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A new trend is emerging simultaneously in the field  
of evaluation and foresight: combining foresight with 
evaluation and evaluation with foresight. Evaluators 
realise that evaluation must become more future 
sensitive, while futures thinking experts consider that 
foresight should use more lessons from past events to 
strengthen the analysis of possible futures. This new 
mindset is useful, given that evaluation and foresight 
complement each other like two pieces of a puzzle. 
However, before we can move on with the debate, we 
must clarify what we mean by each concept and related 
key terms. This discussion paper serves as your quick 
guide to evaluation and foresight terminology.
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Lost in the jungle  
of definitions?  
Not to worry!
It can be overwhelming to try to 
understand what evaluation and 
foresight are and what they are not. 
There are so many terms out there, 
and simple, explicit, and agreed-by-
all-in-the-industry definitions do  
not seem to exist. There is a reason 
for that; it is not necessarily benefi-
cial for researchers (in the broad 
definition of the term) and users  
of the information to establish strict 
boundaries to different approaches 
and methods. Instead, the concepts 
form a web of overlaying definitions 
and gradients of colour; each study 
is unique and adapted to its context.

Notwithstanding, we need to agree  
on some form of (living) definition(s) 
for the discussion to move forward. 
For that purpose, we have prepared 
this discussion paper to serve as your 
quick guide to some basic concepts 
related to evaluation and foresight.

Judgement of value –  
definitions of evaluation
Evaluation can be described, for example, according to its 
purpose, method, or function. The book by Chris Fox et al. 
(2016) provides a concise overview of the different interpreta-
tions used in the field over the past decades. Among the most 
cited definitions of evaluation is by Michael Scriven:

Evaluation refers to the process of determining 
the merit, worth, or value of something, or the 
product of that process …  The evaluation pro-

cess normally involves some identification of relevant 
standards of merit, worth, or value; some investigation 
of the performance of the evaluands on these stan-
dards; and some integration or synthesis of the results 
to achieve an overall evaluation or a set of associated 
evaluations. (Scriven, 1991: 139)". (Emphasis added).

In the field of development evaluation, the Glossary of Key Terms 
in Evaluation and Results Based Management (OECD, 2010) 
forms one of the most important reference points in the sector. 
The publication defines evaluation in the following manner:

The systematic and objective assessment of an 
ongoing or completed project, programme or 

policy, its design, implementation and results. The aim 
is to determine the relevance and fulfilment of 
objectives, development efficiency, effectiveness, 
impact and sustainability. An evaluation should 
provide information that is credible and useful, en-
abling the incorporation of lessons learned into the 
decision–making process of both recipients and do-
nors. Evaluation also refers to the process of determin-
ing the worth or significance of an activity, policy or 
program. An assessment, as systematic and objective 
as possible, of a planned, ongoing, or completed 
development intervention." (Emphasis added).

Fox et al. (2016) explain further that by approaching evaluation 
from the angle of methods, we can distinguish it from similar 
practices such as monitoring, performance management, 
auditing, and accreditation. Similarly, the importance of value 
judgement in evaluation is the central aspect that differenti-
ates evaluation from research.1

3

1 A rich debate exists about the differences and similarities of evaluation and 
research; we do not expand on this topic in this context. Interested readers 
can start exploring the discussion, for example, here. 
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Different types of evaluation are typically classified into 
summative and formative. Summative evaluation is a  
"study conducted at the end of an intervention (or a phase of 
that intervention) to determine the extent to which anticipated 
outcomes were produced". In contrast, formative evaluation 
intends to "improve performance, most often during the  
implementation phase of projects or programs" (OECD, 2010).

While formative and ex-ante evaluation approaches have a  
mild element of future embedded in them, they should not be 
confused with future-sensitive evaluation, let alone foresight. 

Evaluation as a  diversifying  
field of research
In the past decades, evaluation has seen a diversification  
of approaches and methods. To make sense of the different 
"schools", Michael Quinn Patton has identified over 100 ap-
proaches, and he has classified them into sub-groups based on 
their "competing" paradigms (Michael Quinn Patton, 2022). The 
paradigm depends on the emphasis; what is being evaluated, 
the role of the evaluator, the level of independence, the empha-
sis on technical aspects or values and so on. Figure 1 below 
summarises the different paradigms as explained by Patton.

