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Interview with Dr. Attila Havas:

Designing and conducting a foresight programme at a regional level is much more challenging

- Dr. Havas, would you introduce yourself, the experience and expertise you have in Foresight?

I had been trained as an economist and economic sociologist at the Karl Marx University of Economics, Budapest (now called Corvinus University), and have worked for the Institute of Economics as a senior research fellow since 2001. My main research interests concern economics of innovation, national and sectoral innovation systems, innovation policies, and tools supporting strategy setting and policy-making processes, especially foresight. In 1997-2000 I was director of TEP, the Hungarian Technology Foresight Programme. Since then I have advised international organisations (the European Commission and UNIDO) as well as national governments concerning foresight, and been involved in various foresight training programmes.
- Which are the main advantages of the Foresight methodology for research and innovation activities and setting policies to support these activities?

Foresight projects are participatory in their nature, that is, they bring together different stakeholders with their diverse sets of accumulated knowledge and experience, as well as distinct viewpoints and approaches. That leads to richer discussion and analysis as opposed to the case when a small number of experts conduct strategic analyses. Foresight can be applied practically at all policy domains. The broad participation is particularly important when building futures for research and innovation. Given the vital role of universities and other research actors in generating, transmitting, disseminating and applying knowledge, and hence their contribution to socio-economic development, major stakeholders need to be involved when strategic decisions are made. Furthermore, innovation is crucial to enhance competitiveness, address environmental, energy, health and other major challenges, and hence improve quality of life. Therefore, promoting innovation activities via strengthening the already existing networks of actors, and supporting the creation of new ones can be highly relevant. These rich discussions, drawing on the knowledge and practical experience of the major stakeholders, are also likely to lead to more pertinent and efficient policy measures aimed at supporting research and innovation activities.

Another major advantage of foresight is that participatory processes align the actors around major issues – technological, economic or societal problems to be solved, and opportunities to be seized – and that would lead to an easier mobilisation of people, ideas, financial and natural resources, as well as actions of the major decision-makers in better orchestrated way. The shared vision and policy recommendations, stemming from the dialogues among participants, lead to commitment to joint actions, as well as actions by individual organisations along the lines of the shared vision. This, in turn, offers a basis for faster and more efficient implementation of policies and other decisions.
From a different angle, uncertainty can be reduced, and that is a major advantage for all decision-makers, be they policy-makers, business people, politicians, or leaders of major NGOs. Once stakeholders “subscribe” to a share vision, for instance a policy-maker would know that business people, directors of research organisations, NGOs, etc. would act in a certain direction – i.e. would take steps to get their organisations closer to the desired future state – and thus various elements of uncertainty can be eliminated. Of course, that would apply to the other types of decision-makers, in turn.
- What is the Foresight experience of the region so far?

Several countries have already run either national or sectoral foresight programmes – or pilot exercises – in several of the FORSEE-participating countries, including Austria, Bulgaria, Greece, Hungary, Romania, Serbia and Slovenia. These projects have varied greatly in their thematic, geographic or sectoral coverage, main aims, methods, and level of participation. Various aspects of ICT have been analysed in these countries, and some international co-operation in foresight has also occurred among. Thus, this project can rely on valuable past experience.

Yet, FORSEE is the first foresight project at a regional level in the SEE countries. Experience of many countries in the region as well as outside has clearly shown that designing and conducting a foresight programme is demanding enough at a national or sectoral level. To do that at a regional level is much more challenging.
The major (potential) benefits of being engaged in a regional foresight programme are also substantial:

· tackling issues of regional (trans-border) character jointly, and thus creating shared visions and opportunities for joining forces for strategic actions, including regional RTDI co-operation;

· compensating for underdeveloped or lacking methodological skills;

· creating synergies (both in terms of conducting actual foresight projects, and implementation of the policy recommendations);

· saving costs (by exploiting economies of scale, e.g. background analyses and preparatory activities relevant for a group of countries, regions, as well as common awareness building and training);

· capacity building (foresight and prospective analysis methods, decision-preparation, policy-making; policy implementation);

· promoting regional (trans-border) networking;

· reaching the necessary quality and number of experts when collecting their opinion.

- What effects do you expect from the implementation of the FORSEE project for the region in the long run?
The project can contribute to identifying major challenges and opportunities that can be tackled/ exploited by joint or coordinated actions either at a regional level or by a group of countries in the SEE region. The importance of aligning thinking as to how ICT tools can be used in addressing for example health, education, transport and environmental issues, enhancing the competiveness of firms and offering better life for various societal groups in the region (people in need of care, or being disadvantaged because of their age or living in remote villages), and what new ICT tools and skills are needed to tackle these challenges cannot be stressed enough. Yet, I would also like to emphasise that besides policy recommendations aimed at more efficient use of available ICT tools, development of new ones, and strengthening of ICT capabilities, the so-called process benefits would be at least as significant for the region, and hopefully way beyond ICT: disseminating a new participatory, transparent, systematic, future-oriented decision-preparatory method; bringing together various stakeholders (building new networks and/ or strengthening/ reshaping existing ones); facilitating their communication and co-operation, and hence contributing to building trust are major expected benefits of foresight activities. In short, a new culture of communication, consensus building and co-operation can be nurtured.
A moment ago I already referred to the difficulties of devising and running a truly regional foresight programme. Let me briefly mention some of these challenges. The broader the geographic scope of a programme is, the more difficult and costly it is to maintain its participatory character. Moreover, when participants are coming from different countries – in terms of level of development, norms, ways of thinking, values, behavioural routines – it is not only a question of travel time and costs to organise and facilitate meaningful workshops. Potential communication problems should be taken into account carefully when preparing these meetings: possible gaps should be identified in advance, and efforts have to be made to bridge them as well as to remove other obstacles to fruitful discussions. Of course, not all the problems can be envisaged, i.e. some ‘slack’ (e.g. extra time for clarification, reconciliation, other means to exchange ideas) should be allowed for that.
Another important direction to advance methodology – mainly via experimentation,  including ‘action research’ – is to develop and test various methods e.g. for virtual meetings; electronic discussions; arranging and exploiting feedback from a series of structured, ‘aligned’ meetings, held separately across various countries on the same set of problems (allowing somewhat different approaches, and yet following the same broad lines of discussions); on-line questionnaires with (almost) real-time feedback; etc.
Thus, the lessons from the FORSEE project can be extremely valuable when designing and conducting further regional foresight programmes either in the SEE countries or beyond the region.
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