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Societies are increasingly saturated with anticipation. On the policy level, various future outlooks, 
scenario reports and plans are continuously drafted. Economies are partly built on fictional 
expectations (Beckert, 2013). Traditional media and social media generate and distribute diverse 
images of the future, and individuals and societal groups have their own hopes, fears and 
aspirations. Network approaches are a natural fit for studying anticipation, which Chris Groves 
calls an “environmentally distributed capacity” (Groves, 2017). In the network of societal 
anticipation, explicit foresight processes are only one part. However, they are an important part, 
because they provide opportunities to systematically explore and construct alternative futures and 
coordinate action. Recent foresight literature suggests that foresight is increasingly open, 
distributed and networked (Georghiou & Keenan, 2006; Wiener, Gattringer, & Strehl, 2018). 
System-level policy foresight is characterized by aspirations of shaping the future in the context of 
competing objectives, interests and time horizons (Volkery & Ribeiro, 2009). Despite the 
importance of the topic, it is difficult to find in-depth studies of “actually existing foresight” in the 
literature. 
 
Our paper investigates Finland’s national foresight system as a case of anticipation as a network 
and suggests ways to understand, visualise and develop the anticipatory network. The paper is 
based on our research project “National Foresight 2020 – Mapping of the ecosystem, evaluation of 
foresight maturity and future recommendations” funded by the Finnish Prime Minister’s Office 
2019–2020. 
 
The Finnish national foresight system consists of foresight work done by various actors at the 
levels of local government and national government and coordinated by the Foresight Steering 
Group. In 2014, the Finnish Prime Minister’s Office established a national foresight approach 
(Prime Minister’s Office Reports, 2014). Since then, national foresight efforts have been 
significantly developed, for instance by publishing concise “drivers for change cards” based on 
foresight work in all Finnish ministries (Prime Minister’s Office, 2017). However, for further 
development of the nation-wide approach a detailed overview of the interlinked foresight actors 
and processes is needed. 
 
We suggest considering foresight as an ecosystem rather than the mechanistic system metaphor. 
By foresight ecosystem, we mean a dynamic and organic assemblage of diverse foresight efforts. 
Our paper analyzes the Finnish foresight ecosystem in terms of actors, networks, goals, foresight 
maturity, approaches, methods and outputs. The foresight work in the Finnish ecosystem stems 
from various traditions: technology-oriented foresight, innovation and business intelligence 
foresight, competence and education foresight, the tradition of futures research, the tradition 
coming from societal-political think tanks and the structured foresight processes of the national 
government (Ramboll, 2013 based on Hjelt et al., 2009). These actors have varied resources, 
methods and approaches for doing foresight. 
 



The paper is based on empirical material collected during spring and summer 2019 using a nation-
wide survey and interviews of key actors. We conduct a comprehensive mapping of foresight 
capabilities and modes of foresight in the Finnish foresight ecosystem. First, we heuristically utilize 
René Rohrbeck’s model of organizational future orientation (2011) to get an overview of the 
information, methods, networks, organizations and cultures prevailing in the Finnish ecosystem. 
Furthermore, we investigate the foresight processes using three ideal-typical foresight 
approaches: 1) short-term, low uncertainty, 2) long-term, high uncertainty and 3) short term, high 
uncertainty (Minkkinen, Auffermann & Ahokas, under review). These are loosely analogous to 
Ilkka Tuomi's categorisation of probabilistic, possibilistic and constructivist foresight (Tuomi, 
2019). Within each type, we distinguish between approaches characterized by high or low agency 
(proactive/exploratory) and high or low systems perception (holistic/analytical). These frameworks 
allow us to investigate the characteristics of individual processes and to situate processes in 
relation to one another. We also investigate interlinkages between foresight processes, potential 
sources of tension and the degree of centralization within the network. 
 
Our paper contributes to studies of anticipatory networks by providing a detailed analysis and 
visual overview of a particular case: the Finnish nation-wide anticipatory ecosystem. Each foresight 
ecosystem is likely to be unique, but we argue that our methodology is suitable for studying 
anticipatory networks of various types. Our paper also suggests several questions for subsequent 
studies. What is the role of path-dependence and history in shaping an anticipatory network? 
What is an appropriate level of analysis for anticipatory networks, which range from networked 
individuals to organizations, cities, states and transnational networks? How do anticipatory 
networks actually contribute to decision-making and value creation? 
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