Future Anticipation in Sociology

. . *
Carlos Miguel Ferreira,* Sandro Serpa®®*
1. Interdisciplinary Centre of Social Sciences — CICS.NOVA, Portugal; Estoril Higher Institute for Tourism and Hotel Studies, Portugal
2. University of the Azores, Faculty of Social and Human Sciences, Department of Sociology, Portugal
3. Interdisciplinary Centre of Social Sciences — CICS.UAc/CICS.NOVA.UAc, Portugal
4. Interdisciplinary Centre for Childhood and Adolescence — NICA — UAc, Portugal
*: All corresponding should be sent to Dr. Sandro Serpa.
Authors’ Contact: Carlos Miguel Ferreira, E-mail: carlos.ferreira@eshte.pt; Sandro Serpa, E-mail: sandro.nf.serpa@uac.pt
Funding: This work is financed by national funds through FCT — Foundation for Science and Technology, I.P., within the scope of the project
«UIDB 04647/2020» of CICS.NOVA-Centro Interdisciplinar de Ciéncias Sociais da Universidade Nova de Lisboa.
DOI: https://doi.org/10.15354/si.21.re229
The authors declare no competing interest.

The ability to make forecasts about events is a goal favored by the so-called exact sciences. In
sociology and other social sciences, the forecast, although often sought after, is not likely to be
realized unconditionally. This article seeks to problematize and discuss the connection be-
tween sociology and forecast. The object of study of sociology has particular features that dis-
tinguish it from other scientific fields, namely facts and social situations, which deal with
trends; the systems of belief of social scientists and policymakers that can influence the at-
tempt to anticipate the future; the dissemination of information and knowledge produced by
sociology and other social sciences, which have the potential to change reality and, conse-
guently, to call into question their capacity for the social forecast. These principles pose chal-
lenges to sociology’s heuristic potentials, making the reflection on these challenges indis-

pensable in the scientific approach to social processes.
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Introduction

HIS article aims to discuss the potentials and limitations

inherent in the possibility of making forecasts in sociol-

ogy. It is intended to understand whether this science has
heuristic potentials, in addition to carrying out analyses on the
facts and social situations of the past and present, participating
in the construction of knowledge about the future and, in partic-
ular, making forecasts about social processes. Ultimately, the
purpose of science is the knowledge of processes, which neces-
sarily integrate the dimension of the future (1).

As Comte mentioned, science would aim to provide expla-
nations, forecasts and practical guidelines (2), and science
would aim at knowing, to forecast, to prevent, and would seek to
investigate the laws that govern natural and social phenomena
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(2). Thus, the law would be necessary to forecast, while rational
forecast would be necessary to act on nature, providing individ-
uals with dominion over the latter: science, hence prediction;
prediction, hence action (2). According to this perspective, soci-
ety would be governed by social laws that could be identified,
and then a policy could be implemented that would allow fore-
casting the meaning of history, which, to a large extent, would
enable the clarification of an overview of the human future.

The belief that social sciences in general, and sociology in
particular, would have, as their main purpose, the historical pre-
diction materialized by the discovery of the laws of evolution of
history and society would be the central precept of historicism
(3). Historical prophecy about a universal history that follows a
predetermined path under constant conditions is an impossible
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principle. The “laws of development” (3, p.128) inherent in
historicism emphasize absolute tendencies, which, like laws, do
not depend on initial conditions and that lead inevitably towards
a certain future. They are the pillars of unconditioned prophecies,
as opposed to conditional scientific predictions (3). Another
relevant aspect is related to the impossibility of universal laws
of an evolutionary type because the evolution of societies would
be a unique historical case from which no replication can be
obtained (3). The main consequence of this position is that only
conditional scientific prediction, which would recognize the
variability of local circumstances and specific initial conditions,
would be valid. The most a scientific theory does is to forecast
certain events in the future, based on what it claims about reality.
However, science cannot predict what knowledge it will discov-
er in the future (3).

Horkheimer drew a distinction between ‘“forecast” and
“prediction”. The natural sciences know two types of judgments,
forecast — which relates to “abstract models” — and prediction —
which concerns “concrete acts or facts” (1). A theory that sup-
ported the possibility of leading modern science only at the level
of forecast but not at the level of predictions understood in this
sense, would, indeed, be making a mistake. The natural sciences,
like all science in general, favor predictions (1).

