf. ” 

John Kabat - Zinn

global
evaluation
initiative

Thank you!
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This session was prepared by the 
UNEG Interest Group on Foresight .
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