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Abstract 

Opportunity recognition, as the first step of venture creation and business development, plays an 

essential role in entrepreneurship. Previous research studied various factors that can influence 

opportunity recognition, but they failed to consider the potential role of foresight in this process. 

Thus, this research aimed to explore whether and how individuals apply foresight to identify 

entrepreneurial opportunities. In order to answer the research questions, qualitative research was 

designed and semi-structured interviews were employed for collecting the data from16 participants 

including entrepreneurs and non-entrepreneurs who search for business opportunities. Thematic 

analysis method was used for identifying and analyzing meaningful patterns within the data set. 

The findings showed that the majority of participant tend to be future-oriented during opportunity 

recognition. Also, the results provided significant themes that demonstrate how the participants 

apply foresight to identify more and better opportunities. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Opportunity recognition, as the first step of venture creation and business development, 

plays an essential role in entrepreneurship. According to definitions that describe opportunity as 

the core of the entrepreneurship, an entrepreneur is a person who identifies, evaluates and exploits 

opportunities (Shane, 2003; Venkataraman, 1997). The most important questions that may come 

to minds is why and how some individuals are able to identify opportunities that have been 

overlooked by others.  

In order to answer this question, researchers have identified various factors that may 

contribute to the opportunity recognition skill. These factors can be categorized into personal 

elements such as prior knowledge and experience (Shane, 2000; Ardichvili and Cardozo, 2000), 

entrepreneurial alertness (Tang et al., 2012; Kirzner, 1979) entrepreneurial learning (Corbett, 

2007; Hajizadeh and Zali, 2016), creativity (Hansen et al., 2011; Shane, 2003), and external 

elements like environmental changes and trends (Baron, 2006; Eckhardt and Shane, 2003) and 

social networks (Singh, 2000; Ozgen and Baron, 2007).  

One of the potential origins of opportunity for entrepreneurs is the future which has not 

received enough attention from scholars. Many different types of business opportunities can 

emerge from future trends and developments. So, it is necessary to conduct a research study about 

the importance of the future in the opportunity identification process. Foresight is one of the major 

means that enables individuals and firms to explore the future and think ahead of time. Over the 

last decade, much attention has been paid to this subject by researchers. Most of them regarded 

foresight as a corporate capability or practice that helps companies cope with uncertainty and 

complexity of the future. The previous studies mostly discussed the role of different strategic fields 

such as decision-making (Cook et al., 2014; Vecchiato, 2012), strategy development (Darkow, 
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2015; Heiko et al., 2010), policy-making (Da Costa and et al., 2011; Havas et al., 2010), and 

innovation (Rohrbeck and Gemünden, 2011; Georghiou and Harper, 2011).  

However, this study proposes a new perspective on foresight which concentrates on the 

potential role of foresight in the entrepreneurial opportunity recognition. Lack of an opportunity-

oriented perspective to foresight in previous studies implies that scholars have overlooked the 

entrepreneurial aspect of foresight. In other words, the dominant uncertainty-oriented perspective 

mainly underlines the strategic application of foresight used for dealing with threats; but the 

opportunity-oriented perspective highlights foresight’s entrepreneurial function considered for 

identifying business opportunities. Therefore, the main purpose of this research is to study whether 

and how opportunity seekers apply foresight to discover opportunities. 

Researchers discussed different foresight methods such as trend analysis, scenarios, Delphi 

technique, road-mapping, etc. (Pinter, 2013; Will, 2008). Among these methods, scenario 

development as one of the most common and helpful methods, which enables individuals to build 

a coherent and plausible picture of the future (Bishop et al., 2007), is more associated with 

opportunity recognition. Schoemaker (1995) states that scenarios could have seeds of new business 

opportunities. So, in order to acquire a better understanding of foresight role in opportunity 

recognition, scenario development is investigated particularly. 

This study makes three main original contributions to the fields. First, it shows the 

significance of the future and the role foresight in opportunity recognition process. Secondly, it 

offers a new perspective on foresight which exposes its opportunity-related function. Thirdly, it 

demonstrates how foresight works in the process of opportunity recognition. In term of practical 

contributions, the process of entrepreneurial foresight could be considered as a toolkit that would 

enable opportunity seekers to discover more and better business opportunities. 
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This research consists of four main sections. First, it reviews the literature relevant to the 

area of research in order to provide an overview of discussions, theories, and findings about the 

topic and to identify the research problem. In the methodology section, it discusses the research 

approach, data collection method and process, and data analysis technique. In the third part, the 

significant findings are demonstrated. Finally, the findings are interpreted with the aim of 

explaining how they address the research questions. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature review section includes four major sections. First, entrepreneurial 

opportunity recognition and key factors that impact this process have been reviewed. Secondly, 

foresight and its implications in different areas have been discussed. Then, foresight methods and 

scenario development as one of the most common and opportunity-related techniques have been 

investigated. Finally, the review has been summarized by explaining the major gap identified in 

the literature. 

Opportunity recognition 

Generally, there are two approaches to entrepreneurial opportunities: opportunity 

recognition and opportunity construction. Although these two approaches have much in common, 

there are some differences. The first approach assumes that individuals search and discover 

opportunities that are formed by external factors and already exist in the environment. However, 

the latter suggests that individuals themselves create opportunities by acting (Alvarez and Barney, 

2007). In other words, in the exogenous approach, opportunities are objective in nature; but in the 

endogenous approach, opportunities are subjective. In the opportunity recognition process, market 

and industry information is obtainable and analyzed for identifying opportunities. On the other 

hand, the opportunity construction process happens under uncertainty in which information 

required to form opportunities does not exist. So, entrepreneurs have to begin a range of blind 

actions, reactions, and enactments that may lead to creation of opportunities. 

Effectuation (Sarasvathy, 2001) is one of the entrepreneurship theories that assumes 

entrepreneurs construct opportunities during entrepreneurial activities. According to this theory, 

entrepreneurs acting under extreme uncertainty focus mostly on controllable aspects (e.g., means, 

skills, social networks) rather than predictable aspects of the future. Therefore, effectuators use 
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their set of means and aspirations in order to suppose a set of possible effects (i.e., future options) 

and then choose one based on level of affordable loss or acceptable risk (Sarasvathy, 2001). Since 

this opportunity development process is actor-based, the opportunities (i.e., ends) are subjective 

and may alter as the actors and means may change. So, unlike causation logic, effectuation logic 

does not consider opportunities as objective targets that can be recognized. However, this research 

takes recognition approach to entrepreneurial opportunities as it matches better with foresight 

concept. 

Opportunity recognition is considered a key step in the process of entrepreneurship and 

venture creation (Baron, 2006; Ardichvili et al., 2003; Shane, 2000). Shane and Venkataraman 

(2000) believe entrepreneurial opportunities exist because individuals have different conjectures 

which are based on their asymmetric information, perceptions, expectations, and beliefs. 

Entrepreneurial opportunity is ‘situations in which new goods, services, raw materials, markets, 

and organizing methods can be introduced through the formation of new means, ends, or means-

ends relationships’ (Eckhardt and Shane, 2003, p. 336). Ardichvili et al. (2003) stated that 

opportunity recognition process contains spotting market needs, finding a fit and creating a new 

“fit” between the needs and particular resources. 

Researchers have identified various factors that may contribute to opportunity recognition. 

These factors can be categorized into personal elements such as prior knowledge and experience 

(Shane, 2000; Ardichvili and Cardozo, 2000), entrepreneurial alertness (Tang et al., 2012; Kirzner, 

1979) entrepreneurial learning (Corbett, 2007; Hajizadeh and Zali, 2016), Creativity (Hansen et 

al., 2011; Shane, 2003), and external factors like environmental changes and trends (Baron, 2006; 

Eckhardt and Shane, 2003) and social networks (Singh, 2000; Ozgen and Baron, 2007). Baron 

(2006) explained that opportunity recognition is a cognitive process in which people use specific 
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frameworks to identify the patterns that lead to potential business opportunities. However, Fiet 

(2007) asserted that opportunity discovery is a constrained and systematic search process that can 

be improved by entrepreneurs. 