“Abstract models”, in the sense of forecast, are laws and, as
such, have, in substance, constantly a conditional form. They
always mean that when certain conditions take place in reality,
the determined facts must necessarily occur (1). However, laws
are not the objective of scientific activity but only a working
instrument. The essential thing is always to move from formulas
in the form of abstract laws to existential and concrete judg-
ments. These do not simply imply, for the whole of the domain
of the natural sciences, statements about the past or the present,
but always, and at the same time, also predictions for the future
(2). In the analyses developed by sociology and social sciences,
forecast and prediction judgments are necessarily related, in the
sense that every hypothetical forecast depends on its historical
materialization, also conditioning our perceptions, our judg-
ments, and our practical actions (1). This position refers to the
relevance of reflexivity of social sciences, inasmuch that they
deal with the relationships between agents that build reality,
being influenced by it. Therefore, a theory that intends to ac-
count for social phenomena must be concerned with the contex-
tual-historical dimension of the object of analysis.

The social sciences approach the social in a rigorous way,
with different perspectives of analysis (4, 5). Sociology, like all
social sciences, has a historical dimension: “[...] aware that
societies are installed in change, of the multiplicity of social
times, aware of the irreversibility and uniqueness of facts and
the historical thickness of social structures” (5, p.24). In terms of
fundamental concerns, sociology and history are analogous, as
both seek to understand the challenges of human agency, and
both seek this goal in terms of the social structuring process (6).

In sociology, considering the future as contingent and un-
predictable, research on the futures focuses on the dynamics of
imagination and creation of the future, current trends, possible
and probable scenarios, and their social implications (7). This
goal can be expressed in the following types of approaches: (i)
specific forecasts, such as projections of current demographic
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trends or the so-called Delphi interviews with experts about their
expectations regarding R&D (research and development); (ii)
construction of alternative scenarios or simulations of futures
that seem possible or probable; (iii) studies of social imagination
and future creation, that is, empirical research on images of the
future formulated in the past or present, as well as on the pro-
cesses by which such visions are constructed and may or may
not be effective; and (iv) normative or normative-analytic re-
search on desirable futures, including research on the relation-
ship between values and futures (7). This typology of reflections
on the future expresses a polyhedral notion of the studies of the
future characterized by interdisciplinarity and theoretical, meth-
odological and technical plurality. However, several assump-
tions that characterize the studies of the future can be stated: the
future cannot be predicted but alternatives for the future can be
identified, analyzed and selected; the preferable futures can be
enunciated and implemented; the analysis of the activities of the
future must precede planning and strategy, supporting strate-
gy-oriented decisions (8).

Methodology

This article aims to discuss the possibilities, potentials and limi-
tations of making predictions by sociology. Thus, an inten-
sive-qualitative methodology was favored. It is about under-
standing the multiplicity of features and dimensions that charac-
terize the plural discursive space of sociology about the possi-
bility of analyzing the future.

To attain the purpose underlying this conceptual article, a
documentary search was carried out on the RCAAP platform
(Open Access Scientific Repositories of Portugal) and on the
SCILIT database (www.scilit.net), which indexes scientific ma-
terial from CrossRef, PubMed, Scopus and Web of Knowledge,
between January 25 and 30, 2021. The terms used in the search
were “sociology”, “forecast” and “social forecast”, both in the
title and in the abstract of scientific publications.

Documentary analysis was the technique used in this re-
search, developed from different types of documentary sources,
such as manuals, academic theses and articles produced in the
field of sociology and social sciences, albeit the scientific arti-
cles produced on this topic within the scope of sociology and
social sciences were favored. The authors deem that the article is
the central formal means of the process of scientific production
and communication, accounting for the scientists’ scientific
activity, where argumentative persuasion strategies are devel-
oped, and the interpretative principles favored by the authors
and legitimized by the peers are put forward.

Heuristic Perspectives on the Future

It is possible to distinguish different enunciation regimes and
visions of the future, through which the diverse actors try to
overcome uncertainties and indeterminacies regarding the fu-
ture.

These different regimes have in common the fact that they
link the great argumentative figures and common experiences,
marked by the tension between a reticent discourse about the
possibility of thinking about the future, based on what is known
about the past and the current course of action, and the need to
develop minimal control over the future — the immediate future,
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Table 1. Enunciation Regimes and Visions of the Future.

