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Purpose 

This follow-up brief recapitulates the foresight exercise of the “Foresight on Information Society Technologies in the Euro-
pean Research Area (FISTERA)” project. Six years after the project was concluded, we look back with the purpose of 
extracting key lessons learned and ask what the mid-term to long-term implications of this foresight exercise are, in par-
ticular how effective the FISTERA project was in feeding the findings derived from the foresight exercise into a process of 
strategic priority-setting in information society technologies at the European level. 

 

Creating a Common Vision for 
Our Information Society 

The central purpose of the FISTERA project was to 
contribute to creating a common vision and approach 
by 2010 for developing an enlarged Europe towards 
an information society. As a thematic network, FIST-
ERA’s aim was to provide a European platform involv-
ing a wide range of national and European policy-
makers that, through a structured foresight process, 
could inform the setting of priorities by providing sup-
port for targeted R&D funding in specific areas of 
information society technologies (IST) and thus con-
tributing to future IST policy and research in Europe.  

FISTERA was based on a combination of top-down 
and bottom-up approaches. “As part of the bottom-up 
approach, FISTERA focused on the analytical dimen-
sions, making use of its findings to set functional, S&T 
and socio-economically driven priorities. The top-

down approach concentrated on the normative, pro-
cess-oriented dimension to identify and prioritise poli-
cy options, building on what FISTERA calls the ‘suc-
cess scenario’ for the European information society.” 
(Compaño, R. et al., 2006: 7).  

The findings of the FISTERA foresight exercise in-
tended to contribute to the evolution of policy thinking 
regarding the prospects of IST as part of the Lisbon 
objective. In sum, its overall aim was 

(a) to compare the results of national foresight 
exercises and exchange visions for the future; 

(b)  to provide a new forum for consensus building 
on future visions for IST; 

(c)  to contribute to constructing the European 
Research Area through benchmarking, com-
munity building and providing a dynamic Euro-
pean platform on foresight; 
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(d)  to provide inputs to the ongoing process of 
identifying key areas for research on which to 

concentrate public as well as private funding.

 

Delphi Highlighted Education and Learning 

The FISTERA foresight process was based on three 
components: (a) a technology mapping (i.e. a study of 
the main technological trajectories in IST), (b) a Delphi 
study and (c) the development of scenarios. Through the 
implementation of a Delphi study, FISTERA gathered 
inputs from a wide variety of stakeholders concerning 
which areas of IST applications they thought most likely 
to yield benefits in terms of the goals defined by the 
Lisbon agenda.  

The most outstanding result of the Delphi study was the 
strong focus on one particular application area, namely 
education and learning. Based on the findings of the Del-
phi study, FISTERA elaborated multiple scenarios in or-
der to explore the plausibility of a set of diverse futures. 
For this purpose, various trends and countertrends and 
the ways they will likely interact in the future were studied. 
Four scenarios were proposed that brought together the 
S&T developments and fields of social application as a 
basis for dissemination activities. FISTERA was based on 
a ‘success scenario’ approach to examine the policy prior-
ities required to produce the conditions for a desirable 
future in which the EU’s Lisbon objectives would be met 
as far as possible. The scenario-building exercise was 
aimed at providing options for a long-term development of 
IST for the economy and society.  

On the other side, FISTERA tried to match the socio-
economic needs with future technological trends and the 
consequences of potential IST applications. Therefore, a 
technology mapping was carried out that provided a 
perspective on the technological trajectories of IST. Due 
to the systemic nature of information and communication 
technologies (ICT), however, it was not possible to 
monitor the whole range of IST trends and provide pro-
spective assumptions concerning the application and 
use of single technologies in the future. Instead, the 
focus was placed on clusters of technologies with similar 
functions while, at the same time, these clusters includ-
ed competing and complementary technologies. The 
forward looking assessment of the evolution of these 
clusters was used to identify ‘technology trajectories’.  

Identification of ‘Technology Trajectories’ in IST 

The identification of a ‘technology trajectory’ followed a 
number of steps. First, a trajectory had to be defined. 
Then, information about individual ICT contributing to 
this particular technology trajectory needed to be col-

lected, and this information had to be linked to the ex-
pected evolution of the trajectories. In a third step, the 
individual technologies were linked to possible applica-
tions and services.  

The overall aim of this procedure was to identify particular 
technologies with the potential to influence the future 
development path of other technologies. In order to identi-
fy emerging patterns of relationships between technolo-
gies, a specific algorithm was used that analysed the 
strength and pattern of the link of a particular technology 
with other technologies as a function of time. Through this 
method, FISTERA was able to identify patterns of ‘tech-
nology attractors’ as well as trends of ‘technology disrup-
tions’ and relate them to time horizons. 