Prior knowledge and opportunity recognition 

Prior knowledge is one most important factors in entrepreneurial opportunity recognition 

(Shane, 2000; Ardichvili et al., 2003; Alsos and Kaikkonen, 2004; Shepherd and DeTienne, 2005; 

Baron, 2006; Marvel and Lumpkin, 2007). Prior knowledge refers to the knowledge in a specific 

domain, which can be a result of work experience, education and other means (Shepherd and 

DeTienne, 2005). Venkataraman (1997) mentioned that prior information and knowledge is a 

critical source of opportunities for entrepreneurs and they are only able to identify opportunities 

that are related to their prior knowledge. Also, according to studies, prior knowledge about market, 

customer problem, and ways of serving market needs play a significant role in opportunity 

recognition (Ardichvili and Cardozo, 2000; Ardichvili et al., 2003). Marvel and Lumpkin (2007) 

indicated that prior technology knowledge helps entrepreneurs to discover more opportunities in 

their field. 

Entrepreneurial alertness and opportunity recognition 

Many researchers emphasized on the importance of entrepreneurial alertness in process of 

opportunity identification (Baron, 2006; Ardichvili et al., 2003; Kirzner, 1973; Gaglio and Katz, 

2001; Tang et al., 2012; Valliere, 2013). Entrepreneurial alertness is a perceptual and cognitive 

processing capability that enables an entrepreneur to identify opportunities that have been 

neglected by others. (Gaglio and Katz, 2001). Ardichvili and Cardozo (2000) argued that 

entrepreneurs show a high level of awareness of information and environmental changes during 

opportunity recognition. Some researchers believe entrepreneurial alertness is deliberate searching 
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and scanning the environment rather than a cognitive skill (Tang et al., 2012; Kaish and Gilad, 

1991). According to Tang et al. (2012), entrepreneurial alertness is a process contains three 

different stages including scanning and searching, association and connections, and evaluation and 

judgment. 

Entrepreneurial learning and opportunity recognition 

Another influential factor in opportunity recognition process is entrepreneurial learning 

(Dimov, 2007; Corbett, 2005, 2007; Politis, 2005; Wing Yan Man, 2006; Hajizadeh and Zali, 

2016). Entrepreneurial learning is a cognitive ability to acquire knowledge and experience, and 

employ them to discover opportunities (Wing Yan Man, 2006; Dimov, 2007). Corbett (2005) in 

his study argued that learning approach (knowledge acquisition and processing) can affect 

opportunity identification process. Another research showed that entrepreneurial learning helps 

entrepreneurs to exploit their prior knowledge in order to discover more entrepreneurial 

opportunities (Hajizadeh and Zali, 2016). Besides, Politis (2005) pointed out that cognitive process 

of learning aid entrepreneurs with identifying opportunities by creating entrepreneurial knowledge 

from work experience.  

Creativity and opportunity recognition 

 Many researchers have investigated the relationship between creativity and opportunity 

recognition (Schumpeter, 1934; Ardichvili et al., 2003; Hansen et al., 2011; Heinonen et al., 2011). 

Schumpeter (1934) stated that successful entrepreneurs use creativity to discover new 

opportunities. Also, Ardichvili et al. (2003) believe creativity is one of the significant personal 

traits in the opportunity recognition process. According to a creative-based model of opportunity 

recognition, creativity has a positive impact on the opportunity identification process (Hansen et 
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al., 2011). Moreover, a study suggested that creativity helps individuals enhance opportunity 

search strategies and find more viable business ideas (Heinonen et al., 2011).  

Environmental changes and opportunity recognition 

Researchers suggested that change is an essential component of opportunity recognition 

process (Alsos and Kaikkonen, 2004). Fiet (2007) believes that being alert to signals about 

environmental changes and quick response to them is a key to opportunity identification. Also, 

Schumpeter (1934) and Shane (2000) argued that technological changes are the main sources of 

different kind of entrepreneurial opportunities. According to the pattern recognition framework, 

entrepreneurs use their cognitive capacity to connect dots between changes in market, technology, 

economic and so on (Baron, 2006). In fact, change in different factors produces new information 

that leads entrepreneurs to opportunities (Eckhardt and Shane, 2003). 

Social network and opportunity recognition 

Researchers showed that social network plays a considerable role in opportunity 

recognition process (Baron, 2006; Ardichvili et al, 2003; Ozgen and Baron, 2007). Social network 

as an important source of information provides entrepreneurs with knowledge developing their 

opportunity identification ability (Baron, 2006). Hills et al. (1997) in their study demonstrated that 

the broader social network, the more opportunities entrepreneurs discover. A study indicated that 

all of the three social sources of opportunity-related information including mentors, informal 

industry network, and professional forums have a positive impact on opportunity recognition 

(Ozgen and Baron, 2007). Singh (2000) argued that the entrepreneurs who utilize their social 

networks identify not only more opportunities but a wider range of opportunities. 
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Table 1 - Key Factors in Entrepreneurial Opportunity Recognition 

 

 

Author & Year Title Key factors 

Baron (2006) 

Opportunity recognition as pattern 

recognition: How entrepreneurs connect the 

dots to identify new business opportunities 

Environmental changes, Social 

network, Prior knowledge, 

Entrepreneurial alertness, Active 

search 

Ardichvili et al. 

(2003) 

A theory of entrepreneurial opportunity 

identification and development 

Personal traits, Social network, 

Prior knowledge, 

Entrepreneurial alertness 

Shane (2000) 
Prior knowledge and the discovery of 

entrepreneurial opportunities 

Technological changes, Prior 

knowledge 

Shane and 

Venkataraman 

(2000) 

The promise of entrepreneurship as a field 

of research 

Cognitive characteristics, Prior 

knowledge 

Eckhardt and Shane 

(2003) 
Opportunities and entrepreneurship Environmental changes 

Ardichvili and 

Cardozo (2000) 

A model of the entrepreneurial opportunity 

recognition process 

Prior knowledge, 

Entrepreneurial alertness 

Tang et al. (2012) Alertness in the pursuit of new opportunities 
Entrepreneurial alertness, Prior 

knowledge 

Hajizadeh and Zali 

(2016) 

Prior knowledge, cognitive characteristics 

and opportunity recognition 

Prior knowledge, 

Entrepreneurial learning, 

Entrepreneurial alertness 

Corbett (2007) 
Learning asymmetries and the discovery of 

entrepreneurial opportunities 

Prior knowledge, 

Entrepreneurial learning 

Alsos and 

Kaikkonen (2004) 

Opportunities and prior knowledge: A study 

of experienced entrepreneurs 

Environmental changes, Prior 

knowledge 

Shepherd and 

DeTienne (2005) 

Prior knowledge, potential financial reward, 

and opportunity identification 

Prior knowledge, Potential 

financial reward 

Marvel and 

Lumpkin )2007( 

Technology entrepreneurs' human capital 

and its effects on innovation radicalness 
Prior knowledge 

Giglio and Katz 

)2001( 

The psychological basis of opportunity 

identification: Entrepreneurial alertness 
Entrepreneurial alertness 

Dimov (2007) 

Beyond the single‐person, single‐insight 

attribution in understanding entrepreneurial 

opportunities 

Creativity, Entrepreneurial 

learning, Social network 

Corbett (2005) 
Experiential learning within the process of 

opportunity identification and exploitation 

Entrepreneurial learning, 

Creativity, Knowledge 

Schumpeter (1934) Capitalism, socialism, and democracy 
Creativity, Environmental 

changes 
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Foresight  

Foresight is one of the key terms in future studies which has become more popular among 

researchers over the last decade. Foresight refers to a capability to know the future and to plan 

your actions based on this knowledge. The concept of foresight is built on three assumptions: 1) 

multiple futures are possible, 2) change can be recognized and studied, 3) future can be influenced 

(Rohrbeck et al., 2015). It is clear that foresight relates to the future and range of several possible 

futures that one of them can be the desirable future (Amsteus, 2008). 

There is no close agreement on the conceptual definition of foresight. Major et al. (2001) 

believe foresight is an elusive term which has been misunderstood. They mentioned that this 

ambiguity can be due to different perspectives on foresight as a process, a personal capacity, a 

behavior, or a national program. Also, another reason for this confusion may be because of various 

focuses in research; such as studying foresight itself, investigating its antecedents, or exploring its 

outcomes and results (Amsteus, 2008). 