Seeking definitive answers  
(Does it work?)

Honouring diverse perspectives 
(What are perceptions of what works for whom  
in what ways under what circumstances?)

The evaluator renders independent 
 judgements

Co-creation with participatory evaluation

Describe outcomes  
(e.g. performance measurement)

Explain outcomes  
(e.g. theory-driven evaluation)

Accountability 
(as a purpose of the evaluation)

Learning what works and what does not work  
(as a purpose of the evaluation)

Scalable best practice models Culturally and contextually responsive evaluation
Validity and rigour focus  

(traditional social science focus)
Use and influence focus  
(utilisation-focused evaluation)

Evaluating projects and programmes Evaluating systems changes systematically
Plan your work, work your plan  

("command and control" approach)
Dealing with uncertainties and turbulence  
(complexity and uncertainty approach)

Evaluation as technically neutral  
(e.g. OECD DAC evaluation criteria)

Evaluation as inherently values-based 
(e.g. social justice-oriented theories, such as  
feminist evaluation)

Evaluation as neutral  
(independent and objective)

Evaluation as intervention  
(activist, interventionist, change-committed  
evaluation such as decolonising evaluation,  
Blue Marble evaluation)

Figure 1: Ten competing and alternative paradigm evaluation perspectives. Source: Patton (2022)
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Although Patton describes these paradigms as opposite to each 
other (to make his point), in reality, they often occur on a 
gradient. Further, it should be noted that, quite often, the terms 
"approach" and "method" are used interchangeably. We do not 
consider that as an issue as long as research methods and 
distinguished from data collection methods (e.g. key informant 
interviews, surveys, and desk review are data collection – not 
research – methods).

Definitions of foresight and other 
future-related terms
The Merriam-Webster dictionary offers a concise entry point to 
foresight: it is "an act or the power of foreseeing" or "an act of 
looking forward". A synonym for foreseeing is to anticipate, 
while the definition of anticipating is "to give advance thought". 

There are plenty of guidebooks and glossaries online about 
strategic foresight and futures thinking. We do not take a position 
about which institute holds the mandate to provide the most valid 
and up-to-date information. Instead, we list a few places where 
readers can find user-friendly materials to start exploring the topic. 

A glossary can be found, for example, in The Foresight Guide 
- Anticipating, Creating, and Leading in the 21st Century by Smart 
and Foresight U (2019) and the Glossary of Terms commonly 
used in Futures Studies by Bourgeois (2015). In addition, a brief 
and practical core terminology is listed in Appendix D in the 
publication by Shallowe et al. (2020).

Here, we summarise the most relevant terms based on the three 
references mentioned above (see Table 1 below).

Table 1: Glossary of key foresight terms

Term Definition Source

Anticipation The sense of expectation of an occurrence, predicting it and occasionally 
the act of preparing for it.

Bourgeois  
(2015)

Drivers, driving 
forces

Factors causing change, affecting or shaping the future. Bourgeois  
(2015)

Forecast,  
Forecasting

A statement that something is going to happen in the future, often based 
on current knowledge and trends.
Forecasting is the process of making a forecast.

Bourgeois  
(2015)

Predicting that an event will happen, to a defined extent, and sometimes 
with a defined probability. For example "there's a 50-50 chance that at least 
1 millimetre of rain will fall in this area tomorrow" is a forecast. Forecasts 
are usually applied to short-term futures – no more than a few years ahead. 
A forecast is considered to be less certain than prediction, but more certain 
than conjecture or anticipation (probabilistic thinking).

Smart and  
Foresight U 
(2019)

Foresight /  
Strategic foresight

The capacity to think strategically about the future. Shallowe et 
al. (2020)
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A systematic, participatory and multi-disciplinary approach to explore 
mid- to long-term futures and drivers of change.

