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• Explore lessons learned

• Demystify futures research

• Rebuild relationships and networks

• Rebuild Defra’s credibility with the futures community

Objectives
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• Collaborate on work and documentation

• Re-use raw materials and approaches

• Communicate constantly and iteratively

• Add narrative to Defra Futures toolkit

• Pay attention to networks

• Value visible and invisible, formal and informal

Sparknow principles
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Create a living document
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Narrative research method

• 1 hour interviews, timeline

• 10 minute interviews, questions

• 20 minute interviews, vignettes

• Event week, pinboards

• Narrative database, themed enquiry

• Essays, flowerbed…..pause….

• Wiki, workwheel, sharepoint……
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One-to-one interviews

• To understand the history and construct a timeline

• To provide some catharsis

• To start to build momentum

Confidential one-hour sessions with key players
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10-minute phone interviews

Teams of two

• What questions should we ask?

• Who should we be asking?

• Would you like to participate in the project?
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Sense making
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20-minute interviews

With Defra project managers

• To explore half a dozen representative projects

• To focus on key moments – turning points

• To provide vignettes/texture
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• Futures vs more established approaches to research

• Established vs experimental methods

• Stakeholder engagement

• Steering groups and governance

• Interdisciplinary teams

• Issues around language

• Policy makers – give and take

• How to handle unpalatable/controversial scenarios

Event Week topics
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• Introduction

• Experience sharing (groups)

• Select and explore one experience

• Story telling to plenary; writing the morals

• Morals and what they reveal

• Advice writing and suggestions

• Presenting back suggestions

• The bigger questions

• Close and what next

Event Week agenda
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Event Week pinboards
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Flowerbed poster
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A series of essays
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Wiki
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• Small things can make a big difference

• The more organisations, the more complication

• Budgeting for communication as well as research

• Process vs product – where does the value lie?

• Imaginative precision vs vagueness

Some things we learned about stakeholder engagement
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“The systematic examination of potential threats,
opportunities and likely future developments which
are at the margins of current thinking and planning.
Futures research may explore novel and unexpected
issues, as well as persistent problems or trends.
Overall, it is intended to improve the robustness of
Defra’s policies, strategies and evidence base.”
Defra, 2002

What we aim do….
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DEFRA HORIZON SCANNING AND FUTURES         

Defra has had a programme of futures work since 2002

Horizon Scanning and futures techniques are used by a number of large
organisations – including Defra – to enhance their ability to operate,
survive and grow from strength to strength into the future

Our aim it to enable colleagues to deliver policy and strategy within Defra
in 4 ways:

•An horizon scanning function

•An ability to analyse and synthesise scanning outputs

•Procuring and managing larger futures research projects

•Upskilling policy & strategy colleagues in futures techniques &
processes

Wherever possible we aim to work in partnership will colleagues across
Defra, its Delivery Network and beyond
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Defra’s HSF project was developed in 2002 as a direct response to:

• The Govt. response to the BSE inquiry
• The OST Guidelines 2002
• The Cabinet Office Strategy Unit’s report on risk & uncertainty
• HMT interest in the concept to HSF as a priority area for Defra spend

Between 2002–2005 the project completed 15 pieces of research in areas
ranging from:

• ‘Alternative Future Scenarios for Marine Ecosystems’
• an analysis of food chain trends, and
• ‘A new agenda for Biosecurity’.

In 2006 the team consulted with stakeholders to learn lessons and to
develop models of good practice for the new project.

We are now rolling out a new project consisting of the 4 workstreams our
stakeholders said were essential requirements for the future
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A process of continual discovery –
growing a suitable methodology
Key Aspects

• Choose your method carefully

• If you don’t know which to choose –

ask, don’t dictate

• Don’t get bogged down in the

‘tyranny of rigour’.

• One method may not be enough
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Keeping people interested –
involving and empowering critics
Key Aspects

• Try out new techniques which allow

boldness and honesty

• You will need time, effort and

facilitative flair

• Stakeholders are needed during the

whole life of the project, not just at

the end.

• Peer review as early as possible
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Stay on track –
good governance and the role of the steering group
Key Aspects

• Do you really need a steering group?

• Steering groups should challenge,

reassure, give feedback and critique

• Get the right people in the right roles

• Take the time for the group to ‘gel’

• Don’t let governance needs

overpower the ‘real’ work.
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A happy combination? –
power and potential in multi-disciplinarity
Key Aspects

• Start with the ‘right’ triangle

• Accept and plan for discord and

misunderstanding

• Draw strength from disagreement and

conflict which encourages robust,

friendly argument

• Step out of safe zones and find where

disciplines overlap
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Found in translation –
language, misunderstanding and discovery
Key Aspects

• Give time and space for understanding

• Keep an open mind about futurist’s

more exotic terminology

• Promote a gradual process of

misunderstanding, challenge and

explanation

• Foster any shared, ‘project’ language

that emerges
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The policy-making merry-go-round –
the search for ownership and relevance
Key Aspects

• Ensure a policy need and head

towards a policy solution

• Accept the limitations of futures

research, but also its efficiencies of

advanced warning

• Make it relevant to build appetite

• Strip away the mystique
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Will it fly? –
making a long term difference
Key Aspects

• The end is just the beginning

• After asking ‘what if’ remember to ask

‘so what’ or ‘so what now?’

• Accept that most of the impacts will

be hidden & some completely

redundant…

• …and some impacts may turn up in

the most unlikely places.
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The uses of discomfort –
requirements of a successful futures project
Key Aspects

• The risk of failure is high & so it

should be

• Give it time

• Build an appetite for discomfort

• Be prepared to challenge & be

challenged when you try to shift the

‘world view’ of others
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“Organizations that have clear expectations
about the future are in a far better position to
decide on critical issues effectively and to
ensure that the strategies and policies they
choose serve them well, not only in the present,
but also in the intermediate and long-term.”
Siemens,
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CONTACT DETAILS 

For more information, please contact:

Fiona Lickorish - Head of Defra Horizon Scanning and Futures
fiona.lickorish@defra.gsi.gov.uk
020 7238 6410

Victoria Ward - Founder and Partner, Sparknow LLP
victoria.ward@sparknow.net

Key Sources: Looking back at looking forwards
http://horizonscanning.defra.gov.uk/ViewDocument_Image.aspx?Doc_ID=192
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