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Introduction 
Over the course of the project, 12 rural areas from across the EU and beyond implemented the foresight 

approach to better understand how they are performing and what they need to do to become more attractive 

places to live, work and invest. Foresight was implemented in stages with local and regional stakeholders 

representing different sectors of the rural economy. Besides farmers, there were also people engaged in 

community work, entrepreneurial activity, hospitality, cultural heritage, professional services, education, and 

training, and more. Their involvement ensured that foresight results reflect the needs of those who have a direct 

stake in the development of the region. Ultimately, their input injected a dose of credibility in project findings 

that were later conveyed to policy makers in the form of a foresight package, a key project deliverable 

comprising the vision, action plan and roadmap.  

Those who would like to know more about the content of each package should check this compendium where 

all the details, including the steps taken to produce the results, are provided. What we would like to present 

below is a reflection on the foresight process itself based on the experience of 12 PoliRural pilots. They followed 

the same approach, adjusting it to local realities and dynamics as necessary, to understand what a region needs 

to become more attractive. We will review this first before distilling the main lessons and recommendations to 

potential adopters that may be willing to try foresight but are not sure where/how to start. 

 

Geographic Pilot Measures to boost rural attractiveness 

Flanders, BE Sustainable, climate-resilient and productive landscapes that 

enhance multifunctional quality of rural communities. 

Monaghan, IE Vibrant rural innovation ecosystem of active actors and smart 

villages stimulated through a mix of policies and funding options. 

Hame, FI Multifunctional development encompassing bioeconomy, circular 

economy, data economy, manufacturing, tourism, and wellbeing. 

Vidzeme, LV Entrepreneurship, SME growth and civic participation to create high 

added value solutions and more resilient communities. 

Mazowieckie, PL Better access to services, local food and technical infrastructure 

that in turn can generate jobs and improve quality of life. 

Slovakia Constitutional and governance reform leading to a legally binding 

doctrine that affords a greater role to rural policy. 

Central Bohemia, CZ Implementation of the SMART concept as a way of driving 

sustainable development in rural cities and regions. 

Galilee, IL Investment in digital infrastructure (e.g., fibre-optics, 5G) to drive 

economic growth and retain (young) talent. 

Apulia, IT Digitisation of the agricultural sector through better ICT 

infrastructure, training, and business models. 
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Gevgelija-Strumica, NMK Improved capacity and model of rural extension complete with 

specific measures aimed at engaging young people. 

 

 

Lessons Learned 
1. Evolution of rural attractiveness: Our thinking on the concept evolved considerably during the project. At the 

beginning, we tried to come up with a universal definition of rural attractiveness. But then we decided to move 

away from it as we found it more natural and more useful to encourage each team to develop its own concept 

of attractiveness that would help drive the change agenda in the region.  

 

2. Alignment of regional vision with the LTVRA: The Long-Term Vision for Rural Areas emerged long after the 

start of the project, too late to have a structuring effect on the way each team motivated and organized their 

regional Foresight initiative. Nevertheless, the key ideas of the LTVRA, based on the ambition that rural regions 

become “strong, connected, resilient and prosperous,” proved sufficiently flexible and comprehensive to 

accommodate the ideas that were already starting to emerge, and the teams were able to align their vision 

statements with the key ideas of the LTVRA. 

 

3. Foresight can provide an effective approach to policy development: Although it has a long history, it is often 

confused with future studies or equated with simple “methods” such as “world café.” In too many cases it 

provides local communities with little more than a report. It often produces frustration among local stakeholders 

when it leads to no tangible or meaningful change. For this reason the project relied on a framework that has 

been developed, and systematically improved over a 20-year period. 

