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“A common boardroom feeling is that never before have we needed ‘more hindsight sooner’. Couple that with the increasingly common feeling that the tried and tested approaches to strategy formulation are no longer enough. They still work – as far as they go – but they need to be supplemented with additional tools for looking ahead further than has become the norm, and with more intellectual rigour. This book shows us a way of doing that.”

Sir David Brown, Engineer and Industrialist

~~

“Strategic Foresight is not some kind of mystical ability! It is simply the most important set of skills and tools in any leader’s tool set. Tricia Lustig writes about these on the basis of her 35 years of experience in organisations from different sectors, and of all sizes.

Puzzled about things such as paradigms, systems thinking, horizon scanning, and stakeholder engagement? Want to know how to identify exactly where there is energy for change in your organisation, and then how to harness that energy to make change happen? Wonder whether it is possible to develop and implement a strategic plan in view of the discontinuities, vulnerabilities and volatility that is around us? To survive and even flourish in the vastly tangled terrain in which we all live now, here is a simply-written guide.”

Prabhu Guptara, Chairman, Relational Thinking Network, Geneva

~~

“Strategic Foresight paves the way to prepare your organization for the future. Every business, government, education, and nonprofit leader should read this book.”

Herb Rubenstein, Lecturer in Strategic Management, UC Denver

~~

“”If you are the type of leader that finds conventional books on forecasting, planning and development to be more than a little boring, here is a book on strategic foresight that may be just like mind candy for you to read – in large part because of the artful way that Patricia Lustig weaves together a narrative that is rich in ‘war story’ anecdotes, both about others, and about her own rich experiences in different sectors of several cultures. It is definitely about finding and following your ‘bliss’ in the volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous (VUCA) operating environments that all leaders today must increasingly cope with.”

Oliver Markley, Professor Emeritus and former Chair, Graduate Program in Studies of the Future, University of Houston-Clear Lake

“Charting the future course of an organisation is increasingly problematic in a world where the normal, uncertainty and unthinkable change are synonymous. Tricia Lustig’s advocacy of strategic foresight – and her elegantly simple explanations of how to turn theory into practice – is the voice of a wise navigator who has deep experience and intimacy with the corporate soul.”

Michael McAllum, Founder & Futures Architect, Global Foresight Network

~~

“Increasing demand, rising customer expectations, the speed of technological change and pressure on budgets all combine to present a significant challenge for the Public Sector. If we are to meet the demands society places on us then we need to learn to think and act very differently, whilst preserving the values so crucial to the delivery of excellent public service.

Strategic Foresight offers a coherent framework to help strategic leaders think differently – providing practical processes, tools and techniques to help leaders seize the initiative and shape the future of their organisations. Helping them to imagine possible futures and learn from them, to develop robust, stress-tested strategies, improve their decision-making and the ability to deliver change. For strategic leaders in the Public Sector looking to meet the challenges of tomorrow++, the practice of strategic foresight strikes me as one of the most important, relevant and necessary practices that they can have and develop today.”

Chris Bradley, Senior Commercial Manager, Surrey County Council

~~

“Strategic Foresight: Learning from the Future informs the reader to action. Written by business veteran Tricia Lustig, this book does not tell the future, but shows the reader how to develop strategy to thrive in the future.

…the author starts with basic concepts and guides the reader to tools which aid in understanding and help develop perspectives that others might miss using traditional forecasting methods.

This book is an excellent how-to manual that not only helps the reader assess the present environment, and develop strategy, but also to understand the knock-on effects of trends and weak signals and then communicate them into an organization to change it – make it strategically ready for the what the world is throwing at it.

From basic terminology, to emergent behaviors, from gathering information to putting a strategy in place, this book covers strategic foresight in a practical, easy to read, and actionable manner suitable for the C suite to front-line management.”

Jim Breaux, MSF, APF Director

“Tricia writes from her experience of using strategic foresight effectively in organisations – and unlike many people who write about a methodology or perspective, she is very clear when it is not appropriate - if you judge the conditions are right then she will guide you through using strategic foresight to steer through today’s choppy waters.”

Gill Ringland, CEO and Fellow, SAMI Consulting

~~

“In the opening line of his 1953 novel, The Go-Between, L P Hartley wrote ‘The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there’. So too it will be for the future. We cannot know what will happen but we can prepare ourselves for success by developing the ability to recognise the future as it unfolds in the present: the only place we can make decisions and take action. In this short and easy to read book Tricia Lustig gives the reader tools to exercise what she refers to as their foresight muscles and illustrates each with her personal experiences as a strategist and foresight thinker. Building on shared knowledge and insights, leaders should be able to address the fundamental risk management questions: What might happen? How will I know it is happening? What will I do if it happens? What can I do now to put myself in a better position to exploit the future NOW?

Strategy is often thought of as a lonely task for Chief Executives and Directors of Strategy. The tools outlined in this book allow leaders to share the process, harvest the diversity of their teams by using foresight to build upon the collective wisdom of an organisation and make a better decision about direction and strategy. And to do this while knowing that their people are aligned behind and with them.”

Martin Hazell, Director, Simplexity Ltd.

~~

“In an increasingly complex business environment, strategic futures and foresight tools and techniques have much to offer businesses to help them improve both strategy and planning. But they are often poorly understood. In this practical introduction, Tricia Lustig draws on her experience of futures, learning and business transformation to help organisations design and create a better future for themselves.”

Andrew Curry, The Futures Company

“In most businesses, foresight is too often regarded as irrelevant – either insipidly bland or too fanciful for seriously busy managers to bother with. Meanwhile strategic foresight is viewed rather like the quantum world – full of complicated theories that nobody really understands anyway.

But now there can be no excuse. Here at last is a book that (though scholarly) effortlessly avoids academic tedium.

Tricia Lustig describes many useful tools and hands-on ways to use foresight as a way to futureproof any business and have fun at the same time. Written simply, in a confident conversational style, but with a profoundly down-to-earth appreciation of what leaders actually need, this compelling and hugely informative book will enlighten managers like no other book on the topic has managed to do.

Get a copy. It will be your constant guide – helping you stay in business and avoiding the traps that the unwary are increasingly falling into because of a lack of foresight.”

Richard Hames, strategic adviser to institutions, corporations and governments

~~
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Addendum

Two years on, working on this update, it is amazing to note how much has changed. The world of publishing has moved on at such a speed that there are parts of our case study that are already happening. Authors who have previously published best sellers in business books cannot find a publisher. There is so much out there for free, that it becomes ever harder for authors to monetise their work. And for readers, it becomes ever more difficult to separate the wheat from the chaff. What is worth reading and what not? How about TL;DR?

Uber and Airbnb have been in the news a lot lately; clearly even the ‘new’ paradigm has downsides. It is hard to move from today’s paradigm to a properly new and different one.

Change never slows; today it is even more important than it was two years ago to learn and use the practice of Strategic Foresight.

Patricia Lustig

Stroud, Gloucestershire

August 2017


Introduction

I write about Strategic Foresight because, in my 40+ years in business, I have found that it is one of the most valuable practices a leader can learn and use. It is becoming more and more necessary as the speed of change increases and I don’t see the evidence that it is being used enough. All organisations – businesses, nonprofits, NGOs, government bodies – want success and to continue to succeed, even if their definitions of success are different. But a surprising number of them clearly don’t use Strategic Foresight, don’t think about potential futures and fly by the seat of their pants. When the speed of change was slower you could just about get away with that; this is no longer true.

There are many definitions of leadership, the one I use is:



•

Doing the right things, always in service of others



•

Taking responsibility and initiative



•

Developing others to lead



•

Being self-aware in order to manage oneself



•

And most important of all, engaging others and working collaboratively to co-create the future. Leadership as a team sport.



If this is you, then you know that you need to balance getting maximum return from what you have now with the creation of new assets and new value streams that will allow you to succeed in the future as well. This is a big task.

If you know you have to change, how do you figure out what the right changes could/should be? And then how do you implement them successfully? You know you need not just a Plan A, but also a Plan B and Plan C. How do you develop good ones? How do you know when it is time to switch from one plan to another?

We all try to exercise foresight, whether we’re planning to have a family, retire or just go on holiday. If you analyse it, you probably find you use some combination of research, gut feel, intuition, experience (hindsight) and rational extrapolation. That is fine as far as it goes; but if you are leading a business, an NGO or non-profit, a local or central government department, or any team in today’s volatile world, you have a responsibility to turn your occasional use of foresight into a regular, well-informed and consistent practice of Strategic Foresight. That practice is both a systemic approach to thinking about the future and a toolkit of different techniques to support your thinking. Strategic Foresight offers a coherent framework into which different tools and techniques can be incorporated at different stages logically and consistently to enable leaders to get on without worrying that they have forgotten something or aren’t doing the right thing.

It is really important to remember that today’s fast changing world is not just a source of worry, but also of many opportunities. This book is for leaders, to aid them in developing robust, stress-tested strategies, in improving their decision-making and their ability to implement change. It is about processes, ideas and tools that will help you find the opportunities (and mitigate the risks) for you and your organisation. It is about one of the most important ingredients for success in today’s world – Strategic Foresight – with which you can prepare for the future, navigating the uncertainty and change around you. It allows you to place well considered bets, as it were, based on multiple views of potential future scenarios and to manage this investment risk through well-thought-out monitoring of emerging trends. The practice of Strategic Foresight is one of the most important, relevant and necessary practices that any leader can have and develop today.

As a ‘graduate’ of several global, blue chip organisations and several multinational, medium-sized ones, not to mention having public sector, third sector and SME experience, both in the developed world and on the ground in SE Asia, I’ll share what I’ve seen work and why it worked in each instance.

In 1970 Alvin Toffler wrote a cautionary tale about human beings facing more change than they were able to adapt to. He called it Future Shock (just to refresh your memory). He suggested that foresight was a key tool for dealing with this change and I heartily concur. It gives us increased power to shape our own future even when times are unsettled.

This book is about the practice of Strategic Foresight: identifying the processes, tools and ideas that work and showing you how to tweak them to work best for you (I don’t believe that there is a one-size-fits-all tool). There are plenty of books full of doom and gloom around. This one is for people who want to take advantage of today’s opportunities. Strategic Foresight will help you to do exactly that – and avoid or mitigate risks. I hope it helps you to balance long- and short-term views and strategic planning to achieve enduring success for your business, organisation or administration.

The practice of Strategic Foresight can be learned and it affects the behaviours of planning, goal-setting and decision-making. Learning to use it well will help you do these things better yourself and will help you not only to think more strategically, but to act more strategically. I sometimes use the metaphor of running a marathon because strategy is not a short-term game. You wouldn’t run a marathon without preparation and there is quite a bit of that which needs to be done well before the actual running of the marathon. You need to be physically fit and build up your stamina. You may need to adjust your thinking. You will need to investigate the course. You will need to have fall-back plans in case something goes wrong. Using Strategic Foresight is similar to this – you’re in it for the long run and you need to build up and exercise what I call your Foresight muscles.

An avid learner and incurably curious, I worked my way from a science and mathematical background through to systems thinking and complexity theory. I stumbled on Strategic Foresight and tools in my strategy work and my experience is that this is the most important set of skills and tools in any leader’s tool set. Strategic Foresight tools are rather neglected; still too much the province of academics and futurists. It is time to enable everyone to understand and use these tools and benefit from them as they are key to success in today’s world and in the world of tomorrow.

You can’t influence the past – it has happened. You can perhaps learn from it, but too much focus on the past leads to feelings of helplessness precisely because you can’t change what has already happened. If you focus on potential, possible futures, and what you might learn from them, you rekindle your sense of wonder and love of possibility; you uncover energy for change. You can, at least, influence which parts of a potential (and preferred) future actually happen. You can explore what is possible; you can wonder – like a child – at what might be, make the appropriate choices and then work to make the possible into a reality.

We are all of us – to a certain degree – flummoxed by the growing amounts of change and ambiguity that assault us today; the not knowing what the future can bring. There is a little-voiced but compelling need from senior managers everywhere who whisper, ‘Help me with the future! Anyone?… Please?’ This raises the level of uncertainty (uncertainty is a feeling; it is how you feel about what is going on ‘out there’) and the amount of discomfort you feel.

You can exercise your Foresight muscles by exploring trends that are emerging, thinking about how they might develop, and thinking about how to develop advantage and mitigate risk around them. Understanding what you can influence and steer helps to give you a modicum of control and therefore helps to reduce the amount of uncertainty you feel. After all, if you can start to get your head around possibilities and an understanding of signposts you can look for, you will feel more in control. It is about what is possible, what is probable and what you can influence. It is about making sense of what you see ‘out there’ and using it to your advantage.

It is also about uncovering some of the assumptions that underpin the way you view the world you live in. This isn’t easy, but it is possible and it enables renewed creativity and opportunity.

~

To lessen your uncertainty about what lies ahead in these pages, here’s a brief synopsis.

Chapter One is about understanding Strategic Foresight and the context in which it works. Foresight is NOT prediction. You will find a simple explanation of what it is, what it isn’t, and why it’s important. You’ll also find a few brief case studies so you can see what other people have found useful about Strategic Foresight. There is a reading list at the end for further reference if you want to learn more.

Chapter Two is about the stories you tell (to yourself and to others) as you look at your past and towards your future. Beginning to understand how you think about your past and your future will help you to make sense of today’s context so that you can begin to see how to manage the ambiguity and uncertainty you face today. Your journey – and the stories you tell about it – create your context and your bias. Understanding these enables you to lead yourself and today’s organisation into tomorrow.

Chapter Three is about how you think about the future. Humans are the only animal that can think consistently and strategically about the future. What happens in your brain when you do this? What mistakes do you routinely make because of this? How do you make good decisions when you have thinking biases with regard to the future? It’s fascinating to realise how important it is for us to think about the future and how the cards are often stacked against us.

Chapter Four is about the assumptions, perceptions and paradigms you carry with you – your ‘baggage’, values and beliefs. Building further from how you think about the future, what else can restrict your ability to make useful, effective decisions? What can you do to overcome that? It looks at how to uncover the core values that drive you as an individual and how this links to what drives the organisation in which you work.

Chapter Five looks at emerging trends and horizon-scanning. It looks at how to know what to look for, how to start to recognise and search for weak signals/wildcards and why this is so important – and so often ignored.

Chapter Six explores, maps and learning to map as you go. In this way you can see interdependence, see how impacts can flow and check the maps you prepare against what you are actually seeing and experiencing. It explores how to develop scenarios of different futures based on the way that emerging trends may unfold.

Chapter Seven explores systems thinking, wicked problems and messes. Systems thinking is a skill that can be learned and this chapter focuses on helping you to see systems and dependencies and gives you some tools to add to your maps so that you can get a better understanding of how to manage your way through the mess.

Chapter Eight discusses some of the new and developing paradigms emerging in the world today. Some have been around for quite a long time, others are very new. A provocative discussion to see what will be useful for you.

Chapter Nine explores how change can ripple through an organisation, sharing the VERGE tool to help you work that through for yourself. It introduces you to a method of stakeholder engagement to help you identify where there is energy for change and then to harness that energy to make the change happen and execute the strategic plan.

Chapter Ten pulls everything together to explore how to learn from the future, transform your operational narrative and lead your team and organisation into one of your preferred futures. It reiterates why Strategic Foresight is one of the most important practices a leader can master.


Chapter One

What is Strategic Foresight?

“Foresight turns out to be a critical adaptive strategy for times of great stress.”

Jamais Cascio

“Business, more than any other occupation, is a continual dealing with the future; it is a continual calculation, an instinctive exercise in foresight.”

Henry R. Luce

~~

Most people think that foresight is prediction, but that is NOT what I mean when I use the term. This is the most important thing to understand about the practice of Strategic Foresight. Strategic Foresight is not fortune-telling. It is about thinking ahead so you can act ahead, it is preparing strategy so that you or your organisation can anticipate possible futures and remain viable not just today but also in the future. One could also call it ‘forethought’: thinking about and planning for the future. Most of all it is a willingness to explore the future and jointly and collectively make sense of it.

