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Abstract. Future preparedness in enterprises is seen as an important factor 
affecting their performance and long-term survival. Different organisations 
present various approaches to reflecting on alternative future visions of their 
businesses. They are also characterised by different styles of translating 
those reflections into action with the aim of achieving a desirable version 
of their future. The paper presents the results of research which aimed 
at exploring how large Polish, mostly industrial, enterprises reflect on their 
long-term future. It also attempts to answer the question on the need 
for fostering futures literacy in Polish business milieu. The research fills 
in the gap in the study of future orientation of the Polish enterprises  
and it may be a starting point for the more in-depth qualitative and 
quantitative investigations. The study has been carried out on a sample of 
large enterprises in Podlaskie Voivodship, Poland. 
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1 Introduction 

The ability to properly analyse signals and trends has paramount importance 
for competitiveness and survival of companies. Looking into the long term future  
of a business (5 years and more) is becoming increasingly difficult as the economic, social, 
technological and political systems are becoming more complex and dynamic. 

This paper present selected results of a study of large enterprises in Podlaskie Voivodship, 
Poland. The research concerning change management, relations with labour market 
institutions, organisational culture and future orientation. This work focuses on the last aspect 
of the research: future orientation and future preparedness of large enterprises  
in the Podlaskie region.  

In this paper, future preparedness is understood as a combination of the following 
elements: 
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- Foresight competencies of managers [1-3] 
- Foresight maturity of the enterprise [4,5] 
- Coherent strategic orientation (often expressed in a form of a document) 

The research design aimed at shedding some light of the three above mentioned aspects 
of future preparedness. 

2 Methods and Data 

The study covered 34,5% of large companies in Podlaskie Voivodship (29 out of 84) [6]. 
The questioned entities represented industry (20 enterprises), construction (2 enterprises), 
transportation (3 enterprises), commerce (2 enterprises) and other sectors (2). 
The respondents were either owners/CEOs of the enterprises or represented companies' high-
level management. 17 of them were men, 12 were women. The age distribution  
of the respondents is illustrated in Fig. 1. 

 
Fig. 1. Age distribution of the respondents. 

The research tool consisted of a questionnaire filled in by the respondents. This paper 
analyses the answers given to the following questions: 

1. Does the enterprise have a strategic document? (possible answers: yes; no). 
If yes, what is its time horizon? 

2. Who is responsible for the exploration and understanding of the changes 
emerging in the enterprise's environment? (possible answers: 
Chairman/CEO/Board; assigned staff; external entities; other) 

3. Has there been an event in the past when an unexpected change had a significant 
impact on the functioning of the enterprise? (possible answers: yes; rather yes; 
hard to say; rather no; no) 

4. From today's perspective, would that change could have been foreseen? 
(possible answers: yes; rather yes; hard to say; rather no; no) 

5. From today's perspective, was the enterprise able to prepare for that change? 
(possible answers: yes; rather yes; hard to say; rather no; no) 
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6. Has there been an event in the past when the enterprise gained an advantage over 
competitors thanks to a better/faster exploration of the incoming change  
in the enterprise's environment? (possible answers: yes; rather yes; hard to say; 
rather no; no) 

7. Is there a need in your enterprise to train the employees in the field of exploring 
the changes emerging in the enterprise's environment and in responding to those 
changes? (possible answers: yes; rather yes; hard to say; rather no; no) 

3 Methods and Data 

The first question that probed the enterprise’s attitude towards long term future  
was the question related to the existence (or non-existence) of a formal strategy laid down 
in an official corporate document. It turned out that 79% of studied companies had such 
a document. The most common time horizon of those strategies was 5 years (11 cases), 
the maximum horizon was 10 years (2 cases), the minimum horizon was 1 year. 

