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Abstract

The contribution takes a theoretical and conceptual perspective. First, the learning requirements associated
with social innovations and crisis events are examined in order to clarify the challenges they pose for
individuals and society. In the next step the concept of Futures Literacy (UNESCO, 2021; 2026) will be
introduced, which is considered as a central concept for dealing with complex, uncertain and dynamic
situations. However, promoting Futures Literacy presents a number of educational challenges: On the one
hand, the future is a difficult subject to grasp. On the other hand, developing future scenarios requires
certain skills that some learners have yet to acquire. Since the concept is fundamentally relevant to all
people, the article explores the overarching question of the extent to which Futures Literacy is an inclusive
approach that also enables disadvantaged individuals to participate in the process of shaping the future. For
this purpose, contemporary didactic approaches to promoting Futures Literacy are presented and discussed
from an inclusive education perspective.
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1. Introduction and problem definition

The present is characterized by rapid technological progress and numerous crisis events that
require innovative action in all areas of society and are accompanied by new learning requirements for
society and individuals. The numerous current processes of change cannot be comprehensively described
here. Examples include global megatrends such as “digitalization, internationalization, individualization,
and demographic change” (Kauffeld & Albrecht, 2021, p. 4) as well as “global economic and financial
interdependence, migration, and climate change” (Schiiller, Busch & Hindinger, 2019, p. 15).

Against the backdrop of current social change dynamics and, in some cases, crisis-ridden
developments, the concept Futures Literacy (UNESCO, 2021; 2026) provides a key framework for
developing future-shaping skills in complex, dynamic, and uncertain situations. It is considered a central
approach to enabling individuals to better shape the future.

As all members of society are fundamentally affected by the social transformation processes
mentioned above, Futures Literacy has to be considered as an inclusive approach. According to Allabauer
(2022, p. 40) every individual is involved in the development of future-shaping skills. Sippl et al. (2023)
point out that “futures literacy should enable each individual to develop strategies for coping with an
uncertain future [...]. It encompasses an expanded perception and the ability to imagine alternative futures,
the acceptance of complexity, and a new understanding of our capacity for action” (p. 9). In a broad
understanding of inclusion Futures Literacy should incorporate social diversity and also give a voice to
minorities, dissenting opinions, and critical voices (Bergheim, 2022, p. 278).

This article therefore explores the overarching question of the extent to which current didactic
approaches to promoting Futures Literacy are suitable for meeting the requirements of inclusive and
barrier-free education. The following section first examines the competence dimensions of Futures Literacy
in order to identify starting points for competence acquisition on the one hand and pedagogical challenges
on the other (chapter 2). Subsequently, exemplary didactic approaches for promoting Futures Literacy are
presented and discussed in terms of inclusive education (chapter 3). The article concludes with suggestions
for designing learning arrangements that are more strongly geared toward the needs of learners with special
learning needs than has been the case to date (chapter 4).
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2. Futures literacy: Competence dimensions and educational challenges

The concept Futures Literacy was developed by UNESCO. It is defined as “a capability to help
people understand how and why we use the future to prepare, plan and interact with complexity and novelty
in our societies.” (UNESCO, 2026). The skills it refers to are intended to enable people to stimulate their
own imagination and thus improve their ability to recognise the significance of the future for their own
lives, embrace change and shape social change (cf. UNESCO, 2021; 2026). The concept is considered to
be a key approach to empowering individuals to shape the future more effectively (Allabauer, 2022, p. 39).

This is not an entirely new approach. Learning how to deal with change has long been a central
topic e.g. in vocational training and education (Wittwer, 2011, p. 128f.). Back in 2011, Wittwer defined
nine characteristics of Change Competence: commitment, curiosity, socially integrative behaviour,
strategy, experience, composure, thoughtfulness, socially communicative action and willingness to change
(p. 119f)).

Despite the central importance of the skills or competences addressed by Futures Literacy for
dealing with social change and crisis phenomena, there is currently no uniform and binding understanding
of this concept (Walter, 2024). Research literature has so far presented an inconsistent picture with regard
to the definition of the competence dimensions associated with Futures Literacy. The concept encompasses
different concepts of competence. This is reflected, for example, in the terms skills and literacy. These
terms are mostly used synonymously in current research literature. In the following, the competence
dimensions contained in the concept will be elaborated in more detail in order to derive conclusions for
pedagogical and didactic questions and in order to be able to determine more precisely didactic starting
points for the design of future-oriented teaching-learning settings.

