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Climate change, social 
changes, digitalisation 
and geopolitics, among 
other global and regional 
trends, are influencing 
and will impact the lives 
of Europeans in the next 
decades.

Introduction1
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To support the transition to a green, digital 
and fairer Europe, the European Commission 
is strengthening its culture of preparedness 
and promoting strategic foresight in policy 
making. Foresight is the discipline of exploring, 
anticipating, and shaping the future using 
collective intelligence. The 2022 EUSALP 
Italian Presidency Program has among its 
priorities that of strengthening the skills and 
involvement of the Youth Council of EUSALP. 
The Youth Council, during the 2021 Annual 
Forum in Nice, asked for the support of the 
Italian Presidency to strengthen its thematic 
competencies on EUSALP work issues and 

in terms of effective participation in decision-
making contexts.  On the basis of the above, 
also with reference to the European Year of 
Youth 2022, the Italian EUSALP Presidency 
has proposed three “participatory foresight 
workshops’’ with and for the EUSALP Youth 
Council and other youth organisations of the 
Alpine regions. The workshops were facilitated 
by professional facilitators (SKOPIA) using 
the Three Horizons approach, presented in 
the following section. This Report present 
the results of the 3 partecipatory foresight 
workshops: the aspirations for desirable 
futures in the alpine regions.
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Global changes require 
responses that involve 
marked adaptation 
and anticipation in 
individuals, institutions, 
and communities. 

Framework
Three Horizons
The approach:2
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While there are considerable efforts to understand 
global changes, it is increasingly important 
to develop and disseminate participatory 
practices to facilitate transformative change 
by local communities. The possible futures will 
emerge from the interaction (and contrast) of 
three driving forces: the weight of the past, the 
push of the present and the pull of aspirations 
and visions; visions are necessary to divert 
possible futures towards desirable ones, at 
least a little.
A recent framework and approach called Three 
Horizons1 helps participants to visualize 
different possible futures, dealing with 
complex problems and uncertain futures, 
generating and motivating a proactive attitude.

Three Horizons (3H) is an intuitive framework 
for thinking and talking about the future.  
The framework explains how people often 
disagree about their visions of the future and 
how to achieve them, and offers a practical 
way to initiate constructive conversations in 
any organisation and community and share 
insights into possible alternative futures. 
The 3H framework is about broadening our 
thinking to embrace the short, medium and 
long term and a way of seeing these futures 
in the present. The premises of this approach 
are that at least three qualities of the future 
are visible in the present, in terms of concern, 
aspiration and innovation.

1 Sharpe, B., A. Hodgson, G. Leicester, A. Lyon, and I. Fazey. 2016. Three horizons: a pathways practice for 
transformation. Ecology and Society 21(2):47. http://dx.doi.org/10.5751/ES-08388-210247 
2 https://medium.com/predict/unpack-the-contest-for-the-future-with-the-futures-triangle-2-0-c0b904602347

Adapted from Inayatullah (2008), by Fergnani (2020) 2
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In this framework, the y axis distinguishes 
what is dominant or prevalent, the x axis traces 
time and distinguishes horizons in terms of 
temporal distance from today3.  The horizons 
are not predictions; rather, they represent in 
good part an aspiration for the change we want 
to see  and believe is one of the possible futures 
that can be achieved. 
In particular,  H1 represents the “business as 
usual” dominant way of doing things today 
that is going to lose its fit under future and 

different conditions. An example could be the 
consumerist and divisive economy that is 
prevalent today and that’s pushing humanity 
out of sustainability4. 
H3 is the future we want, while the seeds of 
that future are present and visible today and 
we want to see them grow to become the 
predominant way of doing things by replacing 
and improving the old H1. An example of 
H3 could be an economic system that is 
regenerative of local resources and inclusive.

3 The main reference to 3H is the webpages of H3Uni: https://h3uni.org/tutorial/three-horizons/
4 These and below examples are taken from the short presentation: https://youtu.be/_5KfRQJqpPU
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H2 is the most interesting horizon: the arena of 
innovations. These can be discontinuous and 
take many forms such as a new smartphone 
technology, a vote like Brexit, a flood like 
Hurricane Katrina, a new concept like the 
Anthropocene or a social movement like 
“occupy Wall Street”. Such disruptions are 
likely to produce innovations and new ways 

of doing or being as different actors intervene 
and innovate the dynamic space of change 
between H1 and H3. 
In short, the 3H approach aims to inspire 
coordinated ways of managing innovation, 
supporting transformative change with 
the potential for success and addressing 
uncertainty.