In spite of the disagreements, most of the researchers emphasized the role of foresight in 

exploring the future. Horton (1999) defined foresight as “a process of developing a range of views 

of possible ways in which the future could develop, and understanding these sufficiently well to 

Author & Year Title Key factors 

Hansen et al. (2011) 

A multidimensional examination of a 

creativity-based opportunity recognition 

model 

Creativity 

Fiet )2006( 
A prescriptive analysis of search and 

discovery 

Prior knowledge, Environmental 

changes, Systematic search 

Ozgen and Baron 

(2007) 

Social sources of information in opportunity 

recognition: Effects of mentors, industry 

networks, and professional forums 

Social network, Self-efficacy, 

Schema strength 

Singh (2000) 
Entrepreneurial opportunity recognition 

through social networks 
Social network 
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be able to decide what decisions can be taken today to create the best possible tomorrow” (P. 5). 

Tsoukas and Shepherd (2004) stated that foresight is an ability to spot changes and patterns before 

they emerge and shape future events. Also, Slaughter (1995) believes that foresight is a human 

ability that helps individual to think ahead, create, evaluate and response different possible futures 

and choose one of them. 

Popper (2008a) identified nine common objectives of foresight exercises. The objectives 

include (1) fostering science, technology, innovation (STI), (2) networking and cooperation (3) 

recognizing key barriers and drivers of STI, (4) encouraging strategic and futures thinking, (5) 

supporting STI strategy-setting and priority-setting, (6) identifying research and investment 

opportunities, (7) generating visions and images of the future, (8) helping to cope with “Grand 

Challenges” (e.g., climate change, natural disasters, poverty, etc.), and (9) triggering actions and 

promoting public debate.  

Corporate foresight 

Most of the previous research studied foresight in a corporate level of analysis. The concept 

of corporate foresight generally refers to foresight activities within firms. Corporate foresight is 

“art of the long view” in the company (Schwarz, 1991). Rohrbeck et al. (2015) defined corporate 

foresight as a practice that allows managers to identify changes, prepare the organization for the 

changes and act proactively toward a desirable future in order to achieve competitive advantages. 

Corporate foresight is also identified as an exploration of future prospects in business 

environments, markets and technologies and their implications for the organization (Ruff, 2006). 

In fact, corporate foresight enables organizations to deal with environmental changes by 

considering the complexity and dynamics of future forces (Heiko et al., 2010). Rohrbeck (2012) 

pointed out that corporate foresight helps managers to continuously monitor the external 
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environment, so they can identify relevant changes and find new resources. Will (2008) believes 

corporate foresight is a process of communication to build a long-term vision on future markets, 

customer needs, and social changes. Moreover, corporate foresight increases companies’ 

sensitivity to trends and weak signals and aids them in gaining knowledge about emerging markets 

(Battistella, 2014).  

 

Figure 1 - Development of the Corporate Foresight research stream (Adapted from Rohrbeck et al., 

2015) 

 

Foresight and strategy development 

Foresight is one of the common and useful tools in strategy development (Andersen and 

Borup, 2009; Darkow, 2015; Reger, 2001; Heiko et al., 2010). Foresight is closely related to 

strategy-setting and strategy planning (Will, 2008; Berkhout and Hertin, 2002). Andersen and 

Borup (2009) believe foresight exercises can enhance strategy development. A foresight-based 

approach helps companies use their managers’ potential more effectively in strategy development 

(Darkow, 2015). According to a conceptual framework of technology foresight, foresight is a 

critical element in strategy creation process (Reger, 2001). Ruff (2006) mentioned that corporate 
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foresight provides companies with analysis of long-term visions that may be used in corporate 

strategies and innovation. Researchers suggested that foresight as a futures orientation of an 

organization can be considered as a part of strategic management (Heiko et al., 2010). Corporate 

foresight can be employed both in strategic planning and strategic implementation (Pirttimäki, 

2006). 

Foresight and decision-making 

Foresight also plays a very significant role in the decision-making process (Berkhout and 

Hertin, 2002; Cook et al., 2014; Vecchiato, 2012). Berkhout and Hertin (2002) explained that “the 

ultimate aim of futures studies is to explore future trends and potential discontinuities to inform 

decision-making” (p. 39). They believe foresight (i.e., thinking about the future) is fundamental to 

decision-making and without that making decision is impossible. Foresight is an important tool in 

the decision-making process as it prepares managers to deal with environmental uncertainty and 

complexity, so they can handle future events properly (Vecchiato, 2012). Strategic foresight by 

offering diverse toolkit which enables decision-makers to be aware of early warnings, aid 

managers in thinking creatively and making decisions that result in a more desirable future (Cook 

et al., 2014). Researchers state that strategic foresight increases a company’s awareness of the 

environment which leads to making more robust decision to future changes (Heger and Rohrbeck, 

2012). Cook et al. (2014) indicated that foresight enhances environmental decision-making process 

in different ways including monitoring existing problems, identifying emerging threats and 

opportunities, evaluating the dependence of policy, and defining a research agenda. Foresight 

activities enable companies to manage organizational issues and implement related decisions 

effectively (Rohrbeck et al., 2015).  
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Foresight and policy-making 

Many studies have discussed the linkage of foresight and policy (Hilbert et al., 2009; 

Habegger, 2010; Da Costa and et al., 2011; Havas et al., 2010). According to a study, instrumental 

outcomes of foresight activities have a positive impact on policy-making process and development 

of related actions (Könnölä et al., 2011). A review of foresight activities in three countries shows 

that strategic foresight contributes to public policy-making (Habegger, 2010). According to this 

review, foresight provides more systematic knowledge about environmental trends and 

developments for policy-makers. Havas et al. (2010) specified that foresight in has three main 

functions policy-making process such as policy-informing, policy counseling, and policy 

facilitating. Also, Da Costa and et al. (2011) introduced six functions of foresight for policy-

making including informing policy, facilitating policy implementation, embedding participation 

in policy-making, supporting policy definition, reconfiguring the policy system, and symbolic 

function. According to a study conducted in developing countries, foresight exercises can make 

policy-making more participatory and also public decision-making more transparent and 

accountable (Hilbert et al., 2009).  

Foresight and innovation 

Many researchers have highlighted the contribution of foresight to innovation (Heiko et 

al., 2010; Rohrbeck and Gemünden, 2011; Georghiou and Harper, 2011). Andriopoulos and Gotsi 

(2006) believe that foresight as a perpetual future probing and organizational learning process that 

is critical for sustaining successful multiple product innovation. Corporate foresight improves 

innovation process in two ways; it helps to discover or create new ideas by providing insight about 

future environmental changes and helps to evaluate the commercial and technological viability of 

the ideas (Heiko et al., 2010). Based on empirical evidence, corporate foresight helps a company 
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improve its innovation capability in three ways: 1) Identification of new business opportunities, 2) 

providing more innovative ideas, and 3) challenging projects in order to improve their quality and 

originality (Rohrbeck and Gemünden, 2011). Scholars also suggested that foresight can support 

innovation policy in four different modes: as a systematic instrument fostering innovation 

capability, as an orientation toward social needs, as an agenda-setting process, and as a provider 

of anticipatory intelligence for decision-making (Warnke and Heimeriks, 2008). Georghiou and 

Harper (2011) stated that foresight is a useful tool in designing and implementing innovation 

policies. They mentioned that foresight plays three major roles including corrective, disruptive and 

creative roles.  

Foresight and opportunity recognition 

The relation between foresight and opportunity recognition has been mentioned in some 

studies (Major et al., 2001; Berkhout and Hertin, 2002; Vecchiato, 2012; Havas et al., 2010). 

Foresight enables decision-makers to explore and assess business opportunities and possible 

upcoming issues (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Rappert, 1999). Berkhout and Hertin (2002) defined 

foresight as a “way of thinking about the future, of identifying opportunities and threats that may 

arise over the coming years and decades” (P. 36). Foresight as a learning process assists individuals 

to see future opportunities and threats before they appear in the environment (Vecchiato, 2012). 