2.1. Future skills

Future Skills are defined as “skills that will become significantly more important for working life
or social participation in the next five years” (Kirchherr et al., 2018, p. 2). These include, for example, “the
design of transformative technologies (artificial intelligence, smart hardware, robotics) as well as key
digital and non-digital skills (digital interaction, adaptability, entrepreneurial thinking)” (ibid.). According
to Suessenbach et al. (2021, p. 2) e.g., so-called transformative skills play a central role for companies and
educational institutions alongside classic, technological and digital skills. In a competency framework
presented in 2018, Kirchherr et al. identified a total of 18 Future Skills, which were divided into three
categories: technological skills, basic digital skills and traditional skills (p. 5). Technological skills include
competences “that are necessary for the design of transformative technologies™ (ibid.). These skills are
primarily required by specialists (ibid., p. 4 f.). Possessing basic digital skills, such as digital learning or
agile working, enables people to “find their way around a digitalised environment and actively participate
in it” (ibid., p. 5). These skills will be necessary in the future for both professional life and social
participation (“digital citizenship”). They should therefore be mastered by everyone. Classic skills refer to
things like problem-solving ability, creativity and perseverance (ibid.). In an extension of this Future Skills
Framework from 2021, transformative skills were added as a fourth category, as these are becoming
particularly important for companies in view of the key social challenges and accelerated change of recent
years (Suessenbach et al., 2021, p. 4).

In summary, it is clear that Future Skills are a rather open and dynamic concept that is closely
linked to current (technological) developments and is constantly changing. Definitions of Future Skills
currently exist primarily as domain- or subject-specific frameworks (i.e. competence frameworks) that need
to be specified for the design of educational processes. To this end, learning objectives must first be derived
and competence levels defined (cf. Schiiller et al., 2019, p. 50). One criticism could be that Future Skills is
merely a “list of skill sets” (Ehlers, 2019, p. 37) based on a rather functionalist understanding of education.
Futures Literacy, on the other hand, refers to more far-reaching skills, which will be discussed below.

2.2. Futures literacy

The meaning of the term Literacy has changed over time. The original understanding of Literacy
refers to the mastery of classical cultural techniques such as reading, writing and mathematical thinking
(Peschl, 2022). However, mastery of the original cultural techniques is no longer sufficient in today's “real
and virtual world in which we live” (Allabauer, 2022, p. 40). In addition to a reflective approach to media,
other cultural techniques are necessary to cope with social change (ibid.). Newer forms of Literacy include
“personal, social and learning skills” (ibid.) as well as “critical thinking, the use of technology, social skills
and the ability to empathise” (Peschl, 2022). This illustrates that the concept of literacy encompasses not
only the ability to use certain technologies, but also the competence to adopt a reflective attitude and ask
in-depth questions. This approach thus goes beyond the previously explained concept of Future Skills.
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According to Peschl (2022) Futures Literacy means “engaging in a process of co-becoming with
an unfolding reality” (n. p.). Co-becoming means reflecting on our relationship with the world and
questioning that relationship. It also means engaging in “an exchange-oriented, interactive, existential, and
cooperative relationship with the world” (ibid.). As an interim conclusion, it can be stated that Futures
Literacy is more comprehensive than skills or competences: The above analysis, which does not claim to
be exhaustive, shows that the dimensions listed here form a holistic set of skills, competences, and attitudes
that enable us to deal better with future challenges and opportunities, both individually and collectively.

Promoting Futures Literacy also presents certain educational challenges: The future is something
that does not yet exist. Consequently, the future is not tangible, but can only be grasped linguistically (cf.
Grunwald, 2009, p. 26). The future can be derived from the present and the past. Anyone who wants to
predict the future must know as much as possible about the present and the past (Gehmacher, 1968, p. 63;
cited in Opaschowski, 2009, p. 17). Due to the language skills and prior knowledge required, some learners
may need a special level of support in order to develop Future Literacy. Since this concept is a complex
construct of different skills and competences, it can also be useful to determine different levels in order to
identify starting points for support.

Since Futures Literacy is fundamentally relevant to all people, the question arises as to what extent
the currently available didactic and methodological approaches are suitable for addressing the social
diversity of learners. This question will be explored in the following chapter.