The second question related to the issue of a foresight culture in the studied enterprise. 
Its aim was to verify who in the company is engaged forward-looking thinking  
and in the analysis of the identified trends. Most of the questioned enterprises (79%) pointed 
at the CEOs and Board of Directors as the sole actors responsible for the exploration 
and understanding of the changes emerging in the enterprise's environment. In two cases 
the CEO/Board of Directors were supported in this task by additional staff. In three cases 
it was only assigned staff that took charge of the future-oriented reflection in the company. 
None of the respondents used external services (e.g. professional foresight consultants) 
to support them in improving their future resilience. 

Another two questions related to the actual utility of foresight exercises in business. 
Respondents were asked whether they had encountered unexpected events that  
had a significant impact on the functioning of their enterprise and, if yes, whether – from 
today’s perspective – would change could have been foreseen and prepared for. The answers 
to the first part of the question are presented in Fig. 2. 

 
Fig. 2. Answers to the question “Has there been an event in the past when an unexpected change had 
a significant impact on the functioning of the enterprise? 
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The answers given to that questions are mixed, however, 65% of company leaders 
confessed they had indeed been in the past surprised by new developments in the environment 
of their business. More than a quarter does not have a clear opinion on that matter. 18% of the 
respondents claim that such events had not occurred. 

Among those who feel they had been surprised in the past, some respondents (32 %) claim 
that the surprising and impactful event could have been anticipated. 42% of the interviewed 
business leaders claim that nothing could have been done anyway to anticipate the emerging 
situation. Details of the answers to that question are presented in Fig. 3. 

 
Fig. 3. Answers to question “From today’s perspective, would that change could have been 
foreseen?” 

Another linked question concerned the issue of the future resilience of the enterprises 
i.e. their ability to prepare and respond to the incoming change. The managers responded 
to the question whether they felt that their company had been able to prepare for the incoming 
change had it noticed and understood it early enough. Fig. 4 is an illustration  
of the respondents' opinion on that.  
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Fig.4. Answers to question “From today's perspective, was the enterprise able to prepare for that 
change?” 

Almost half of the respondents were convinced that their enterprise had been indeed able 
to do something to prepare for the incoming change. 21% claim there was nothing they could 
do anyway. One-third of the questioned managers didn’t have a clear opinion on that issue. 

Next question aimed at verifying enterprises’ foresight capabilities against their market 
success [7-10]. Respondents were asked if there had been an event in the past when  
the enterprise gained an advantage over competitors thanks to a better/faster exploration 
of the incoming change in the enterprise's environment. The answers are presented in Fig. 5. 

 
Fig. 5. Answers to the question “Has there been an event in the past when the enterprise gained 

an advantage over competitors thanks to a better/faster exploration of the incoming change  
in the enterprise's environment?” 
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More than half of the respondents believe that better foresight capabilities of their 
companies gave them a considerable market handicap. Only 17% of the interviewed business 
leaders don’t subscribe to that statement. 

In the final question, the issue of developing foresight competencies in the enterprises 
was raised. The respondents were asked if they saw the need for increasing the knowledge 
of foresight methodology and practical foresight skills in their companies [11]. The results 
are presented in Fig. 6. 

 
Fig. 6. Answers to question “Is there a need in your enterprise to train the employees in the field of 
exploring the changes emerging in the enterprise's environment and in responding to those changes?” 

Again, more than half of the respondents were keen on engaging their employees 
in systematic training increasing their futures literacy. About a quarter of the respondents 
didn’t see such needs in their companies. 

4 Conclusions 

The study covered about one-third of large enterprises in the Podlaskie region, hence 
its results may be treated as a good indication of prevailing trends in that population. 
The research allowed to understand better the level of future preparedness of the selected 
group of companies. The growing body of research [12] suggest the usefulness 
and effectiveness of foresight tools in the strategic management of companies of different 
sizes. It seems that the foresight potential is not fully appreciated and utilised among large 
companies in Podlaskie Voivodship. 

Directions of future research are multiple. There is a clear need to map the foresight 
competencies and needs of enterprises on different levels and in different dimensions. 
Research on both regional and country-wide scale may shed light on differences between the 
level of foresight competencies among enterprises located in regions of different socio-
economic development levels and different business cultures. That, in turn, could lead 
to interesting comparative international studies. 
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