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INTRODUCTION TOPICS FOR EXPLORING  
THE FUTURE OF ERA

Foresight has gained institutional importance within 
the EU, with the appointment in 2023 of a dedicated 
Commissioner and the creation of a joint foresight 
community involving Member States and experts.  

As a Coordination and Support Action funded by 
the Horizon Europe programme, the project “Eye of 
Europe” aims to enhance the integration of foresight 
practices into Research and Innovation (R&I) poli-
cymaking across Europe. Ultimately, it aims to bring 
together a cohesive and influential foresight com-
munity that contributes significantly to shaping and 
guiding policy decisions (Futures4Europe, 2024). 
To this end, Eye of Europe builds on existing initia-
tives and experiences to foster knowledge-sharing 
between foresight practitioners and policy makers, 
attract domain experts, and engage a broader au-
dience in futures thinking.  

Recognising the complexity of current global chal-
lenges and the need for a systemic, long-term ap-
proach, the project’s partners developed a frame-
work for identifying key research and innovation 
(R&I) topics, which integrated socio-technical per-
spectives—including human values, organisational 
structures, and advanced science and technolo-
gy—encouraging stakeholder engagement through 
transversal themes. The topic identification process 
included analysis of EU and national policy docu-
ments, stakeholder interviews to bring in diverse and 
novel views, and collaborative discourse among 
the consortium’s members. This process allowed the 
consortium to formulate ten inspiring and impactful 
topics of common interest to R&I actors across the 
European Research Area (detailed topic selection 
process available in Deliverable 3.1)

This policy brief provides insights into the thematic 
areas addressed in the first five Eye of Europe work-
shops. It also informs about the upcoming workshops 
and the futures4europe platform, the online home of 
the European foresight community, where visitors 
can explore a rich collection of foresight projects, 
showcase their work, and discover foresight-related 
upcoming events.
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KEY MESSAGES FROM FIRST WORKSHOPS

The online workshop organised by the Austrian Insti-
tute of Technology, examining the spectrum of future 
challenges facing democratic systems and policy-
making, drew international experts into a multimeth-
od approach, including roundtable discussions on 
governance challenges and a ‘literary quartet’ ex-
amining depictions of democracy within science fic-
tion narratives.

Through a mixture of presentations from different 
EU-funded democracy projects and organisations, 
the workshop highlighted different approaches to 
assessing the future health and longevity of dem-
ocratic systems and societies. This included quan-
titative assessment of the global state of liberal 
democracies and examinations of both a) informa-
tion disorder and democratic stability, and b) long 
term stabilising and destabilising factors for liberal 
democracies (e.g. social trust in government, and 
quality of public transport). The workshop allowed 
participants to explore the evolution of past liberal 
democracies learn, about present research on some 
cornerstones of democracies today such as insti-
tutions, participation and the media, and explore 
the future by reviewing four selected science fiction 
novels that deal with future dem-
ocratic developments. 

In Spring 2025, the Eye of Europe project already organised five workshops among 
diverse stakeholders on the future of democracy, fashion, science and conflicts as well 
as industrial decarbonisation.  

1.	LONG-TERM FUTURE OF DEMOCRACY IN THE EU AND BEYOND
Despite the deterioration of liberal democracies 
worldwide as well as in Europe, most of our present 
democracies are built on solid and resilient institu-
tions against internal and external attacks. Among 
the factors stabilising liberal democracies are the 
quality of trust in public institutions and policies as 
well as making participation possible for all citizens. 
However, when looking at public policies and so-
cial benefits, the picture is more ambiguous: while 
public health expenditure is considered a stabilising 
factor, high expenditure in pensions might result in 
distrust. More severe factors destabilising democra-
cy in a country are, for instance, corruption and low 
quality of public transport. 

The protection of the public sphere is a cornerstone 
of democracy. Of similar importance are public ser-
vice, social media as well as a better regulation of 
social media companies. Destabilising factors are, 
among others, disruptive technologies, fragmented 
public spheres, and distrust in traditional journalism 
and science. Maintaining media pluralism, think-
ing long-term and endorsing a culture of diversity 
are crucial to maintaining democratic values. The 
discussions also extracted visions of pluralist and 
diverse societies where humans can change their 
identity, experiment with new forms of governance 
in local communities, where central governments 
are resolved and where people find ways to cope 
with climate change by supporting each other.

