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Customer foresight is currently emerging as a new 
field of applied research. The objective of customer 
foresight is to understand customers’ future cir-

cumstances and wishes with regard to tomorrow’s pro-
ducts and services by combining two highly relevant, yet 
mostly separate fields: the investigation of customer needs 
based on their everyday usage (i.e., customer research) and 
the dynamics of change and projections (i.e., foresight re-
search). From a methodological perspective, the focus on 
customer foresight implies that a different approach, in 
terms of the techniques and tools used, needs to be taken 
to understand the needs and preferences of future custo-
mers. Whereas both customer research and foresight re-
search use a broad range of methods, it is not yet defined 
what particular methods of the two fields or combinations 
of methods are suitable to conduct customer foresight stu-
dies. We perceive this as a missing link in the literature in 
the emerging field of customer foresight. 

In this article we analyze the methodological scope 
of customer research and foresight and assess which 
tools are most suitable for conducting customer foresight 
studies. In this context, we refer to the methodological 
playground of customer foresight as customer foresight 
territory, introducing a more structured version of this 
playground. The customer foresight framework integra-
tes practicable methods to develop our understanding of 
customers, future realities, and their interaction. We then 
sketch out an ideal-typical research process. The sugge-
sted customer foresight research journey combines seve-
ral approaches from the field of customer research and 
customer foresight. Today, many companies have under-
stood that successful business needs to be customer-
centered. With this article, we aim to equip these com-
panies for taking a strategic perspective on customer 
centricity by understanding, and focusing on, the custo-
mer of the future.

The Customer Foresight Territory

Customer foresight combines the needs of customers 
with the dynamics of change and expectations of future 
circumstances, products and services (Schweitzer, Hof-
mann, & Meinheit, 2019). The evolution of customer 
foresight reflects, on the one hand, the relevance of fore-
sight in general and, on the other hand, the growing chal-
lenge of placing the customer at the center of strategy, 
innovation and foresight. While in the 1990s it was 
argued that consumers are increasingly unmanageable 
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for firms (Gabriel & Lang, 2015), this state has not im-
proved. Approaches such as design thinking (Brown, 
2008, 2009; Brown & Martin, 2015; Liedtka, 2018) and 
lean startup (Ries, 2012) have gained attention because 
of their human-centered approach to innovation. In the 
field of foresight, the terms strategic or corporate fore-
sight are used to describe similar activities of anticipa-
ting changes in the business environment (Rohrbeck, 
Battistella, & Huizingh, 2015). Thus, whilst human-
centered approaches align business activities with the 
problems and needs of today’s customers, strategic cus-
tomer foresight aligns business activities with the prob-
lems and needs of tomorrow’s customers. 

Insights from customer foresight (e.g., what customers 
may want to buy in 10 years’ time) are highly sought after 
but hard to come by. Understanding future customers is a 
key factor in the success of all kinds of industries. The 
industries that could benefit the most from customer fore-
sight are those with long development cycles (such as ma-
nufacturing) because those companies need to develop 
value propositions today that customers will want to buy 
in several years’ time (Hofmann, 2010). On the other hand, 
creating tangible insights into customers’ future realities 

The Customer  
Foresight Territory 

Customer foresight is a relatively new research field. We introduce the 
customer foresight territory by discussing its localization between  
customer research and foresight research. For this purpose, we look at a 
variety of methods that help to understand customers and future realities. 
On this basis we provide an overview of customer foresight methods  
and outline an ideal-typical research journey.
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Understanding the Interaction of  
Future Customers and Future Realities

Even if we had a clear picture of future technological, poli-
tical and economic developments, the question of how peop-
le will react to future realities would still be a mystery. Some 
techniques of customer foresight stimulate an interaction and 
critical engagement of particular persons (i.e., agents of the 
new, Hofmann, 2011) with future realities to examine how 
the customer of the future may want to live. 

The lead user method (Hippel, 2006) assumes that highly 
motivated and skilled customers or users may become invol-
ved in product development and thus in innovation processes, 
for instance by inducing technical alterations of a given pro-
duct based on their usage experience and needs. Similarly, 
further types of agents of the new such as early adopters or 
influencers are used to approximate future customer realities 
(Schweitzer et al., 2019). The trend receivers concept (Hof-
mann, 2014) focuses on particularly visionary customers who 
perceive changes and potentials of the new in a specific do-
main in a highly sensitive and differentiated way. They usu-

Management Summary

Customer foresight is emerging as a new field of 
applied research which aims to study customers’ 
future realities and needs with regard to 
tomorrow’s products and services. The present 
article localizes the customer foresight territory 
within the methodological scope of both 
customer research and foresight and assesses 
which tools are most suitable for customer 
foresight research. Based on an overview of 
customer foresight methods, we sketch out an 
ideal-typical research journey that starts with 
relevant research questions derived from 
business needs and ends with the transfer of 
customer foresight insights into business value.

is difficult from a methodological perspective because it 
deals with at least three unknown factors: How will custo-
mers evolve over time? What will everyday reality look like 
in the future? How will customer foresight approximate cus-
tomers’ future realities regarding future consumption? The-
se three questions help us envision the customer foresight 
territory (figure 1).