3. Didactic approaches to promoting Futures Literacy in educational practice

There are various didactic approaches and methods for promoting futures literacy (Bergheim,
2025), some of which are presented here as examples:

o Future Workshop: The classic future workshop was developed in Germany in the 1960s by
Robert Jungk — “at the time of the civil rights movement as a method for solving social problems”
(Meyer, 2019, p. 50). It is suitable for both school and extracurricular settings and promotes critical
thinking, creative idea development and the ability to create action plans. The learning process
comprises three phases. In the first phase, future topics and trends, as well as uncertainties and
concerns, are analysed together. In the second phase, learners are encouraged to develop
unconventional ideas and visions for the future based on the previous analysis. In the third phase,
a concrete implementation plan is developed to help gradually realise the visions developed
previously (Reich, 2003). In terms of content, the method is suitable for a wide range of topics
(Holzinger & Spielmann, 2016).

e Futures Literacy Laboratory: The Futures Literacy Lab (FLL) was developed by UNESCO
(2021; 2026). This is a structured and participatory learning format designed according to the
principle of learning by doing. The FLL consists of four consecutive phases: /. Reveal: In this
phase, participants explore their unconscious assumptions about the future, 2. Reframe:
Subsequently, new visions for the future are developed through targeted provocations or a change
of perspective. Methods such as role-playing, visualisation or creative techniques are used for this
purpose, 3. New Questions: Based on the new visions of the future, questions about the present are
reformulated, 4. Next Steps: The newly acquired knowledge and perspectives are applied to current
challenges (Scheerer, 2025).

o Backcasting: As part of this method, a desirable future goal is first defined. It then looks back and
describes the steps required to achieve this goal (Krebs, 2024). This makes it possible “to
circumvent existing assumptions and limitations of the present [...] and to focus on what is
necessary to achieve long-term goals” (ibid.). Backcasting is particularly suitable for complex
problems where small changes are not enough to achieve significant improvements. The method
aims both to anticipate future problems and to identify the steps that need to be taken from the
present in order to achieve this goal (ibid.).

o Futures-Realcasting with eKursion: This didactic approach was conceptualized by Angelika
Neudecker (2024) as a “globally oriented and spatially focused extension of the Futures
Laboratory” (p. 1). The method of Futures-Realcasting was developed in analogy to the method
of Backcasting. Realcasting assumes “that a large part of the imagined futures actually already
exist in the world (or are currently being developed, built, tested, or researched)” (ibid.). The aim
of an eKursion is to find out to what extent the futures imagined in a Future Lab already exist in
the real world. This is achieved using the Futures-Realcasting-Method, i.e. comprehensive
research into the actual existence of the future visions developed. The eKursion promotes both the
Futures Literacy of the participants and their Cosmopoliteracy, which is a “central competence of
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) and Global Learning” (ibid.).
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o Serious Games: Serious games are increasingly becoming the focus of educational discussions.
These are primarily digital games that are used to impart knowledge or encourage learners to
engage with socially relevant topics. They combine playful elements with serious topics or
learning content (Deutsche Kinder- und Jugendstiftung, 2026). Serious board games, e.g. Horizon
Makers, can be used to promote “creative imagination, storytelling, sense-making, critical
thinking, and empathy” (Schonbohm, 2025, p. 285).

o Digital Games: According to Walter (2024), digital games are a medium that can empower people
to deal with future uncertainty. In his view, the specific media characteristics of games are well
suited to teaching selected sub-skills of Futures Literacy, e.g. promoting innovative thinking and
problem-solving skills (cf. Mills, Unworth & Scholes 2023, p. 66 f.). In this context, he draws on
Candy (2018, p. 242) to highlight the potential of games to reduce complexity. Games open up
spaces for action and exploration in which learners or players can try out new ways of acting
without having to fear real-world (and possibly negative) consequences. In terms of content, his
considerations focus on the climate crisis, which he believes to be the longest-lasting crisis of the
present.

The approaches presented offer different starting points for promoting specific sub-skills and/or
sub-competences of Futures Literacy. The following section discusses what adjustments may be necessary
to the presented didactic approaches for promoting Futures Literacy for vulnerable or disadvantaged learner
groups.

4. Conclusions

Promoting Futures Literacy, especially through constructivist methods, offers great potential for
addressing social challenges that affect everyone. The ability to deal with future opportunities and
uncertainties is particularly crucial for disadvantaged groups. In vocational education and training, Futures
Literacy enables an inclusive approach to addressing future-related topics in the context of work and
careers. It is important to consider the following aspects:

The methods presented above encourage participation and creativity, but also require social and
communication skills. This could be problematic for participants with language barriers and requires special
support measures. The use of digital media is equally motivating, but carries the risk of marginalizing
people with insufficient digital skills.

In order to make Futures Literacy accessible to disadvantaged groups, learning content should be
designed to be relevant to everyday life and accompanying support measures such as language courses must
be offered. Given the social diversity in vocational training and a consolidated transition system in
Germany, it is essential to actively involve disadvantaged groups in the discourse on the future. Adaptive
(further) education and training opportunities are necessary to ensure that Futures Literacy is not only
accessible to those from more education-oriented backgrounds.
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