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This short guidance document outlines how particular futures techniques can be 
used for particular parts of policy development. It is based on a detailed analysis that 
is available as a separate document.1 It builds on the guidance provided in the 
Foresight Horizon Scanning Centre (HSC) toolkit which should be referred to for 
thorough guidance on the use of techniques. 

1 Processes involved in policy development  
The diagram below illustrates some processes involved in policy making. This 
description draws on policy guidance from across UK government departments and 
highlights those processes that can most benefit from futures work. We consider 
gathering and analysing evidence, identifying risks, and engaging with stakeholders 
and Ministers to occur throughout the other processes. We use this framework for 
policy development to structure this guidance. 
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1 Available on request from the Foresight Horizon Scanning Centre.  



2 The contribution of futures techniques to policy development  
 
A detailed description of techniques used for work in government is given in the 
toolkit produced by the HSC, Exploring the future: Tools for strategic thinking2. The 
toolkit also provides many case examples of how these techniques have been used 
in policy making in government. The diagram below builds on this, and on a series of 
discussions held with those involved in futures work in a policy environment, to 
illustrate where futures techniques contribute to the policy processes introduced 
above. The figure also illustrates connections between the various techniques in 
terms of how they can be used together. These combinations are illustrated in more 
detail in “tracks” identified later in the document3. We also group techniques into 
those used for “Exploring”; “Understanding” and “Applying”4. The contribution of 
individual techniques to particular policy processes is mapped in detail in tables in 
the following section. In the tables underneath the tracks in section four, we provide 
details of how each futures technique adds value to particular policy processes. 
Those tables also provide some tips to overcome some of the possible difficulties 
that may affect confidence in use of these techniques. 
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2 Available at http://www.foresight.gov.uk/microsites/hsctoolkit  
3 This indicates some possible combinations of techniques: other combinations are possible. It is also 
not necessary to use all connected techniques; and some can be bypassed for particular projects (for 
example using already existing scenarios to test policy options using “windtunneling”).  
4 These groups relate closely to the “phases of strategy” as used in the HSC toolkit which are 
“Analysis”; “Formulation” and “Implementation”. Those terms are not used here in order to avoid 
confusion with similarly named policy processes.  
 



3 Map of futures techniques that contribute to policy processes 
 
The contribution of individual techniques to particular policy processes is mapped in 
detail in the following tables. 

 

                                            
5 The plausibility matrix technique described in the HSC toolkit asks questions around both plausibility 
and desirability for different groups.  This technique here refers to a similar matrix approach used to 
reveal stakeholder perspectives.   
6 While the outputs of these techniques contribute mainly to later stages of the policy process, use at 
this stage can help refine visions.  
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4 Tracks of technique usage 
 
The diagram below shows, in more detail, how some of the futures techniques 
described here can be used together. This indicates some possible combinations of 
techniques that have been used in government and other combinations may be 
possible. From this we determine, on the following pages, “tracks” of techniques that 
can be used together for a particular policy need. Brief descriptions in the use of 
techniques are provided, but for detailed guidance please see the HSC toolkit at 
http://www.foresight.gov.uk/microsites/hsctoolkit.  
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Windtunneling Expand Horizons; 
Safely Exploring 
Tests different policy options 
in diverse possible futures.  

 Ensure scenarios are plausible and describe 
the way in which the world came about. 

 Ensure that drivers other than the two chosen 
for axes are revisited and incorporated, in a 
variety or ways, to scenario descriptions. Also 
consider other scenario approaches if deeper 
scenarios are required.7 

 For testing, drivers used in scenarios should 
ideally be value-neutral and capture elements 
outside direct government control.   

 Scenarios used for testing should also provide 
a suitable breath of environments to make 
policies more robust to the future. 

 If breadth of future possibilities is not 
adequately covered, consider creating more 
scenarios or using an alternative scenario 
method.7 

                                            
7 Suggestions on alternative scenario methods are provided in the detailed analysis document. 
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 If using existing scenarios, then participants should 
add details relevant to their policy area to help 
ensure engagement and ownership in scenarios. 

 For testing, drivers used in scenarios should 
ideally be value-neutral and capture elements 
outside direct government control. 

 Scenarios used for testing also should provide a 
suitable breath of environments to make policies 
more robust to the future. 

 If breadth of future possibilities not adequately 
covered, consider creating more scenarios or 
using an alternative scenario method.8 

                                            
8 Suggestions on alternative scenario methods are provided in the detailed analysis document. 
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Narrative Appreciating uncertainty 
Communicate complexity 
Presenting multiple plausible 
scenarios can communicate 
uncertainty or complexity in 
future policy environment. 
Narrative explains this   
complexity in a readily 
digestible form.  

 Ensure scenario descriptions are plausible and 
describe the way in which the world came about. 

 Ensure that drivers other than the two chosen for 
axes are revisited and incorporated, in a variety 
or ways, to scenario descriptions. Also consider 
other scenario approaches if deeper scenarios 
are required.7 

 Some audiences may not wish to engage with 
multiple scenarios. If this is the case, consider 
highlighting particular ones as best or worse-
case, though still communicating range of 
outcomes. 

 Consider also using different ways of 
presentation (e.g. images or video) if narrative 
does not capture all important elements of 
scenarios or engage audience. 

 