Havas et al. (2010) mentioned that foresight offers different opportunities that can be used to shape 

the desirable future. Foresight activities raise the level of alertness to future risks and opportunities 

and prepare us to meet them (Warnke and Heimeriks, 2008; Cuhls, 2003). Andersen and Borup 

(2009) believe one of the goals for foresight is “exploring future opportunities so that priorities for 

investment in science and innovation activities” (p. 919). Researchers explained that exploration 
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and exploitation of new opportunities is both a result of successful implementation of foresight 

(Major et al., 2001). 

Foresight methods 

 Researchers introduced and discussed several foresight methods in their studies (Popper, 

2008b; Pinter, 2013; Porter, 2010). There is no single best foresight method because the selection 

of a method depends on function and context of foresight (Slaughter, 2004; Magruk, 2015; Porter, 

2010). Generally, foresight methods can be chosen based on fundamental attributes and 

fundamental elements (Popper, 2008b). The former refers to nature methods (i.e., quantitative and 

qualitative) and capabilities of methods (i.e., ability to collect and process). The fundamental 

elements refer to factors and conditions that impact the process of foresight (e.g. industry, 

stakeholders, time scale, etc.). According to researchers, the most popular and used foresight 

methods are trend and market analysis, scenarios, Delphi technique, road-mapping, environmental 

scanning, and simulations. (Pinter, 2013; Will, 2008). According to another study that used data 

collected from 886 cases of foresight practice (Figure 2), the most commonly used foresight 

methods were literature review, expert panels, and scenarios (Popper, 2008b).  
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Figure 2 - Foresight Methods – (adapted from Popper, 2008b) 

 

Scenarios and foresight 

Scenarios are one the most common and useful methods of foresight (Heger and Rohrbeck, 

2012; Vecchiato, 2012; Major et al., 2001). Scenarios play a vital role in examinations of the future 

and understanding how a possible future may progress (Pillkahn, 2008; Burt et al., 2006). Bishop 

et al. (2007) asserted that scenarios are associated with futurology for two reasons: 1) it enables to 

think deeply and creatively about the future and manage the risk of being unprepared; 2) it helps 

to consider several plausible futures and be prepared for uncertainties. Researchers believe that 

scenarios as a heuristic tool for foresight allow organizations to visualize likely futures and 

consider desirable ones (Berkhout and Hertin, 2002; Tsoukas and Shepherd, 2004; Popper, 2008b, 

Rohrbeck et al., 2015; Andriopoulos and Gotsi, 2006). Berkhout and Hertin (2002) mentioned that 
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scenario exercises not only provide pictures of the far future but assess environmental issues and 

changes. Scenarios are credible and coherent stories describing different ways that lead to possible 

futures (Vecchiato, 2012) .Burt et al. (2006) posited that scenario planning assists managers in 

analyzing and understanding environmental changes. Scenario planning enables people to think 

creatively and observe unforeseen futures by encouraging exploration of the way that uncertainty 

in trends and changes result in various futures (Cook et al., 2014; Darkow, 2015). In fact, scenario 

development is a tool that is used to increase the knowledge about the future in order to handle 

and lower the level of uncertainty. (Könnölä et al., 2011; Rappert, 1999). Godet and Roubelat 

(1996) pointed out that organizations should use scenario methods to anticipate the future 

proactively. 

Scenarios and opportunity recognition 

The relation between scenarios and opportunity recognition has been mentioned in few 

studies. Lindgren and Bandhold (2003) explained that scenario techniques can help to reduce 

uncertainty and complexity of the future business environment and unfold it in order to discover 

potential, contextual opportunities. Scenarios could have seeds of new business opportunities 

(Schoemaker, 1995). Cook et al. (2014) believe scenario planning is a tool to create different 

visions of the future which can result in new perspectives. Researchers suggested that scenario 

development provides detailed and creative information that illustrates key opportunities and 

threats (Cook et al., 2014; Darkow, 2015). Also, Darkow (2015) stated that scenario results could 

be used for producing innovation. Scenario analysis is one of the methods that aid in exploring a 

new business field (Berkhout and Hertin, 2002). Passey et al. (2006) showed that scenario building 

is an important tool to improve innovation and recognize emerging markets leading to business 

opportunities. 
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Scenario development 

“The main purpose of developing scenarios is to stimulate thinking about possible 

occurrences, assumptions relating these occurrences, possible opportunities and risks, and courses 

of action” (Jarke et al., 1998, P. 156). Generally, there are two types of scenarios: exploratory 

scenarios (i.e., using past and current trends to create scenarios showing plausible futures), and 

anticipatory scenarios (i.e., scenarios that describe how desirable futures can emerge) (Godet and 

Roubelat, 1996). Wilkinson and Eidinow (2008) proposed a typology that introduces three types 

of scenarios such as problem-focused scenarios, actor-focused scenarios, and reflexive 

interventionist (multi-agent-based) scenarios. Berkhout and Hertin (2002) pointed out three main 

steps that should be considered in scenario creation: 1) identification of central variables, 2) 

analysis of actors’ role and strategies, 3) creation of possible scenarios based on the prior steps. 

According to Burt at el. )2006), the process of scenario planning has different steps such as 

identifying areas of concern, brainstorming for key uncertainties, clustering the uncertainties, 

prioritizing them, developing scenarios and so on. Bishop et al. (2007) in their study classified 

scenario techniques into eight categories and discussed inputs, processes, and outputs of each one. 

Foster (1993) offered a scenario writing framework for small business that includes identification 

of relevant key factors, key assumptions, information sources, key issues, and creating pictures of 

the future. 

The previous studies indicated that the process of opportunity recognition can be affected 

by varieties of factors including prior knowledge, entrepreneurial alertness, creativity, 

entrepreneurial learning, social network, and environmental changes. Overlooking the future as an 

origin of opportunities in these studies, led to ignorance of the potential role of future-related 

elements like foresight. According to the literature review, although some of the research on 
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foresight mentioned that foresight could be helpful in identification of opportunities, they have not 

thoroughly studied its role in opportunity recognition. According to the review, most of the 

researchers have regarded foresight as a capability that helps the companies to deal with 

uncertainties and future threats. They have mainly discussed its contribution to strategy 

development, decision-making, policy-making, and innovation. So, the absence of an opportunity-

oriented perspective on foresight that underlines the need for identifying future opportunities is 

noticeable. This research is aimed to study the role of foresight in the entrepreneurial opportunity 

recognition phase. Besides, according to the literature review, one of the key foresight methods 

which also is associated with opportunity recognition is scenario development/thinking. Thus, in 

order to gain a better understanding of foresight role in opportunity recognition, scenario 

development is examined particularly.  
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METHODOLOGY 

Due to the research objectives and questions, a qualitative method has been selected. Since 

the study is aimed to use primary data in order to generate new knowledge (i.e., a pattern or 

framework), an inductive approach has been employed. Thomas (2006) proposes the general 

inductive approach that provides a systematic procedure for evaluators who seek a straightforward 

and nontechnical way to conduct qualitative analyses. He believes this approach can be used for 

three purposes including condensing raw textual data to a summary format, establishing links 

between the research objectives and the summary, and developing a framework of the underlying 

structure of experiences or processes.  

Data 

The target population for this study is opportunity seekers. They are individuals who have 

already identified entrepreneurial opportunities or have been searching for one. The reason for 

considering the criteria is to hear from people who have been involved in opportunity identification 

and realize whether and how they used foresight in this process. This population includes: 

• Entrepreneurs (who have founded a business) 

• People who have identified a business opportunity and are working on it to establish 

a startup 

• People who are looking for a business opportunity 

In this study, a purposeful sampling technique has been applied and the sample size has 

determined based on theoretical saturation, so sampling continued until no new information 

emerged in the data (Palinkas, 2015; Francis et al., 2010). The sixteen participants of this study 

have been recruited from two sources: (1) business incubators, and (2) the researcher’s social 

networks and personal contacts. Business incubators as an important community of entrepreneurs 
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have been reached to employee start-up founders or innovators who have already identified a 

business idea and are working on it. All of the recruited participants from this source were from 

Ryerson University’s business incubators (called zones). The researcher’s network was 

specifically utilized to improve the diversity of the research sample by employing other eligible 

participants like established business owners and individuals who actively look for entrepreneurial 

opportunities in different areas. The sample of 16 participants included social entrepreneurs, high-

tech entrepreneurs, service entrepreneurs, businesspersons, managers, scientists, academic 

entrepreneurs, and students. 

