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Abstract

Futures studies, as an interdisciplinary science in scenario design, require
ethical frameworks to prevent unjust consequences and guide macro
trends. The present study, with the aim of explaining the position of
ethics in futures studies and analyzing the challenges associated with it,
uses a descriptive-analytical approach and, relying on a conceptual
analysis of theoretical literature and reliable documents, examines the
confrontation of consequentialist, duty-based, and virtue-based ethical
theories with alternative futures. The research findings show that the lack
of an ethical approach in macro predictions can lead to strategic errors in
national and global policymaking. The analyses also indicate that
emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence, biotechnology, and
climate engineering, without relying on responsible futures studies,
increase risks such as the intensification of social inequalities, violations
of human rights, and environmental crises. In this regard, the concept of
intergenerational justice was identified as a key pillar in sustainable
decision-making. Finally, the research concludes that integrating the
principles of justice, transparency, and accountability with futures
research methods, as a moral imperative, is a prerequisite for achieving a
sustainable and humane future.
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Introduction

Futures studies is an interdisciplinary field that, through the study of long-term trends, identification of
drivers of change, analysis of uncertainties, and formulation of alternative futures, provides a basis for
informed and strategic decision-making. Unlike conventional forecasting, futures studies views the
future as plural and influenced by current decisions and actions; therefore, it plays an important role in
policymaking and the selection of development pathways (Shirvani Naghani et al., 2017, p. 2; Kreibich
et al,, 2011, pp. 8-9). However, this field is not merely a technical activity, because the selection of
research problems, time horizons, variables, stakeholders, scenarios, and desirable futures all involve
value-based and ethical judgments.

The importance of this issue has increased with the expansion of emerging technologies such as
artificial intelligence, biotechnology, and big data. Alongside their developmental opportunities, these
technologies may intensify inequality, privacy violations, and the concentration of power. Therefore,
the assessment of technological futures should also consider their social and ethical consequences and
the groups vulnerable to their impacts. Moreover, the long-term consequences of current decisions
highlight the importance of intergenerational justice and consideration of the interests of future
generations (Beyleveld et al., 2015, pp. 552-553).

Despite this connection, existing literature has largely addressed ethical principles at a general level
and has not systematically explained how they should be incorporated into the futures studies process.
Accordingly, this study examines the role of ethical judgment and decision-making and compares
consequentialist, deontological, and virtue-ethical approaches in evaluating and selecting future
scenarios. Its aim is to identify ethical challenges and develop a framework for the ethical assessment

of alternative futures.

The Relationship Between Ethics and Futures Studies
The relationship between ethics and futures studies begins with problem selection and continues
through the evaluation and implementation of scenarios. Determining the time horizon, selecting
variables and drivers, identifying stakeholders, and defining a desirable future all involve prioritizing
certain issues and values over others. Focusing solely on technical and economic indicators may
highlight measurable consequences while overlooking changes in power relations, social norms, the
distribution of responsibilities, and the conditions of disadvantaged groups. Technology can also
transform social roles, identities, and values in addition to producing consequences in areas such as
health, safety, and the environment (Boenink et al., 2010, pp. 1-3).

Incorporating ethics into futures studies requires distinguishing between ethical judgment and

ethical decision-making. Ethical judgment concerns assessing the justification and desirability of
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alternative futures, whereas ethical decision-making also encompasses selecting strategies, determining
implementation boundaries, monitoring, and accepting responsibility for consequences. Therefore, the
ethical quality of futures studies cannot be assessed solely on analytical accuracy; consistency between
ethical judgment, final recommendations, and implementation is also important. Moreover, different
ethical theories may produce different conclusions regarding the same situation, and such differences
should not be concealed behind claims of neutrality (Floridi & Strait, 2020, pp. 85-88).

One important ethical dimension concerns problem formulation and stakeholder participation.
Defining a desirable future by a limited group of experts and managers may reproduce their preferences
as scientific necessities. Excluding less powerful groups can also affect the identification of drivers and
criteria for selecting scenarios. Therefore, the participation of citizens, users, and vulnerable groups is
essential for increasing the comprehensiveness of futures studies (Floridi & Strait, 2020, pp. 83-87).

Furthermore, tools such as modeling, big data, and scenario planning are based on assumptions
about causal relationships and desirability criteria. Although converting social issues into quantitative
indicators facilitates comparison, not all ethical values can be reduced to numerical measures. Therefore,
models should be complemented by scenario analysis, interviews, and stakeholder participation, while
assumptions and data limitations should be transparent (Floridi & Strait, 2020, pp. 83—85).

Intergenerational justice is another fundamental ethical dimension. Current decisions concerning
climate change, natural resources, and urban development may constrain the opportunities and
capacities of future generations. Although disagreement remains over whether future generations
possess rights in the legal sense, the present generation’s ethical obligation to consider their interests
has been emphasized (Beckerman & Pasek, 2001, p. 11; Beyleveld et al., 2015, p. 549).

Finally, consequentialism, deontology, and virtue ethics highlight different dimensions of evaluating
futures. Integrating these perspectives with stakeholder participation, methodological transparency, and
attention to intergenerational justice provides a basis for responsible futures studies and ethical decision-
making.

Conclusion

This study demonstrated that ethics and futures studies are inseparably connected from problem
definition to the selection and implementation of strategies. The choice of research topics, time
horizons, drivers, scenatios, and desirable futures all involve judgments about values, interests, and the
position of stakeholders. Therefore, the credibility of futures studies depends not only on
methodological rigor and data quality, but also on the transparency of assumptions, respect for the
rights of affected groups, disclosure of conflicts of interest, and acceptance of responsibility for the

consequences of recommendations.
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One of the main findings of this study is the distinction between ethical judgment and ethical
decision-making. Ethical judgment concerns the evaluation of alternatives and the identification of the
most justifiable option, whereas ethical decision-making translates such judgments into strategies,
implementation conditions, monitoring mechanisms, and accountability. The examination of
consequentialism, deontology, and virtue ethics further showed that each perspective highlights a
different aspect of futures-related responsibility. Consequentialism emphasizes the distribution of
benefits and harms, deontology focuses on rights and moral limits, and virtue ethics stresses justice,
prudence, and the moral character of decision-makers.

Intergenerational justice also emerged as a fundamental principle of ethically informed futures
studies, since present decisions in areas such as climate change, natural resources, biotechnology, and
urban development may constrain the opportunities of future generations. Therefore, assessing long-
term impacts, the reversibility of damage, and the representation of future interests is essential.

Based on the findings, an integrated framework linking ethics and futures studies consists of five
stages: problem definition and stakeholder identification; development of scenarios and their
consequences; evaluation of consequences, rights, and virtues; ethical judgment; and the transformation
of judgments into implementable and accountable decisions. This process should be accompanied by
transparency, stakeholder participation, independent oversight, and opportunities for revision and
correction.

Ultimately, a desirable future cannot be determined solely by probability, economic growth, or
technological capability. A future is ethically justifiable when its impacts on different groups are
assessed, fundamental rights are respected, the interests of future generations are considered, and the

process of selecting it is transparent and accountable.
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