Time Modulation

Action Logic

Urgency Lacking time. It is subtracted by the Race against the clock to save a situation (or conquer a position); presentism domi-
force of the event nates and the time required for action exceeds the time provided by the situation.
Wait . The continuous shift in the waiting horizon; the experience of duration requires pa-
Suspended time . . : L
tience; absence of a univocal vision of what may happen.
Anticipation Action on the ongoing process; it draws on outstanding precedent situations; it over-
Accelerated time comes the alternative of urgency and waiting for preparedness; acting upstream, in
advance, without waiting, before it is too late.
Forecast Calculated and linearized time Device, model, calculation space, projection, extrapolation and planning.
Foresight Extended, nonlinear time, open to a Scenario-building of the futures, openness to possibilities, varying degrees of uncer-
plurality of temporalities tainty.
Promise Logic of waiting and postoonement for Project carried out by an actor who seeks to convince others; credibility depends on the
thegfuture 9 postp announced deadline and the articulation of “already being” and “not being yet”. Keep
promises, promise, commit to; announce.
Prophecy Eschatological time, creating an invisi-  Vision supported by an enunciator transformed into a herald; asymmetry between the

ble bridge between the immediate and
eternity

visionary and their goals clouded by the present and the habit. Fatality: inevitably,
unavoidably, there is no way around it.

Source: Adapted from Chateauraynaud (9).

within the reach of actions that may depend on long-term vi-
sions of the future, and vice versa (9). Table 1 presents the
enunciation regimes and visions of the future advocated by
Chateauraynaud (9).

Anticipation is considered as a notion that translates the ac-
tion that includes the dimensions of forecasting the future, as-
sessing a plausible future situation and an action. Anticipation
encompasses two complementary logics: pre-activity and
pro-activity. The first activity aims to anticipate foreseeable
changes to better prepare for them and take advantage of them.
The “futures studies”, “forecasting”, and “scenario planning”
approaches are inherent in it. The second, more proactive, seeks
to bring about the changes desired by the action (innovation, for
example, to conquer markets). If, on the one hand, this proactive
vision is familiar to those who advocate “strategic planning”, on
the other hand, it is often regarded with suspicion by those who
advocate the market economy, who distrust the heralds of eco-
nomic and social planning.

The issues of sustainable (or durable) development, future
responsibility towards the planet and future generations, or reg-
ulation and better governance of financial systems are rooted in
this proactive attitude towards the future (10). In summary, an-
ticipation, on the one hand, focuses on the short-term, favoring
foresights based on the main trends, and, on the other hand,
seeks to identify breaks and discontinuities in known models.

A forecast is a probabilistic estimate of the future based on
past or present information. A forecast would be a probabilistic
statement, an assessment with a certain degree of confidence of
the evolution of a trend for a given horizon, a numerical assess-
ment based on data from the past and on some assumptions (11,
12). Forecasting would be a need, a choice and an attitude: as a
need, forecasting emerges in a complex and uncertain context;
as a choice, forecasting can be seen as the intention to identify
the possible consequences of current actions and indicate,
among several possibilities, the most appropriate actions to at-
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tain certain goals; as an attitude, forecasting can be seen as an
intention of action and mediator between thinking and acting, an
organized predisposition to respond in a certain way to future
situations (13, 14).

Prediction, unlike forecasting, refers to a non-probabilistic
statement, with an absolute level of confidence about the future,
with non-probabilistic being understood as a statement that is
intended to be unique, accurate, and not subject to controversy.
As Jantsch maintained,

A forecast is a probabilistic statement with a
relatively high degree of confidence about the future.

A prediction is an apodictic (non-probabilistic)

statement with absolute confidence, and about the

future. An anticipation is a logically constructed

model and that concerns a possible future, with a

degree of confidence not yet defined (15, p.16).