Everyone needs foresight, be it as individuals or as part of a business strategy, if they want to be consistently successful. If you can’t plan ahead for the world you will live in, you are liable to fail. You can’t make good choices if you don’t understand the current environment around you (the trends that are emerging) and the consequences they may have. Foresight isn’t fatalism; instead it gives you the ability to explore the options open to you and to control and shape what you can, to ensure your success in the future. It is the best way to safeguard your job and employability, your organisation’s purpose and its products or services. It only requires that you be willing to look ahead and work towards making the future better than today.

What Strategic Foresight is

We can’t predict the future and that isn’t the aim of Strategic Foresight. It is a practice that engages the process of strategic thinking to develop strategies or plans for the future. This puts the decisions and choices you make in the context of broader goals (for yourself or your organisation). Strategic Foresight tools enable you to discover which potential futures are possible (for instance, by extrapolating from emerging trends and pockets of the future which are already happening today). And then to decide which one(s) you would prefer. Further work on these preferred potential futures points to where you can influence them and how you can co-create those futures that you collectively would rather see happen.

Everyone uses some foresight1; most people think about the future at some time and try to make sense of it in their day-to-day lives. Take present-buying: you are using foresight to think ahead to what each person would like to receive (decision-making); to think about where you will find/buy/make each gift and how you will afford it – which requires planning and goal-setting; and to implement your ‘strategy’. You are reflecting before you make your decision and creating connections in order to make good decisions. For instance, say you have a family member who likes to read and spends a lot of time on trains. Connecting the two might mean that an e-reader would be a good gift (if you have the budget and you know the person doesn’t have one).

If you’ve had success in your life, you’ve probably used foresight to get there. When I started my studies I used foresight even if I didn’t know it. I did a double major, reading Botany/Biology (which I adored) and Quantitative Methods and Computing Science because I knew I could get a good job with that. I had done some research into what kinds of jobs were available and used that to choose my studies. Then, in the late 1980s I noticed that some people were losing their jobs as they approached their forties. I also noticed that the IT company in which I worked had real issues with project management – we didn’t do it very well and we didn’t seem to know how to pass on the knowledge of how to do it well. So I retrained as a trainer (no pun intended), and learned how to design project management courses and teach our staff how to do it better. Again, I was using foresight. I have continued to manage my career in this way, by increasingly using Strategic Foresight. This sounds simple, but doesn’t mean it is easy and it means not just keeping your eyes open, but also being willing to step into the unknown, the uncertain; to step outside your comfort zone. It is great fun, though, and keeps life interesting.

With the increase in the speed of change (or is it just that we are all more aware of it?), it becomes even more important to use foresight and, specifically, Strategic Foresight for your own career. If you’ve just trained for a job that uses a lathe to turn components, what is 3D printing going to mean to your employability? How long will your job exist? And in your own case, what risks and opportunities do you face for your career?

Equally, Strategic Foresight is needed in organisations so that they flourish, remain viable and endure. Motorola originally produced car radios. In 1947 it produced its first television sets and it sold that division in 1974. This decision was not taken lightly; the company management will have considered how the television market was likely to change, as well as the radio communications market. They will have weighed up the investment they could make in each against the returns they thought they could achieve. And they made decisions based on their understanding of what their preferred future was. In a sense it was a gamble, but they had done their homework and they chose well in that instance.

Strategic Foresight contains a set of tools and processes for gathering systematic, participatory intelligence. You pull together a set of emerging trends underlying recent developments in a range of different sectors, together with their interactions, and start to collectively make sense of them. The tools give you a mental structure or framework to work from. Then you develop a vision and a strategy (for the short- to medium-term) which enables leaders to make robust decisions bearing the emerging future in mind. Using the practice of Strategic Foresight builds and encourages joint action and implementation of those strategic directions and decisions.

ForTech says, “Foresight involves constructively bringing awareness of long-term challenges and opportunities into more immediate decision-making. Foresight can be used so as to provide valuable inputs to strategy… as well as to mobilise collective strategic actions.”2

Strategic Foresight is action-oriented. It is about actively working to shape and bring about a potential future or set of futures that you have identified as something you want to see happen. Purely analytical studies of possible futures are called ‘Futures Studies’ and are not what I mean when I use the term Strategic Foresight in this book. You can only use Strategic Foresight when it is possible to work on and co-create a future.3

Strategic Foresight is open to alternative futures, that is, you work with several futures (certainly more than one!) because you know that you can’t predict the future and it most certainly won’t be an extrapolation from the past. It can evolve in different directions and, using Strategic Foresight, you can determine which are possible, which are probable, and from that you can figure out what you can influence.

Strategic Foresight is participatory. You need the participation of those who are stakeholders. While you can use Strategic Foresight on yourself, as an individual (you are the key stakeholder in your career), if a larger group or community is involved, the practice of Strategic Foresight must include them as well. You need a broad range of people who can work together to build and co-create the future that they wish to see. Successful Strategic Foresight requires a diverse group of participants who are stakeholders and have ‘skin in the game’, in order to give you the best choices to base your decisions on.

Successful Strategic Foresight is multidisciplinary; it requires a very broad spectrum of knowledge and collaboration for people to make sense of what is out there and what is possible. It covers a whole system – not a part of a system – and can’t be reduced to one issue or one dimension.

Ideally it looks into the medium-term future – the amount of time it will take for pockets of the future that you can find occurring today to become mainstream. This is slightly easier for business (with its very immediate focus and short time scales) to work with. There are things that you know will hit us (if you look) within the next five to twenty years and these are the trends you will use Strategic Foresight tools and processes to work through and to help you to make sense of.


Case Study

Local Real Estate Company

I worked on and off with a local, growing SME (Small or Medium-sized Enterprise). It was a group of professionals who were more used to working in the business than on it in their professional context.

We used Strategic Foresight tools as part of our process to consider their strategy and mission. Their Chairman said, “Sometimes we felt like you had a crystal ball. We had started to talk about our risk and disastrous things that could happen and then we gave some thought to how we might deal with them [never dreaming that they might actually happen]. Subsequently we had the foot and mouth emergency, followed by the petrol crisis and then the crash of 2008/2009. Having given some thought to how we might deal with different crises helped us through them. We wouldn’t have managed it otherwise, especially since we are all too busy in day-to-day work in the business.”



When not to use Strategic Foresight

Strategic Foresight is not a magic bullet; it isn’t always the best approach to take for change or developing strategy. It isn’t a quick fix – it requires time to prepare and design workshops, to do research and horizon-scanning. If you don’t have sufficient time to devote to it, you shouldn’t be using it. Even when we run a short, introductory workshop, the outputs need further work and thinking through. If you’ve spent the time, think it through, make sense of it and then use it.

It needs a diverse group of stakeholders who between them have knowledge of the social and technological developments which you are facing. Using this information and knowledge you will start to develop well-rounded visions of potential futures. It can lead to consensus, but this is quite difficult and you can’t take it for granted; that requires skilful and well thought-through facilitation. It takes time and doesn’t happen overnight, but it can give you the information you need to prioritise what needs to be done if you give it enough forethought.

You shouldn’t think of using Strategic Foresight if:



•

You can’t act on the results (remember that Strategic Foresight is about taking action)



•

You can’t work with the appropriate key stakeholders



•

There is no leader in the organisation who will champion the strategy and necessary changes that come out of the practice of Strategic Foresight



•

You don’t have enough time or enough people to complete a Strategic Foresight project



•

You can’t agree the scope of a Strategic Foresight project



•

You aren’t clear on what your questions are, what you are enquiring about.



Why Strategic Foresight isn’t done effectively in organisations

Sometimes you can think that you’ve got answers to the above points and Strategic Foresight should work in your organisation, but it clearly isn’t happening or being done effectively. You may even have an internal team working on strategy and presenting briefings. Several things could be at play:



•

The Executive team routinely shelves the yearly corporate strategy and doesn’t touch it until the next year. It could be because they are sufficiently arrogant to think that they know best… or that they don’t understand the value or find it difficult to think strategically in today’s short-term focused world.



•

There may be a lack of trust between any number of groups. How is the Strategy Team perceived by the rest of the organisation? How is the Leadership Team perceived? If there are trust issues, it is likely that the corporate strategy will not be implemented.



•

There could be bureaucracy which blocks any new changes and injects inertia into the system. There are many reasons that people don’t want to change; bureaucracy is a great excuse not to.



•

Since course change will be necessary as trends unfold (we can’t predict the future), monitoring needs to take place and the appropriate course adjustments made. If nobody is keeping an eye on what is happening (both inside and outside the organisation), the strategy won’t be effectively implemented.



•

If Strategy development isn’t sufficiently participatory, isn’t well communicated and isn’t championed by the leadership, it is unlikely to be effectively implemented. This links back to trust.



Sometimes even with good will and the best of intentions, Strategic Foresight is not used effectively, and therefore doesn’t contribute to making better business decisions. It is not an easy task and it requires continuing attention and monitoring. It really needs a senior champion, convinced of its value, the need and aware that it is ongoing and iterative. It is, however, very valuable in ensuring that you are not blind-sided by events, that you have thought through what needs to happen if the unthinkable were to become reality.

The benefits of using Strategic Foresight

Strategic Foresight can help you to manage uncertainty, improve your decision-making, your implementation of strategy and your ability to adapt to and cope with future change and challenge. It is the practice you use to engage with the future, make sense of what you see and make decisions based upon this.

Strategic Foresight helps you manage uncertainty

Practising Strategic Foresight helps you begin to see what you can influence, what you can control and what you can’t. It may be uncomfortable to become more aware of the things you can’t control or influence, but learning what they are helps you avoid wasting time on them. Getting a clearer view and grip on what is out there and approaching you (at speed) helps to reduce your feelings of uncertainty. It helps you put boundaries around what you can do something about, it helps you to understand the decisions that you can make and then helps you to choose the strategic actions to take today that will benefit you in the near future (and hopefully the longer-term future as well). The tools help you to get a handle on complexity as you identify the trends and driving forces that are in your world today.

Strategic Foresight improves the quality of your decisions

You will develop visions of potential futures that will help you (as a leader) and your people make decisions for themselves about things as diverse as future learning, new careers and lifestyle choices, as well as decisions concerning your organisation’s direction and strategy. Exploring the implications of emerging trends and drivers at a deeper level enables you to uncover previously hidden threats and opportunities.

Properly undertaken with a diverse group of stakeholders, your strategy and decisions – which come out of the potential futures you envision – will be based on a wide variety of knowledge and input which gives you a wider choice and in the end a better, more robust, decision. Don’t forget that these decisions involve both what you will do and what you will stop doing, or what you decide not to do, as Motorola did with its television division.

Strategic Foresight improves implementation of your strategy

It helps create buy-in among stakeholders as they participate in identifying, defining and making sense of potential futures and their impact. This encourages people to work together on common goals. When a group of people share an understanding of the threats and opportunities that they face, it stimulates innovative thinking in the areas that will be of greatest impact. Then it becomes clear what needs to be done, what decisions need to be made and what changes need to be implemented.

Strategic Foresight improves your capability to handle change

Developing a ‘Strategic Foresight Culture’ means that you and your colleagues are better prepared for what might hit you, either negative or positive, as the future unfolds. Strategic Foresight creates an increased awareness of possible risks and opportunities and of the larger system in which you and your organisation operate. You will develop a shared vocabulary to discuss and make sense of events as they occur. You will begin to jointly identify weak signals of things that are changing. This enhances your resilience both as an individual leader and as an organisation. In a competitive and rapidly changing world, Strategic Foresight enhances the capacity to design change and manage non-routine events.

When to use Strategic Foresight

Strategic Foresight is best used as a part of strategy development leading to organisational renewal on a regular, iterative basis. However, it is often used only when an organisation realises that it is facing a specific challenge. While Strategic Foresight is useful in such an emergency, it also helps in the preparation of mid- to long-term strategic decisions, and will help you set priorities and make choices about where your focus needs to lie. When used as part of regular, corporate strategy-development and organisational renewal, Strategic Foresight will ensure that you are renewing your business to keep your competitive edge and remain profitable and healthy.

(Though I often talk in terms of business, Strategic Foresight is equally useful across the public and social sectors – if you’re planning disaster relief, a school curriculum or a health service, you need to be planning for, and learning from, the many possible futures.)

Challenges that you might address with Strategic Foresight could include improving your competitiveness and market share; seeking competitive advantage; changes in legislation or socio-economic context; climate change; demographic changes; resource changes; improving innovation and creativity; re-invention (of your business) and organisational renewal.

Make sure the objectives of your project are clear

Before you begin, you need to clearly identify and communicate the objectives and outcomes of the practice of Strategic Foresight. These need to be internally consistent but at the same time not overly specific, so as to give room for new information to be integrated as it becomes available. It’s a discovery process; you are looking to find out what is out there, what could potentially occur. You will also need to gain support and buy-in from your major stakeholders, since you need their input. Strategic Foresight is a real, pragmatic practice, not just an academic exercise, enhanced by diverse output, so you will need their time and input.

The main objective of most Strategic Foresight projects is to inform the development of strategy and to help to provide a reality check for your existing strategy. As part of your strategy-development process, it serves to strengthen the results and ‘future-proof’ your strategy. And it can lead to developing a ‘Strategic Foresight Culture’ where participants’ capabilities in strategic thinking are strengthened. In my experience, even some senior leaders do not understand what strategic thinking is and what it means; Strategic Foresight makes this very clear.

Outcomes

A Strategic Foresight process provides both formal and informal outcomes. Formal outcomes include a document such as a report, or an agreed strategy and mission (complete with tactical plan for the next year(s)), a website, a database, films, posters, audio-visual shows for a ‘town hall’ and other forms of tangible communication of the findings.

Informal outcomes will emerge during the practice of Strategic Foresight and might include: expanding participants’ networks; consensus-building on what the organisational priorities are and how future challenges will be handled; a shared understanding of the potential futures, the preferred futures and what can be done to create competitive advantage (if you’re a business); changed attitudes and mindsets; a ‘Strategic Foresight Culture’; and, at best, a continuing cycle of renewal as the organisation recognises its external environment changing and adapts quickly.

Why Strategic Foresight is important to learn and use

The biggest risk any of us faces today is skills’ obsolescence. What do you need to study and learn so that you’ve still got a job in five years’ time?


Case Study

HSBC: SME Clients

We worked with the bank’s SME business customers to give them an introduction to strategy and Strategic Foresight. We used a case study to demonstrate the process and make it non-threatening. The most surprising thing that came out of our exploration of emerging trends was that no one had considered many of them.

For instance, by the end of 2014, the UK would no longer be able to generate sufficient energy to meet demand. This is a trend that isn’t happening in the future, this is happening NOW. This could mean that the price of electricity goes up. It could also mean that we might have ‘brown outs’ (as we did in 1973) along with the 3-day working week. It doesn’t matter how it is handled; it will affect businesses in the UK. And there are many more emerging trends that are similar. Isn’t it time that you considered what they might be and what you might do about them? What does this mean to your business?

In a small sample of several groups (roughly 40-50 businesses) not one CEO/owner had considered this particular trend (energy sufficiency), nor many of the others. They said they found the approach “eye-opening”.



What does your organisation do, how does it add value and how can it remain viable for another five years? As the economic landscape around you changes, what do you need to do to remain competitive and profitable? In a previous book (Beyond Crisis: achieving renewal in a turbulent world, 2010) my co-authors and I wrote about what had happened to get us to where we were at the time and what would need to happen to our organisations moving forward. All the experts agree: there can be no ‘business as usual’; the ‘great moderation’ has passed. Yet in the five years since it was written, in general it seems that most organisations continue as they have in the past. Growth isn’t as strong as it was before the crash, but we do see weak tendrils appearing. I am still of the opinion that major change is needed if we want to be able to handle the challenges of the future that we see unfolding in front of us.

In my experience it is difficult to get people to sign up to implement a strategy if they don’t understand why it has been developed, what the reasons are that lie behind it, and why we’ve chosen to follow a particular path or plan. Strategic Foresight is a practice that will deliver not only an understanding of why a strategy has been chosen but very clear reasons why change has to happen in order to implement and support that strategy. Change is painful, so people try to avoid it if they can, coming up with reasons why they need not change. Strategic Foresight shows how you can – and proves why you must – provide a positive impetus for change, a preferred future that you want to move towards.