Regarding the data gathering procedure, a semi-structured interview has been used to 

gather qualitative data from the participants. The average length of the interview was about 20 

minutes and the interviews have been audio recorded. In accordance with the interview type, an 

interview guide containing four key questions and some sub-questions (varying based on 

participants answers) has been covered during the interviews (see Appendix A for interview 

questions). 

Data analysis 

Thematic analysis method as one of the most useful qualitative data analysis methods has 

been applied. First, this method is totally coherent with the general inductive approach described 

earlier. Secondly, the thematic analysis is very consistent with the research objectives. King 

(2004) claims that thematic analysis is a useful means for investigating different perspectives of 

participants and summarizing key features (i.e., similarities and differences). Finally, this method 

provides a highly flexible approach which is not closely tied to specific theories (Nowell et al., 

2017). In accordance with Braun and Clarke (2006) and Thomas (2006), the analysis process is as 

follows: 

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1609406917733847
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1609406917733847
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1. Exploring data: transcribing the audio recordings, initial readings of the text data, 

and re-reading and taking notes. 

2. Generating initial codes: identifying specific text segments related to the objectives  

3. Generating themes: searching for themes by relating codes, and organizing them 

into potential themes 

4. Reviewing and defining themes: refining themes in term of consistency between 

themes and supporting codes, assessing whether the themes represent the data set as a 

whole, and defining and labeling the themes 

5. Creating a pattern or framework: synthesizing final themes and searching for 

potential correlations among them (i.e., producing thematic map)  

Trustworthiness 

Since we cannot use the typical quantitative tests with established metrics about validity 

and reliability in qualitative research, “trustworthiness” is more appropriate context to use in this 

study. In order to ensure the trustworthiness of the research, Guba’s framework (1981) has been 

considered which contains four major criteria such as credibility, transferability, dependability, 

and confirmability. Credibility refers to the believability and accuracy of the findings. In 

addressing credibility, investigators attempt to explain “how we ensure rigor in the research 

process and how we communicate to others that we have done so” (Gasson, 2004, p. 95). 

Transferability is concerned with the degree that the findings can be applied to other situations or 

populations. Dependability refers to the consistency of findings across time, researchers, and 

analysis methods (Gasson, 2004). Finally, confirmability relates to objectivity. In addressing 

objectivity, researchers try to confirm that the findings are the result of the actual data, rather than 

their preferences. Among the several different strategies that have been proposed to improve the 
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trustworthiness of research, two main methods including thick description and peer debriefing are 

used in this study (Krefting, 1991; Shenton, 2004).  

Thick description, by delivering thorough descriptions about different aspects and phases 

of research, enables readers to evaluate its trustworthiness. (Krefting, 1991; Shenton, 2004). This 

method supports transferability, dependability, and confirmability of study. Hence, the researcher 

has attempted to provide readers with detailed and rich descriptions of the research context, the 

constructs, the participants and data collection process, analysis procedure, and findings. 

Peer debriefing is another method for improving trustworthiness and conducting a research 

audit (Krefting, 1991; Shenton, 2004). This method mostly helps to shore up the credibility, 

dependability, and confirmability of research. In this technique, a disinterested peer assists the 

researcher during the data analysis and coding process so that she/he will be able to uncover and 

avoid possible bias (i.e., taken for granted perspective and assumptions). 

In this research, the peer debriefing task has been performed in two levels of analysis with 

the assistance of a scholar who has experience with qualitative research. In the first level, the peer 

was given the research objectives and a quarter of transcribed data to generate a second set of 

themes. Then, the set of themes (consisting of five themes) have been compared with the initial 

set (consisting of six themes) created from the same data segment by the researcher in order to 

evaluate the extent of overlap. The comparison showed that four of the themes from the second set 

were very similar to the initial ones. In the second phase of the peer debriefing process, called 

check on the clarity of themes (Thomas, 2006), the peer was given another portion (15%) of 

transcribed data and the extracted themes along with their definitions and asked to assign the 

sections of the raw text to the available themes. According to the results, he could identify and 
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relate 0.78 of text segments that were identified previously by the researcher. Finally, both 

researchers discussed and resolved the discrepancies to enhance the trustworthiness of results. 

 It should also be mentioned that the whole research process has been conducted under the 

supervision of the thesis supervisor who has continually evaluated each phase, challenged the 

researcher, and provided additional, sometimes alternative, perspectives on methodology and 

analysis processes. Shenton (2004) named this provision “frequent debriefing sessions” that 

happens between the researcher and his/her superiors. 
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RESULTS 

In this section, first, the researcher has demonstrated the results obtained from analyzing 

the data about whether the participants are future-oriented in opportunity recognition. Secondly, 

the results of analyzing the data regarding why and how they explore the future to identify 

entrepreneurial opportunities have been indicated by explaining the emergent themes and citing 

the data. 

Future-orientation in entrepreneurial opportunity recognition 

According to the findings, the majority of participants (11 out of 16) stated that they tend 

to be future-oriented when they are looking for entrepreneurial opportunities. But, a couple of them 

defined themselves as present-oriented persons and three of them answered that they do not have 

any tendency in this regard. It should be mentioned that almost all of the participants underlined 

that they typically consider both the current environment and the future during opportunity 

recognition. In the below quotations, participants describe the future-orientation in opportunity 

recognition: 

Participant 1 said: 

It's like anticipating opportunities and being positioned to take advantage of those 

opportunities. This is what startups do. 

Participant 15 said: 

I was looking at it from a futuristic perspective. I was trying to predict what market 

might want in the future. Given my interest and the industries I’m involved in, they 

do tend to be fairly, technically advanced disruptive types of technologies. So, it 

always requires some level of trying to imagine future state. 
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Themes 

Four major themes have been identified in the data set (Figure 3). These themes have been 

recognized base on their significance (i.e., relation to the research objectives) and prevalence. The 

same criteria have been applied to the important components of the themes (i.e., major codes). The 

components have been used for explaining the themes. Also, some representative quotations from 

the participants have been included for supporting the themes and components. 

Purposes 

The participants mentioned three main reasons for applying foresight in opportunity 

recognition. First, some of them mentioned that future opportunities are more sustainable in 

general. 

Participant 4 said: 

Because you need to be able to have some sort of insight or hypothesis, like we do 

about what we're going into. You don't plan of a business to exist for a year. You 

plan a business to exist for tens of years and generations if you're really trying to 

be something big. 

Participant 5 said: 

So, what is going to happen in ten years from now? And so, I’m not going to create 

a product today that is not going to have ramification in the future. I’m going to 

create a product that it going to fit resoundingly well as a future appliance, as a 

solution for the future that people will use. So, I’m basically calling it fridge or 

microwave of the future. 

Secondly, the data shows that limitation of time and/or resources is another important 

reason that encourages the participants to apply foresight in opportunity recognition.  
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Participant 8 said: 

Because it's going to take time to develop the product. It's going to take time to 

create the demand for it. So, if there's a huge demand now, in most cases the product 

is going to have a short life span. If the demand is not as great now but you see that 

there is a desire for it, you're going to get a better demand down the road for it. 

Participant 14 said: 

Because I'm a student and my resources are limited. 

Thirdly, some of the participants described that future opportunities are less competitive 

than current opportunities.  

Participant 9 said: 

I think the better opportunities are ones that probably are looking into the future 

both because I mean sustainability is very important but also it probably presents a 

better competitive situation. If there is something that's going to make it more 

feasible in the future as opposed to something that is currently feasible or current 

opportunity because everybody's going to be at it then. 

Participant 13 said:  

Because current ones, everybody can do it, everybody copies what you're doing, 

and they try to get back to what you're doing, and I obviously want to be one step 

ahead. 

Participant 16 said: 

Because I think the opportunities exist in the present, will be ones that everybody 

can see. So, probably everybody else is chasing them and there is going to be too 
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many competitors doing that. I find an opportunity that doesn’t exist yet, so I can 

get ready for it. 

In addition to the three main reasons, data shows that some participants believe that 

foresight helps them estimate market demand, and evaluate and validate current opportunities. 