Some of the ‘technology attractors’ identified through 
this method were the following: (a) Batteries that are 
expected to have a profound influence on the evolution-
ary progress in many fields of IST. (b) Progress in 
bandwidth, understood as the transmission capacity at 
access level (rather than the network capacity on back-
bones), which will likely stimulate the advance in both 
optical, optoelectronics and electronics. (c) The growth 
of storage that will likely drive the creation and develop-
ment of completely new industries. (d) Embedded sys-
tems that have been identified as the most crucial field 
for the future evolution of the overall market. (e) Infor-
mation semantics that will act as an attractor technology 
with a profound influence on changes in the field of in-
formation value since it results from the merging of stor-
age, computation and communication. (f) Developments 
in radio propagation that are expected to work as anoth-
er attractor through the stimulation of new businesses 
and new applications. (g) Micro kernels and ad hoc pro-
tocols that are expected to have a stimulating effect on 
the evolution of communications infrastructures and the 
creation of new business opportunities at the edge of 
network structures.  

With the help of the ‘technology trajectories’ concept, 
some of the technologies have been identified as being 
‘disruptive’, meaning that their impact would be condu-
cive to profound changes in technological systems as 
we know them today. The ‘disruptive’ potential of tech-
nologies may for example result from (a) the conver-
gence between a number of diverse technological trajec-
tories, (b) the shift from products to services, (c) the 
disappearance of the personal computer, (d) ubiquitous 
seamless communication, (e) changing traffic patterns, 
(f) unlimited bandwidth, (g) disposable products and (h) 
the shift from content to packaging. 

 

FISTERA Inspired  
National Foresights on IST 

By and large, the FISTERA foresight contributed im-
portant inputs to the debate about priority-setting in IST 
research in Europe and thus provided important impuls-
es to the Seventh Framework Programme (FP7). Three 
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levels of contributions have been identified (Compaño et 
al., 2005: 38):  

(a)  FISTERA generated valuable input that helped to 
identify and make transparent why some fields in 
IST research are more appropriate as priorities for 
the European Research Area than others.  

(b)  FISTERA helped to identify functional require-
ments that need to be met to translate these prior-
ities into reality in the context of the European Re-
search Area. 

(c)  FISTERA helped to identify the building blocks for 
consistent priority-setting. In this sense, the fore-
sight process fulfilled an important function in le-
gitimising public policy intervention in the field of 
IST research in Europe.  

Although FISTERA did not embark on a comprehensive 
analysis of specific policy interventions to stimulate re-
search in particular priority areas, the identification of 
promising technological trajectories in the field of IST 
was an important step towards investigating the future 
European positioning within these trajectories. FISTERA 
also prompted complementary action at the level of the 
member states by giving impulse to several follow-up 
foresight initiatives at the national level. For example, 
Austria (Foresight on Information Society in Austria – 
FISTA), and Hungary (Information Society Technology 
Perspectives – IT3) used the FISTERA approach to de-
velop national IST foresights. We can therefore conclude 
that FISTERA not only contributed to establishing fore-
sight for forward looking IST priority-setting at the Euro-
pean level but that it also inspired foresight practitioners 
at the national level.  

However, with regard to the translation of the findings 
from the FISTERA foresight into priority-setting at the 
European level, there are also some lessons to be 
learned that might improve the efficiency of future fore-
sights aimed at inspiring priority-setting processes at 
different levels.  

The Methodological Framework 

Regarding the methodological framework of the FIST-
ERA foresight process, the following points were indicat-
ed during the follow-up interviews, which were carried 
out with individuals directly involved in the design and 
implementation of the FISTERA foresight: 

(a)  The implementation of the FISTERA foresight 
process was based on inter-disciplinary team-
work. The sub-optimal integration of the different 
skills and perspectives towards the broad area of 
IST was due to a lack of a coherent joint framework 
able to accommodate these interdisciplinary differ-
ences. Future projects should have a stronger fo-
cus on embedding inter-disciplinary foresight teams 
in a more coherent framework for collaboration. 

(b)  The insufficient integration of the technology-
centred and the socio-economically-centred con-
tributions were a methodological weak point of 
the FISTERA foresight. This might have created 
a bias towards promoting certain emerging tech-
nological paradigms and may have operated at 
the expense of devoting more attention to certain 
societal challenges that should not be neglected 
in priority-setting in practice.  