Understanding Customers

A first step in the direction of understanding tomorrow’s 
customers is to understand the customer of today. The soci-
al sciences aspire to understand human behavior. Customer 
research uses qualitative methodologies such as behavioral 
observation, in-depth interviews and quantitative methods 
such as surveys and experiments. In this article, we do not 

attempt to explain all possible approaches, but we will fo-
cus on the most promising ones in terms of developing our 
customer foresight framework. Ethnographic research is 
based on the observation of what people actually do. De-
sign thinking, for example, uses participant observation to 
understand the latent needs of customers when using cul-
tural products (Cranz, 2016). Netnography is a kind of vir-
tual or online ethnography, i.e., the observation of behavi-
ors on the internet (Kozinets, 2013). On that basis and 
through capturing and reflecting on factors that are likely 
to influence how customer needs and behavior might 
change in the future (see also Schweitzer et al., 2019), as-
sumptions on future customer behavior can be made. Such 
factors may, for instance, be culture (culture analysis; Ull-
rich, 2006), values (value research; Inglehart & Baker, 
2000) and individual motives (motivation research; Heck-
hausen & Heckhausen, 2009).

Understanding Future Realities

Customer foresight is impeded by the fact that tomorrow’s 
customers cannot be observed today, and today’s customers 
are not able to predict what they might do in the future. Con-

sequently, the future context of customers needs to be under-
stood and researched to assess customers’ future behavior. 
We therefore propose to combine the customers’ context and 
future realities with elements of customer research. Fore-
sight research uses different approaches to envision the fu-
ture. With respect to foresight tools, we refer to those used 
in corporate foresight (Rohrbeck & Schwarz, 2013; Schwarz, 
2008), such as trend research and scenario planning, and to 
a less-known approach that we believe adds value to our 
framework: science fiction (Schwarz, 2015; Schwarz, 
Kroehl, & von der Gracht, 2014; Schwarz & Liebl, 2013). 

Trend research builds on the concept of weak signals (An-
soff, 1975). The main argument is that trends develop from a 
weak to a strong signal over time (Liebl & Schwarz, 2010). 
This implies that trend research can be perceived as a search 
for new ideas. New things usually start at the periphery of an 
industry (Day & Schoemaker, 2005) and may over time deve-
lop to a mass market phenomenon. This implies that a weak 
signal will not come with complete information, in contrast to 
a strong signal where full information is available but compe-
titive rivalry may also be strong. However, if we want to assess 
the future context of customers, engaging in trend research 
and looking for weak signals of change are prerequisites. 

Scenario planning builds on weak signals to develop alter-
native, plausible pictures of the future (Ramírez, Church-
house, Palermo, & Hoffmann, 2017; Ramirez & Wilkinson, 
2016; Schoemaker, 1995). While acknowledging that the 

future cannot be predicted, scenario planning in the custo-
mer foresight framework permits the assessment of future 
possible realities of customers and their behavior. 

Science fiction assumes that customers’ reality is socially 
constructed and that this process of social construction is 
based on fictional narratives, such as movies or novels 
(Schwarz, 2015). Analyzing cultural products, such as no-
vels and movies, therefore allows an understanding of the 
foundations upon which future realities are constructed and 
therefore provides further context for assessing the behavior 
of future customers. 

In addition to these qualitative methods, there are quantita-
tive foresight methods such as prediction markets (Eller & 
Schneider, 2016; Wolfers & Zitzerwitz, 2004), a method 
based on trading potential outcomes of an event in market 
environments, or statistical methods such as time-series 
analysis (Box & Jenkins, 1976), which allows for the pro-
jection of relevant values based on the analysis of sequences 
of data points.

Source: Eller, Hofmann, & Schwarz, 2020.

Fig. 1: The Customer Foresight Territory

CUSTOMER RESEARCH FORESIGHT RESEARCH

Approaches
• Qualitative and quantitative surveys
• Behavioral observation and experiments
• In-depth-interviews
• Ethnographic research
• Netnography
• Cultural analysis
• Value and motivation research
• etc.

Approaches
• Trend research / weak signals
• Scenario planning
• Science fiction
• Technology roadmapping
• Prediction markets
• Time-series analysis
• etc.

