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Abstract
Online Social Networks (OSNs) have gained unprecedented popularity in recent years. OSNs facilitate the
interaction among members by providing a dynamic/multimodal platform which enables discussions, sharing of
multimedia content, organisation of events, etc. These networks comprise millions of members from all continents
and from all age groups — although the younger generation is more prominent. OSN dynamics and inherent
patterns of operation are being investigated by academia as a means of studying, for instance, ICT-enhanced social
change. Industry uses them to detect new commercial trends and establish marketing strategies.
We believe that the huge size of OSNs, the broad and versatile thematic topics and the fact that most users are
youngsters made these new modalities of large-scale interaction also worth investigating in regard to the study of
the future or foresight. In this paper, we discuss the relevance of OSNs for three objectives of foresight methods,
namely creativity, expertise and collective intelligence.
First, we argue that OSNs can be regarded as a tool to enhance creativity through the unprecedented modalities
of communication and interaction they offer.
Second, we propose OSNs as an expert tool to detect emerging changes in social behaviour. We assume that the
recorded exchanges of information and thoughts between participants in forums offers an under-exploited source
of information for detecting new social trends. The value of this information may be amplified by evaluating it in
conjunction with other OSN data, such as member profiles, behavioural patterns or list of contacts or friends. In
this way, emerging social trends could be detected. Similar approaches are already used in market research and
could be transferred to foresight.
Third, we consider OSNs to be a means of aligning individual thinking and fostering collective or “collaborative”
intelligence for a whole range of possible goals in the future.
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For each of these three objectives, the theoretical foundations are complemented with some case studies. Given
the novelty of the OSN phenomenon and its unexplored potential in many fields, the authors aim to trigger
thinking and discussion on the potential application of this emerging phenomenon within foresight, rather than to
offer a vademecum on the use of OSNs for foresight activities.
© 2007 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction to foresight
The drive to discover the future is as ancient as humanity. Certainly, attitudes towards the future have
changed through time and do so increasingly in the wake of new challenges, dangers and shifts in values.
In the XIXth and early XXth century, science and technology were considered to be the major drivers of
change. Looking into the future mostly consisted of anticipating forthcoming technological developments
and most contributions were in the realm of “science fiction”. Jules Verne and H.G. Wells1 were among
the most acclaimed authors in this field.
During and after the Second World War, it became commonly accepted that the long-term status and welfare
of a nation would depend largely on its advancement in science and technology [1]. As a result, governments
started to devote more importance to the future of technology. Foresight became clearly separated from science
fiction and became institutionalized, the creation of the RAND Corporation by the US Forces in 1946 being one
of the milestones. At that time, the focus of foresight was still almost exclusively on scientific and technological
issues. In fact, technology forecasting, associated with a deterministic future perspective, was still the
predominant terminology for the field until the 1980s, when “technology foresight” emerged. The technological experts and some professional futurologists were the main, if not the only, contributors to the field.
Gradually, foresight widened its scope when it became commonly accepted that the future was not only, or
even primarily, determined by technological factors. For instance, the energy crises of the 1970s and 1980s
were due to political rather than technological factors and had major economic and geopolitical consequences.
However, they had not been foreseen by the foresight community. In the following “second generation” of
Foresight, the emphasis was no longer on technology and innovation alone, but shifted towards trying to
understand the trends and drivers of market(s) and economics [2]. The key actors in this second generation
were from both academia and industry, complemented by professionals able to bridge the gap between the two.
In the 1990s and 2000s, policy makers acknowledged that the development of new technologies was
also highly conditioned by political, societal, psychological and cultural factors, such as concern for the
environment, or an individual's ability to understand the technology. Accordingly, this “third generation”
of foresight acknowledged social determinants and behaviour as major drivers of change. In addition to
the actors from academia and industry, social stakeholders such as non-profit organisations, consumer
groups, lobbyists and government representatives were, and still are, regular participants in the foresight
process on issues such as health, safety or environment [2].
Nowadays, Foresight as defined by APEC 2 refers to “systematic attempts to look into the future of
science, technology, society and the economy, and their interactions, in order to promote social,
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Wells was the first one to use “foresight” to refer to studies of the future in a 1930s BBC broadcast.
Centre for Technological Foresight (www.apecforesight.org/).