The two Future of Sustainable Fashion workshops 
in Greece, organised by Helenos Consulting, pro-
vided valuable insights into the interplay between 
sustainability, technology, and societal values within 
the fashion industry. By combining speculative de-
sign with other participatory foresight methods, the 
workshop showcased the potential of citizen-driven 
foresight approaches in revealing present and po-
tential needs and challenges but also shaping sus-
tainable development strategies. 

There are many places for European R&I stakehold-
ers to engage with the fashion industry in support 
of the Green transition. This can include addressing 
transparency in supply chains, developing smart 
textiles and wearables, ensuring that the unique 
needs of diverse and vulnerable groups are met, and 
developing new materials and techniques that can 
address concerns over raw material availability. By 
approaching the foresight exercise through What-
If scenarios and the development of mixed-media 
artefacts, workshop participants were able to grap-
ple with the incorporation of new technologies and 
materials into their products and provide critical 
perspectives on technological vectors. These include 
considerations of future-oriented results accounting 
in part for manufacturing and distribution, ecolog-
ical impacts, social responsibility, education, and 
artistic and philosophical implications. 

2.	FUTURE OF SUSTAINABLE FASHION
Innovation in materials, science, and technology will 
revolutionise fashion. AI and sensor-equipped tex-
tiles will enhance functionality and customisation. 
Prototypes and testing are essential, since they will 
ensure the safety of emerging technologies. Cloth-
ing should become increasingly comfortable while 
also reflecting personal values. Regarding the en-
vironmental impact, recycling of textiles and the de-
velopment of new materials from landfill waste can 
help reduce pollution. At the same time, natural ma-
terials should be prioritised to minimise environmen-
tal harm. Finally, mass production of sustainable 
textiles is vital for eco-friendly clothing to become 
widely available, which can be achieved through 
investments in new technologies.

The outcomes of the Fashion Futuring methodology 
align with EU priorities in circular economy, digital 
innovation, and climate resilience. Clothing, besides 
being a medium of self-expression, is also considered 
a tool that provides protection and safety from future 
challenges. In other words, its main function since 
ancient times, when people used clothing to survive, 
seems to still prevail in modern and future contexts. 
Integrating new technologies into fashion production 
supports sustainable practices. Policy frameworks 
and regulations should prioritise ethical production, 
focusing on green practices, viable working condi-
tions, and transparency within supply chains. 
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The online workshop was organised by Fraunhofer 
ISI to create scenario sketches and outline different 
futures for science and research communities in a 
world of increasing conflict and geopolitical ten-
sions. The pilot first deployed a participant survey to 
understand perspectives on the impact of factors that 
may influence future scientific research approaches, 
as well as the dynamics of stakeholder relationships 
on which this work hinges. Using the Tetralemma 
method for examining potential futures for different 
factors, the participants outlined 3-4 distinct trajec-
tories for selected influencing factors in two different 
groups:

•	 Group 1 examined emergent futures that ac-
count for Artificial Intelligence Systems, Social 
Trust related to Mis/Dis-information, and inter-
national and representation disparities in differ-
ent scientific fields.  

•	 Group 2 focused on examining different future 
trajectories for the topics of Disaster and Emer-
gency Preparedness (particularly related to con-
flict conditions), international trade and related 
policy, and the rise of Great Power politics.

Expert discussions on the influencing factors high-
lighted the impactful role that smaller actors can 
play in targeted foreign interference campaigns, 
the crumbling norms of international trade policy 
accompanied by dissolving rules-based alliances 
and actors that wilfully ignore policy rules and reg-
ulations. Similarly, the policy disagreements and 
misalignment arising from uncoordinated Net-Ze-
ro Transformation approaches in the EU’s battle 
against climate change were discussed as an im-
portant example of policy conditions that impact 
research and innovation stakeholders. However, 
the development and integration of Artificial Intel-
ligence (AI) systems in scientific disciplines, deci-
sion-making processes, and defense was a focal 
point of the factor discussion. 