Although there is no magic bullet or one-size-fits-all process or set of tools to use, the practice of Strategic Foresight provides a framework so that you can figure out what YOUR organisation needs in order to make sure you avoid obsolescence. It enables you to figure out what is ‘out there’ and to make sense of it.
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Chapter Two

Strategic Foresight – Starting the sense-making journey

“The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the rational mind is a faithful servant. We have created a society that honours the servant and has forgotten the gift.”

Albert Einstein

~~

In this chapter I explore the stories you tell yourself (and others) about your past and present, and how these stories affect the way you perceive the future. Understanding the context in which you live and making sense of what you see is a necessary part of the practice of Strategic Foresight.

One of the most important parts of the practice is a (potentially new) way of thinking which includes a willingness to explore potential futures and make sense of them. You become a time traveller into the future; an explorer of the unknown and as yet unseen. Strategic Foresight tools and processes give you a way of looking at the future with different eyes and enable you to explore alternative future paths. It is especially the exploration of how the future might unfold that is of value, since it allows you to examine the implications of the trends and uncertainties that are emerging around you today. The reason that you develop a strategy is to make sure that you/your business remains continuously relevant to the unfolding future so that you can flourish and endure not just today but also tomorrow. You need to navigate the ship of yourself (or your organisation) over time and into the future as that future unfolds and becomes the present.

If everything remained the same, you could just extrapolate the past into the future; however that is clearly not how things work today. You can’t problem-solve your way into the future – problem-solving works on what is happening today by applying what has worked in the past. You have no idea what challenges will face you in the future, so instead you need to look for opportunities to go for (and any risks that might arise which need to be mitigated) and that is what you are searching for when you develop a strategy.

To go and successfully explore somewhere totally unknown, you need to be prepared for whatever you may face. You need to anticipate potential needs that might arise. Sometimes you won’t have enough information, yet you still need to understand when a choice or decision has to be made. If you’re lost, any relevant map is useful, even if it is only one you’ve drawn to help yourself find the way back. (Maps are discussed in Chapter Six). The future is totally unknown – so some preparation is needed before you start the journey. For this journey to potential futures (as with most journeys to new places you don’t know yet), you need to expect the unexpected – which can be difficult. How can you know what to expect and take a stab at identifying things which may arise that are unexpected? Strategic Foresight has some tools to help with that.

Preparing for your journey to explore the future

People have different feelings about thinking into the future. Some are easily able to think far (20-30 years) into the future, others find it difficult thinking about how things will be next year. You can learn to extend your ability to think into the future and this is very important if you want to develop your Strategic Foresight muscles further.

Telling a story – developing a (your) narrative – is a way to let yourself experience time by bringing memory (the past) and expectation (the future) to bear on the present. It is a way to start developing your ability to look further into the future.

Focus too much on the past and you can’t adapt to change and the shape of things to come. Focus too much on the present and you are likely to miss small changes in your external environment. Focus too much on the future and you might make reckless decisions and follow one fad after another. To learn to use Strategic Foresight, you will need to re-educate yourself; you will need to change what you pay attention to, how you perceive things and how you make sense of what you see.

In this chapter we’ll explore a tool (Lifeline) and a technique (The Hero’s Journey) that will help you to do this. To start effectively thinking about the future, it is helpful first to think about the past and how your life’s journey has emerged. My colleagues and I have found that usually the further back you reflect into the past, the easier you will find it to look (but by half that amount of time) into the future. Look at the change you’ve already weathered; look at the trends that have emerged in your lifetime and how those trends have come about. Remind yourself that you’ve already navigated all this change successfully, so that you are clearly able to do it again.

In the previous chapter I noted that Strategic Foresight is action-oriented. There is no point in practising it if you aren’t going to do something with what you discover. The Hero’s Journey is really the journey that all successful leaders make, that all successful organisations make. Working with this metaphor will help you to make sense of the journey and to make use of what you find out as you continue that journey, both in your individual and business capacity. It is a good starting point for Strategic Foresight.

When you use Strategic Foresight you are turning the tables by looking to the future, identifying what is possible and, most importantly, what you can influence, which puts you in a position of ability (you are ABLE to do something about a given situation). This makes it easy for you to take responsibility. In other words you are not a victim; in line with the action-orientation of Strategic Foresight, you are identifying what you can do and then doing it.

This is not to say that you cannot learn from the past. But all too often you make a direct extrapolation from the past to ‘predict’ a particular future in which you have no control over what happens to you, which can bring that feeling of powerlessness and victimhood with it. Strategic Foresight starts with you, personally. You make the choice of how you want to engage with the future. Do you want to let it happen to you? Or would you prefer to do some work to understand what may happen, figure out what you can influence and then put that into action?

What if you find it difficult to change? One of the easiest ways to shift your thinking is to change the questions you ask. Rather than asking questions like ‘What did I do wrong?’ or ‘Who did this to me?’ you ask a different set of questions: ‘What can I learn from this?’, ‘What is possible?’, ‘What might be useful?’, ‘What opportunities do I see?’.

Like many people today, I’ve gone through redundancy. It is a denigrating, horrible time at best and almost impossible not to take personally. The company I was with at the time started the redundancies at the very top. We then had to make our teams redundant or organise transfers to other parts of the business. I did not wish to do a different job – mine was deemed no longer necessary – so I knew I would be made redundant. When I had confirmation, I gave my team each a copy of Change your questions; change your life (by Marilee Adams). I can remember working with one person who kept repeating, ‘What did I do wrong?’ and ‘What’s wrong with me?’ Yet when she was able to come up with a different set of questions: ‘What is possible?’, ‘What do I want to do?’, ‘What work do I find exciting?’, ‘What opportunities are out there?’ her whole demeanour changed. In Adams’s terms she moved from Self-Questions that were troublemakers for her, to Helping Questions. No longer shrunk in on herself, there was a palpable difference in how she held her body and the expression on her face. And she was able to move forward and take the next steps and very quickly land a new job where she is really happy.

It was a difficult time for everyone, and yes, it did ‘happen’ to us, in that we didn’t have a choice – the department was being closed. Yet we did have a choice about how we viewed what happened and what we would do with it. We could choose to be reactive and go down what Adams calls ‘The Judger Path’ or we could choose to be productive and go down ‘The Learner Path’. The Judger Path encourages us to look for who is to blame and puts us into the position of a victim. The Learner Path encourages us to look for what is useful, what is possible and what actions we can take. Questions can open the mind to possibility; enquiry is the source of creativity and innovation. It starts from a position of not knowing, of being open to finding out more. It allows for co-creation with others.

If you are up for it, the first steps on your Strategic Foresight journey have to do with understanding your own life journey in the context of today and asking the questions that will help you learn from your journey. You are the sum of all that has happened to you and your responses to that. This self-awareness of the context in which you operate is a key part of the practice of Strategic Foresight.

The tool below is called Lifeline and it will give you a start in reflecting on – and understanding – where you are starting from.

Tool: Lifeline – mapping how your life has unfolded

In this exercise you follow the story of your life by drawing a line on a chart so that you can chart your highs/lows and identify the choices that you made yourself or those that you felt were imposed upon you. It is an opportunity for you to gain some insight into your life so far and reflect upon the decisions you made and the meaning that you give to the events in your life. It helps you to make sense of how you got to where you are. It puts your starting point into context for the practice of Strategic Foresight; you need self-awareness in order to do it well.

[image: image]

Fig. 2.1 A sample Lifeline chart

On a chart (above), draw a line to reflect significant high and low points in your life. For instance, the first event is your birth. Mark each point as either a significant choice that you have made (with a triangle) or events that happened to you (with a star) by putting them next to the appropriate place on the line. (You can use different shapes or colours, of course.) So, you will see that there is a star at the beginning, for your birth. This is for you and there is no right or wrong way to do it. When you have finished – and to help you reflect upon your life so far – look at the line and ask yourself any or all of the following questions (keeping your whole lifeline in mind for each):

•

When have you used foresight (and thought ahead, evaluating options for the future); what was the outcome?



•

Of what are you most proud on the lifeline?



•

What is the best learning you had during your life so far?



•

When did you feel most alive, enthusiastic and energetic? Why?



•

What events were particularly significant?



•

What values shaped your lifeline?



•

How have events from your life shaped your values?



•

What recurring themes or patterns do you notice?



•

How has your behaviour shifted over time?



•

How has learning shaped your lifeline?



•

Have you been mostly active or mostly passive in shaping your life?



•

What have you learned about yourself?



Tool: The Hero’s Journey – reflecting on your own story

In 1949 Joseph Campbell wrote a book, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, about the similarity of myths across cultures and times. It says that most stories have the same components, which he called the ‘monomyth’. This can be used as a framework for writing stories or for looking at your own journey through life – which is what is useful for you when you are using Strategic Foresight.

The Hero’s Journey is a tool for reflection, to help you step outside your own life for a moment and assess where you are and where you would like to go next. Good leaders spend time in reflection, looking at whether or not they need course correction and how much. This is equally true for an organisation or business. Using Strategic Foresight effectively requires personal reflection as a first step. And reflection is part of self-awareness.

This tool will help you develop the personal leadership and alignment you need to have in order to recognise and respond to a rapidly evolving world. Reflection will help you identify and set aside behaviours and beliefs that limit you.

Campbell describes some seventeen stages or steps along this journey. Very few myths contain all seventeen stages — some myths contain many of them, while others contain only a few; some myths may have as a focus only one of the stages, while other myths may deal with the stages in a different order.

These seventeen stages may be organised in several ways, including division into three sections: Departure (sometimes called Separation), Initiation and Return. Departure deals with the hero’s life ‘adventure’ prior to the quest; Initiation deals with the hero’s adventures along the way; and Return deals with the hero’s return home with knowledge and powers acquired on the journey. You can choose to look at your story in only three sections or you can use all seventeen stages – whatever works best for you. This is a reflection technique to help you gain insight into how you got to where you are today. It is worth remembering that you are the hero in your own journey.

Campbell says: “A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man.”

Now look at your life line and see how parts of it may fit into The Hero’s Journey. Think how your own experience has manifested itself and matured. Reflect on which stages feel right to you and put your story in those. There are no rights or wrongs – only what helps you make sense of your journey. You will at least have an entry for Departure, Initiation and Return.

In italics after each stage, I share how one of my adventures – the adventure of learning to do the work I do, working with Strategic Foresight in organisations – played itself out in my life. For the purposes of explanation, I have written an entry for each of the stages. In reality, some of them are forced and may not fit so well; they are here as an example only.

See the case studies for two further examples of The Hero’s Journey, for Angela Merkel and Sir Tim Berners-Lee.

The stages of The Hero’s Journey

1.

The Call to Adventure



This is the point where the hero first realises (or in some stories, is given notice by someone else) that everything is going to change, whether they know it or not. Can you find this on your lifeline?

I started my education in medical school because I had an early interest in healing. I’ve been through many iterations of the journey and several metamorphoses before realising that what I am passionate about is enabling businesses (and the people who are part of them) to be whole, not to be missing something, to operate from their strength, to flourish and endure.

2.

Refusal of the Call



Often when the call is received, the future hero refuses to acknowledge it or ignores it. This may be from a sense of duty, obligation, fear, insecurity, inadequacy or any of a range of reasons that work to hold them in their current circumstances. Might you see something like this in your lifeline? How did you feel at the time? Were you aware of it?

After a few years of studying what was called ‘pre-med’, I changed direction. It didn’t feel right, so I ended up doing a first degree with a double major: Quantitative Methods so I could get a good job and Botany so I’d have something I adored as part of my studies. I followed it with Engineering. Then I got my first job in IT and I continued in IT for another 12 years. Then I went into Human Resources (it was called Personnel in those days) and then moved into Training. My next incarnation was as a trainer/leadership developer working at a Business School. I then moved into Organisation Development (OD) working for several blue-chip companies in OD & Effectiveness and Organisational Learning. In 1995 I trained in Scenario Planning which started my enquiry into Futures and eventually (2011) led me to focus on Strategic Foresight. In the meantime, I focused on OD and implementing successful change. This focus led me to more and more strategy work since successful change-implementation requires a good strategy to underpin it. And it made possible my return to healing – enabling people and their organisations to be whole so that they can flourish, endure and participate in the future.

3.

Supernatural Aid



Once the hero has committed to the quest, consciously or subconsciously, his or her guide/magical helper appears. Did you find that you had a teacher or interesting learning point at this time in your lifeline?

I’ve had several of these, but the most recent was refining my purpose and working through what I really want to do with the rest of my career. I had focused on strategy and working with change, but was finding it difficult to articulate what this was exactly. A friend helped me with this and, through his questions, I became clear that change was unlikely to be successful without the practice of Strategic Foresight. In other words, you can’t build a robust strategy without considering what you might face in the future and beginning to plan appropriately for it.

4.

The Crossing of the First Threshold



Here the hero actually crosses into the field of adventure, leaving the known limits of their world and venturing into an unknown and dangerous realm where the rules and limits are not known – definitely outside their comfort zone.

This required a huge amount work on self-awareness: of reflection and ‘inner work’ to find what gave me energy and where my passion lay and to gain insight into what would be helpful and add value for clients. One might think this should be easy, but I didn’t find it so. I had to learn to explain the new direction to people and to operate in a different field with specialists I’d not been exposed to before.

5.

The Belly of the Whale



This is the final separation from the hero’s known world and self. It can feel like one’s lowest point, but it is actually the point when one is between – or, perhaps, transitioning between – worlds and selves. The separation has been made between the old world and old self and the potential for a new world and a new self. By entering this stage, the hero shows willingness to undergo a metamorphosis, a willingness to die to him or herself.

This came when I took the first steps into the new world and applied to join a professional Futurist organisation. I wasn’t sure whether I’d be accepted as I don’t have an academic background in Future Studies. I did have to provide proof both in examples of my work and in articles and books I’d written, but I was accepted and realised that a new incarnation was beginning – life as a ‘card-carrying’ Futurist.

Initiation

6.

The Road of Trials



Here we find a series of tests, tasks, or ordeals that the hero must undergo to begin the transformation. Often the hero fails one or more of these tests, which often occur in threes.

The tests and tasks for me started with figuring out how to explain what Strategic Foresight is so that potential clients could also see how useful it would be for them. Next, setting up the appropriate team and changing the company so that we could effectively help our clients make robust, future-proof, strategic decisions which they could successfully implement.


Angela Merkel: The Hero’s Journey

Angela Merkel (née Kasner) was born in 1954 in Hamburg, (then West) Germany. She was brought up in the town of Templin, (then East) Germany near where her father, a Lutheran Pastor, received a pastorate in 1954.

Departure

•

Call to Adventure – She became part of the socialist-led Free German Youth movement and showed her leadership skills by becoming a district board representative and secretary of the agitation and propaganda campaign for the youth movement.



•

The Belly of the Whale – This can be seen as the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989.



Initiation

•

The Road of Trials – In 1989 Merkel first entered politics when she joined East Germany’s new party, Demokratischer Aufbruchfirst. Then, in the first and only democratic elections held in East Germany, she was elected to be the deputy spokesperson for the new government.



After the first elections following unification, she was elected to the Bundestag (parliament) and shortly thereafter was appointed by Helmut Kohl to his cabinet as Minister for Women and Youth. In 1994 he appointed her Minister for the Environment and Reactor Safety.

After the Kohl government’s defeat in 1998, there followed many different trials and for a time Merkel was leader of the conservative opposition.

•

The Ultimate Boon – In 2005 Merkel not only won her seat, she beat the former Chancellor to become Germany’s first female (and former East German) Chancellor.



Return

•

Master of the Two Worlds – Merkel has remained in power since 2005 through controversy, the recession, integration problems, the European sovereign-debt crisis and finding out that the NSA had tapped her phone.



This is purely an example of how one could use The Hero’s Journey to reflect on the life of someone we are all familiar with. This is for reflection purposes, there is no absolute right or wrong way to divide what has happened. The way that makes the most sense to the person doing the reflection is undoubtedly the best.



7.