Participant 9 said:  

The other important thing is the market. The market for this particular product is 

growing because of the demographics of the population is something that will be in 

demand for people over the age of 50 or something like that and the number of 

people that are reaching that age, and so the demand is something that's going to 

grow in the future, too. 

Participant 15 said: 

It [scenario development] helps me determine in a lot of cases whether it is actually 

a problem that is worth solving, and a problem that is worth thinking about further 

or taking more deliberate actions. 

According to the data analysis, participants also apply foresight for purposes other than 

opportunity recognition. Some of the participants explained that they apply foresight for in order 

to manage risk (e.g. preparing for future changes and adapting accordingly and creating plan B). 

Participant 8 said: 

You need to plan on how to bring a product to market, so you need to understand 

if something happens along the way. If you are not able to react to it then there is 

going to be issues. 

Participant 4 said: 



30 
 

We're probably more on the side of forward-thinking just because we know that we 

have to make changes in the industry of the charitable sector in order to get to where 

we believe we're going to be. 

Participant 2 said: 

Current opportunities are never guaranteed…basically, looking for future 

opportunities is kind of like insurance. You have something to sort of fall back on 

based on the current situation because something is outside of our control as 

business owners. 

Also, participants suggested that they apply foresight for financial purposes to forecast 

possible costs, revenues, etc.  

Participant 8 said: 

I would have to determine, depending on what the product is, what it is going to 

cost me to bring it to market, see what I'm either going to replace or add into the 

future and base on potential numbers that I could generate through sales and a lot 

of it is a guess. 

Participant 11 said: 

One thing we did too [during writing the business plan], we had a baseline 

[financial] forecast, we had optimistic and a pessimistic. So, when you are working 

on that level of detail you tend to run those scenario analyses, I call them sensitivity 

analysis [a financial technique]. 

Inputs 

Inputs is another considerable theme in the data which refers to information, insight, and 

awareness about the future. Based on the data analysis, trends and developments is the most 
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common and significant source that aids the participants in foresight process. This source includes 

the trends and changes in macroenvironmental factors such as culture, technology, and 

demographics, and in market. Below are some quotations demonstrating the importance of trends 

and developments: 

Participant 1 said: 

Things are moving very quickly in the world of technology especially mobile 

devices and wearables, and cultural shifts in terms of how people engage with 

technology and how they think about health and wellness, and then these large 

macro shifts in healthcare. So, there are all these forces at play, a lot of macros. 

Participant 5 said: 

It's actually a bit of both [present and the future] because you're looking at the 

current environment and the trends today and where those trends are going to end 

up in the future. So, I had to consider the trending of in my particular example food 

and food sourcing, and the result of where the current trend is leading us where the 

current technology is leading us versus where I would prefer it to go. 

Participant 6 said: 

I try to know what trends are happening, so I can extrapolate them and imagine if 

this keeps happening what would the world look like in the future 

Participant 9 said: 

You can get a bunch of projections, you can follow trends, you can look at data that 

suggests growth in any number of areas in the technology, in the demand and all 

the rest of it but yeah in the back of my mind I'm thinking about something could 

change that will affect the markets or the demand and that kind of things. 



32 
 

Some of the participants pointed out that viewpoints and works of other people and 

companies inspire them in term of foresight.  

Participant 3 said: 

You are having people around you who seeking out opinions, thought leader, 

influencers or whoever they are, they have different views, so the biggest kind of 

growth happens where because sometimes it's hard to see outside of your sphere of 

influence. So, it pushes you when you go look for people who have different views 

of the world than you do…and also part of it is to see what are people working on, 

what are some big companies are focused on and look out of your own sphere and 

how certain trends are happening, or you might want to look what geopolitical 

situations are happening. 

Participant 12 said: 

I try to follow all the big companies like Google, Apple, Tesla, and Samsung. Every 

year they have at least one to two conferences that what they're doing, what do you 

want to become, where do they see the future is happening and you get to learn and 

see if you're able to pick up some pieces together. 

In addition, a few participants indicated their prior experience and knowledge as helpful 

sources of foresight.  

Participant 4 said: 

For us a lot of it is based on our own experiences and or research we've been 

involved in the sector, I personally been involved in the sector for 8 plus years now 

and so I've got a lot of experience as to where it was and where it's been going, and 

being able to see the trends. 
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Actions 

One of the important themes that emerged from the interview data is the actions. This theme 

refers to actions implemented by the participants during foresight for opportunity recognition. The 

two most widely mentioned actions are networking and research. Firstly, networking basically 

includes talking to people and attending events. 

Participant 2 said: 

My number one thing is talking to people. So, I talk to people in the relevant fields 

and then we'll have a conversation about the future because sometimes my view of 

the future is different than someone else's. Although I always try to engage someone 

a little bit more involved than me someone smarter than I am, someone that has 

more experience… And that is like repeatable. I do that with everyone. I just start 

talking and try to make connections. 

Participant 13 said: 

Yes, I get involved with people, I get involved in the associations. I joined a group 

of people in the states that actually was pretty costly for me in the beginning but 

not only I attended the conference's in which point you from the exhibitors so you 

can see exactly what the industry is doing, what's the trend, what's new what's not. 

Participant 14 said: 

The best way is to go around and discussing these things with people. If you go to 

that networking event or like if you know someone who's in the industry, if you 

bring these topics up and you see their reaction that I get feedback on them you can 

get a better idea that okay so maybe this will actually happen…Ryerson has been 

bringing in speakers and industry expert from outside so they're continuously 
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coming in and I actually attend 80% of them and I attended a lot of these events 

and then I do my own little research like some Google search. 

Secondly, the research includes doing general research like reading articles and magazines, 

following news sources, and also conducting primary and secondary market research. 

Participant 4 said: 

A ton of research in terms of just reading and really enveloping ourselves within 

the topic of what we're trying to solve to make sure that we're kind of following 

along the same path and with that and like simple tactical things like I've got a 

Google alert for social impact…and now I receive an alert once a day with 10 to 15 

articles and…so a lot of it is simply just research a lot of customer discovery and 

discussions within that 

Participant 11 said: 

Being relatively well read and reading the right stuff, so you know I read The 

Economist and The Global and Mail. I don't read the New York Times but I go, and 

I look at their app and I see the headlines and the top highlights and over time you 

pick up on things. 

Participant 5 said: 

I talked to a lot of people. I'm in food production technology and I noticed that there 

is a lot of technology being thrown at food production technology in urban settings 

and as I started looking into that and I started researching more about that I noticed 

a trend there…Yeah, it's anecdotal plus research in trends whether it's scientific 

papers whether it's talking to experts. 
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Furthermore, connecting dots to create patterns and visualizing different futures (i.e., 

scenario thinking) are the other actions that some participants claimed they do during foresight. 

Participant 3 said: 

What happens is that because you're open, you might notice an inefficiency one day 

an opportunity another and then you start seeing a trend or you can start connecting 

dots… another time you start seeing things are patterned and pre-indicator to things 

that could happen in the future…You as the entrepreneur, as the person that's trying 

to innovate have to be able to discern which ones of those pieces of information are 

getting, try to piece them together and then it's almost go back either to those people 

or somebody that has a different point of view to see if you're connecting the dots 

in the right way. 

Participant 4 said: 

So, ultimately you are making hypotheses about where you believe it's going to 

go…We had a kind of baseline hypothesis but within that, there’re different 

fractions that could change. 

Participant 5 said: 

I Envision the future based on the current trends of urbanization…The vision I’m 

seeing is that taller living apartments and dwellings coming up, so these urban 

settings are showing up…I mean it's almost like watching Star Wars, you know, 

you’re watching a movie and it is your mind, you're playing this movie and it's very 

visual for me…I Envision a city of the future the trends with Amazon and Google 

are smart cities and you're hearing a lot about cities and then I think about smart 

cities and the term appliance is very purposeful. I'm using that term purposely 
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because I envision a new appliance entering into the realm of a person's condo or 

home. 

Methods 

The methods used by participants is another important theme that appeared from the 

interview data. This theme refers to the specific tools and techniques that are used in foresight. 

According to the analyses, one of the considerable foresight methods is scenario thinking which 

appeared even in the data gathered before asking the last interview question about the scenario 

development. In most of the cases concerned with scenario thinking, the participants did not name 

the exact term (i.e., scenarios), but the course of actions they described was clearly consistent with 

the method. Also, results show that the majority of participants are not very familiar with the term 

itself. The following quotations from interview data demonstrate the methods. 