 

4. Practicing foresight is challenging: Many guides to foresight exist. They tend to give the impression that 

Foresight can be reduced to a “recipe.” Like most management disciplines however, it cannot be reduced to a 

series of steps that a well-meaning but unskilled user can simply follow to achieve great results. Effective 

foresight relies on having a good team. This can be achieved in several ways. Primarily by establishing a team 

within local administration that routinely practices foresight and follows through by overseeing the 

implementation of its action plans. Even under such circumstances, there is a need to avail of technical 

assistance to support the process based on the experience and knowledge it can bring to the exercise. In this 

project we tried to address this issue through the provision of training and the development of tools to support 

the efforts of local teams. Many of the tools, such as the “inventories” and “guides to deep dives”, were 

developed as an afterthought and constitute a set of “internal” project deliverables as they were not anticipated 

in the Description of Action but were deemed necessary as support for the work of the regional Foresight teams. 
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5. Digital tools can improve quality of insight but their acceptance requires a lot of effort and good quality 

data: Foresight pilots act as an experimentation space for trialling analytical tools like the System Dynamic 

Modelling (SDM) that so far have been underused in rural policy making. PoliRural’s web tool and the base model 

on which it is built may not be perfect, but they represent an important starting point for a new discussion 

among rural stakeholders about their region, its needs and assets, aspirations for the future and ways to get 

there. Thus, SDM plays an important role in the creation of rural outlooks. SDM has huge potential to 

revolutionise rural policy making. But as our experience has shown, data needed to power the models is often 

missing or incomplete. A rural observatory to be set up by the European Commission as part of the LTVRA can 

address the existing information gap and help the model-assisted scenario planning for rural areas become 

mainstream. In addition, at the start of the project, we underestimated the complexity of the model building 

task, and overestimated what could be done with the STELLA tool. In hindsight, we should have dedicated a 

special task for designing models, for example using the mini-models and the paper model approach outlined in 

D5.5. The process would also have benefitted from the involvement of regional domain experts and modellers, 

and a dedicated task for designing user experiences and user interfaces. 

 

6. Need for technical support to local administration: Since COVID, but starting long before that, local 

administration has been under increased pressure to deliver in terms of policy inputs. Local administration has 

been under pressure to provide policy inputs on the local response to COVID, the new CAP, energy and climate, 

recovery, and resilience. It is no longer the case that most of the money for implementing CAP comes from the 

EU. A significant share of the finance needed for CAP implementation must now be found from other sources. 

From other EU funds, from national budgets and from exceptional measures such as bond issues, EIB backed 

blended finance and other tools. The same holds for the recovery and resilience fund. Local government is not 

being adequately served in this regard by central government and increasingly it has to find this money on its 

own. Local administration units are therefore under pressure to carry out financial engineering needed to 

acquire the funds needed to implement the projects that are needed at local level to realize the foresight vision 

and action plan, and ultimately the LTVRA.  

 

7. A more level playing field: Although co-creation has entered the lexicon of policy makers, a significant gap 

remains between talk and action. Public authorities still have a tendency to make decisions behind closed doors, 

with a proper stakeholder engagement more an exception than the norm. Low trust in government erects an 

additional barrier to a fully-fledged two-way cooperation. In PoliRural, foresight helped to establish 

communication links and work dynamics with less power play. Bringing parties to the table that had hitherto felt 

excluded from decision making injected some optimism into deeply rooted pessimism. 

 



Page | 4 

8. Expect stakeholder engagement to be a long and laborious process: There can be no foresight without 

stakeholder participation. However, working with people in a way that is meaningful and scientifically sound 

requires a lot of time and effort. PoliRural was running for 40 months. In total, pilots conducted several hundred 

consultations, surveys, workshops, and meetings of all kinds during this period. Regional teams noticed that 

some participants started developing a consultation fatigue, so they really had to try hard to keep them engaged 

until the end. Far better results would have been obtained in much shorter time if the local teams had proper 

access to technical assistance and did not have to carry out so much “busywork” that added little or nothing to 

their efforts. 

