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Background 

 This presentation analyses futures studies as a scientific 
discipline. 

  
 

• We analyze futures studies from four different perspectives:  
 
 

1. What kind of specific scientific community does it have?  

2. What kind of a pragmatic research field does it offer?  

3. What kind of syntax does the field of futures studies have, i.e. does 

it offer methods that are only typical for this specific field?  

4. What kind of semantics does it use, i.e. does it offer specific 

concepts or statements that are used and developed specifically in 

this field?  

 



Scientific community? 

1) What kind of specific scientific community 

does it have? 

▪ The institutions developed in futures studies are in their 

infancy.  

▪ As demonstrated, for example, by the participants of 

this conference, the number of “futures researchers” is 

relatively limited.  

▪ There is however some progress in this area, such as 

new professor(s), study programs and scientific 

organizations. This is not however a global development. 

 



Futures Studies Journals 

Name of the journal Start Publisher 

World Futures 1962 Taylor & Francis 

The Futurist 1967 World Future Society 

Technological Forecasting & Social Change 1969 Elsevier 

Long Range Planning 1969 Elsevier 

Futures 1969 Elsevier 

Futuribles 1975 Société Futuribles 

Futura 1982 

Finnish Society for 

Futures Studies 

Journal of Futures Studies 1996 Tamkang University 

Foresight 1999 Emerald 

International J. of Foresight and Innovation 

Policy 2004 Inderscience 

World Future Review 2009 Sage 

European Journal of Futures Research 2013 Springer 



Research field? 

2) What kind of a pragmatic research field 

does it offer?  

 
▪ The future does not exist and futurists actually 

analyze data from the past and present with an 

interest to understand the paths to future.  

 

▪ The interest of the majority of the researchers in the 

field is to analyze historical developments and to 

produce well argued material for decision makers. 

 

 



Yearly number of articles published  

Search string “scenario AND method AND future” 

Search performed 4 June 2013 

But the field is expanding  

– e.g. scenarios in Web of Knowledge 
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3) Does it offer methods that are 

only typical for this specific field? 

 As futures studies is a relatively new scientific field 

there is allegedly an abundance of methods.  

 

 It has been argued that there would be as many as 

33 methods available in the field.  

 

 





Some problems with the ”methods” 

 Some of them do not create any new 

information. 
 

 In some cases (like SWOT) it has been 

argued that the usage of the method can 

even be harmful. 
 

 Usage of the names is also quite flexible: 

often concepts are described as methods.  
 

 

 

# Hill, T. & R. Westbrook (1997), “SWOT Analysis: It’s Time for a Product Recall,” Long Range Planning, 30, No. 1, 46-52. 

 

 

 

 

 



Methods and concepts:  

Typical for this specific field? 

• Methods, tools and concepts utilized in the field could 
be  categorized in the following way: 
 

1. Methods for data collection (for example expert methods, Delphi, 
questionnaires),  

2. Analysis methods (SWOT, trend analysis and cross impact analysis),  

3. Tools for data organization (STEEPV and futures tables),  

4. Tools for representing results (scenarios, backcasting and futures 
images), and  

5. Concepts for interpreting futures information (weak signals, 
megatrends and wild cards).  



Methods for 

data collection 

Data analysis 

methods 

Tools for data 

organization 

Tools for 

representing 

results 

Delphi *** ** ** 

Futures workshop *** ** * 

Surveys *** 

Trend analysis * *** * ** 

SWOT * *** ** * 

Cross impact analysis *** * 

STEEPV * *** 

Futures table/FAR *** * 

Top ten -lists * *** * 

Scenarios * *** 

Backcasting ** *** 

Relevance trees ** *** 

Futures images *** 



Conclusions 

 

 

1. There is some development in the scientific community, but the 

development is still limited.  

 

2. The field does not offer a pragmatic research field as such, because the 

future does not exist. 

 

3. and 4. there are some methods that have been developed in the field, 

but their number is quite limited. The abundance of methods is partly 

explained by the misuse of the notion in the field. The concepts in the 

field are often borrowed from other fields or they do not have actual 

meaning.  

 

Based on these four perspectives it is questionable whether futures studies 

can be considered a scientific discipline in a standard sense.  

 

 

 

 

 



But does all this matter?  

 Perhaps futures studies should not try to be “a science” in a 
traditional sense? 

 A more productive view might be that it should try to be an 
open forum for discussing policy-relevant perspectives to 
multiple future-related issues.  

 There is, however, room for improvement in the Futures 
research field to for example improve the usage of terms. 

 Research in the field should be done openly: 

 by exposing the researcher’s own ethical standings. 

 and by trying to use methods and concepts in a scientific fashion.  

 



Oh, the food? Well here you go. 



Thank you for your interest! 
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