The Meeting with the Goddess



The meeting with the goddess represents the point in the adventure when the hero experiences a love that is all-powerful, all-encompassing and unconditional. It may take place internally. In other words, one begins to see oneself in a non-dualistic, non-judgemental way, accepting all of oneself.

For me this was when I realised that in order to be the best I could be in my job – which means helping our clients to be the very best they can be, improving their viability into the future – I would need self-awareness and more self-leadership; I would need to take responsibility, standing up for what I believe in and integrating all of this. I began a journey of getting to know, understand and – more importantly – accept all of myself. Deepening the practice of Strategic Foresight requires a deep and complete level of self-awareness.

8.

Woman as the Temptress (the negative side of woman)



The Hero may encounter the temptress. At one level, this step is about those temptations that may lead the hero to abandon or stray from his or her quest, which does not have to be represented by a woman.

This stage has occurred several times with me. For instance, when I was made redundant, I could have taken a role in another part of the company, a role that I had held previously (HR Manager), which I saw as a step backwards. And recently I have been headhunted for positions in my previous incarnation as an OD specialist. In these cases I considered very carefully – it was not an easy decision. Go back to what I know I can do with my eyes closed or keep on the new path travelling into the unknown?

9.

Atonement with the Father



One confronts and is initiated by whatever holds the ultimate power in one’s life. This is the central point of the journey. One must be ‘killed’ so the new self can arise. The Father may be wrathful and vengeful or benevolent. As with the ‘temptress’, it is not necessarily a man.

For me this relates to a friendship I had. This friend did not like seeing me change and becoming something more than before. The friend wanted me to stay as I had been. In the end, I severed the friendship which was a very painful decision; I had to kill something in myself to be reborn.


Sir Tim Berners-Lee: The Hero’s Journey

Tim Berners-Lee was born in 1955 in London, England. From an early age he was fascinated by both mathematics and electronics. He studied physics at Oxford, then worked as a computer programmer.

Departure

•

The Call to Adventure came when he won a 6-month project at CERN, the European particle physics laboratory in Switzerland. He had to correlate research done by separate teams and documented on disparate, incompatible systems. He developed an application called Enquire which used hypertext to link documents using single-word associations, but found few interested in this work. He left in 1981.



•

Supernatural Aid – People remembered him and his work; he was offered a fellowship in 1984 to work on distributed real-time systems for data acquisition and system control.



•

The Crossing of the First Threshold – On his return, Berners-Lee found the lab had an even greater need for a flexible way to share research documentation. The Internet was still a rudimentary network developed by the Pentagon but, by 1989, CERN had the largest Internet node in Europe. Finding information was difficult, it was clunky to use.



Initiation

•

The Road of Trials – Berners-Lee imagined combining the Internet with linked hypertext documents and proposed a global hypertext project in March 1989 to allow researchers worldwide to share their work in progress, instantaneously without the delays associated with the previous systems. The entire system – which he named WorldWideWeb – was made available in CERN in October 1990.



•

Apotheosis – the invention attracted little notice, so in August 1991 he opened his website to the public. He put up instructions on how to set up web servers and create websites and provided the software free. As word spread, he refined the software and shared links to new sites.



Return

•

Crossing of the Return Threshold – People suggested ways to profit from his invention, but he refused. He stuck with his idea that the web should be an open space, accessible to all, without software fees.



•

Master of Two Worlds – In 1994 he joined the Laboratory for Computer Science at MIT and founded the World Wide Web Consortium, the web’s international governing body. In 2004 he was knighted by Queen Elizabeth II for services to the global development of the Internet.





10.

Apotheosis



To apotheosise is to deify. When the hero dies to the self to live in spirit, he or she moves beyond pairs of opposites to a state of divine knowledge, love, compassion and bliss. It is a period of rest, peace and fulfilment before the hero begins the return journey.

This happened for me as I began to assimilate the learning from the development courses I had attended, the self-study I had done and the work I was doing. I had the wonderful feeling that what I was doing was so right, it felt blissful. I felt I’d discovered my purpose.

11.

The Ultimate Boon



The ultimate boon is the achievement of the goal of the quest. It is what the hero went on the journey to seek.

This came from the apotheosis – the inner knowing that I was (and am) doing what I was meant to do. The boon was realising that the missing piece in my work was Strategic Foresight. The practice of Strategic Foresight makes it all fall into place; it enables understanding and sense-making so useful plans can be mad, so there is the best possible chance for success in the future. It enables people to be whole and operate from their strength.

Return

12.

Refusal of the Return



So why come back to normal life with all its cares and woes after such a glorious adventure?

Because I am passionate about sharing what I have learned so that people and businesses can gain the benefits that arise from – and the insights achieved by – using the practice of Strategic Foresight. This relates to the earlier idea that I wanted to be a healer – I want to help people and organisations be whole.

13.

The Magic Flight



Sometimes the hero must escape with the boon, if it is something that the gods have been jealously guarding. Regardless, it can be just as adventurous and dangerous returning from the journey as it was to go on it, with an equal number of obstacles and challenges (this stage can also be the Rescue from Without (below), it does not have to be both Flight AND Rescue).

I often struggle with how to integrate what I have experienced and learned (the boon) with who I am on a day-to-day basis. I hadn’t dared to show my spiritual side, fearing that it was ‘not professional’ in some way. Yet this was part of the boon, and necessary for the work I believe I am here to do; it is a part of the self-awareness I needed to achieve and cannot be denied.



14.

Rescue from Without



Just as the hero may need guides and assistants to set out on the quest, often they must have powerful guides and rescuers to bring them back to everyday life, especially if they have been wounded or weakened by the experience.

My colleagues and friends gave me feedback and helped me to settle into being who I am. After many different experiences I accepted that this type of healing – making things whole – is a part of who I am and makes it possible for me to integrate and be all that I am. What this means for my work and my leadership is helping those I work with (organisations or people) be the best that they can be. It is part of my life purpose to provide the antidote for toxicity in organisations and to help them be successful and to flourish in the increasingly uncertain future.

15.

The Crossing of the Return Threshold



The hero must retain the wisdom gained on the quest, integrate it into their life, then work out how to share the wisdom with others. The hero returns to share knowledge and resolve the link between the two worlds.

For me, it was time to figure out how to share the boon. Not an easy task. This book is part of that process. If I can help people understand and use Strategic Foresight, it will enable them and their organisations to survive, endure and flourish.

16.

Master of the Two Worlds



For a human hero, it may mean achieving a balance between the material and spiritual. The person has become comfortable and competent in both the inner and outer worlds.

In terms of using Strategic Foresight it is about achieving the balance between what could happen and preparing for those potential futures. It is also about accepting that with Strategic Foresight a good dose of intuition is useful and should be listened to!

17.

Freedom to Live



Mastery leads to freedom from the fear of death, which in turn is the freedom to live – living in the moment, neither anticipating the future nor regretting the past.

It is now so much a part of me that I don’t think about it – it is what and who I am. I plan using several angles: ‘What possibilities are out there?’, ‘Which are risks and which advantages?’ and, most importantly, ‘What can I influence? How do I achieve a preferred future?’.

The whole process is iterative – it’s useful to reflect on your own Hero’s Journey every few years throughout your career. In my case, this mythic narrative clearly motivated me to become a futurist; and later made me decide to write this book. Writing this section was an opportunity to again reflect upon my life from the perspective of this narrative. I do (and will) revisit it regularly because it reminds me of the greater narrative that is my Hero’s Journey and energises me for whatever comes next.

The Organisation as Hero

Adam Jorlen in his blog from November 20134 combined Campbell’s Hero’s Journey with Hardin Tibbs’s Strategic Landscape. Strategic Landscape starts with the self, crossing the chessboard as you encounter challenges en route to the mountain or objective you hope to achieve, in the light of the star, your enduring guiding social role.

He mixes these two metaphors because he says that we need more than just a lone hero; the challenges facing us in organisations today is to find much larger, more diverse teams (that are often multi-cultural and potentially even global) than we used to need in the past. They require us to build a community in order to co-create a better kind of potential future.

This relates to the definition of Strategic Foresight from the previous chapter – that it is participatory, action-focused and multi-disciplinary. In Jorlen’s blog he sees the chessboard as the place where the Hero’s Journey takes place both on an individual and collective basis. It has to take place with a strategic vision – a goal – in mind, when in an organisation.

[image: image]

Fig. 2.2 The Hero’s Journey in a Strategic Landscape

Conclusion

If Strategic Foresight is to be effective and successful, you must increase your self-awareness, for which you need to reflect and gain insight on how you got to where you are. Strategic Foresight is about action, so explore how willing you are to act on what you discover. If you tend to be pessimistic, think about the questions you need to ask yourself in order to move towards an action orientation, a more optimistic view of the world and your place in it.

Once you are clear on how you got to where you are and what you have learned from that, you can begin to look at what is possible and start to explore how your organisation got to its present situation, adapting the exercise so that you can learn from its history. Only then will you ready for the next steps.
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Chapter Three

Thinking about Thinking – Developing your Strategic Foresight muscles

“We will not solve the problems of the world from the same level of thinking we were at when we created them. More than anything else, the new century demands new thinking.”

Albert Einstein

~~

One of the valuable outcomes of Strategic Foresight is that you will learn from the future. You can do this by experimenting with Strategic Foresight and experiencing a set of futures in your mind (imagine a theatre in your mind as you make things play out). You can then discuss this with others to amplify and share your learning. The previous chapter focused on the first step of gaining insight into your own history and what your leanings and biases are, by reflecting on and making sense of that history and by looking at your past. This gives you a starting point in the learning journey towards understanding and using Strategic Foresight. I hope it encouraged self-reflection and increased self-awareness for you. In terms of the marathon running metaphor, this is where you not only prepare your exercise plan (to build up your muscles and your stamina), you start actually doing the running.

In this chapter, you will take the next step, which is to look at how you think about how you think. I will look at what is difficult (due to the way the human brain works) and why. This will help you to further uncover your biases and blind spots (we all have them and while many are shared by all humans there are also some that are different for each of us) and from the self-knowledge and insight you gain, increase your level of self-awareness. Self-awareness is a necessary step if you want to build a useful Strategic Foresight process to follow and learn from. This is important because when you start to develop and co-create a range of potential futures, you want them to be useful, which means they need to be as well-rounded and comprehensive as possible, with few blind spots. Understanding where you find it difficult to imagine things and what you might be missing when you co-create and develop potential futures is important.

This chapter is about developing your Strategic Foresight muscles and improving your ability to think usefully about a range of different futures. Working with others to develop and co-create gives you the best possible chance of creating a robust, useful and learning-rich set of potential futures. I will consider three ideas – imagination, time perspective and emotion – and how these affect your, and other people’s, thinking.

Prospection or Anticipation – looking forward in time and using imagination to consider the future

When you see something, you experience it as it is, in this moment – the present. You can later remember it – from the past. You can also imagine something that doesn’t yet exist; this allows you to experience it as it might be. MRI scans show that the same parts of the brain are active when imagining something from the past as when imagining something that hasn’t yet taken place in the future. The human brain is an anticipation machine and thinking about the future is arguably the most important thing it does for our survival and flourishing. Being able to think about (and into) the future gives us the ability to plan. According to Daniel Gilbert5, “no animal has a frontal lobe quite like ours, which is why we are the only animal that thinks about the future as we do.”

When you imagine something – or you think about something that has happened in the past – things happen in your brain which mean that your imaginings of what might be (or what has already happened) could be flawed. For instance, the brain fills things in for you (which you normally aren’t consciously aware of), but it also leaves some things out, and you aren’t consciously aware that it is leaving things out, nor what exactly it is leaving out. So you don’t know what is being left out, or what is being used to fill in the ‘missing bits’, the assumptions the brain is making. Because of this, if you imagine something about a potential future, you normally don’t think about what that future might be missing. This can cause you problems if you don’t take it into account, as you need the futures you work with to be as fully imagined, as comprehensive, as possible. To be useful to you, you will need the best you can achieve.

Imagination doesn’t happen by itself; emotion is also part of what is happening in your brain. When you imagine a particular future, you will have a feeling about it. That feeling is likely to be linked to how you are feeling today. Imagine that you are meeting up with an old friend. He has gone through a nasty divorce and lost his business. You imagine what it will be like (in a few days’ time when it takes place) and are likely to imagine it as fun or not, depending on how you are feeling today. If you’re feeling good and happy, you may be looking forward to hearing how he is getting on. If you’re not, you are likely worrying that it might be embarrassing or worse, that he might fall apart and then you won’t know what to do. What you don’t realise is that when you get to that future and meet up with him, you are likely to be feeling differently. And that will colour your perception of however it turns out on the day. So the feeling that you have today, as well as your experiences from the past, colour your perception of any possible future.

This is one of the reasons that you need to look at several alternative futures rather than just one, and why successful Strategic Foresight practice is participatory and multi-disciplinary. To develop potential futures you need help to overcome your individual blind spots; you achieve this when you work together with a diverse group of other people and interested parties. Together, blind spots may then cancel each other out or be uncovered. But as some of the blind spots you have may be cultural (and therefore likely to be shared in your group), you still need to be vigilant (this is discussed in the next chapter under ‘baggage’). And, you will always come up against the way that humans think: if we find it hard to imagine a particular future or set of futures we automatically think it is therefore unlikely to happen. A diverse group can help you overcome this hurdle too.

Temporal anchoring

People’s perception of time in the wider context also varies. Some people anchor themselves mostly in the past, or in the present looking backwards (I’m sure you know some people like that – it is evident from the language they use). This makes operating in the present difficult and can also blind them to thinking about the future. They cling stubbornly to what was or what is and have difficulty looking forward. If your thinking is like this, it is more difficult for you to think into the future. It will feel uncomfortable – perhaps very much so – and require you to work harder at it. But it is important that you do so because at the most basic level, “at any given moment in time, an organism’s ability to improve its chances for survival… lies in the future, not in the past”6. (What’s true of the organism in that description is just as true of the individual or the business, of course.) Too much focus on the past and you can’t adapt to change and the new shape of things to come. Focus too much on the present and you could miss small, incremental changes in the environment that are indicative of a new trend or future emerging.

This is quite different for a person who is anchored in the present, but is anticipating and exploring the future, or someone who is anchored in the future and looking back at today so that they can work out how they got here. Looking back at today as if you were already in an imagined future is called ‘backcasting’ – the method can be used by anyone, regardless of a preferred time anchoring; see the definition at the end of this chapter. It’s a great way to build and exercise our Strategic Foresight muscles. If your thinking is like this, it is much easier to decide on the trade-offs you will need to make to navigate into the future. Too much focus on the future, however, could lead you to make reckless decisions, perhaps following every fad that comes your way.

To figure out how you yourself are anchored, reflect upon how you think about things. You could ask someone to observe how you speak, to see if you show (in speaking or writing) a preference for one of the anchors. When you are just letting your thoughts go, perhaps day dreaming, or just before you fall asleep at night, do you think about the past, the present or the future? What would you say your focus is?

Understanding where you are anchored, and where you feel comfortable with regard to time, helps you to overcome the down sides of any particular anchoring and to ensure that you take a more balanced view, by taking all aspects of what is called temporal anchoring into account.

Regardless of the anchoring you favour, you are likely to find that the near future feels more certain and therefore much clearer to you, than what is further away in time. The further into the future you think, the more ambiguous – and fuzzy – things become. This is when you encounter ambiguity, which enhances your feelings of uncertainty.


Backcasting

When you have developed a future scenario, or vision of a particular future, you can cast back to the present and think through what the pathway is (would be) from today to that particular future. What would need to happen? Who would need to be involved? What consequences might there be? How is it different from today? What would we need to do more (or less) of?

An example of backcasting comes from Star Trek. The first series came out in the 60s (now called Star Trek – the Original Series). The last series was called Star Trek – Enterprise, and took place roughly a century before the original series. In it, you see how some of the things that were ubiquitous in Star Trek such as the universal translator, the force fields and the transporter were developed over time.



Ambiguity and Uncertainty

People often feel uncomfortable with ambiguity and complexity – after all, humans like to control things, it makes us feel good. Uncertainty is that uncomfortable feeling you get when things are ambiguous and complex and you are afraid you don’t understand everything and you are not in control. So managing uncertainty is about learning to manage the feelings you have about ambiguity.