Bourgeois  
(2015)

A broad term covering all methods of envisaging the future. These who 
do professional foresight usually consider it to include strategy that leads to 
action or decision, which is expressed in the phrase Strategic foresight. Thus 
forecasting alone is not enough to qualify as foresight, though it is a part of it. 

Smart and 
Foresight U 
(2019)

An organised and systematic process o engage with uncertainty 
regarding the future. "The ability to create and sustain a variety of high 
quality forward views and to apply the emerging insights in organisation-
ally useful ways; for example, to detect adverse conditions, guide policy, 
shape strategy; to explore new markets, products and service" .

Shallowe et al. 
(2020)

Future This common word is mentioned here because it actually has two major 
meanings, which could be called future-as-time and future-as-image. If 
you ask "when is the future?" the answer is that it's some time ahead, but 
probably not this year. But if you ask "where is the future?" the present 
tense gives it away: it's inside people's heads, and as such it's here right 
now. These two different meanings can cause confusion.

Smart and 
Foresight U 
(2019)

Futures literacy A capability developed within UNESCO, that offers insights on how we ap-
proach unforeseeable challenges by using the future to innovate the present.

Shallowe et al. 
(2020)

Futures studies Known also as futures research is an academic discipline about alter-
native futures which seeks to understand the underlying structures that 
gives rise to future events, trends or behaviour.

Shallowe et al. 
(2020)

Futurist Futurists usually look out more than just a few years ahead. Fortune tellers 
and prophets don't qualify, because they have no scientific basis for their 
predictions. Most forecasters don't qualify either, because their focus is 
short-term and focused on just a few measures. Futurists at the Accelera-
tion Studies Foundation have described twelve common futurist types–six 
social types, and six methodological types.

Smart and 
Foresight U 
(2019)

Outlook A description of a future state or development that is considered likely (or 
at least plausible) given clearly defined logic and assumptions.

Bourgeois 
(2015)

Scenario Normally (in futures studies) this refers to brief description of a possible 
future. 

Smart and 
Foresight U 
(2019)

A description of how the future may unfold according to an explicit, co-
herent and internally consistent set of assumptions about key relationships 
and driving forces.

Bourgeois 
(2015)

Scenario  
planning

A futures methodology that uses stories which describe alternative ways 
the external environment might develop in the future for medium to 
long-term strategic planning

Shallowe et al. 
(2020)

Trend A trend is an emerging pattern of events that suggest change. A driver 
is a current or emerging trend that may have an impact on development of 
the policy or strategy area of interest.

Shallowe et al. 
(2020)

A measure that has been changing steadily. "The trend over the last 20 
years has been for more and more people to go to university."

Smart and 
Foresight U 
(2019)

General tendency or direction of a movement/change over time. A mega-
trend is a major trend, at global or large scale.

Bourgeois 
(2015)

Vision, Visioning A compelling image of a (usually preferred) future. Visioning is the process 
of creating a series of images or visions of the future.

Bourgeois 
(2015)

(Weak) signal An early indication of a potentially important new event or emerging phe-
nomenon that could become an emerging pattern, a major driver or the 
source of a new trend.

Bourgeois 
(2015)
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It might be challenging to understand how all  
these concepts relate to each other. For example,  
the Institute for the Future (2022) describes a useful 
"hierarchy" to guide analysis. First, weak signals are 
collected and analysed and used to identify drivers  
of change. Then, signals and drivers are combined 
into forecasts and, finally, the forecasts lead to devel-
oping scenarios.  

Most importantly, using these concepts requires a 
mindset of futures thinking (also called future-ori-
ented thinking). The Futuremaker's Toolbox, devel-
oped by the Finnish Future Fund Sitra, is an interesting 
place to start. One of the critical skills and attitudes  
to acquire is the ability to imagine different futures 
(note the plural) and to learn to question our assump-
tions about the future. This type of framing allows 
expanding our options and act on them. 

Finally, futures thinking and futures literacy involve  
an important value: the democratisation of the future. 
Futurists want to encourage citizens to question their 
current assumptions about the future, imagine their 
desired future, and take action to influence society  
in that direction. Therefore, the aim is not to make 
predictions but to reflect on what we want the future 
to look like and how we can influence it today.