Participant 10 said:  

I tried to think if that industry is about to be disrupted by anything that you can 

imagine for instance in my case I tried to think about the crazy things…Another 

thing is to think how the competitive market will behave after you start your new 

business so again the concern about the barriers that would protect my idea from 

competitors… do you have some kind of mechanisms that would prevent them from 

copying it… but I had this personal rule of planting with pessimism and harvesting 

with optimism so I always try to consider let's say at least three scenarios 

pessimistic, realistic and optimistic scenarios. 

Participant 15 said: 
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So, my visualization of the future usually is almost like a use case. Like what 

customers or industries or companies are actually doing related to the problem area, 

right now, and how that could change in a bunch different way in the future. 

Participant 11 said: 

I don't know how you would be considering out business opportunities and not 

thinking through scenarios. I think it would happen as a natural part of the process 

of thinking through entrepreneurial opportunities, you know, part of it is what are 

the consequences. 

Participant 5 said: 

When I think about smart cities and the term appliance is very purposeful. I'm using 

that term purposely because I envision a new appliance entering into the realm of a 

person's condo or home that they won't ask for so when you purchase a condo the 

fridge and the microwave are already there and I want my appliance to be already 

there, and I don’t visualize my appliance like somebody just placed it there I 

visualize my appliance that they built it into the condo as part of the building as 

part of the building. 

The other common methods that some of the participants pointed out are methods such as 

using a whiteboard, use cases, business model canvas. Here are some participants quotations 

indicating the usage of methods: 

Participant 2 said: 

We do storyboard. We draw an ideal timeline on a whiteboard. We write down our 

opportunities on the top of the board and then we start to place the opportunities on 

the timeline…We also do branches. In case one of them goes sour. 
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Participant 3 said: 

So, what I do is I whiteboard [use whiteboard] a lot of things because I am a very 

visual person. So, for me, visualization helps me quite a bit…and writing down 

whether like use cases or diagrams helps to put things into practice and see the 

possible gaps. 

Said participant 4: 

One thing that we found to be really helpful is like a business model canvas so 

instead of writing a business plan being able to kind of one page state really what 

is your future vision for something, what are all the components related to 

that…there's some visualization in that in terms of we believe this let's do the 

research around that plot that out and see it from a holistic perspective and then 

make the shifts and changes based on what we believe needs to happen over a 

period of time. 

Participant 5 said: 

I call them use cases. For instance, of gardener today, it's a target market for us so 

a gardener today who gardens for food gardens typically outside and sometimes 

indoors but it's inefficient indoors but outside it doesn't work because you cannot 

do it in If you experience an extreme climate, you can't do it. So, then what I do is 

I say okay well with my product this person who's doing this existing scenario is 

going to do this in the future and she won't garden outside but she'll garden inside 

in my own tiny farm like in this way. 
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Figure 3 - Final thematic map 
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DISCUSSION 

This research for the first time exposed the overlooked importance of the future (as a source 

of opportunities) and foresight (i.e., capability of exploring the future) in entrepreneurial 

opportunity recognition. Not only this gap is emergent in the opportunity recognition literature, 

but it is evident in the foresight literature. Most of the research on foresight have considered it as 

a corporate capability which is mainly concerned with future uncertainty. With the uncertainty-

oriented perspective, the primary purpose of foresight is dealing with future threats. However, this 

research with an opportunity-oriented perspective on foresight studied its role in entrepreneurial 

opportunity recognition. The main purpose of this research was twofold. First, it investigated 

whether and why the opportunity seekers are future-oriented in entrepreneurial opportunity 

recognition. Then, it studied how they explore the future (i.e., applying foresight) to identify 

entrepreneurial opportunities. In order to achieve the objectives, qualitative data was gathered and 

analyzed for reporting emergent themes and relationships among them.  

According to the results, while the majority of opportunity seekers at first emphasized that 

they explore both current and future environments to identify entrepreneurial opportunities, they 

reported that they have more tendency toward the future. This implies that the individuals apply 

foresight in process of opportunity recognition. 

The different purposes mentioned for the future-orientation can be categorized into two 

main groups. The first group of purposes is related to opportunity recognition, which is the primary 

focus of this research, and exposes why the opportunity seekers apply foresight in opportunity 

recognition. These purposes include identifying more sustainable opportunities, identify less 

competitive opportunities, estimating market demands, and evaluating and validating 

opportunities. The first purpose approves that sustainability and longevity of visions on the future 



41 
 

are very essential elements in foresight (Schwarz, 1991; Will, 2008). Also, regarding the last 

purpose, researchers stated that foresight helps evaluate the commercial and technological viability 

of the ideas (Heiko et al., 2010). Moreover, the limitation of time and/or resources for exploiting 

the current opportunities was a major reason for considering future opportunities. The findings 

confirm the role of foresight in opportunity recognition. Some of the previous studies also 

suggested foresight could assist firms in detecting future opportunities (Major et al., 2001; 

Vecchiato, 2012; Havas et al., 2010).  

The second group is the purposes are related to strategic reasons such as financial forecast 

and risk management (e.g. as preparation for future changes and creating plan B). Most of the 

previous research on foresight, which studied it in corporate level, highlighted its role mainly in 

strategic processes such as strategy development, policy-making, decision-making and so on 

(Darkow, 2015; Hilbert et al., 2009; Berkhout and Hertin, 2002). One of the key tasks in foresight 

is risk management. Scholars emphasized that a large portion of corporate foresight is dealing with 

uncertainty and dynamic of the future and this would happen mostly by identifying changes and 

proactively preparing the organization for them (Rohrbeck et al., 2015; Heiko et al., 2010; 

Vecchiato, 2012). Thus, the findings suggesting applying foresight for strategic purposes are 

consistent with the discussions of previous research. 

Entrepreneurial foresight 

Regarding how the opportunity seekers explore the future (i.e., applying foresight) to spot 

potential future opportunities, three significant themes that include inputs, actions, and methods 

were identified in the data set.  

Inputs refer to the data and information that the individuals utilized to gain some idea and 

insight about the future. The most important input in the data set was trends and developments. 
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This includes the trends and changes that lead the opportunity seekers to the future and allow them 

to gain some vision about the future. According to the results, trends and changes in 

macroenvironmental factors such as technology, economy, culture and demographics, and market 

trends were the major ones. This finding is consistent with the discussions and results from other 

studies that highlighted the significance of trends and development foresight (Ruff, 2006; 

Habegger, 2010) and in opportunity recognition (Baron, 2006; Eckhardt and Shane, 2003). 

Another input was the viewpoints and works of other people and companies. First, the 

participants believed that it is important to leave their comfort zone and be open to distinct ideas 

to be able to see beyond the current situation. Secondly, they assumed that since some of the 

entities like business magnates and large companies are highly engaged, visionary, and capable, 

their works and accomplishments would be inspiring and helpful in foreseeing future 

opportunities.  

In addition, prior knowledge and experience of the opportunity seekers were considerable 

inputs that initiated and facilitated applying foresight in opportunity recognition. This finding 

would be consistent with the finding from studies that suggested the role of prior knowledge and 

experience in opportunity recognition (Marvel and Lumpkin, 2007; Hajizadeh and Zali, 2016). 

This input also can affect perceiving the other inputs, because people often search out information 

that is related to their previous experience and knowledge. Researchers stated that individuals’ 

interpretative frameworks and schemata are influenced by their prior experience and knowledge 

(Tang, 2009; Valliere 2011, 2013). So, this input can impact opportunity seekers ability in 

searching and associating new information (e.g., external changes, future trends, and outsiders’ 

opinion).  
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Actions refer to the provisions that were implemented during foresight for opportunity 

recognition. The results show that the most commonly mentioned actions were networking (e.g. 

talking to people and attending events) and research (e.g. reading articles and magazines, following 

news sources, and doing market research). In foresight, as a learning process (Vecchiato, 2012), 

both networking and doing research could provide individuals with the foresight inputs. 

Researchers also stated that foresight increases the level of alertness and sensitivity to 

environmental trends and signals (Battistella, 2014; Heger and Rohrbeck, 2012). This could justify 

the identified actions. 