Prediction is based on deterministic theoretical assumptions
and produces statements that seek to be as precise as possible
about what will happen in the future (16). It emphasizes a dis-
course about a future condition, based on the reasoning that the
anticipator does not make explicit. Thus, in the discourses, ac-
tions and/or recommendations of those who make a prediction, a
high level of confidence is implicit (17). Prediction, in a strict
sense, favors a way of explaining interrelated variables when
one of them is time and is projected onto a future date. The sim-
plest way to predict a phenomenon would be to observe whether
its occurrence in the past was subject to regularities and whether
trends were established (18). It expresses the confidence that the
explanatory series would occur over time, over a period of time
to be assessed (18). This confidence would be based on the be-
lief that there would be an order, regularity in the observed phe-
nomena. However, there are two major drawbacks to developing
rigorous predictive studies in social sciences: the multiplicity of
factors that can shape a given phenomenon; and the impossibil-
ity of experimenting (18).
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Forecasting seeks to identify the probability of future
events with a relatively high level of confidence. By ascribing
the probability of occurrences of a given event, the pretension of
total accuracy and absolute certainty — a feature underlying pre-
diction — is nuanced, and the centrality of the quality of the
statements and the interpretations made is emphasized (19). A
forecast is different, in its formulation, from a prediction. Fore-
cast works within a network of definable causal relationships
between events, that is, always relationships of interacting vari-
ables that result in a particular state of the future. Underlying
forecast is an “if, then” type of reasoning, which seeks to guide
action, rather than intending to state law. However, forecasts are
valid according to the premises underlying them; if the assump-
tions are weak, the conclusions will also be weak. Therefore, in
the studies of the future, sociology and the social sciences could
favor the analytical potential of forecasts, rather than claiming to
make predictions (19).

Projections analyze trends and cycles that come from the
past, happen in the present, and are expected to shape the future
in a linear way. The basic feature of a projection is that it takes
on the continuity of a historical or statistical pattern, which re-
produces the causality of the past (19). For example, in eco-
nomics and demography, it is possible to establish historical data
series and extrapolate trends. If, on the one hand, forecasting is
characterized by building a future in the image of the past,
whereas foresight is oriented towards one or several futures, on
the other hand, forecasting presents static relationships, fixed
structures, whereas foresight presents dynamic relationships,
evolving structures, focusing on decision-making and building
the desired future (20). The projection is a reference standard for
the decision-maker (19, 21).

Unlike projection, foresight conceives that this historical
reference pattern can change in the present. Foresight — equiva-
lent to the French term “prospective” — designates a discipline
that is dedicated to anticipation to clarify the present action in
the light of possible and desirable futures (22). Although the
term “foresight” has an underlying idea of participatory debate,
it does not favor the idea of project and pro-activity.

Foresight may be considered an analysis procedure that
starts from the study of uncertainties, considering the possible
disruptions and risks in an attempt to, logically, highlight dif-
ferent images of the future (possible futures), in a process that
materializes the reduction of the complexity of the system in
question. Therefore, forecasting has models as its main simula-
tion tool, whereas foresight has scenarios as its main simulation
tool (23, 24).

The main purpose of foresight analysis is to anticipate in
order to act (23). According to Alvarenga and Carvalho (25), the
great interest of this type of studies lies in the possibility of ex-
ploring the future in a participatory, organized, structured, con-
sistent, plausible and useful way. Among other benefits over
other ways of studying the future, foresight analysis enhances
communication and coordination between actors and stakehold-
ers, the focus on the long-term (a requirement), the construction
of a shared vision that facilitates the focus of actors, managing
uncertainties, boosting more inclusive exercises and strengthen-
ing networks and interfaces (social capital), the contribution to
the definition of priorities (in a context of significant restrictions
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in terms of resources and growing international competition)
and the creation of commitments (of participation and imple-
mentation) (25).

Regarding the distinction between propheticism and fore-
casting, it is possible to name several features. Propheticism
takes as its starting point a critical point of view about current
society and, often also about the past. Scientific forecasting, on
the other hand, is neither critical nor inspired by certain values.
Starting from a vision of the past and the present, it tries to dis-
cern the possible paths to follow, according to the greater or
lesser influence exerted by different factors, conditions and
agents. The forecast is essentially based on an analysis of the
specific weight of different variables and their possible conse-
quences. Propheticism has a voluntary nature, aims to inspire an
orientation and seeks to influence the course of history. While
announcing the future, the prophet wants to inspire the forces
that will make it as it should be. Forecasting, per se, is not ani-
mated by such intentions. Forecasting implements the range of
what is possible and probable, accounting for the different vari-
ables in action. Prophecy is often characterized by a certain
degree of security. It announces with certainty the ineluctable
meaning of history. The prophet foretells the future more accu-
rately when he/she claims, simultaneously, that it will be in this
specific way and in no other way. This is why a mixture of de-
terminism and pro-activeness is often observed in almost all
forms of prophecy. Forecasting, on the contrary, is essentially
relativistic and probabilistic. Propheticism can generally be
qualified as optimistic or pessimistic, depending on the nature of
its omens. This is not the case with forecasting. A forecast can
be said to be either encouraging or gloomy, but not optimistic or
pessimistic, as is the case with prophecy (26).