Rather than ignoring the ambiguity, Strategic Foresight encourages you to play with it and see what is possible. It can help you feel more comfortable with that ambiguity by enabling you to be clear about what is uncertain and what is not; what you can potentially influence and what you can’t. It enables you to see exactly where you have some control and influence and where you don’t. By doing so, it helps you to ‘manage’ your feelings of uncertainty. The more you can learn about the ambiguities out there – by analysing them, by looking at potential futures and the outliers and weak signals – the better map you can start to build about what the potential future(s) might look like.

You can start to exercise your Strategic Foresight muscles by thinking about the map you’ve built of potential futures. You can identify which futures are possible, then which are plausible and from those which you think are preferable. When you’ve identified the preferable futures (and which bits are most important in each one) then you can think through what you would or could do in each case and how you can respond if things go one way or another as trends play themselves out. You can identify where you have influence (and figure out how you can exercise that influence) and where you do not. You then use this influence to move towards a preferred future and to take advantage of opportunities that you see there. If you are unable to exert any influence on moving towards one of your preferred futures, then you can start to think through how you manage the risks that could arise should that particular future not unfold (and how you will know that it is not happening).

Mistakes to avoid when thinking about the future

There isn’t much we know for certain about the future, but we do know that it won’t be exactly like the past. Some things will stay the same: as my colleague reminds me, the sun will come up every day, and each Earth day will still have 24 hours. And many things will be different. It is important to think about not just what will be different, but also what will stay the same.

Fifty years ago there were 2 billion humans on earth, today there are over 7 billion. How many people would have thought that likely in 1964? In 1966-67, when Star Trek first came to television with its tricorder, it was hard to imagine such a thing being real, yet today (still over 200 years before the series takes place) our smart phones are capable of much – if not nearly all – of what the tricorder can do.

Trends often don’t turn out as you expect them to; they can also come to an end. This affects the futures you imagine. The information that you have is almost always lagging data – that is, it comes from the past. Lagging data is useful in its place, but it is easy to rely solely on it (since it is easier to gather) and fool yourself by expecting that things will stay the same, which is what people feel comfortable with. In general, the older the information you collect is, the less useful it will be for you when you are imagining potential futures. This is not to say that you shouldn’t use lagging or older data (it is, after all, our knowledge base), rather that you should spend the majority of your time looking for trends that are active and emerging now.

Humans find it more difficult to think about the long-term future (for instance, several lifetimes ahead or what I call tomorrow ++) because, arguably, we weren’t designed to do so. This doesn’t mean it’s impossible; it just means that we find it more uncomfortable and hard to do. The practice of Strategic Foresight gives you tools to explore longer-term futures so that you can make better decisions. The exercise in the next section (Mental Time Travel) is a great tool to help you with this.

Foxes, Hedgehogs and Eagles – a useful metaphor for Strategic Foresight

“The fox knows many things, but the hedgehog knows one big thing.”

Archilochus (7th Century BCE)

In Beyond Crisis my co-authors and I used the Foxes and Hedgehogs metaphor7 (above) to describe the way people in a business approach change and organisational renewal. Different situations require different thinking and behaviour; the metaphor of Hedgehogs and Foxes is a shorthand to help understand what each situation might require. I’ve added Eagles as a way to describe Strategic Foresight thinking (see below).

Hedgehogs like certainty, they are happiest operating in the ‘problem to be solved’ sphere. They like a single narrative or story and get satisfaction from using a process or a tool and feeling a sense of achievement from solving the problem (which will have a right answer). They do not like ambiguity or complexity, they do not like messes and they do not like change. They like detail and structure – cranking the crank – and they keep our businesses running. They can easily get overconfident and in terms of thinking about the future and their desire for certainty, it can mean that they more easily misinterpret what they see. I’m sure you can see how all organisations need this type of thinking in the running of their day-to-day operations.

Foxes, on the other hand, are dubious about most things and get bored quickly. They like to try new things, and are constantly rethinking certainties and putting different ideas together in new and useful ways. They are happiest operating in the ‘complex challenge’ sphere where there is no right answer. They are able to work with paradox and ambiguity; they enjoy the challenge of messes.

Foxes are sceptical of unifying theories and one-size-fits-all thinking. They gather data from a wide variety of sources. And they are more likely than a Hedgehog thinker to reflect on how they learn, to examine how they come to a decision and to think about how they think. Fox thinking is needed when looking into different possibilities and generating opportunities.

I don’t believe many people are either 100% Fox or Hedgehog; rather, each person has a preferred style, a leaning one way or the other. It is useful to understand when each type of thinking is needed. For instance, when I sit down to do my monthly VAT returns, I need to use Hedgehog thinking: I need to follow a process, fill in a spreadsheet and enter everything in the right place. My preferred thinking may be Fox thinking, but I know that what is needed is Hedgehog thinking, so I grit my teeth and do it.

When I’m working with my team on horizon-scanning, however, and searching for emerging trends and weak signals, I’m using Fox thinking and behaviour, exploring what is out there to see if we can identify patterns and combining what we find in new ways. I’m looking all around me to see what might catch my eye, what is different, what patterns there might be and how we might make something with that.

Strategic Foresight requires an addition to this metaphor, a further type of thinking that you need to use when you want to learn from the future. That is what I call Eagle thinking. The Eagle flies high and has a vantage point from which it can see widely. If you were to think about the past, present and future as part of a continuum – that is, all connected together – then the Eagle is able to see past, present and future in one view. When the Eagle spots her prey, she is ready to alter and correct her flight path if the prey changes direction. She is keeping an ‘eagle eye’ on the lie of the land as the present becomes the past and the future unfolds into the present.

When you are exploring different potential futures you need to learn how to imagine the continuum unfolding in a probable way. You need to quickly recognise patterns and when things are beginning to change (the prey is changing course) and integrate what you notice and see into what you do (I need to quickly change course in anticipation of the course change my prey is making). By flying high with excellent eyesight and clear vision, the Eagle has a different view from that of someone at ground level. Her blind spots will be different from those of the Hedgehog or Fox. So when you explore Eagle thinking (see the exercise below), notice how your blind spots have shifted; notice how the Eagle perspective makes you feel.

For a short quiz to see which your preferred thinking style is – Hedgehog or Fox – please see the link in ‘Resources for this chapter’ (entitled ‘F & H Questionnaire’).


Mental Time Travel – An Exercise in Eagle thinking

(Can be done individually or in a group with a facilitator)

1.

Choose several alternative futures, options or strategies to explore.



2.

Start with one of them (you will eventually work with them all).



3.

Relax physically, mentally and emotionally. Imagine your choice is really happening now and that you’re going to explore where it leads.



4.

Let the future unfold in your mind – don’t force it. Notice what is happening and how it feels.



5.

After scanning to the time frame you were aiming for, record the impressions, feelings and questions that seem most relevant.



6.

Repeat with the other alternative futures, options or strategies.



7.

Debrief – reflect on what you’ve imagined and felt and what this has taught you.





Taken, with permission, from ‘Mental Time Travel: a practical business and personal research tool for looking ahead’ by Oliver Markley, in Journal of Futures (2007).

Above is an exercise to develop and practise Eagle thinking and awareness. It will help you build your Strategic Foresight muscles. It is called Mental Time Travel. Admittedly this can be quite daunting to do on your own, though it is not impossible. If you find it so, you might like to try an alternative: another way to explore different futures (a sort of Mental Time Travel type II) is to read science fiction books (yes, really). You can use the future described in the book for the exercise, working it further through in your own mind. Focus on what is happening in the world around the plot – you might like to focus on some of these questions:

•

How do people in the story do normal things?



•

Where do they live? How do they live?



•

What do they eat?



•

What do they do for fun? For work?



•

How do families live?



•

How do people travel?



•

What do people find important?



•

How is this different from today?



•

How might we arrive at the future described in the book?



There are many lists on the web of good science fiction books – look for ones that describe a very different future, either dystopian or utopian and compare and contrast. It is important to imagine yourself in each future – as viscerally as you can. Go ahead, start to build your Strategic Foresight muscles!

How humans make decisions – using the right tools for the job

The way the brain makes decisions is very complex. The oldest part of the brain uses instinct and emotion – and the newest part uses reason. It’s the well-known unconscious-incompetence-to-unconscious-competence story – when you start learning to drive it is difficult to get everything to work together; once you know how to drive and you don’t really have to think about it, the control for that action has passed to the instinctual brain and if you try to think about how you do it, you screw up. (When I took advanced driver training and had to think about how I was driving it was downright embarrassing. My instructor assured me that this was not unusual!)

There is what is called the rational mind and what is called the intuitive mind. The intuitive mind is the instinctual, ‘gut-feeling’ decision-maker, and the rational mind is the part that uses reason. Simple problems usually will have a right answer and they require you to use reason – the rational mind – in order to find it. A mathematics problem is a simple problem in this context – it will have an answer, it may not be easy to find, but it will exist.

With a complex problem, you will need to pay more attention to the intuitive mind, which quickly picks up and makes sense of signals you aren’t consciously aware of. Sometimes when you have to make a choice and it isn’t clear which one is better, if you pay attention (and you have worked on your self-awareness so you can recognise it), you may notice which solution feels better. This will be theone your intuitive mind feels is the best.

If a problem hasn’t been encountered before, you will first need to let your reason check out if there is any experience you’ve had that will prepare you for it (looking to the past). If not, the intuitive mind may not save you and you will need to apply reason as well. How do you know? If you listen closely to your intuition you will know if it has something to offer or not. Here I am using the intuitive mind to mean the part of your mind that rapidly processes historical data. In consciously thinking which mind to use, you give yourself the best chance at making good, effective and above all useful decisions.

To make better decisions, entertain competing hypotheses. This is one reason to look at a range of alternative futures. Be your own devil’s advocate and don’t forget what you know you don’t know. Sharing that explicitly with your team will help you prepare a useful set of alternative futures.


Case Study

The Daffodil, Cheltenham

The Daffodil is a restaurant in Cheltenham, England in a converted art deco cinema built in 1922. It was renovated in 1998 and opened as a restaurant. In 2007 when the west of England was inundated with flooding, Cheltenham was severely hit. There was no electricity and no water. Drinking water was delivered on street corners and electricity was sorted through the use of generators, but most businesses were forced to close (and many people were evacuated).

The Daffodil had a unique response to the floods – it realised (albeit arguably a bit late) that climate change was upon us and that this sort of flooding would become more normal. In 2007, it had been forced to close for more than two weeks because there was no water. However, with the vast roof covering the premises (remember, it was a former cinema), the then owner, Mark Stephens, decided to collect the rain water and move to using grey water in the kitchens and lavatories. This enables them to stay open - only needing to buy in drinking/cooking water – when and if there are floods.

The Daffodil is not complacent. Mark and his team continued to explore new ideas. He always wanted to own the whole building – there was a small shop attached (under that wonderful vast roof) which was originally a greengrocer’s. When it became available, another venture began.

The Pantry does what it says on the tin: it is intended to be a delicatessen attached to the restaurant and also to function as pantry for the restaurant. It leverages what they already do – instead of making 20/30 loaves of bread a day, just double (or treble) that amount and sell it via the shop. Mark said that the idea of a deli frightened him because of the potential waste.

However, The Pantry is so linked to the restaurant that waste is minimised. It can sell what the restaurant uses and the restaurant can use what it sells. The owners will be able to expand the kitchen so that there is a prep kitchen for The Pantry, they will move their shellfish holding tank to The Pantry and they will sell products that they love and use in the restaurant. The idea frees up room in the kitchens and gives added capacity – a real win/win. And all bearing in mind the sustainable principles The Daffodil follows. See www.thedaffodil.com.

Here is an SME example of looking at emerging trends and extrapolating out what that could mean for the business. Then, remembering that action is key, doing something about it. And most important of all, realising that Strategic Foresight is ongoing – you need to keep scanning, analysing, looking at options and placing bets/making decisions for tomorrow and today.



Why discuss how you make decisions when using Strategic Foresight? When you are imagining and building different possible futures you are making choices and weighing up trade-offs (i.e. decisions) about how particular trends could work out and how they will affect you, your organisation, your society. You are also having to make choices with insufficient information, hence the importance of acknowledging the assumptions you are making, which I talk about in Chapter Four.

Conclusion

Successful, useful, effective Strategic Foresight requires action. This is only possible through self-knowledge and understanding your own weaknesses when thinking into the future. While knowledge about the future may be difficult to get, self-knowledge and exploration (like running the Mental Time Travel exercise) helps. This is then linked to learning and making sense of what you have seen, uncovered and learned. You recognise new patterns, you ask different questions. Dealing effectively with the future is not so much about getting it right, but more about exercising your Strategic Foresight muscles and preparing for a range of different potential futures. You develop these muscles by using tools like Mental Time Travel (either version) which may – at least initially – feel slightly uncomfortable. It is the way to jump over the hurdles (address the challenges) you encounter, including blind spots and biases. It starts with being aware that they are there.

An organisation that has a capability in Strategic Foresight is one whose members continually make connections between past, present and future; who robustly discuss and learn from what they see and who are able to recognise multiple possibilities developing in time in an open-ended situation. The future is a moving target. And those who are prepared for multiple possibilities are those who will thrive.

Further Reading

Gilbert, D., (2006). Stumbling on Happiness: why the future won’t feel the way you think it will. Harper Press

Hodgson, P. and White, R., (2001). Relax, it’s only uncertainty: lead the way when the way is changing. FT/Prentice Hall

Resources for this chapter: www.bit.ly/tpSF44

5 Gilbert (2006). See Further Reading.

6 Seligman, M., Railton, P., Baumeister, R. and Sripada C. (2013) Perspectives on Psychological Science. Sage Publications.

7 I can’t mention Foxes and Hedgehogs without mentioning Isaiah Berlin’s The Hedgehog and the Fox: An essay on Tolstoy’s View of History. He based the essay on Archilochus’s quote.


Chapter Four

The Future is a Foreign Country

“If we spoke a different language, we would perceive a somewhat different world.”

Ludwig Wittgenstein

~~

In Chapter Two you started preparing for your journey by examining self-awareness and learning about some of your acquired patterns and potential biases. In terms of the journey metaphor, you know who you are and where you’d like to go; you’ve done your preparation. You know the kind of things that are difficult for you, and which you need to watch out for. Some people like to travel to cities and stay in fancy hotels; some people like to travel to the wilderness and camp in tents. Knowing your preferences – your comfort zone – helps you to prepare appropriately for whatever your end point may be and anticipate where you might have difficulties.

In Chapter Three, you looked at how you think about thinking. You explored how imagination, temporal anchoring and emotion affects how you think and how you reach decisions. Now you are ready to make a decision about where you’d like to go, the possible destinations and which one or ones you’d like to choose. Today, as a leader, you need to be anticipatory, that is to say you must use Strategic Foresight to actively anticipate what could disrupt your business and (or) where you can uncover new opportunities to use this knowledge to create new products, services, portfolios and revenue streams.

Successful marathon runners examine their thinking and ask the question ‘What is stopping me doing better?’. They challenge the status quo and strive to improve performance through practice. They will try to uncover any assumptions they are making that would get in the way of not just finishing the marathon, but of doing their best and making a good showing.

So, in this chapter you will examine the baggage you take with you; that is, the unknown assumptions you are making. Baggage is neither good nor bad; but you do need to know how much of it you’ve got, how heavy it is, what shape it takes… it is a necessary part of your journey planning. The Strategic Foresight journey is an important one – you are considering making long-term decisions (tomorrow+ and tomorrow++) for yourself and your organisation – so it needs careful planning; it needs reflection and it needs sufficient time spent on it.

The journey will take you to other countries (different possible futures); you need to prepare properly and anticipate what could happen. ‘The Future’8 is a foreign country and culture shock is guaranteed. Culture shock comes from arriving in a culture (and probably a language) different from your own, where people have another world view, other paradigms and other values, some or all of which are inconceivable to you. So it’s worth considering these differences with regard to how you think about the future. If you can lessen the culture shock by understanding as much as you can about the new culture before you land (i.e. doing your homework), you’ll be able to learn and benefit from the new culture sooner.