Evaluation and foresight  
similarities and difference
The publication Making Foresight Usable for Evalua-
tions (original title in German Foresight für Evalua-
tionen nutzbar machen) by Kind & Vessels (2021) 
includes a useful table summarsing key differences 
and commonalities between evaluation and foresight. 
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Table 2: Evaluation and foresight differences and commonalities. Source: Kind & Vessels (2021)  
(the original document is in German; the table contents have been machine-translated).

Evaluation Foresight

Mutual  
application

Evaluation can be used to  
evaluate Foresight processes.

Foresight can be used as a prospective element in all 
phases of the evaluation - ex ante, concomitant, ex post.

Purpose Measurement of goal attainment, 
impact and economic efficiency

Anticipating goals and effects, estimating trends and 
consequences, e. g. in terms of technology development, 
economic efficiency, sustainability

Analysis Mode Assessment of indicators, impact 
models or hypotheses

Assessment of consequences/scenarios/well-founded 
assumption

Prospective 
character

Partially, e. g. to estimate impacts Focus

Understanding 
the Future

Future is extrapolable There is no future. Futures can be designed.

Primary Data 
Generation

Evidence-based
Interviewing experts and
Experts

Evidence-based
Creative
Interactive-participative
Interviewing experts

Data quality Quantitative, semi-quantitative and qualitative

Primary
Collection methods

Interviews, interviews Various methods (see Popper Foresight Diamond 2009)

Primary Ordering 
Party

Public sector, civil society  
(e.g. foundations)

Companies, Public Sector, Civil Societies
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Where do  
evaluation and  
foresight meet?
The first question is, "what type 
of evaluation are we talking 
about"? How well futures think-
ing can be mainstreamed into the 
evaluation exercise depends on 
the evaluation paradigm. Our 
take is that the approaches that 
emphasise values, participation, 
systems change, and utilisa-
tion-focus are probably most 
suitable for testing the integra-
tion of methods from foresight.

Already now, evaluation includes 
some forward-looking elements; 
one of its core functions is making 
recommendations for future 
action. Likewise, the commonly 
used OECD DAC evaluation 
criteria, Relevance and Sustain-
ability, assume that the evaluators 
consider whether the interven-
tion is relevant and sustainable  
in the coming years. However, 

evaluation rarely moves beyond 
these “basic” aspects of analysis 
regarding the future. 

Similarly, foresight should also 
assess lessons learned from past 
events. There is a famous saying 
by Winston Churchill: "The farther 
back you can look, the farther 
forward you are likely to see". 
However, the practice of evaluat-
ing organisations' foresight work 
is relatively underdeveloped 
considering how advanced the 
field of foresight itself is (Gardner 
& Bishop, 2019). Interestingly, 
colleagues at the Association  
of Professional Futurists (APF) 
have recently acknowledged that 
the intersections between 
evaluation and foresight should 
be explored more (APF, 2022).

We believe that evaluation and 
foresight meet (or, at least, could 
or should meet) in systems 
thinking and complexity theory. 
In evaluation, recent years have 
seen increased demand for 
approaches and methods to make 
sense of complex social phenom-
ena (Bamberger et al., 2016).  
This argument may sound too 
academic and complicated to 
tackle in "simple" project and 
programme evaluations. Howev-
er, we dare to suggest otherwise. 
Nowadays, few evaluations can 
escape complexity, especially if 
any form of cause-and-effect 
relationship is to be assessed. The 
solution is to develop methods 
that respond to this challenge.

Whether we approach a wicked 
problem through evaluation or 
foresight, we must embrace that 
a lot of volatility, uncertainty, 
complexity, and ambiguity (also 
known as VUCA) will be involved. 
Figure 1 below illustrates the 
interconnections between these 
four characteristics by giving an 
example of each. 

We recommend that you 
scale up the construction 
of school latrines for girls 
in the entire Afghanistan.

But the Taliban took over 
the country last week and 
we don’t know what is 
going to happen next.