 

9. Experiment with different retention tactics: One tactic that worked well was joint sessions with policy 

makers, as it was important for rural dwellers to see that their opinions matter and they can influence change 

on the ground. Another tactic that proved successful was publishing regular updates on the outcome of co-

creation sessions, as well as other activities, in one place, such as a website or blog. The Slovak team, for 

example, used atraktivnyvidiek.sk to disseminate results in the national language, which made them more 

relevant to beneficiaries and easier to discover by local media. Crucially, such visibility kept people motivated to 

remain active contributors to a living process that they were able to shape/influence through direct involvement.  

 

10. Political instability: a force to be reckoned with: In Apulia, Gevgelija-Strumica, Central Greece and several 

other pilots policy stakeholders changed several times during the project as a result of snap-elections, scandals 

leading to resignations, and other manifestations of political instability. This slowed the foresight progress 

somewhat as buy-in had to be secured anew from people who had their own views on how the region should 

develop. One way to overcome this challenge is to set up a monitoring committee that would oversee 

implementation of the action plan and, depending on circumstances, remind new administrations of 

commitments made by their predecessors. In a way, this is a standard challenge in the work at any level of 

government. It is directly addressed in the foresight methodology by requiring 1) a funded monitoring task in all 

regional action plans, including formal evaluation, and 2) the appointment of a monitoring committee to follow 

up on progress and hold local government accountable for delivery. 

 

11. Other issues that can undermine uptake: Even though pilots reported considerable interest in foresight 

among policy makers, the latter often resented the lack of capacity to make foresight a permanent feature of 

the administration. Policy makers said they would need an extra pair of hands, and probably more, to give 

foresight the attention it deserves. In addition, the integration of model-assisted scenario planning into 

foresight, while exciting, creates a demand for certain skills and expertise, which many administrations also lack. 

To address this issue, PoliRural offers an affordable training package that was put together by experts in system 

dynamics and foresight: 22Sistema, AVINET, CKA.  

http://22sistema.com/
https://www.asplanviak.no/
https://www.cka.be/
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Recommendations 
: If you’re still undecided about foresight - go for it! PoliRural published plenty of guidance on how to 

make foresight a success; 

: Use all of the steps outlined in the methodology - it’s worth the effort for the quality of insights and 

engagement of stakeholders to be gained; 

: Give the process adequate time and resources - working with stakeholders, learning new processes, 

trying new tools all require a lot of preparation and energy; 

: Revisit your “old” understanding of rural attractiveness in light of new challenges, practices, 

technologies, dynamics, and then use the concept to drive change in the region; 

: Align your vision of rural development with the language and objectives articulated in the Long Term 

Vision for Rural Areas - how will you make your region stronger, better connected, more resilient and 

prosperous? 

: Find new innovative avenues of funding - don’t rely on LEADER alone. Although important, it accounts 

only for 5% of national rural development programmes; 

: The best way to facilitate adoption of foresight results is to integrate them into long-term strategic 

plans of regional development organisations. To this end, regional actors with the wherewithal to 

influence policy must be engaged from the start to balance bottom-up perspective with top-down view 

on what is possible at a policy level; 

: Establish monitoring committees to track implementation of results post-foresight. Members will use 

roadmap to monitor progress toward objectives and will activate contingency plans if progress is off-

track; 

: Capture all findings, results, lessons and conclusions in a case study - other regions facing similar 

challenges may be eager to learn from this experience to make their area more attractive; 

: Those who would like to experiment with data driven tools like SDM, are encouraged to start small 

(minim-models) and take full advantage of qualitative approaches through the use of paper-based 

models. Dedicated tasks should be foreseen for engagement with domain experts and modellers, and 

for developing intuitive user interfaces of the SDM tool. 

  

https://hub.polirural.eu/ra-explorer/#/regional-foresight
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/new-push-european-democracy/long-term-vision-rural-areas_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/new-push-european-democracy/long-term-vision-rural-areas_en
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