A major point of Strategic Foresight is to enable you to make good choices for the future and then implement these choices in your organisation, creating the changes you need in order to flourish and endure. This requires you to renew your organisation – in Beyond Crisis9 we described what we called the Five Qualities10 that are needed for organisational renewal.

The Five Qualities are Insight, Options, Machinery, Values and Narrative. Renewal can begin anywhere in the cycle, but all Five Qualities must be visited for an organisation to renew itself. In the quality of Insight, you gain an understanding of where your organisation is and what is happening around it (internal and external scanning). This information is further developed using tools such as Three Horizons, Mental Time Travel (see previous chapter) and developing future scenarios to gain an understanding of what might occur that could affect you in the future and which emerging trends you need to pay attention to. This includes considering the risks to, and potential opportunities for, the organisation.
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Fig.4.1 The Cycle of Transformational Renewal

From this information, you exercise the Quality (or organisational competence) of Options and start to develop viable options to ensure success in your future. What does the business need to be doing NOW in order to be successful in the long term? How do you mitigate the risks you might encounter? How do you amplify our opportunities? What do you need to stop doing? What do you need to do differently?

Creativity and innovation processes are used to develop what needs to happen/change in product/service line(s) and organisational processes. Road maps are used to help make choices around what the organisation is going to do or become and set out how to get there/make it happen.

The Quality of Machinery is about the ways in which an organisation makes things happen, the implementation of the agreed strategy.

All this rests on the foundation of the organisation’s core Values and its Narrative – the two overarching Qualities of organisational renewal. The core Values define the playing field, helping to make clear where choices are limited (due to Values) for a chosen strategy direction. Narrative is the collection of stories we tell about who we are; it helps with the machinery of change as well as with Environmental or Horizon scanning. Narrative must be congruent with the values and the strategy in order for renewal to take place successfully. It’s the glue that holds the organisation together, since it connects Values, Insights and Options.

The practice of Strategic Foresight (the shaded box in the diagram) combines activities from each of the four Qualities of Insight, Options, Values and Narrative as a basis for identifying decision points and then making choices and deciding on the emerging strategic direction that a person or business is going to follow to enable their preferred future(s) to occur. As one of my colleagues says, “Strategic Foresight refreshes the fuzzy front-end of innovation” to enable a business to re-energise itself and to take advantage of the opportunities it discovers.

As human beings, we make sense of the world around us through stories. Stories help build a shared culture and a shared understanding. They help us to make sense of what is ‘out there’ (and what is ‘in here’). The Quality of Narrative in the cycle refers to the stories we tell – both individually and collectively, both ‘good’ and ‘bad’ – about the way things work around here, about what happens here (and what does not). Human beings like storytelling; we are storytellers by nature and use stories and narrative to create our reality. Therefore it is imperative that your organisational Narrative is thoroughly researched and understood and that the underlying assumptions are identified and challenged11. The metaphor of baggage is what I’ve used to describe these assumptions. A shared and articulated Narrative makes it easier to communicate and take group decisions because you all understand the background story; the rules of the game are clear to everyone.

Identifying your underlying assumptions

Your assumptions are ‘baggage’ as defined by our metaphor. An assumption is a belief that you haven’t challenged or questioned, so it may be untrue. It can be heavy and can slow you down. It can be awkward in size. It could also be something that really helps you, and you need to know whether it is helpful (in which case, make use of it) or not. A helpful assumption is one that you clearly identify and use; for instance, you can make an assumption about energy when you think about a particular future. You could assume that your organisation will not be affected by any energy problems, that is, the price of energy will remain stable and you will always be able to access an adequate supply for your needs. Or you could assume the opposite, that you will have trouble getting access to sufficient energy and that there will be increased costs in doing so. When you make this clear and share this widely as the basis to build upon, you have a useful assumption (useful ‘baggage’ from the metaphor).

To get the best stories and information out of Strategic Foresight, you need to identify and share your underlying assumptions with your Strategic Foresight project team; this is how you start to make collective sense of what is out there and how you start to build a community to explore different futures and prepare for change.

These assumptions are the raw material on which your project work is based. They reflect your vision, opinions, hopes and beliefs and those of your team. If they are questionable, or are different for different members of your team – that is, they are not understood by all – the output of the process will be flawed and is likely to be incomplete. You need to be able to question what might be missing and identify what is not robust. Admitting your assumptions may make it harder to defend the outcomes to others, but it will make it easier to share these outcomes with others, to be certain that you aren’t missing anything and to learn from each potential future.

You will have to make some basic assumptions to build upon as you will never have all the hard information you need. Challenging and sharing these assumptions with your team will reduce any limiting effects. For instance, how do you think globalisation will affect your sector and your organisation? Will businesses consolidate into large conglomerates, with a few large players? Or will there be fragmentation and many niche players? What assumptions will you make about how your business adds value next year? And in 10, 20 or 50 years’ time? What are your assumptions about the price of ‘ingredients’ and raw materials – your cost structure? What will your operating assumptions be tomorrow, tomorrow+ and tomorrow++? What do you need in order to continue to operate across different time horizons?

Then you can apply some rigour and focus your enquiry – challenges and checks – using one of the models explained in later chapters, for instance, PESTLE (or STEEPLE), CLA or VERGE. These models give you a framework around which you can prepare questions and challenges and they help you ensure that you cover diverse perspectives so that you don’t forget things. The risk of mistakes and ensuing losses is reduced when the underlying assumptions are shared, when you’ve challenged them and everyone understands why you’ve made these choices (assumptions).

Paradigms

A paradigm is a pattern or a model of how things work. Where a paradigm can be problematic is when you aren’t aware of it. Like an assumption, it is a belief that ‘this is just how things work’. It is hard to discern what paradigms you are in – by definition they are something that you don’t notice. One way to get around this is to make sure there is sufficient diversity in the room that someone may notice when assumptions are being made, when a paradigm is being fallen into. Another way is to use some of the tools mentioned above, particularly CLA and VERGE (see Chapters Eight and Nine), to examine your thinking from different perspectives.


Case Study

UK Rail Industry Rolling Stock Company

The company leased rolling stock to the various Train Operating Companies who had a franchise in the UK. They wanted to use Strategic Foresight to help them to look at the options available to them 10-20 years in the future with the focus on factors outside of their control.

They developed a set of four scenarios (four different potential and plausible futures) using scenario planning and explored firstly how they would know that they were entering one of the potential futures and secondly what options were open to them when they encountered the events of that particular future.

They came out of the exercise having stress-tested the different scenarios sufficiently that a team could monitor for indicators. They developed a strategy for each asset and revenue stream and looked at potential new opportunities.

In doing so, they discovered that the assumption they had about themselves (that they were a rolling stock company) was purely an assumption. In actual fact, they were an asset management company. This new understanding provided them with new opportunities for the business.



For instance, everyone knows that there are different cultural paradigms. In the Anglo-Saxon world we are careful to hire people according to merit and nepotism is a negative word. But in many parts of Asia (not to mention some parts of Europe), you hire your family first. In Nepal there is even a special word for this: afno manche. You take your ‘own people’ before you look elsewhere. This is cultural baggage and, while we may make our own judgements, neither approach is of itself good nor bad. It is the shape of your baggage and knowing about this is important to feed into your understanding and sense-making process.

You can also have functional paradigms in a business. The finance function tends to look for the business case and uses terms like ‘ROI’ (Return on Investment). The Corporate Social Responsibility function may look for ethics and green credentials. These two different functional groups may well find it difficult to speak a language that the other group can understand and this is largely down to underlying assumptions and paradigms. In other words, unquestioned beliefs and models.

When you can identify your underlying assumptions and paradigms you are part way towards communicating clearly with diverse groups. You have the foundations for building useful maps and models that will give you some clarity looking towards potential futures – what I call tomorrow+.

[You can visit the CLA Exercise in Chapter Eight to experience how to uncover paradigms and assumptions that you all make as a group.]

How the future meets you

How does the future happen? How does it meet the present? Where is the dividing line? People don’t seem to notice when it happens. The past is your history and then you’ve got… now. In a sense you have what Daniel Gilbert calls the “end of history illusion”: the illusion that history has just come to an end and that you are the finished product of that history.12 The way you live your life is with a familiar sense of a static, continuous present. People tend to vastly underestimate the amount of change they will experience over the next 10 years. So, you live in what can be called a ‘manufactured normalcy field’. This makes it more difficult to think realistically about the future even when you know that this is the case.

For instance, when you use an e-reader, you neither use nor experience the full extent of what an e-reader is capable of. This is because it is easier to stretch the boundaries and change just a little bit at a time – and that is a manufactured normalcy field. In actual fact, your experience is really not much different from that of reading a physical book. It may be lighter than a physical book, and perhaps smaller, and each book may take up much less physical space, but you still read it a page at a time. Some e-readers even give the impression that the page is being turned as you read.

You probably aren’t prepared for what an e-reader is capable of, for taking it outside this manufactured normalcy field. Think of what would be possible with the technology we have today. Spritz is an app that moves further into what is actually possible with this technology13: Spritz doesn’t give you a page to read but rather it streams it to you, a word at a time, at a speed that you choose. If you have a small screen, it can be really useful.

With the technology available today, you wouldn’t need to read things sequentially, you could link up articles – or chapters or paragraphs – by subject matter, or you could make a mind map and read a book that way. The organisation of what you read could be done just for you – that is, only what is of interest to you would be at the front of the e-reader for that book. It could recognise what you are searching for and feed you that sort of information only. This sort of thing exists today with news aggregator apps like Apple News, News Republic and Flipboard, which collect and collate articles according to your instructions, from the web. The list goes on.

So the way you experience it, the future doesn’t actually seem to arrive; you are always in the present now, the finished product… you’re not going to change (much). Your envelope of reality stretches only minimally. The technology you use doesn’t become ubiquitous until it is boring, which means you don’t have to alter your behaviour much at any one time (although over a long time frame it might alter greatly).

To make Strategic Foresight really useful you need to decouple yourself from your baggage – acknowledge its size and weight and then put the baggage that limits you in the ‘hold’ and forget it while you enjoy the travel experience. You want to free yourself up to experience a very different future, different enough that it could be a different country. You want to look to tomorrow+ and even further out, to tomorrow++. And you need to let go of your limiting baggage in order to get there.

Values

Values are beliefs that a person or a social group has, in which they have an emotional investment. Research done by Brahma Kumaris has identified twelve values they believe to be common across all cultures: Peace, Respect, Co-operation, Happiness, Honesty, Humility, Love, Responsibility, Simplicity, Tolerance, Freedom and Unity. It would be hard to argue with any of these. Whether you believe they’re common to us all is unimportant. It is important, rather, to acknowledge that all people have values. Using the metaphor of ‘baggage’, values are beliefs you don’t normally examine or challenge – they’re difficult to challenge because of the emotional investment you have in them.

Since you don’t normally examine them, they give you a feeling of certainty and sureness; stability when times are uncertain… but only as long as you don’t question them. Values help you make difficult choices. They can also help you fool yourself. They affect the choices you make. The values you hold, the values that your organisation holds, define the value space within which you work. If you value integrity, you won’t pay bribes, which means you probably won’t hire a consultant to pay bribes on your behalf and means that there are countries in which you will not be able to operate because it would compromise your value of integrity. In a sense, it helps you make some decisions easily, by keeping within your value space.

Values change slowly because of the emotional investment made in them. And they can get in your way – if you don’t examine them from time to time. As with assumptions, they are the basis for potential futures that you are developing. If you’re a manufacturer and hold the value of integrity as important, it doesn’t just mean that you won’t pay bribes to customers today or tomorrow, it has a meaning 10, 20, 30 years from now as well. How does that affect what your company will or won’t do?

Language creates reality

Language isn’t just a tool to describe reality, it creates our reality. It is active, it moves people, and it makes things happen. We construct futures with language and it is really important to be careful with the language you use when developing these different futures. The language you use is part of your Narrative – personal or organisational – and it is key to joint sense-making. Your own perception of reality is not necessarily the same as that of other people. This can be a wonderful gift into shared understanding if you can use the idea to explore another person’s perceptions. Awareness of your own, other people’s and the organisational Narrative enables shared sense-making which is the precursor to mapping what exists in the external world – discussed in Chapter Six.

How you enquire is important and it depends on the language you use. If you ask ‘Why?’ you are more likely to get an unthinking response which includes opinion, interpretation and defensiveness than if you ask ‘What happened?’ which encourages facts and a description of what actually happened without the interpretation. Time spent considering what you are enquiring about and then how best to ask the question saves you time in the long run by making the response to your enquiry more valuable to you.

Chris Argyris’s14 ‘Ladder of Inference’ is a model of how Narratives are constructed. At the bottom is the event you experience. It is observable, it is neither good nor bad. Then you choose what is important to you. You select what you will use, usually unconsciously. You add meaning to it – a ‘truth’ which could be based on an assumption you made and which is, again, likely to be unconscious. Next you come to a conclusion. This informs your beliefs which underlie your actions. It’s cumulative, you end up acting on beliefs that are built upon many unconscious judgements you made which can get in the way of shared sense-making.
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Fig. 4.2 Ladder of Inference

The ‘Ladder of Inference’ contributes to what I call ‘already hearing’. You could also call it ‘actually I’m NOT listening’, or ‘I already know what you are going to say’. You are ‘already hearing’ when you are so far up the ladder of inference that you can’t hear what is actually being said. You already ‘know’ what the answer is going to be, so you ‘hear’ the answer you’re expecting, even if that isn’t what the person is saying. This stops collaboration, learning and moving forward and is far too common. If you’ve spent time thinking about the question you wish to ask, the enquiry you want to embark on and then when it comes time to ask the question you are ‘already hearing’, you are wasting your time. It is well worth thinking about whether or not you are ‘already hearing’ when you start working collaboratively, in dialogue with diverse participants and stakeholders to ensure you get the best, most useful results from your work.

So, let’s say you have worked through the ladder of inference and understand where you are, you have worked on what you want to enquire about and you know you aren’t already hearing. You can still have background conversations going on… background conversations are those little voices in your head that are based on assumptions you make. The ones that get in the way are the negative ones, those that limit your thinking. Below you’ll find five very common background conversations. Identifying them will help you to turn them off while you are exploring in the foreign country of the Future(s).

1.

Find the Flaw. This is by far the most common. Someone comes up with an idea and immediately someone else jumps on it to point out why it won’t work. It crushes creativity and innovation and blinds you to opportunity. If you can’t shut this conversation off, you will remain firmly rooted in the present (or the past) which isn’t going to help you to develop Strategic Foresight. Another flavour of this negative background conversation is when people can only tell you what is wrong with something, not what is right and already working well. Put this one in the baggage hold, with the rest of your unhelpful luggage.



2.

Not Responsible (a.k.a. the Tragedy of the Commons). It’s easy not to worry about responsibility if you know someone else is responsible. This is what happens when we all need to be responsible; we just take the easy way out and assume someone else will do it – whatever it is. If we have agreed to examine our assumptions and we find it rather painful, we hear this little voice that encourages us to just let it go. It’s easier that way. Instead, accept your responsibility, step outside your comfort zone! Going to another country means confronting yourself with ‘not the usual suspects’ and it can feel daunting. If you are all participating, it is easier to not only build your relationships and trust within the team, but also to learn, develop and deploy Strategic Foresight. Go on, exercise those Foresight muscles!



3.

Us vs Them. When you see yourself as different from others you immediately move into the space of zero sum game and competition – it puts you into the place of not being able to work with ‘them’ to develop solutions. It separates us. We can’t make sense of what is out there, without doing so together. We need the diversity of people different from ourselves to open conversations up, to identify opportunities and to innovate.



4.

Either/Or. This restricts you to two possibilities only and that is not the real world. Yes, it is sometimes difficult to hold two opposing ideas in your mind (or several for that matter), but that is the reality that you face. Far more useful is to think in terms of Both/And.



5.

Scarcity. This is the conversation that tells you there isn’t enough to go around and therefore you’d better get in there and get your share before someone else gets it. It is a self-fulfilling prophecy. If you believe there isn’t enough to go around, there won’t be. If you believe there’s enough to go around, there will be. Scarcity conversations force us into Win/Lose thinking, which is shorthand for Lose/Lose. It restricts your ability to see other alternatives and opportunities.
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Fig. 4.3 Developing Foresight

Ready to board

You have completed your preparation for your journey now. You’ve worked on self-awareness, you’ve examined how you think about thinking and you’ve explored your assumptions and those of the people in your team.