EVALUATOR COMMISSIONER
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Figure 1: The VUCA framework. Source: Bennet and Lemoine (2014)

Evaluation What it is An example How to effectively address it

Volatility Relatively unstable change;  
information is available and 
the situation is understand-
able, but change is frequent 
and sometimes unpredictable.

Commodity pricing is often 
quite volatile; jet fuel costs, 
for instance, have been quite 
volatile in the 21st century.

Agility is key to coping with 
volatility. Resources should be 
aggressively directed toward 
building slack and creating the 
potential for future flexibility.

Uncertainty A lack of knowledge as to 
whether an event will have 
meaningful ramifications; cause 
and effect are understood, but 
it is unknown if an event will 
create significant change.

Anti-terrorism initiatives are 
generally plagued with uncer-
tainty; we understand many 
causes of terrorism, but not 
exactly when and how they 
could spur attacks.

lnformation is critical to reduc-
ing uncertainty. Firms should 
move beyond existing informa-
tion sources to both gather new 
data and consider it from new 
perspectives.

Complexity Many interconnected parts 
forming an elaborate network 
of information and procedures; 
often multiform and convolut-
ed, but not necessarily involv-
ing change.

Moving into foreign markets 
is frequently complex; doing 
business in new countries often 
involves navigating a complex 
web of tariffs, laws, regulations, 
and logistics issues.

Restructuring internal compa-
ny operations to match the 
external complexity is the most 
effective and efficient way to 
address it. Firms should attempt 
to 'match' their own operations 
and processes to mirror envi-
ronmental complexities.

Ambiguity A lack of knowledge as to 'the 
basic rules of the game'; cause 
and effect are not understood 
and there is no precedent for 
making predictions as to what 
to expect.

The transition from print to 
digital media has been very 
ambiguous; companies are still 
learning how customers will 
access and experience data 
and entertainment given new 
technologies.

Experimentation is necessary 
for reducing ambiguity. Only 
through intelligent experimen-
tation can firm leaders deter-
mine what strategies are and 
are not beneficial in situations 
where the former rules of busi-
ness no longer apply.
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The UK-based think tank, The Centre for the Evaluation of Complexity Across the Nexus 
(CECAN), has developed a range of materials related to complexity. Especially the 
poster titled The Visual Representation of Complexity – Definitions, Examples & Learn-
ing Points is a valuable tool for unpacking the various elements of complex phenome-
na. It was developed by CECAN Fellow Joanna Boehnert, illustrating 16 key features of 
complex systems (Boehnert, 2018).

A third entry point to start making sense of complex events and situations is the 
Cynefin Framework developed by Snowden (CognitiveEdge, 2010). The framework 

wondering about how we should respond to the challenge at 
hand. Mirroring the problem against the four domains helps 
calibrating the response to the adequate level in a gradient from 
simple to chaotic.

The website Consuunt provides concise examples of 
how to use the framework (Consuunt, 2022). For 
instance, war is typically chaotic, weather predictions are 
complex tasks, coaching a team can be complicated, and 
mass producing the same product should be simple. 
The terminology used in the framework has been 
evolving over the years; at times, it might be challeng-
ing to understand all its nuances.

A fourth example of how the “anatomy” of complex 
phenomena can be illustrated is the Wickedness Cube 
by Raisio et al. (2018) (see Figure 3). Using the cube as 
a reference point for discussing the nature of the issue 
or evaluand can be helpful. The idea is that three 
dimensions play a role; (1) the complexity of ele-
ments, subsystems, and interdependencies, (2) diver-
gence and fragmentation in viewpoints, values, and 
strategic intentions, and (3) uncertainty in relation to 
risks, consequences of action and changing patterns. 

consists of four domains (also called decision-making contexts) that 
characterise types of situations which we may encounter in professional or 
personal life. These are clear (or simple), complicated, complex, and chaotic. 
More often than not, we find ourselves in the centre feeling confused and 



Complexity of elements, subsystems 
and interdependencies

Divergence and 
fragmentation in 
viewpoints, values, 
strategic intentions

Uncertainty in relation to risk, 
consequences of action and 

changing patterns

High
Emergent

Moderate
Systemic

Low
Reductionistic

Low
Known Low

ConvergentTAME
Problems

MESSES

WICKED
MESSES

Moderate
Eventually
consensualModerate

Unknown
Known

High
Unknown unknown

High
Divergent
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Figure 3:  
Wickedness cube.  
Source:  
Raisio et al. (2018).