Three Horizons framework (from H3Uni.org)
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During the 3 workshops 
the participants discussed 
and visualised possible 
futures regarding three 
important issues, 
presented briefly below.

in the Alps
about the future 
Selected issues 3
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Alpine regions have environmental and social 
characteristics whose complexity is strongly 
influenced by climate change, technological 
change and the energy crisis. As a result, 
traditional jobs  based on local natural 
resources may become obsolete or unable to 
follow these changes.
Among the relevant megatrends, automation 
and hyper-connectivity and the green 
transition are changing forms of work, with 
the possibility to replace both routine and 
cognitive activities, requiring new skills and 
creating unprecedented opportunities. On the 
other hand, skilled employees are becoming 
scarce especially in mountain areas, creating 

problems for employers and local economies; 
this is aggravated by the ageing of local 
communities, which is particularly fast in some 
valleys compared to others5.
In these conditions, the challenge is to 
support young people in their training or 
education orientation and in their professional 
development in mountain areas, where at 
the moment there actually are fewer job 
opportunities than in large urban centres. 
In the meanwhile, the lack or obsolescence 
of digital infrastructures in mountain areas 
affects the attractiveness and / or creation 
and maintenance of traditional and new jobs, 
as well as of public services.

3.1Future jobs  
in the Alps 

It is necessary to develop projects for the jobs  
of the future in the Alps starting from the opinions  
of the young people involved in workshops  
of participatory foresight. – Martina

5 Ageing in the Alps: https://www.alpine-space.org/2007-2013/2007-2013/uploads/tx_txrunningprojects/Urbani_
izziv_-_thematic_issue.pdf
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Key Question

How to create opportunities for new 
professional activities in mountain 
areas and how to keep traditional 
activities profitable?

2022, April 22nd, Trento
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Technologies are changing the way we live, 
revealing opportunities on the one hand and 
significant challenges for Alpine regions on 
the other. During the Covid-19 pandemic we 
have witnessed an acceleration of digitalization 
processes with the transition from traditional 
to “smart” ways of working and learning; in 
the exponential pace at which technological 
changes are taking place, the digital gaps 
between urban and mountain areas seem to 
widen6.

We believe that, as the Alps are a fragile territory 
with a unique natural and cultural heritage, 
digitalization should not lead to a radical 
transformation but should rather support 
innovation in traditional sectors. In particular 
in agriculture and tourism, innovative ideas 
should increase development options while 
preserving local identity, cultural heritage and 
traditional family businesses.

3.2The future 
digitalization 
in the Alps 

We need to create new business models  
to increase the value of mountain areas without 
compromising their natural resources. – Kelly

6 Digital Alps conference: https://digitalalps.eu
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Key Question

What innovations and how  
to adopt them to increase the 
possibilities for local development 
and at the same time preserve the 
identity and the cultural and economic 
heritage of the Alpine valleys?
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To build a new future order in the Alps, we must 
be aware of the current situation that the Alpine 
territories and their inhabitants have to and will 
have to face.
For young people, who most of the time need 
to travel in city centres to attend universities, 
moving out of their valley is often the most 
convenient solution in the current system, 
where the means of transport that connect the 
mountain areas to the urban centres are few 
and inefficient. The situation is the same for 

workers who have their place of work in the city. 
With the consequence of having a large number 
of young people leaving in the morning and 
returning only in the evening or sometimes only 
on weekends, the small mountain villages are 
turning into dormitories with no community 
life or social occasions.
The lack of services ,  social events, job 
opportunities, feeds a vicious cycle of small 
communities in decline7 and areas of the valley 
floor with increasing urbanisation8.

3.3A future 
order in  
the Alps

Our concern for the future order  
of the Alps is concrete and current:  
who will shape the future if fewer and fewer 
people live there permanently? – Daniela

7 https://www.edizionigoree.it/lo-spopolamento-delle-alpi-cause-e-conseguenze/ 
8 Manfred Perlik, Paul Messerli: Urban Strategies and Regional Development in the Alps, Mountain Research and 
Development, 24(3):215-219 (2004).
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Key Questions

Let’s imagine a 20-year-old girl living 
in 2050: What could motivate him to 
stay in the Alpine area? Why would 
a young citizen want to move to the 
mountains?

2022, June 4th, Trento
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The current systems 
and their weakness 
points

4Horizon 1
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Alpine regions today seem to be experiencing 
relative prosperity compared to past periods or 
compared to other mountain regions. However, 
the situation could be vulnerable to major 
epochal changes, named megatrends9. The 
following are considered the most relevant:  
• Accelerating technological change and 

hyperconnectivity
• Diversifying education and learning 
• Changing nature of work
• Climate change and environmental 

degradation
• Increasing significance of migration
• Demographic imbalance

All these are often interdependent and might 
create synergistic impacts: the increasing 
digitalization is changing (and will change 
more and more) the ways of working and 
learning (home office, home school) as well 
as economic activities (e-commerce, digital 
manufacturing); the innovations in these 
sectors will require further digitalisation.
Today the labour market in the mountain 
areas of the Alps seems to be mainly based 
on tourism and agriculture; both are extremely 
affected by climate change: hotter summers 
can cause problems for people and livestock, 
less snow and drought can make tourism and 
recreation less profitable as it is structured 
today.
Young people are leaving their communities 
in mountain areas to pursue their career 

aspirations or satisfy a variety of interests 
(brain drain), contributing to depopulation and 
demographic imbalances. In turn, the ageing 
of the local population will have an impact on 
the types of jobs available and the orientation 
of the local economy. In such conditions, 
migration might bring opportunities to the local 
communities including knowledge and skills.
Thus the main identified challenges regard the 
education and training system, the local labour 
market, the gap in services between mountain 
and urban areas.
The education system is slowly adapting to 
social changes, as a result, the skills of young 
people are not valued and the human capital of 
mountain communities is reduced. This theme 
is strongly linked to the labour market which 
is mainly characterised by static job positions 
(in the office and with eight working hours), 
while automation and digitalization are making 
traditional jobs obsolete. 
The lack of infrastructure and services in 
mountain areas compared to cities also 
affects the social welfare system and public 
transport; thus pharmacies, doctors, schools, 
crèches or even supermarkets are differently 
accessible between citizens and residents 
of smaller mountain communities. On the 
other hand, infrastructures, connectivity, and 
services are the necessary prerequisites for the 
maintenance of businesses in the Alps.