(c)  The interviewees indicated that since scenario 
development was very much on the macro level, 
priority-setting (in particular with a view to individ-
ual technological fields) was very difficult. There-
fore, a better linking of the components of the 
foresight process to each other (in particular the 
technology mapping and scenario development) 
might improve future foresight initiatives in this 
field and help formulate more targeted priorities.  

(d)  It was further mentioned that the identification of 
thematic priorities was very difficult to translate 
into priority-setting in practice because technolo-
gies were clustered and no specific areas were 
focused upon.  

Dissemination through Road Shows 

The dissemination of the results of the FISTERA project 
was facilitated through various communication chan-
nels. The organisation of national road shows and 
communication papers contributed greatly to the broad 
dissemination of the project results to a variety of audi-
ences. Although a book (Compaño et al., 2005) was 
published, according to a member of the FISTERA con-
sortium, the transfer of the findings to high-level aca-
demic audiences remained behind its actual potential.  

Reaching the Policy Level 

Although FISTERA did not embark on a comprehensive 
analysis of particular policy interventions to support 
research in specific areas of priority in the field of IST, 
the interviews emphasised that the results of the fore-
sight process provided important impulses to sharpen 
the perception of EU policymakers. According to one 
interviewee directly involved in FISTERA, an important 
accomplishment of the foresight was that it opened a 
debate on ICT in Europe towards a more multidiscipli-
nary view and thus contributed to improving the frame-
work conditions for a European dialogue about the fu-
ture of ICT and ICT policy formulation (Pascu et al., 
2006). Another interviewee who had knowledge of the 
internal decision-making processes within the EU Direc-
torate General Information Society and Media (DG 
INFSO) stated that the results of the FISTERA foresight 
informed several initiatives that figured prominently in the 
work programme (for example Assisted Ambient Living).  
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Furthermore, it appears that FISTERA reached the policy 
level through direct interaction with the European Com-
mission and its core advisory groups in the field of IST. 
There is no doubt that FISTERA had an impact on insti-
tutions that were directly or indirectly involved in Europe-
an ICT policy formulation (Pascu et al., 2006). According 
to one interviewee, FISTERA’s impact was tangible on 
the policy level as reflected in the work of the IST Adviso-
ry Group (ISTAG), which is the most influential industry-
oriented expert group advising DG INFSO on the IST 
programme. Furthermore, the same interviewee indicat-
ed that all decision-makers on IST issues in Brussels 
were exposed to the FISTERA results. In some sense, 
the FISTERA results also “paved the way” for subse-
quent projects, such as the PREDICT (Prospective In-

sights on R&D in ICT), which are still running today and 
provide inputs for policymaking at DG INFSO.  

FISTERA results also proved to be relevant to several 
European think tanks.  

However, foresight exercises are most successful 
whenever decision-makers go beyond the mere role of 
receivers of end products, such as reports on future 
scenarios, and become an integral part of the foresight 
process. In this sense, one interviewee stated that 
FISTERA failed to develop into an operational network 
for the interaction among different communities that 
hold stakes in the formulation of European IST policy 
development.  

 

Priority Setting for IST 
Research through Foresight Practice 

The FISTERA foresight marked an important milestone 
in counteracting forward looking perceptions based on 
technological determinism in the field of IST, which fail 
to provide an adequate perspective of technological 
futures. The timing for the establishment of a pan-
European platform was favourable as foresight tools for 
priority-setting are proliferating, although it was stated 
during the interviews that FISTERA stayed far behind its 
set goal to establish a pan-European community con-
cerned with IST futures. Nevertheless, FISTERA’s con-
tribution to creating a European vision for IST has been 
an important first step towards establishing a discussion 
platform for IST foresight from a European perspective. 
Nonetheless, continued efforts to communicate the 
evolving European vision with ongoing priority-setting 
efforts in IST at the national level will be necessary. In 

this sense, it remains to be seen how the technology 
trajectories that have been identified by using the con-
cept of “technology trajectories” will relate to forward-
looking priority-setting exercises both at the national and 
at non-European levels. In light of the ERA’s increasing 
multilateral cooperation initiatives in particular, European 
priorities need to be related to the priorities of other re-
gions of the world.  

Inspiring Future Directions  
of Forward Looking Priority-setting  

Based on the findings of the FISTERA foresight process, 
possible priorities for European IST research were iden-
tified. Foresight, however, can do no more than inspire 
the priority-setting process. It can help legitimise policy 
interventions in emerging fields, but it cannot anticipate 
concrete technologies that should be the recipients of 
targeted funding activities, and it should not generate 
expectations among policymakers that it can do so.  
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