The book Dealing with Complexity in Development 
Evaluation - A Practical Approach by Bamberger et  
al. (2016) includes a “translation” of these concepts 
into a practical checklist (see Section 4.2 in the book).  
The analysis produces a rating based on a score from 
1 (low complexity) to 5 (high complexity). Obviously, 
the discussion around the theme is more important 
than the score itself.  

Some attempts to marry 
evaluation and foresight
Let's get back to the core issue – the intersections 
between evaluation and foresight. Regardless of the 
early stages of exploring this "marriage", there are 
some examples where researchers have developed 
and tested theories and practices. 

Nieminen and Hyytinen explore the possibilities  
that foresight can offer for evaluation in their article 
Future-oriented impact assessment: Supporting strate-
gic decision-making in complex socio-technical envi-
ronments (2015). They argue, for example, that 
foresight offers the much-needed element to evalua-
tion; the ability to make sense (faster) of rapidly 
changing contexts. Combined further with – what 
they call – system dynamic modelling (i.e. identifying 
interaction in the system and feedback loops) and 

societal embedding (i.e. involving relevant stakeholders 
to identify the challenges and to draft a common 
vision), evaluation can better support decision-making 
compared to a "classic" approach. 

Similarly, Patton discusses what foresight can learn from 
evaluation in his article Expanding Futuring Foresight 
through Evaluative Thinking (2019). He explains what 
futures inquiries and applications can adopt from six 
different evaluation approaches (summative evaluation, 
formative evaluation, developmental evaluation, systems 
change evaluation, principles-focused evaluation, and 
Blue Marble evaluation).

A recent study by the Independent Evaluation Group 
(IEG) of the World Bank Group (2022) tested the use of 
Delphi analysis as part of a wider evaluation of the insti-
tution's performance in supporting the development of 
renewable energy. Delphi is a well-known foresight tool 
where a group of experts is asked to provide forecasts 
on a specific topic in several rounds to arrive at a group 
opinion. Bourgeois (2015) describes it as "an anony-
mous survey method using iterative structured feedback 
to pool expert opinion on the future". See “Section 2 
Rationale for undertaking Delphi” of the IEG report for 
an overview of the method and its application in the 
evaluation. 

These are only a few examples of this emerging practice; 
we will discuss many more in our other blogs.
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Final words 
Now we should be on the same page with what we mean by 
evaluation, foresight, and complexity to continue the discus-
sions. Our blog series explores the synergies between evalua-
tion and foresight in the current world. We aim to find practical 
methodological solutions that commissioners and implement-
ers of evaluation can use in their daily work to support 
evidence-informed decision-making now and in the future.

QUESTION: Do you have examples of evaluations  
that have integrated foresight? Or do you have exam-
ples of foresight studies that have used evaluation 
methods? We are interested in learning about concrete 
examples. Let us know in the comment area below or 
reach out with a private message.

Petra Mikkolainen, Senior Consultant
Petra’s background is in the implementation and evaluation  
of development cooperation and policy in multiple sectors. Her 
current areas of interest include the interconnections between 
evaluation and foresight and futures literacy in supporting 
organisations’ and companies’ strategy work. In past years, she 
has taken courses on futures literacy and foresight with the 
Institute for the Future and the Finnish Future Fund Sitra. In 
December 2020, she acted as a core team member in imple-
menting a Futures Literacy Laboratory on the Future of Evalua-
tion in Society. The event was organised jointly by Unesco, the 
European Evaluation Society, and NIRAS International Consult-
ing as part of Unesco’s High-Level Futures Literacy Summit. You 
can contact Petra by email petra.mikkolainen@niras.fi or via 
LinkedIn https://www.linkedin.com/in/petramikkolainen/

November 2022 
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