Propheticism reveals a meta-scientific order of thought that
follows paths that are not inspired by the canons of scientific
research, but that respond to a reflection whose principle is to
adhere to certain ideas, values and beliefs. The prophet may
adhere to certain religious values. In the latter case, his/her re-
flections and predictions emanate from a divine revelation.
However, modern propheticism is not normally religious but
rather the result of a philosophical or moral reflection on the
essential nature and destiny of the individual and society (26).

Sociology, Social Change and Future
The founders of sociology were able to conceive of a social
order that was not detected by reducing all change to something
immutable, but rather, which showed itself as an immanent order
of change (27). These authors were focused on the question of a
new and better order that they hoped and believed would emerge
in the not-too-distant future. They considered it an axiom that
the future condition of humanity should be better than that of
their time, shaping a type of social religion, expression of the
belief that society evolved and progressed smoothly (27). How-
ever, the direction of this scientific progress was highly variable,
according to the diversity of political and social ideals held by
the various founders. In the process of institutionalizing sociol-
ogy, sociologists analyzed contemporary society in the light of
history, but also in relation to the future, often prophesying the
developments and structure of future society.

Underlying the idea of progress is a notion of irreversible
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time, which flows in a linear way and provides continuity be-
tween the past, the present and the future. Progress entails the
positively assessed difference between the past and the present —
progress achieved — or between the present and the future —
progress expected (28). However, scientific sociology deems
that progress is, first and foremost, a moral concept, and it may
possibly found one of the points of view from which the dis-
course proceeds; whether it is legitimate to speak of the move-
ment of history or social transformation, ascribing them a quali-
tative direction is beyond the competence of scientific procedure
(29). The criticism of the notion of progress inherent in the or-
ganic-systemic models of society and the dichotomy between
social statics and social dynamics emphasizes the dynamic and
permeable qualities of social reality and the dereification of
social reality (28).

The conceptual emphasis on the process would make it
possible to overcome static-dynamic, structure-action, dia-
chronic-synchronous dichotomies; the process may be seen as
the connection between action and structure. This process is
open, sequential and cumulative; at each stage, actions are un-
dertaken based on certain conditions and possibilities produced
in the past, which, in turn, transform the circumstances for the
future.

Hence, society can be understood as a process historically
built by individuals who are historically built by society (6, 28).
As Elias points out, a configuration had to arise from a given
previous configuration, or even from a certain type of sequential
series of configurations but the author does not claim that the
previous configurations had, necessarily, to become those that
follow (27).

It is acknowledged that the ability to make forecasts or pre-
dictions is difficult to achieve in sociology (30-33). Elias argued
that “A model that shows how and when a past configuration of
relatively centralized and undifferentiated social units evolves
towards a more centralized and complex configuration the sus-
picion easily arouses that, in his/her research, the researcher
projected into the past his/her present and future goals and de-
sires” (27, p.173). It should be noted, on the one hand, that a
configuration flow does not inevitably have to produce a given
more complex configuration, and, on the other hand, that certain
forecasts can be made about the evolution of a given configura-
tion (27). This difficulty in making forecasts stems from the
assumptions that a scientific explanation is understood as
unilinear and causal and from the centrality of the idea of a “first
cause” (27).

In contrast, in the positivist paradigm, the success of the
forecast should be adopted as a fundamental epistemological,
axiological and methodological criterion of science in general.
As such, its scientificity is measured by the degree of coherence
between reality and forecasting: the higher this coherence, the
more solid will be the scientific statute of the discipline. Ac-
cording to this perspective, a given science is capable of antici-
pating future scenarios and results with a high degree of preci-
sion and with progressively reduced margins of error (34, 35).
However, in general, forecasts do not have only an eminently
descriptive purpose, i.e., they are not only a scientifically sup-
ported anticipation of a future scenario. These forecasts also
have a performative meaning, insofar that they are conceived as
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instruments that can intervene in the formation of social reality
and, consequently, in the type of response given by social agents
(35).

