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Abstract

The future does not possess a predetermined
nature; rather, it is actively shaped through
ongoing actions and interactions. Growing
awareness that the future is inherently uncertain
and unknowable has led to the expansion of
various anticipatory practices, which, in many
cases, have replaced, or at least complemented,
traditional planning approaches that previously
constituted the dominant paradigm.

Foresight is a systematic and participatory
process for enhancing intelligence about the
future and shaping medium- to long-term
visions. It is undertaken to support present-
day decision-making and mobilize collective
anticipatory action. The primary purpose
of foresight is not to provide definitive
predictions of the future, but rather to enhance
understanding of the drivers of social change
and improve preparedness for addressing the
inevitable uncertainties of the future.

Today, many national and international
organizations, both public and private, are
mandated or motivated to explore the future
to support public policymaking and improve
decision-making processes. In Iran, the
National Foresight Program, led by the Vice
Presidency for Science, Technology and
Knowledge-Based Economy, was launched
in 2014 following approval by the Cabinet of
Ministers. The program seeks to promote and
institutionalize a future-oriented approach to
decision-making while identifying emerging
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developments and trends. Furthermore, it
focuses on supporting policy consensus-

building, strengthening early-warning
mechanisms for future change, and fostering
collaboration between the government and the
private sector in addressing national priorities.
The existing literature has paid limited attention
to national foresight programs that have been
sustained over relatively long periods. This
gap is particularly significant in developing
countries, especially Iran, where the National
Foresight Program has been implemented for
more than a decade. Accordingly, this study
focuses on the Iranian experience and analyzes
the dimensions and policy functions of the
National Foresight Program as an instrument
for supporting policymaking and decision-
making processes. In doing so, it contributes
to addressing a gap in the foresight literature
concerning the long-term implementation and
policy role of national foresight programs in
developing-country contexts.

The research was conducted in five sequential
stages: development of the conceptual
framework, validation of the framework,
design of the data collection instrument, data
collection, and data analysis. Primary data
were collected through 14 semi-structured
interviews, while secondary data were
obtained from documents, reports, and records
of activities published by the Secretariat of the
National Science and Technology Foresight
Program. Based on a review of the literature
and the axial coding of the collected data, five
policy functions of foresight in science and
technology policymaking were identified and
analyzed within the context of the National
Science and Technology Foresight Program.
These functions include: (1) enhancing policy
intelligence; (2) informing and fostering public
discourse on the future; (3) strengthening
business intelligence; (4) providing policy
advice and supporting policy implementation;
and (5) empowering governance and
policymaking systems.

Significant activities undertaken under the
policy intelligence function include conducting
sectoral and national Delphi surveys to identify
priority technologies, analyzing international
experiences in the governance and regulation
of emerging technologies such as artificial
intelligence and the metaverse, organizing
policy challenges, and identifying promising
technological domains requiring attention

at the policymaking and governance levels.
These activities reflect efforts to strengthen
decision-making capacity in science and
technology policymaking. However, evidence
of translating this intelligence into sustained
changes in policy practices and decision-
making structures remains limited. A
substantial share of the outputs has remained
in the form of reports and studies, while their
systematic integration into policymaking
processes has yet to be fully institutionalized.
With regard to the function of strengthening
business intelligence, the Secretariat of the
National Foresight Program has sought to
increase awareness of future developments
among actors within the innovation ecosystem
by publishing reports that introduce and
analyze international business experiences,
particularly those of successful global startups.
These efforts aim to highlight emerging
technological and business opportunities for
firms and stakeholders in the science and
technology sector, while also examining
relevant value chains. Such initiatives can be
positively evaluated in terms of information
dissemination and enhanced awareness
of future market opportunities. However,
a comparison with the existing literature
suggests that the more active role of foresight
in guiding investment decisions and shaping
financing priorities has not yet been fully
realized in the Iranian context.

The findings indicate that, with respect to
the function of providing policy advice and
supporting policy implementation, several
notable initiatives have been undertaken. These
include mobilizing the expertise of scholars and
specialists to diagnose the causes of failure in
selected technological transitions, developing
and proposing a framework and draft statute
for the establishment and development of a
national science and technology laboratory in
Iran, preparing a list of strategic priority items
to guide budget allocations for technology
development headquarters, and providing
policy recommendations regarding the
development and governance of artificial
intelligence. These initiatives suggest that the
Secretariat has sought to play a more active
role in policy formulation and to strengthen
the linkage between foresight activities and the
immediate needs of the science, technology,
and innovation governance system.

Regarding the function of empowering
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governance and policymaking systems, several
initiatives-such as identifying promising areas
for the establishment or reorganization of
technology development headquarters and
conducting national-level Delphi surveys-
suggest that the Secretariat has sought to move
beyond a purely advisory and promotional
role. Consistent with the understanding of this
function in the literature, these efforts indicate
an attempt to utilize foresight as an instrument
for reshaping governance structures and
enhancing the capacity of the science and
technology policy system to respond to future
challenges. Nevertheless, structural reform,
coordination among multiple institutions, and
overcoming organizational resistance remain
gradual and complex processes. Consequently,
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the long-term impacts of these initiatives on
governance arrangements and institutional
structures have yet to be fully realized.

Our findings indicate that the functions of
enhancing policy intelligence and informing
and fostering discourse about the future have
received greater attention in Iran, which
is consistent with the policy functions of
science and technology foresight identified
in the literature. In contrast, activities related
to strengthening business intelligence,
providing policy advice and supporting policy
implementation, and empowering governance
and policymaking systems have been
more limited. Compared with international
experiences, these functions require further
strengthening and greater effectiveness.
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