9 https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/foresight/tool/megatrends-hub_en#explore
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Aspirations for  
the desirable futures 

5Horizon 3

20



This chapter is about the space of aspirations, which includes visions for the future system, the 
values and norms that will support it. These are long-term changes, visions for about the next 
30 years, around 2050. The idea is to think of new ways of doing new things, emerging from 
disruptive innovations, beyond the constraints of the present.
In the year 2050 we imagine:

• Governments at various levels support 
smaller rural communities through fast 
and widespread services, transport, and 
internet connections. For years now, 
mobility has no longer been based on 
people in individual cars. 

• The Alpine rural areas are also more 
attractive due to the presence of new 
innovation laboratories and peripheral 
offices of research centres. Financial 
incentives or tax incentives and territorial 
marketing highlight the positive sides 
of life and work in the Alps, attracting 
businesses, investors and freelancers.

• There is a balance between man and 
nature and only “green” companies and 
businesses are supported. The system 
is based on renewable energy such as 
solar, wind or hydropower. By favouring 
unpackaged products and reusing 
waste to make new products, there is a 
widespread “low waste” policy where “zero 
waste” is not possible.

• Each company has a so-called “Green 
Office” with a “Green manager” whose 
job is to find new options to make the 
company more and more sustainable.

• Digital platforms are cross-border, sharing 
digital data and archives regardless of 
the jurisdiction of the different states. All 
common issues of the Alps are handled by 
a collaboration between Alpine regions.

• Rural and mountain areas offer the same 
opportunities as urban ones, thanks to 
innovative connections (physical and 
digital) and infrastructures: they are 
now the perfect place for the young 
entrepreneurial and freelance communities 
(including “digital nomads”).

• In the year 2050, everyone, at all ages, in 
all areas has equal access to resources 
for education and training, university 
education is systematically accessible 
everywhere.

• The concept of “Lifelong Learning” is 
widespread, so much so that many elderly 
people in rural areas attend various 
training courses.

• The protection of personal data and digital 
identities of the most vulnerable people 
(such as children, teenagers, and the 
elderly) is ensured by law. The fast internet 
connection is a right and guaranteed at 
controlled costs.

• The bureaucratic overhead in 
administration has been simplified and 
accelerated by the use of AI, supporting 
public servants without replacing the 
human decisions, while ensuring the 
protection of the data and digital identity 
of the most vulnerable people (such as 
children, teenagers, and the elderly).

• The regional “brain drain” is reversed, 
youngsters are attracted to move here and 
long-term residents are motivated to stay.
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Changes, innovations 
and innovators 

6Horizon 2
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To make the visions described above possible, or at least to progress in their direction, and to 
take into account the challenges of megatrends, a path of changes and innovations is needed. 
Here are the main proposals that emerged:

• Implementation of multimodal mobility, 
in order to allow an improved and 
comfortable transition between means 
of transport, for example between bicycle 
and train or bus, with more trains and 
buses and easier transition between them 
through common public ticketing. 

• Creation of “spaces for creativity” with 
digital infrastructures (for experimentation, 
training, learning by doing), such as 
coworking spaces and spaces for study 
groups, with the help of “mountain 
universities”, decentralised campuses, 
peripheral offices of companies, in 
order to foster the connection between 
young people living in the Alps and to 
support their professional development 
in mountain areas (“Alpine business 
incubators”).

• Improving the capacities of mountain 
communities to learn collectively (social 
learning) and to participate and build 
local initiatives (see UNESCO Learning 
Communities) in support of cultural 
identity and local heritage (sense of 
community)

•  Taxation regimes for Alpine-mountain-
rural areas (rewarding best practices in 
sustainable tourism and urbanisation, and 
“localization” of businesses)

• New types of hosting and tourisms: for 
cultural tourists, for digital nomads, for 
town or big urban centres citizens (detox 
from digital life and social networks), for 
alpine food and products lovers, in such 
a way that people stay in the mountains 
because there community is more 
inclusive than in other areas. 

• Development and maintenance of energy 
communities, in which citizens collaborate 
towards the clean energy transition, 
reaching agreements on the consumption 
/ production of energy at the community 
level, and on public-private partnerships 
to support energy production at the local 
level.

• Development of digital tools and support 
to a digitalization of services with an 
ethical and inclusive sense and in support 
of solidarity in the community (e.g. co-
living), connectivity as a right and public 
service, rather than as a divisive factor.
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