You are now ready to start building different futures. You have enough self-knowledge and awareness to handle your own fears and discomfort. You have shared your assumptions with your team and begun to jointly learn about the collective (and individual) fears and areas of discomfort. So you’ve got an idea of how you can start to manage the relationships within your team in order to productively map the difficult external and internal environments that you’re a part of. This in turn leads to new self-awareness in a generative and learning-rich cycle.

The next chapter deals with uncovering emerging trends – the next step in building and anticipating a range of possible (and perhaps very disruptive) futures. It will help you recognise some of what is soon to ‘hit you’ and get a grip on some of the uncertainty and volatility around you.

Conclusion

The assumptions and baggage that you unconsciously carry with you get in the way of making robust, consistently good, decisions. These assumptions can keep you stuck in the status quo when you need to move on. Human beings assume things will change far less than they actually do. This can stop you thinking robustly enough when focusing on potential futures.

Building on the self-awareness you started to develop in the previous chapter, you can now add awareness of others and engage them in your thinking, adding diversity to the mix of thinking about potential futures. This will help you to uncover your own baggage and has the potential to protect you against missing important indicators, drivers and potential opportunities or risks in the range of potential futures you will explore.

Further Reading
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Chapter Five

Preparing for the Future – Using Environmental Scanning, emerging trends and engaging your best for change

“The future will be determined in part by happenings that it is impossible to foresee; it will also be influenced by trends that are now existent and observable.”

Emily Greene Balch

“Leaders keep their eyes on the horizon, not just on the bottom line.”

Warren Bennis

“The future belongs to those who prepare for it today.”

Malcolm X

~~

Strategic Foresight is all about identifying the changes you need to make in order to sustain your organisation and help it succeed or be relevant or useful in the future. And once you’ve identified them, to actually make the changes – to really engage and ‘make it so’, which is explored later in the book. One of the most difficult things for an organisation to do is to manage change successfully. We’re all afraid of it. Change rarely works as intended and it is often not sustainable. If it’s to have any chance of working, it needs to start with a clear understanding of the need to change. We are primarily motivated in two ways: away from things we do not want to happen and towards things that are desirable. Rather than calling it ‘the burning platform’ and changing away from whatever it is that people fear, I prefer also to search for the great opportunities that exist out there and change toward something that people understand and can look forward to. Positive energy is so much more satisfying to work with – and not only that, in my experience it just plain works better – as a catalyst for successful change. However, often both are needed.

In this chapter I will give you some tools to help you to discover trends as they emerge. My favourite is a framework based on Three Horizons that was developed by several colleagues about ten years ago. It presents three different time frames in the same space. This encourages discussion of how the different time frames relate to one another. I use it to help leaders and their teams think strategically and identify what to do next. It is simple and can be done quickly. It enables people to identify today’s thinking – with today’s assumptions and paradigms – and at the same time examine emerging trends where they see pockets of the future happening today – that is, looking for tomorrow++ where it is actually happening today. The wealth to be mined from this map is in making the bridge from today to tomorrow++ (the time of potential futures). You can see what could be coming and, using innovation and creativity, work to bridging between what you have today and what tomorrow++ will bring, in what I call the ‘magic triangle’.

There is a natural flow from the conversation where you make sense of what is out there (as discussed in previous chapters), through the strategic conversation you encourage with Three Horizons, to the action that is sparked from working with the ‘magic triangle’. From there we can make real our hopes for the future as we co-create them together.

To help with this I’ll use a case study of a fictitious company – FastTrack Publishing (see below). I chose a publishing company since that industry is in great turmoil at the moment. Imagine you are on the management team of FastTrack, which publishes non-fiction, business and academic books. You can use this case study to practise the Three Horizons framework.

Once we’ve had a look at the three different time horizons (which is something you can best do in practice with your team and stakeholders), I’ll cover how you personally can do Horizon Scanning/Environmental Scanning every day. How do you recognise new trends and, once you’ve found them, what do you do with them? It is something that you need to do if you want to keep your Foresight muscles well-honed and exercised. It is also interesting – something most people really enjoy. And it is part of what you need to do to keep your business viable, healthy and flourishing.

The most difficult part of Horizon Scanning is recognising which trends are wild cards and, once you’ve noted them, knowing what you can do about them. I will look at that too. By the end of this chapter you should be able to have an important and fruitful conversation with your team about how today meets the future.

In effect, you will be able to encourage this conversation across time horizons which allows innovation and creativity to arise. When people understand how the different time horizons fit together and make sense of how trends unfold on this map, you will have set the stage for engagement and making it happen.

Three Horizons

The Three Horizons framework is a way to think about the future that recognises the ambiguity and deep uncertainty that people experience in relation to an unknown future. The framework allows people to respond, despite this, with an active, positive orientation. It helps to frame a constructive conversation where both the present and its limitations, and different potential futures, can be examined and linked, while the way to bridge from today to a preferred tomorrow++ can be co-created.

The Evolution of the Three Horizons Framework

The Future Studies framework ‘Three Horizons’ connects what is happening today with desired, possible futures. It provides a way to enable a conversation that identifies different diverging paths that may emerge as a trend unfolds. These different paths are a result of the difference between today and these potential tomorrows++ (and the conflict that can arise from that). It indicates how these preferred possible futures might actually be achieved. The framework allows you to look at the three different time horizons in the same place and at one time, aiding insight and sense-making.

The first published version of the framework was in a management book, The Alchemy of Growth by Baghai, Coley and White (1999). It was then adapted significantly by Bill Sharpe and Anthony Hodgson, while working on a UK Government Foresight project. Many of our colleagues have contributed to the framework as it has been used in practice.

A further adaptation that we use was developed by Dr Wendy Schultz when she added to the timeline a focus on trends from the past and how they have actually played out. Looking into the past allows people to see that they have weathered much change successfully. It lets them see how trends have played out in reality; how the emergence actually worked. This means that when people look towards potential futures it helps them to feel more at ease (after all, having successfully lived through the changes that have been seen so far, it is quite likely that they will continue to successfully handle changes that are to come; they stand in a position of strength). They can apply what they have seen as change emerges to the potential paths that trends might take as they move from today to tomorrow++.

How Three Horizons Works

Using the adapted Three Horizons framework you start by looking to the past, the section you see on the left of the figure. Think about things that you have noticed in – for instance – the past forty years. The rule of thumb that I use is that if you want to look twenty years into the future, look forty years into the past (that is, twice as far backwards as you wish to go forwards in time). Doing so is good exercise for your Foresight muscles and makes it easier to look forward.
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Fig. 5.1 Extended Three Horizons (incl.the past horizon)

Look at changes that you have seen occurring across different areas, countries and regions. The wider you look, the better the ensuing conversation will be. For instance in the area of technology, think about when the Internet first caught your attention and how it has evolved (emerged if you will) since then. What about telephones? Or cars and transportation?

An example of how trends develop and unfold: Trends in Telecommunication

To help you see how trends unfold over time, let’s look at communication over distance. While you look at this story, bear in mind how trends can follow different paths, can merge, demerge and unfold; it will help you to also look forward and imagine how the weak signals of change emerging today – in Horizon Three – might play out going forward to tomorrow++.

When we use the adapted Three Horizons framework to look to the past we normally do not look much further back than 40-60 years. But, here I would like to take you back to when the Industrial Revolution began (in the UK) as it was a key driver for increasing the speed of communication over distance15.

Initially, if people wanted to communicate over a distance, they would have walked or run or ridden a horse. Communication would have been between people – that is one person would have to either speak with or write to another and the message would be passed from one person to another.

The Industrial Revolution created the need for faster communication over ever greater distances: now that trains travelled faster than a horse, there was a need for communication that was as fast as or faster than the train – if, for instance, a criminal had boarded a train and you wanted to catch them when they got off. This indeed happened, in 1845, when John Tawell became the first person arrested as a result of the new telecommunications technology.

The electric telegraph was the first true form of telecommunication. There were non-electric forms, for instance semaphore, smoke signals, drums; but they were limited by the distance over which they could be seen or heard.

The breakthrough came with a combination of three emerging trends plus a fourth development. The emerging trends were: developments in the science of electromagnetism, the ability to generate and store electricity and the ability to produce the mechanical devices and wires needed to generate and store electricity. That is, the scientific knowledge paired with the engineering ability to make the devices necessary. The fourth development was a code (several different codes were developed, but in the end, it was Morse code which was almost universally used) that could translate electric pulses into language that people could use easily16.

The first demonstrations of the electric telegraph were alongside railway lines. By 1845 a line between Washington and Baltimore was opened to the public by the US Post Office. By the 1850s telegraph lines crossed Europe and the United States, but not yet the oceans. Once the use of overland wires was understood, undersea cables were developed. The first was laid between England and France. As the British Empire expanded, there was an urgent need for much faster and more secure communication between its different parts. So speed and, now, distance drove the development of undersea, long-distance cables. First a trans-Atlantic cable was laid and by 1870 the first sub-sea cable had been laid between Bombay and London. By 1900, the Eastern Telegraph Company had a vast international submarine cable network of over 150,000 kilometres.

About this time another trend emerged, built on the science of radio waves. The Italian engineer Guglielmo Marconi was able to send a signal across the Atlantic using wireless methods (long wave radio) around 1902. This not only allowed ships to communicate over distance, it was competition for the telegraph.

Meanwhile, development of the telephone began in the 19th century, but the land line telephones we know today were based on the telegraph (wired or cable communications) and used electric signals on copper wires to work, allowing people to hear each other’s voices over distance. It was originally called the speaking telegraph, a by-product of research and innovation by people who were looking at how to make telegraphs work faster and more profitably: a fortuitous accident when someone noticed that they would convey the human voice as well.

Mobile telecommunication was the next step, based on… wireless communications à la Marconi. Radio telephony had been a reality since the 1920s but the equipment needed was heavy and network reach was limited by insufficient computing power. It was used by the military, aircraft and ships, but not yet by individuals or in business.

By the 1980s, miniaturisation and computing power had developed to such a degree that, when applied to existing radio telephony, you got real mobile communications, person to person. The technology had been in existence for many years – but it needed cross-fertilisation with hardware miniaturisation and networking software to make it physically (and commercially) viable. Different trends develop at different speeds; they can stop, start again or end. What it takes is for someone to notice when they can be merged (or demerged) to make something new. And often the new idea is laid along the bed of the old (so to speak) as in optic fibre cables which are a physical cable, but able to carry much more data than was possible before (and they are usually physically laid in the bed of the older cables).

For me, the final piece (so far) of this evolution happened during a recent overseas trip where I did not take my laptop. I travelled only with an iPad mini, yet was able to do everything I needed from accessing emails and downloading information and articles, to working on this book. Amazing when you think that just a few years ago I would have been travelling with a case just for the laptop, its connectors and paraphernalia, weighing several kilos. This is made possible by the combination of further developments in the trends of miniaturisation, software and Cloud technology.
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Fig. 5.2 The Three Horizons

So, just think about what else has happened in your lifetime in the different areas highlighted by the circles on the left-hand side of Figure 5.1. It really is quite amazing; an opportunity for wonder and reflection and it makes for an interesting and enlightening conversation. As you can see, in your lifetime you have successfully handled – or navigated – enormous changes many times. And if you’ve done it once, you can do it again.

Horizon One

The First Horizon is that of the current paradigm, operating today – the prevailing operating assumptions that you make. It is the top curve of Fading Trends, starting at the left of the diagram. What do you take for granted, knowing that it is there and that it works in a particular way? That is what you are looking for in this section. It is ‘the way we do things here’, how it all operates today. We call it Fading Trends because what works today is at the top of the curve and will begin to lose its fit as the external environment changes. However, not all things will change – plenty must stay the same for life to go on. You will need to identify – later in the process – what needs to change and what needs to stay the same.

Bill Sharpe refers to the First Horizon as the managerial mind-set. It is about maintaining the status quo with small incremental changes that don’t in any way risk ‘business as usual’. It is the place where Hedgehog thinking thrives, where people don’t want to change because it doesn’t feel right.

Horizon Three

From the First Horizon, we go to explore the Third. In fact, all three Horizons exist at the same time. Choosing to focus on them one at a time gives a different perspective. We do it in this order because this sets up the ‘magic triangle’ as you bridge between your visions of what the future could be and what exists today.

The Third Horizon is about what is emerging and will become commonplace in the future – tomorrow++. It is the bottom curve of Emerging Trends in the figure above. It begins with identifying pockets of the future that are occurring today. They will further evolve to become the future system or paradigm. This requires transformational change and will be a new way of doing things quite different to what exists today.

To uncover Horizon Three systems you need to explore a range of social, economic and technical systems that are probably not going to seem likely in today’s world, the world of Horizon One.

This can be called the visionary and aspirational mindset. It can be very generative and is a source of energy for change. Beware, however, as it can also be frightening for some people.

Horizon Two

The Second Horizon concerns the emerging short- to medium-term future or tomorrow+. This is the middle curve of Trends in Transition that you find in the figure above. It is here that clashes over different possible ways to the future will play themselves out. Keep in mind that all three Horizons exist in the present; we are viewing them NOW. It helps if you are aware that views of how trends play out and what futures may be are all potential, not yet actual. It is in the Horizon 2 transition space that you bridge between today and tomorrow++; between the limitations of today and the opportunities of the long-term future. It is the space of conflict and opportunity. It is a messy place where the short term fights against the long term and there is no agreement on a way forward. And it is what I call the ‘magic triangle’, where there is room for innovation and creativity, where opportunity and risk abound and where you will find the energy for change if you dare to look. The conversation you engage in when working on Horizon Two is likely to be the most powerful and useful part of this framework.

Not all innovations in Horizon Two will succeed, but if they do, it is here that the first disruption of the status quo will occur. It is in Horizon Two that you can see the ambiguity of moving into the future quite clearly and start to take account of the plus and minus sides – it is the space for making choices of how you get from today to tomorrow++. This is the place – the space – for co-creating the future you desire.

Bill Sharpe calls the Horizon Two mind-set the entrepreneurial view. This is where opportunities are found and risks are taken, where the competing systems of the status quo of today and the transformational, paradigm shift of tomorrow++ meet and come into conflict.

Pulling it all together

So, having the past and the three Horizons in the conversation, in the present moment, gives you a unique and above all useful perspective on the relationship between the past, the present and short- and long-term future. This is an excellent space to exercise your Foresight muscles. This is the space for renewal – exercising the Options Quality from the Cycle of Transformational Renewal Model discussed in Chapter Four. You will end this conversation in a space of creative possibility where renewal and transformative innovation can take place safely. This is because the framework allows you to see patterns that wouldn’t otherwise be visible in your normal day-to-day work. It helps you make sense across complex situations and time frames while remaining grounded in the here and now.

You can view them all in the present and use the past for examples and learning. Use the past timeline to help you challenge assumptions you might be making in Horizon One. Look at how emerging trends might play out in Horizon Three. See if there is anything you’ve learned from your past timeline that could give you some new ideas. Finally, examine Horizon Two to make the bridge. What could be created as trends merge that would get you safely and successfully to Horizon Three? The Three Horizons framework lets you work out cause and effect over longer time frames by working through how you get from today (Horizon One) to a potential future (Horizon Three). In Horizon Three you’ve worked out how trends might evolve. In Horizon Two you are applying your own innovation and creativity to look at what you can put together (merging two or more trends, for instance, as in the telecommunication story) to be more fit for purpose for the potential future you are envisaging. It gives you the chance to observe and become aware of longer-term processes and patterns. It helps you to work through and see the process of change as it unfolds (and as it might unfold) over long periods of time.

In the telecommunication story, when railways emerged as a transportation trend (Horizon Three), someone had the realisation that the speed of communications of that day (Horizon One) wouldn’t be sufficient and that faster speeds over longer distances would be needed. Four different emerging trends (Horizon Two) were combined to come up with the answer: telecommunications. And the trends associated with telecommunication have not yet come to an end.