Social reflexivity (4, 35-38) is a very striking feature in so-
ciology and social sciences because, in the words of Haro (35) it,
“[...] is a concept that draws attention to the influence of fore-
casts on society and, simultaneously, of society on forecasts” (p.
150). Forecasts in social sciences have a reflexive nature, as
Merton (39) explained, in addition to highlighting the unex-
pected or involuntary effects of social action. The author men-
tions the self-fulfilling prophecies as false definitions of situa-
tions that generate new behaviors, making the originally false
conceptions true. Self-denying prophecies are viewed as a cer-
tain definition of the situation that gives rise to a new behavior
that falsifies the originally true conception (39). The require-
ments for these types of prophecies to be produced are: that it is
a social prophecy, that it is known by the relevant actors and that,
as a result, they shift their behavior (40).

Uncertainty is relevant in any consideration of future sce-
narios, inasmuch that, being elements that can evolve in the
future in different ways, they allow the exploration of alternative
possible futures (25). The situation of uncertainty cannot be
assessed in terms of rational calculation (41). One can speak of
“severe” uncertainties — marked by ignorance (uncertainty is
present but not acknowledged) and indeterminacy (in which it is
acknowledged that scientific assessments are the result of a giv-
en definition of the problem and that this is influenced by social,
political and scientific choices) — and of epistemic uncertainties
(resulting from incomplete knowledge, and which can be solved
with further research) (41-43). A risk-based conception can lead
to a process of risk mitigation, negotiation and acceptance,
whereas an approach that emphasizes uncertainty (in the sense
of ignorance and indeterminacy) can promote a prudential ori-
entation, as well as the refusal of certain decisions and actions
(43).

There may be only one accomplished future, but different
anticipated futures, that is, “alternative futures” may be enunci-
ated. Among the alternative futures, the “potential future” is
related to events that even imagination does not cover; the “pos-
sible future” can be anticipated with imagination beyond current
knowledge; the “plausible future” can be accessible with current
knowledge; the “probable future” is estimated with current
trends; and the “preferable future” is the one that, among the
possible, plausible or probable futures, is subjective (44, p.1,
45).

However, as Javeau (29) argues, scientific sociology does
not support the idea of predictability of the social future: it can
favor a foresight approach and establish probabilistic scenarios,
formulating several successive hypotheses. Some of these hy-
potheses may be more plausible than others (for example, in the
field of demographic evolutions) but the forecast cannot go be-
yond the level of more or less well-argued conjectures, distrust-
ing any prophetic temptation. Sociology is systematically
tempted by a utopia: “[...] to find the key to social change and,
with it, reduce the uncertainty of the future” (46, p.19). Obvi-
ously, in an attempt to reduce uncertainty, the sociologist cannot
make prophecy or futurology, nor dwell on prediction using
observation and explanation (47). He/she can indeed look at the
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Figure 1. Level of the Scope and Significance of Uncertainty in the Context of the System.

Source: Magruk (51, p.48).

future prospectively and, as such, benefit from foresight meth-
ods and techniques.

This foresight reflection would encompass a critical under-
standing of the present, the anticipation of change and the
building of scenarios. The critical understanding of the present
would favor a systemic analysis of the phenomenon under study,
emphasizing three levels of analysis: apprehension, which con-
sists in the delimitation of the system; understanding, which
aims at knowing the structure of the system; explanation, which
seeks to understand how the system will be shaped in the future
(48). The anticipation of change would aim to determine the

problems of the future, to guide it in the most desirable direction.

Thus, it would be important to identify heavy trends, emerging
trends and future-bearing facts. A heavy trend is a stable trend
where it is relatively easy to predict the future (48). The emerg-
ing trend is not observable as it does not exist in totality; it may
arise if a set of phenomena continues to occur, but it may never
occur. Future-bearing facts are a sign of change only perceptible
in the present, but they may become a heavy trend, hence the
high relevance of intuition in foresight reflection (48). Scenario
building is a process of the shift of strategic paradigm. Although
there are continuity scenarios that do not call the existing para-
digm into question, there are break scenarios that entail changes
in the organizational structure and, obviously, consequences in
terms of established powers. In a foresight approach, through a
process of learning and negotiating the construction of alterna-
tives and, in particular, scenarios of continuity or break, as well
as the involvement and mobilization of different actors in this
dynamic, it is possible to define not only the strategic options
but also how to intervene and guide this process of change (48).