Understanding the behaviors, 
needs and preferences of today‘s customers

Understanding the dynamics of 
change and projecting the envisioned 
developments into the future

Approaches
• Lead users
• Trend receivers
• Early adopters
• Influencers
• etc.

A first step in the direction  
of understanding tomorrow’s 
customers is to understand  

the customer of today. 
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ally have connections in many contexts and have discerning 
views of what drives people and which aspects are changing. 
Their visionary competence and the ability to imagine and 
project result from a combination of everyday experience 
(e.g., in the consumer arena, with a given product or service), 
curiosity, open-mindedness, the ability to observe and recog-
nize patterns, life experience, networks, and intuition.

An effective way to identify trend receivers is pyrami-
ding, where people are asked to suggest other people in their 
personal network who fit a particular search profile. These 
people suggest others, and so on (Hofmann, 2014). 

The Customer Foresight Framework

The customer foresight territory reflects customer foresight 
as a multidisciplinary research field. Despite the field’s no-
velty, and thus low maturity and a still rather blurry defini-
tion, the illustrated territory (cf. figure 1) gives the reader a 
fair understanding of the field. However, we also see the 
practical need for a more structured view of the customer 

The Customer Foresight Research Journey

The purpose of the customer foresight framework is to combine 
future realities, future customers, and their interactions, with 
selected tools from customer research and foresight to describe 
how customer foresight projects can be carried out. On that 
basis we want to provide an even more hands-on view of the 
customer foresight research journey (figure 3). The journey il-
lustrates an ideal-typical research process that allows practiti-
oners to create powerful insights that they can turn into value.

First, it is crucial that the business need (e.g., corporate 
strategy, innovation, product development, or production plan-
ning) is understood and that tangible research questions are 
defined based on business needs. It makes sense to describe the 
context and to understand future realities early on in the pro-
cess. Above, we have argued that trend research, scenario pl-
anning, roadmapping, and science fiction are valuable tools 
from the field of foresight research to derive these future reali-
ties. And as customer foresight is mostly based on creating 
insights through interaction, study participants must be syste-
matically identified. We have discussed techniques such as 
pyramiding, broadcasting, screening, and signaling as exemp-
lary tools to select participants. Moreover, customer foresight 
researchers interact with participants to understand their views 
and reactions on future realities through techniques such as 
in-depth interviews, dialogue, simulation gaming, role play, or 
workshops. Finally, insights from customer foresight are only 

as valuable as the implications regarding the business needs 
addressed in the first step. Strategy workshops and techniques 
such as backtesting can help, as well as innovation techniques 
such as design thinking and reverse engineering (Jarvis, 2011).

Discussion

Customer foresight is a new research discipline. Instead of 
starting from scratch, it can build on insights and methods 
from related fields. New approaches are currently evolving at 
the intersection of customer research and foresight research Source: Eller, Hofmann, & Schwarz, 2020.

Fig. 2: The Customer Foresight Framework

Data analysis
• Qualitative scenarios
• Future personas
• . . .

Identifying relevant participants
• Screening
• Broadcasting
• . . .

Generating insights
• Quantitative and qualitative surveys
• Behavioral experiments and observations
• Ethnographic research
• Netnography
• . . .

Data analysis
• Value and motivation research
• Cultural analysis
• . . .

Identifying relevant participants
• Superforecasting
• Evaluation of experience
• . . .

Understanding Customers
Understanding the 
Interaction of Customers 
and Drivers of Change / 
Projected Future Realities

Understanding Drivers 
of Change and Projected 
Future Realities

Generating insights
• Scenario planning, roadmapping
• Weak signals, science fiction
• Prediction markets
• Statistical modeling, time-series analysis
• . . .

Data analysis
• Aggregation and projection
• Trend research
• . . .

Identifying relevant participants
• Pyramiding (e.g. of trend receivers, 

agents of the new, or lead users)
• Signaling
• . . .

Generating insights
• In-depth Interviews
• Workshops
• Simulation gaming, role play
• Dialogues
• . . .

Main Propositions

1.	� The new research field of customer foresight aims 
to understand future customers, their needs with 
regard to future products and services, and how 
they will deal with future realities.

2.	�Methods within the customer foresight territory 
aim to understand today’s customers, to identify 
possible future realities, and to stimulate the 
interaction of selected persons with possible 
future realities. 

3.	� Based on the tools of the customer foresight 
territory, practitioners can achieve strategic user 
centricity by following a structured process.

4.	�The research journey starts with the identification 
of relevant business needs and ends with practical 
guidance on how to transfer customer foresight 
insight into business value.

foresight territory that might be easier to work with operati-
onally. We therefore suggest a framework that is a 3 x 3 ma-
trix of the customer foresight perspectives mentioned above 
(i.e., understanding customers, understanding future reali-
ties, and understanding the interaction of customers and fu-
ture realities) and the three major phases of any customer 
foresight research process (i.e., identifying relevant partici-
pants, generating insights, and data analysis; see figure 2).