3.	FUTURES OF SCIENCE AND CONFLICT VIA SCENARIO DEVELOPMENT
Participants also suggested new factors to be con-
sidered in these future scenarios, such as the role of 
changing geopolitical alliances and regional in-
fluences more closely in the scenarios – including 
accounting for rising powers (e.g. India and Indo-
nesia) and globally increasing hard military force.  
Given that scientific R&D has both contributed to and 
gained from digitalisation – cybersecurity and digi-
tal sovereignty were also considered as key aspects 
for future scenarios. Lastly, the issue of a distorted 
public perception of scientific communities and their 
advancements, shaped largely by media narratives, 
was considered critical to fostering greater social 
trust for scientific communities during times of con-
flict. Without reflection and consideration of these 
aspects, experts noted that the shift towards Great 
Power Politics, and the deterioration of social trust 
combined with disparities between nations, could 
contribute to more difficult access in funding and sup-
port for R&I programmes affecting many study areas.   
 
While the three-hour online workshop was produc-
tive and received positive feedback, participants 
noted that the topic area and its intersections with 
Science Diplomacy, Security Studies, and the strat-
egies for Europe’s approach to future defense, and 
green and digital transitions require more in depth 
and continuous strategic foresight work approach-
es. While the initial prospective work for creating 
useful scenarios was initiated in this workshop, it 
was clear that more time and resources would be 
required at both the EU and Member State level to 
create policy and strategy that is ready for a rapidly 
changing world with increased areas of conflict.  

Outline possible alternative developments for the selected factors
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A two-day face-to-face workshop in Spain, organ-
ised by Insight Foresight Institute, focused on explor-
ing alternative pathways for industrial decarbonisa-
tion in Europe, with an emphasis on identifying key 
research and innovation (R&I) areas that consider 
potential shifts in the global industrial landscape. As 
the European Union intensifies its efforts to achieve 
net-zero emissions by 2050, several industries face 
transformative challenges and opportunities. An-
chored in the European Union’s broader climate 
and energy targets, the New Clean Industrial Deal 
for Europe seeks to accelerate decarbonisation 
across key sectors such as energy, manufacturing, 
and transportation, while bolstering economic com-
petitiveness and energy security. This comprehen-
sive framework could redefine the EU’s industrial 
landscape, making it more resilient, sustainable, and 
globally influential and competitive. The workshop 
contributed to this discussion by taking a long-term 
view and by focusing on the strategic question: How 
can the EU navigate amidst global uncertainties to 
foster a more resilient and effective path toward in-
dustrial decarbonisation? With scenario and road 
mapping work the aim was also to uncover promis-
ing avenues for EU R&I to contribute meaningfully to 
industrial decarbonisation, considering the specific 
conditions of European industry and the region’s 
emissions reduction targets. Addressing this requires 
a nuanced understanding of geopolitical dynamics, 
dependencies, and innovative solutions across vari-
ous themes and scenarios.

With regards to energy systems, emerging heat 
pump technologies offer promising pathways for in-
dustrial decarbonisation in Europe, particularly for 
medium- to high-temperature process heat. Emerg-
ing innovations such as supercritical CO₂ systems, 
solid-state thermoelectric and magnetocaloric heat 
pumps, and refrigerants with low global warming 
potential (GWP) aim to boost efficiency and relia-
bility. Coupling emerging technologies with thermal 
storage, smart controls, and waste heat recovery 
can enhance flexibility and performance. Hybrid 
systems combining renewable sources or excess heat 
with heat pumps are also gaining traction, supporting  
a shift to low-carbon industrial heating solutions. 