Authors who advocate a foresight perspective do not be-
lieve that the future is only the result of an extrapolation that
follows the logical continuity of the pattern. On the contrary,
they exalt the issue of social change, pointing out the permanent
transformation that has taken place in established trends or ap-
parently unmodifiable historical patterns (19).

Foresight as a methodology can improve sociological
thinking aimed at analyzing megatrends, favoring an interdisci-
plinary perspective that emphasizes the search for alternative
futures, encouraging active participation in public debate and
decision-making. Therefore, the role of foresight would not be
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so much to predict but to help, informing decision-making on
relevant issues. The foresight of studies of the future could be
mobilized in different contexts of sociological research, allow-
ing the use of processes and methods of strategic foresight for
the analysis of companies and territories (organization of semi-
nars on foresight; elaboration of the company/organization di-
agnosis; identification of the key variables; analysis of the actors’
game; analysis of the field of the possible and reduction of un-
certainty; assessment of strategic options) (10), enabling to
know the key variables of a system where the involve-
ment/participation of actors in the process of change is pivotal
for collective action, for the construction of a “desired future”
(49).

However, one of the main limits of foresight analysis is
embodied in the “announcement effect”: the idea that the diffu-
sion of an evolution that is awaited with expectation may cause
reactions that come to influence this evolution, due to insuffi-
cient information, inaccuracy of the data (statistical or other-
wise), instability of models, interpretation errors and epistemo-
logical obstacles (12, 50).

In Magruk’s approach to this issue, the degree of uncer-
tainty associated with the foresight approach is related to the
objective essence of phenomena randomness, as well as to the
subjectivity inherent in human beings (51). The future-oriented
perception of human activities is characterized by an incomplete
specificity of phenomena, by their volatile nature and by their
rupture. An individual is unable to determine with complete
certainty the course that a given phenomenon will take in the
future.

In the context of systems analysis, Magruk offered a read-
ing of the changes that take place in these systems along a con-
tinuum (Figure 1).

The wider the horizons and the analysis, the more uncer-
tainty there is. This is due to the complexity of the systems
themselves, in terms of their features, structures and behaviors.
This complexity extends beyond what is objectively observable
and verifiable through existing knowledge (51).

Conclusion

Sociology has something relatively specific vis-a-vis other dis-
ciplinary-professional fields: an acute sociological self-aware-
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ness, a permanent sociological self-reflexivity on sociology as a
social practice and system of representations, a stage for con-
flicts of interest and power games, on the practice of sociology
as a scientific and professional activity that is socially condi-
tioned, socially produced and always with social consequences
(36).

Sociology analyses trend social dynamics and social inter-
connections from their relationship with institutional realities.
The functions of this hermeneutic science are mainly two: (i) a
negative function, of unmasking reality, that is, it tends to have
an anti-formalist reading of social dynamics, which is outlined
as an intrinsic critical capacity of this discipline, which is why it
has always been deemed dangerous by totalitarian and undemo-
cratic regimes; and (ii) a positive function, as an analysis of the
social implications of actions and social structures on social
experience, that is, it observes the gap between the expectations
of an action (political, economic, social) and the real conse-
quences of the experience through of the interconnections be-
tween phenomena, observing their degree of conditioning (52).

In turn, Chattoe-Brown argues that “No theory of social ac-
tion can credibly be applied generically” (53, p. 2). Furthermore,
interdisciplinarity must be mobilized by fostering interdiscipli-
nary collaboration, whenever necessary, to substantiate and
build trust in our knowledge of the past, present and expecta-
tions about an increasingly digitalized future (54-58).

An attitude of promotion of interdisciplinarity between so-
ciology, history and other social sciences of questioning science
and mobilizing epistemological and methodological principles
that guide social research can be a central strategy in overcom-
ing the prophetic common sense with which the social sciences
struggle, and enhance its heuristic capabilities: relativization of
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