Visualizing different futures (i.e., scenario thinking) and connecting dots were two other 

important actions among the participants. These two actions are highly related to each other in 

term procedure and outcome. According to the results, connecting dots refers to act of collecting 

information and creating patterns that can result in scenarios. Thus, it could be considered as a 

subprocess of scenario thinking/development, which is explained further below. 

Methods refer to the specific tools and techniques that were used in foresight process. 

These methods aided the opportunity seekers in identifying future opportunities. The most 

important method was scenario development. Scenarios are different likely futures that enabled 

the participants to think deeply and creatively about the future and identify potential opportunities 

(Bishop et al., 2007). Some of the previous studies suggested the role of scenarios in opportunity 

recognition, as well. (Cook et al., 2014; Darkow, 2015; Passey et al., 2006). As was mentioned in 

the results section, in most of the cases the participants did not name the exact term. The researcher 

believes it could be due to two reasons. First, the answers to the last interview question, which was 

about scenarios, showed that many of participants were not familiar with the term itself or its 
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accurate definition. Second, they probably were not fully aware that they use this method (i.e., 

considering different plausible futures).  

The other methods that were used during foresight including use cases, using a whiteboard, 

and business model canvas were also related to the scenario development. The last two methods 

were described as tools that assisted in generating and assessing the scenarios. For instance, they 

helped the opportunity seekers to put the inputs together to create a holistic vision and try to 

generate scenarios. These tools were useful during the networking and research actions, as well. 

Moreover, uses cases technique were pointed out in response to the question about using scenarios 

and it was considered as a type of scenario development procedure. 

Based on the relationships identified among the emergent themes, this research proposes a 

model indicating a foresight process, which is named “Entrepreneurial Foresight” (Figure 4). In 

this process, the main purpose is identifying entrepreneurial opportunities. However, it is also used 

for a couple of strategic purposes. This model by introducing the major inputs, actions, and 

methods that are used in the foresight process, demonstrates how opportunity seekers conduct the 

entrepreneurial foresight for the mentioned purposes.  

This process starts with inputs that basically play two roles: as material exploited during 

the actions or/and as leads that initiate and guide the actions. Opportunity seekers may utilize 

trends and their knowledge to create scenarios leading to future opportunities, or the inputs may 

motivate them to research and network further to explore the future. So, the L1 link shows both 

information flow and causal impact. Relating to the causal relationship described above, in some 

cases, the actions and methods may result in producing inputs. In other words, some of the actions 

may be taken and some of the methods may be used in order to acquire new inputs. For instance, 

a person may network or research to learn about other’s viewpoints or discover environmental 
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changes. Thus, the L2 link indicates a causal relationship. Finally, the last link (L3) indicates what 

the process leads to (i.e., the ultimate outcomes/objectives). For example, opportunity seekers may 

exploit the inputs in scenario development so that they can identify opportunities and threats. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In order to ensure the trustworthiness of study, two methods including thick description 

and peer debriefing have been used. In accordance with the first method, the researcher attempted 

to provide detailed and inclusive descriptions about most of the phases and aspects of research. 

So, readers would have adequate information to be able to assess the trustworthiness aspects. 

Besides, in peer debriefing technique, a disinterested and experienced scholar with experience in 

qualitative research assisted the researcher throughout the data analysis phase. The process and 

results of peer debriefing have been fully explained in the methodology section. The peer by 

challenging the assumptions and offering different perspectives enabled the researcher to consider 

alternative analysis and refine the findings. Thus, this method helped to meet trustworthiness 

criteria, particularly the dependability, credibility, and confirmability. As mentioned before, also 

the frequent debriefing sessions between the researcher and his supervisor made a major 

Figure 4 - Entrepreneurial Foresight process 
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contribution to the trustworthiness. The feedback and additional perspectives that were provided 

by the supervisor challenged the researcher and helped him to ensure the credibility and 

confirmability of study. 

Contradictions 

The results indicated that there were some contradictions in the interviewed data. The 

major inconsistency was between the answers to the questions (i.e., the general statements) and 

the actual examples the participants provided to elaborate their earlier statements. Besides, there 

was a minor inconsistency which was between the earlier answers and the following general 

explanations. This contradictions can be classified into two types: 1) some participants answered 

that they apply foresight in opportunity recognition, but their actual examples or following 

explanations implied that they did/apply foresight for purposes other than opportunity recognition; 

2) some participants claimed that they tend to be future-oriented in opportunity recognition, but 

their actual examples or following explanations implied that they are not really future-oriented. 

Two different possible origins of the contradictions are discussed here. First, the 

participants probably responded inaccurately or falsely to the questions (i.e., incorrect general 

statement). This could happen due to response biases such as social desirability, demand 

characteristics, and acquiescence bias (Paulhus, 1991, Orne, 2009); or because of low self-

awareness. The second origin, which is not applicable to the minor contradiction, is that the 

participants may have failed to provide relevant examples (i.e., example of how they applied 

foresight and identified future opportunities). Because probably they could not remember 

appropriate examples at that moment, or they didn’t have such successful experience theretofore. 

Therefore, failing to give actual examples that support their earlier answers does not necessarily 

mean that their answers were false. 
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Research limitations 

The lack of adequate prior research on the topic, which could assist in understanding the 

concepts more thoroughly and subsequently designing more appropriate research, negatively 

affected the data collection process, especially in term of sampling and creating the interview 

guide. This shortcoming led to the limitations concerned with the sufficiency and quality of the 

interview data. First, the interviews were rather shorter than expected and they did not provide 

very inclusive and diverse information about the topic. Secondly, the existent contradictions in the 

data set might diminish its quality. However, it highly dependents on the origin of contradictions 

that were discussed in this section. Finally, the time and resources constraints did not allow the 

researcher to work further on the research and investigate the new aspects of the topic that came 

up after the data analysis. The above limitations could weaken the trustworthiness of study and 

undermine the findings. In particular, the inadequacy and inaccuracy of data might affect the 

credibility and transferability of the results. Additionally, the limitations have hindered the study 

from developing a more comprehensive and representative model. 
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CONCLUSION 

This study intended to investigate if and why opportunity seekers apply foresight to identify 

entrepreneurial opportunities and, more importantly, how they accomplish that. These questions 

have been considered for addressing the knowledge gap existed in both opportunity recognition 

and foresight areas. The prior research studies on opportunity recognition have not considered the 

potential role of foresight in this process. Besides, most of the previous research on foresight have 

overlooked its function in identification of opportunities.  

This research shed light on the significance of the future in the process of entrepreneurial 

opportunity recognin and showed that opportunity seekers apply foresight to identify future 

opportunities. Moreover, various opportunity-related and strategic purposes for doing the 

entrepreneurial foresight have been discovered in this study. Most importantly, the research 

successfully developed a process that contains the key components of the entrepreneurial foresight 

and the relationships among them. Indeed, this process demonstrated how opportunity seekers 

apply foresight. 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix - Interview guide 

1. Are you more concerned about trying to spot opportunities in the current environment or 

that might occur in the future?  

Participant: In the future. 

Researcher: Why future? 

R: Why not the current environment? 

R: Can you give an example? 

P: In the current environment. 

R: Why the current environment? 

R: Why not future? 

 

2. How do you explore the future? 

R: What process do you follow? (To clear up the question or help to talk more, if needed) 

R: Do you use particular methods/tools? (To clear up the question or help to talk more, if 

needed) 

R: Can you explain it more with an example? 

 

3. How do you visualize different plausible futures? 

R: What process do you follow? (If needed, to clear up the question or help to talk more) 

R: Do you use particular methods/tools? (If needed, to clear up the question or help to 

talk more) 

R: Can you give an example to illustrate? 

 

4. Do you ever use scenarios to visualize different plausible futures? 

P: Yes. 

R: How do you use scenario thinking/development? 

R: Can you give an example? 

R: What are the possible outcomes of scenarios thinking/development? 

R: How do scenarios help you with identification of new opportunities? 
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P: No. 

R: Are you familiar with the concept of “scenario thinking” or “scenario 

development”? 

P: Yes. 

R: What does it mean to you? 

R: Do you think it may be useful in opportunity identification? 
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