4.	EUROPEAN INDUSTRIAL DECARBONISATION AND GLOBAL CONTEXT SCENARIOS
To advance with circular raw materials manage-
ment for industrial decarbonisation, among vari-
ous opportunities solvolysis (a chemical reaction 
in which a solvent and solute result in the formation 
of new compounds) was identified as a potential-
ly promising future R&I area. As industries seek to 
reduce reliance on virgin raw materials and lower 
embedded carbon in products, solvolysis presents 
a pathway to circular manufacturing, especially in 
sectors such as aerospace, automotive, and con-
struction where composite materials are widely 
used but difficult to recycle through conventional 
means. Future research and innovation in solvolysis 
technologies offer significant potential for industrial 
decarbonisation in Europe, particularly by enabling 
the recovery and reuse of high-value materials 
from complex waste streams. Advanced solvolysis 
processes using tailored solvents, such as bio-based 
alcohols or supercritical fluids, can efficiently break 
down composites while preserving the integrity of 
embedded fibres or fillers. Innovations in catalyst 
design, solvent recovery systems, and process inten-
sification techniques could drastically improve ener-
gy efficiency and scalability. 

Furthermore, future European research and innova-
tion could increasingly converge carbon dioxide 
removal technologies with industrial symbiosis, 
artificial intelligence and biotechnology to forge 
self-optimising, negative emission production hubs. 
High resolution AI models can continuously map 
industrial clusters’ heat, material and CO₂ streams, 
then orchestrate closed-loop exchanges. Machine 
learning driven digital twins could refine microbial 
metabolisms to maximise carbon uptake and prod-
uct yield while minimising energy demand and un-
locking scalable pathways to climate-positive in-
dustrial ecosystems across Europe.

FURTHER TOPICS AND UPCOMING WORKSHOPS

1.	 The Knowledge of our Civilisation(s) in 2040: In 
this two-day Berlin based workshop participants 
with diverse domain expertise will explore the 
future of knowledge in human civilisation in the 
face of multiple drivers of change. 

2.	 Emotion Ecosystems: This Bucharest based two-
day workshop will investigate the impact of tech-
nologies like affective computing and brain-ma-
chine interface on individuals and collectives 
with different stakeholder groups. 

3.	 Democracy and Technology: In this workshop cit-
izens in Prague will jointly reflect on democratic 
approaches to risks connected with new technolo-
gies and their impacts on various societal groups.

4.	 Aging and Assisted Living Technologies: This 
workshop in Berlin with international research 
and policy actors is dedicated to future ways of 
integrating smart and digital technologies into 
assisted living and care for older adults. 

5.	 Public Policy and Change of Diets: In this work-
shop in Paris a diverse group of citizens will re-
flect on policy inroads into future pathways to-
wards healthy and sustainable diets. 

In 2025 and 2026, we will organise workshops on the following topics. Programme and registration details will be 
available on the futures4europe.eu platform:
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NEW FORESIGHT APPROACHES AND COMMUNITIES

The pilot workshops aim to engage a broad range 
of participants in foresight exercises tailored to 
specific contexts and encompassing a variety of 
policy levels, stakeholder types, and R&I foresight 
methods. Around 350 stakeholders are expected to 
participate in face-to-face workshops, with an ad-
ditional 50-60 joining online sessions. Furthermore, 
300-500 respondents will contribute to an online 
Delphi consultation and a handbook  will empha-
sise and provide guidance on the lessons learned in 
a common format across all activities.   

We engage with experts, citizens, entrepreneurs, 
scientists, policymakers, journalists and many other 
stakeholder groups. We apply both established and 
novel Foresight approaches to dive deep into topics 
of common interest across the European Research 
Area. The workshops take place in cities such as 
Madrid, Prague, Berlin, Bucharest, Paris and Thes-
saloniki, as well as online. These workshops have a 
twofold purpose. 

First, they serve the project’s aspirations expressed 
by Eye of Europe coordinator, Radu Gheorghiu, 
namely, to nurture the “vibrant community of indi-
viduals engaging in a conversation about our col-
lective future” and to fuel the “continuous loop of 
dialogue, learning and inspiration”. 

Second, they aim to mobilise collective anticipatory 
intelligence. We hope to shed light on the evolution 
of research and innovation and its contribution to a 
wide range of important future questions.

To stay tuned to the workshops and their outcomes, 
follow the Futures4Europe Event page. You can also 
sign up, create your profile and become part of the 
European foresight community. 

www.futures4europe.eu 

www.linkedin.com/company/futures4europe

Views and opinions expressed are however those of the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those 
of European Union or the European Research Agency (ERA). Neither the European Union nor the granting 

authority can be held responsible for them.
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