There are several ways to conduct a systematic search 
for, or selection of, participants. We have already introduced 
pyramiding as a method that permits the identification of 
participants with a particular, often rare profile. Screening 
allows the identification of participants based on predefined 
criteria, such as age or personality (Schweitzer et al., 2019). 
Broadcasting and signaling are means of selection in which 
search profiles are published and potential participants de-
cide for themselves whether they are suitable or not. 

Whereas customer research is mostly based on customer 
elicitation, foresight research is often based on expert elici-
tations. There are several means of expert identification. 

“As customer foresight is  
mostly based on creating  

insights through interaction, 
study participants must be 
systematically identified.” 

According to intuition research, the selection of experts 
should be based on an evaluation of their personal experi-
ence (Kahneman & Klein, 2009). The more experience an 
expert has in the relevant domain, and the more stable that 
domain is, the greater the potential accuracy of the expert’s 
judgment. Systematic expert elicitation techniques such as 
superforecasting (Tetlock & Gardner, 2016) base their selec-
tion of experts on factors such as prior performance in com-
parable tasks and thinking style (e.g., looking at problems 
from an inside and an outside view).

On that basis, generating insights can be approached 
with the methods that we have already introduced in the cus-
tomer foresight territory. What is particularly challenging is 
the approximation of the framework’s middle cell (cf. figure 
2): the generation of insights for understanding the interac-
tion of customers and future realities. How can we ensure an 
effective interaction between identified agents of the new 
and possible future realities? Customer foresight methods 
such as the trend receivers concept mostly use qualitative 
interviews and workshops – or even just dialogues – to dis-
cuss future realities with specific individuals. In addition, 
simulation gaming and role playing allow participants to 
experience future scenarios and dynamics (Schwarz, 2009). 

Ultimately, the gained insights need to be condensed in 
a comprehensible way to allow translation into value-adding 
practical implications. 
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1. Why?
Define goals and 
research questions based 
on business needs.

• Market dynamics
• Vision and objectives
• Strategy
• Value propositions
• . . .

2. What?
Get broad input on the 
dynamics of change and 
possible future scenarios.

• Desk Research/STEEP
• Scenario planning
• Roadmapping
• Science fiction
• . . .

3. Who?
Identify the best possible 
dialogue partners and 
project participants.

• Pyramiding
• Boradcasting
• Screening
• Scouting
• . . .

4. How?
Interact with participants. Provide 
relevant and inspiring input and 
find out what future realities 
would mean for your customers. 

• In-depth interviews
• Dialogues
• Simulation gaming, role play
• Workshops
• . . .

5. So what?
Identify practical implications 
for decision makers; create 
value based on your insights.

• Strategy workshops
• Backtesting
• Design thinking
• Reverse engineering
• . . .

as well as at the intersection of industry and academia. For 
instance, companies such as Audi use the trend receivers ap-
proach regarding future customers’ realities and needs (Hahn, 
Hofmann, Bilgram, Schwarz, Meinheit, & Füller, 2016). Cus-
tomer foresight has also become a central element of the Fo-
resight Academy, a novel research and exchange project in-
volving 13 major international companies from 11 different 
industries, and is also part of Foresight Academy’s self-de-
scription as “the cross-industry platform for future-oriented 
work and customer foresight expertise” (www.foresightaca-
demy.com; public part available as of June, 2020). 

In this article, we presented our view of the customer 
foresight territory that integrates approaches and methods 
from related fields. On that basis we provide a customer fo-
resight framework and a customer foresight research journey 
that offer guidance to practitioners for how to plan, execute, 
and integrate customer foresight research.

We aimed for an integration and discussion of the metho-
dological territory of customer foresight that will enable cus-
tomer foresight practitioners to formulate meaningful re-
search questions and to design studies that deliver valuable 
insights. In our opinion, customer foresight studies must be 
designed and conducted for business needs such as strategy 
identification, product development, or production planning. 
Therefore, internal decision makers should be deeply involved 
in the research process. Moreover, decision makers should be 
aware that the iterative study and reflection processes demand 
highly skilled experts as external partners. In this context, the 
paradoxical nature of customer foresight projects presents 
quite a challenge: tapping into fictional stories on future rea-
lities, and simultaneously trying to reveal the intangible while 
designing a structured process to gain insights.With this ar-
ticle, we hope to stimulate the discussion amongst researchers 
and practitioners on the definition of customer foresight and 
on the field’s integration in related research disciplines. Ad-
ditionally, we offer practitioners the methodological know-
ledge to conduct effective customer foresight research.�
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