Once you start to work with, and think about, Horizons Two and Three you live with ambiguity and the uncertainty you feel because of it. It is a gift – it tells you that here lies opportunity. It lets you figure out how to respond proactively and adaptively to co-create what you would like to see. This framework gives you a structure to help move towards action – it helps you see clearly what needs to be done and why. Horizon Three is a vision of a potential future or set of futures, it is in Horizon Two that you make the decisions that will lead you in the right direction and take the actions that will potentially get you there.

Exercise

Think of the trends you’ve seen operating in the past 40 years. You may wish to remind yourself of the areas by looking at the Three Horizons diagram at the start of this chapter. Here we are looking at the past Horizon. You’ve already seen an example of one trend above (telecommunication). Try to pull out 10-15 different trends that could have been important to your organisation or to you yourself and think about how they have:

•

Unfolded over time



•

Affected you and society



•

Stopped (or perhaps they are still unfolding or emerging)



•

Changed over time.



You could write each trend on a Post-it note and place it on the past time line at the appropriate place. Think about one or more that might be important to the FastTrack Publishing Group. You will find information about them in the case study below.

Next, look at your current operating assumptions (Horizon One). These are the things an organisation takes for granted in its day-to-day operations. They include abstract ideas like business models as well as concrete conditions like cash flow, supply chain, availability of staff, customers, etc. For example, one operating assumption of most businesses is access to a constant supply of electricity.

Imagine you are a Director of FastTrack Publishing Group (see Case Study box on the next page). What assumptions do you currently make? What are you taking for granted? Consider all aspects of your business, e.g.:

•

Your business models - What do you sell? How do you make your money?



•

Your primary products – What are they? What is the split between them? (in this case, hard copy and electronic books and journals)



•

Your production processes and the skill-sets and materials required for production



•

Your suppliers / supply chain – are there weaknesses? Strengths?



•

Your customers / markets – to whom do you sell? How?



•

Your advertising



•

What else?




Case Study

FastTrack Publishing Group

In 1971 the company that would become FastTrack was founded in the UK with the objective of publishing books, articles and journals that would help businesses to ‘Fast Track’ their way to better results.

It started by publishing 10 books in the first year and taking over the publication of one scholarly journal. Its focus was on the area of high-tech manufacturing.

Now, in the early years of the 21st century, it has expanded to cover leading-edge thinking across the world of business and economics. It now publishes several hundred books a year and publishes 25 scholarly journals in areas from economics to systems theory.

It is a small, niche, publishing group with two divisions. One division publishes books, the other publishes the journals. The book division has two business units, one that focuses on academic and text books, the other that focuses on business books for the mainstream market. Each division has its own management team which reports to the board. Both division heads are members of the Board of Directors.

The publishing environment is in constant change and flux. Accordingly, FastTrack has moved its journals and its books to a combination of electronic and print. It has also begun to experiment with audio books and print-on-demand. Currently only 10% of the books from the mainstream market business unit are produced using print-on-demand.

To date it has been a moderately successful player in the field, but with change continuing rapidly and unpredictably, the management is facing challenges on all fronts.



For instance, book production requires electricity and water. You require warehouse space for physical books. You have to organise the logistics of delivering physical books to their end destination. You need an office for staff, communication and so on. Put down all you can think of – you can always return and add things.

Next have a go at Horizon Three for FastTrack: think about what you’ve been reading in newspapers, journals, on the web, and hearing on the news. Think about interesting conversations you’ve had lately with people in different fields. What are the most surprising and interesting changes that you’ve read about or heard about lately? What truly novel changes come to mind? What are the changes that you find most alarming?

What are the most transformational changes you see emerging, e.g. on the scale of what digital cameras did to the film industry, or what the iPod and MP3 players have done to music? Are there any similar watersheds emerging? (If you get stuck, have a look at bit.ly/tpSF04 for some of the trends that we follow which might give you some ideas).

The final part of the exercise is Horizon Two. Pick a Horizon One assumption that is being challenged by one of the emerging changes that you’ve noticed – it could be in any of the areas we looked at where you hold an assumption about the status quo. Think about how this will play out.

For example, for the last few years it has often been in the news that, in the near future, the UK will no longer produce enough electricity to meet demand. Therefore it would have to come up with another option. What does this mean for FastTrack and its business? It could mean that the UK just buys energy from another country. What are the consequences of that? If it makes the cost of energy go up, what do you do about that? Can FastTrack pass the rise in energy costs on to its customers? If it can’t, how can it cover this rise in underlying fixed costs? What does it need to do in order to ensure that it can continue to operate profitably? How can you mitigate the risk?

Now review the other changes you’ve noted in Horizon Three. Pick two or three that spark some interesting ideas and possibilities. Use the emerging change as a foundation for new ideas and transformative innovations that might serve to replace or adapt a vulnerable assumption. Go on, have a play. Use this space for notes…

Once you’ve had a practice run with FastTrack Publishing Group, you might like to have a go with your own organisation in mind. I’m sure you can see how this framework will create the space for an energetic, strategic discussion. You can start to weigh up which ideas will be cheap to implement. You will see which ideas are the low hanging fruit that you could quickly pick (put into practice). Look at which you already have the skills to implement and which will require significant investment. Which ideas will customers be enthusiastic about and which will excite your staff?

And the most important ideas are those that might potentially transform your industry, changing the game entirely and open up new markets for you.

Horizon Two is where you look at which emerging trends will give you competitive advantage and which might damage your organisation, so that you need to mitigate their effects. This is your transformative, exploratory space. Not all the ideas you have will work, even after you’ve tested and challenged them. But some of them will and those will give you the opportunity to flourish and endure.

Emerging Trends

Environmental Scanning (also called Horizon Scanning) is the process by which you look at what is going on ‘out there’ and ‘in here’. In Three Horizons you looked at emerging trends and thought through how they might play out and how they might combine with one another. This section encourages you to dig deeper in searching for and recognising trends (especially weak ones) as they emerge. It is a process of discovering what is happening today. In terms of the Cycle of Renewal, you are working on the Quality of Insight. This is the way you identify and anticipate potential change, disruption and discontinuity. It is part of learning, part of monitoring the world you live in and part of building knowledge and creating new ideas in your organisation. Hopefully it will also help you to change and widen your perspective.

Governments and large corporations often have Horizon Scanning or Foresight teams who spend their time keeping track of trends as they emerge around the globe. It is wonderful if you have such a team or the budget to do this research yourself. However, regardless of whether you have such resources in your business or your team, as a leader, it is still necessary for you to look for – and keep track of – emerging trends that are important for you personally and your team/department/group or company. You may have a different focus from that of the company team which will encourage discussion and challenge, and broaden the possibilities you discover, especially when searching for elusive weak signals. This different perspective is likely to pick up different signals from those that others see. The more diversity there is around which trends are picked up – unearthed and discovered – the better for you and your organisation.

Good Environmental Scanning is a habit you need to develop for the practice of successful Strategic Foresight. It doesn’t require a huge investment, but it does require some of your time to be spent thinking strategically, first on your own and then most likely with your team. And you take the time to do it because exercising your Foresight muscles makes business sense and helps you to make better decisions in both the short and long term.

As leader of a small consultancy (admittedly in the field of Strategic Foresight), we have a part-time research assistant who looks for indications of emerging trends in the areas in which we are interested. We look at the following trends:

•

Augmented humans – the singularity



•

New economic systems/trends and new paradigms



•

High tech



•

Health and science



•

General trends lists



•

Innovation



•

Shortage of Rare Earth Elements



•

Sustainability



•

Synthetic biology and metabolic engineering



•

Big data and data mining



•

Publishing



•

Frequency of natural disasters/Climate change



•

Shift from Occidental to Oriental power (west vs. east)



•

Energy and electricity supply



•

Water scarcity



•

3D printing



I oversee collection and curation of this database of information using a tool called Pearltrees (www.pearltrees.com) but you can find many other content curation tools. You will find (and can follow) our Emerging Trends at www.bit.ly/tpSF04

We direct our assistant’s research, but we also each do our own research by keeping our eyes open and noting when something comes up that piques our interest. Today this is much easier than it was in the past: you can use a feed reader or social bookmarking app to collect news and information and group them together for easy reading. Examples include Apple News, News Republic, Prismatic and Flipboard. Once you have chosen the trends you wish to follow, you can use Factr or Shaping Tomorrow to ‘mine’ sources in those areas and share your data feeds and insights with your team.

So, how do you figure out which trends to look for? One way is to use the Three Horizons framework which can be worked through quite quickly (in a few hours). It can provide a great starting point for Horizon Scanning and to help you look for relevant emerging trends. To get the best out of the framework in a short time you need skilled facilitation and a diverse group of people to work through the framework with you. Pareto rules – you can always be more thorough, the art is in deciding when you’ve got the important 80%. How do you make sure that you’ve covered everything you need and thought it through to a sufficient degree for it to be useful to you?

An additional framework (called STEEPLE and described below) will help. In the Three Horizons Framework (Figure 5.1 above), you could use the circles on the left-hand side of Figure 5.1 to make sure you’ve thought through trends across a sufficiently broad spectrum. These were used for the past Horizon in that example, but they can also be used to help you look for new emerging trends. Use diverse information sources to look for new and interesting ideas, thought triggers, things that might suggest a trend. Discuss them with your team and discuss them from different perspectives to ensure that your scanning takes in a broader than normal look at what is out there. Don’t forget to ask yourselves ‘What is missing?’ and look for it.

Three Horizons is a great tool and can stand alone. It is usually my first step. But if more information is needed then you can use STEEPLE (see below), having already had some exposure to a framework that forces you to think more comprehensively across timelines. I use STEEPLE after Three Horizons to steer me towards where I need deeper research. However, you can also do the research using the STEEPLE framework first and then use the Three Horizons framework, making sure that you challenge your thinking.

The STEEPLE framework is used to search for trends. It stands for:

•

Social



•

Technology



•

Economic



•

Environment



•

Political



•

Legal



•

Ethical



You can also add C (Culture) and V (Values) if that is useful for you.

STEEPLE is often used with a SWOT analysis, which is perfectly valid as a framework, but I don’t feel STEEPLE helps you to think widely enough to capture tomorrow++ in a way that is useful when used on its own (or together with SWOT). STEEPLE focuses on drivers of change which are frequently events outside of your control, but not on the impacts of change. It has a tendency to keep you in today’s assumptions and paradigms. It can leave you feeling slightly stuck or too confident that you’ve captured all of tomorrow++’s emerging trends. And it can leave you feeling like a victim since you can’t affect or influence most of the drivers that you identify.

If you use only STEEPLE (and SWOT) it is important to challenge yourself by thinking into tomorrow++ and to look for things that are paradigm-breaking and indicative of transformational change to ensure that you have thought widely and thoroughly enough to develop useful futures.

(In the next chapters I’ll also introduce two Futures Studies tools that focus on getting you out of the box of today’s current operating assumptions: Causal Layered Analysis (CLA) and the VERGE Framework. The intention of both is to enable change by putting you in a position of understanding and strength.)

There are many different places you can look to find data on what is happening in the STEEPLE categories – both internally and externally. Here is a short list of some:

•

Press releases (your own and that of competitors, suppliers, customers)



•

Newspapers and weekly magazines like The Economist, Time, The Week



•

Nightly television news programmes/documentaries



•

Newsletters and Journals



•

Web Sites



•

Internet searches



•

Conferences, Seminars and Webinars



•

Tracking key experts



•

Books



•

RSS feeds



•

Blogs



•

Push tools like Google Alerts and listservs



To make what you find useful, you need to make sense of it and make meaning from what you’ve learned. What you’ve discovered needs to be shared and discussed among a diverse group of people so different perspectives can be included.

•

How do others view the trend?



•

How do they think it will emerge? (And how does this compare to what you think?)



•

Which pathways might it take?



•

How would you know it was going one way or another?



•

How could this disrupt your business?



•

What opportunities might there be?



•

What are the risks you might face?



Another way to explore further and make sure that you aren’t missing things is to look at Wild Cards.

Wild Cards

In an interconnected, interdependent and complex world it is difficult to think of all the possible trends that might emerge. Wild Cards are defined as high-impact but low-probability events that lead to disruptive, discontinuous change. Whilst they are hard to capture (and since they are of low probability, easy to dismiss), they are important because of their high potential impact. Looking at a range of Wild Cards, even if none of them ever happens, will help you to see how to take advantage of what is there and to mitigate any risks. The preparation you do to identify early warning signs (how you might know a particular trend was actually happening/emerging) and what you would do if it happened, will enable you to respond more flexibly and effectively in the unlikely event that it actually does happen.

Often, Wild Cards occur when several trends interact in unexpected ways. Who wants a Fukushima equivalent happening on their watch? At Fukushima, several key things happened at once, each pretty unlikely, that together delivered up the catastrophe – a huge crisis. It was not just the largest earthquake in three centuries with the resulting huge tsunami, it was that fact that such a huge tsunami took out all the infrastructure. This meant that the plant’s outside power supply was cut off as well as its backup generators. No one had considered that all the backup systems could be wiped out in one go. They had failed to look at the worst-case scenario that actually happened – they thought that the probability was so small that it was practically unthinkable.

Looking to Wild Cards – thinking the unthinkable – is good practice for your Foresight muscles. Even being aware that each event is highly unlikely to happen, if you work them through, you may find you are doing exercises (so to speak) that will be of use for another, related event. Or, just the fact of thinking about and broadening your scope may serve to make you better prepared and more flexible when responding to what actually does emerge. And the search for, and discovery of, Wild Cards can be fun in itself, as well as being useful practice. Working with Wild Cards changes your frame of reference and broadens your mental maps of the world and how they may work in the future(s).

By now you should have some idea of a few preferred potential futures you would like to move towards. In order to stress test these, create a list of potential Wild Cards by looking at catastrophic events that are possible (albeit highly improbable) in each of the areas you looked for emerging trends. John Petersen17 suggests six Wild Card categories:

•

Earth and sky



•

Biomedical developments



•

Geopolitical and sociological changes



•

Technology and infrastructure upheaval



•

Surprise attack



•

Spiritual and paranormal.



The important question to ask as you create your list (and remember to play with it and be very creative and out of box with your ideas) is ‘For whom is this a Wild Card?’ If it wouldn’t be a Wild Card for your business or your clients/supply chain (your stakeholders), it isn’t worth spending time working through.

So, the Fukushima event would be classified as (1) and (4) and potentially also useful in instances of (5). I suggest that the Wild Cards that will be of most benefit to explore are those that stretch across more than one of the categories Petersen mentioned.

People also often mention ‘Black Swans’. These are events that are common somewhere else, but unknown to you (Black Swans were unheard of in Europe but common in Australia). To keep it simple, I’m using the term Wild Cards because if you don’t know about an event, it acts like a Wild Card for you and if someone in your team does know about it, you can discuss their experience and learn from it so it is no longer a Wild Card.

Conclusion

Uncovering and discovering emerging trends is key to the ability to identify and build up potential futures. Three Horizons provides you with a framework the enables you to have a robust discussion around what trends are emerging and how they might play out. Using such a framework helps you to see how you might address some of the risks and opportunities that these emerging trends may bring. It should also be clear that it is necessary to keep your attention on what else is coming so that you discover new trends as they emerge and can take advantage of them more quickly than your competitors.

If you’ve worked your way through the ideas and exercises in this chapter, you’ve probably got a much better grasp of some possible futures and what opportunities (and risks) there might be as trends unfold. I hope you’ve had some interesting and challenging conversations in your team(s) and have been able to identify a set of futures you have enough energy to work towards, with some great (and I am sure innovative) ideas on how to bridge from today to tomorrow++. As I said at the beginning of this chapter, change works much better when it includes working toward something good, a desirable and mutually agreed upon goal, rather than only away from something that is bad or frightening.

In Chapter Eight I will explore new paradigms and Causal Layered Analysis, one of the two futures studies methods mentioned earlier which could be useful if you are wondering how to expand your thinking to a future that you can’t really imagine today: to a totally new paradigm. It is a further opportunity to exercise your Foresight muscles and expand your perspectives and can be great fun.

In the next chapter I will explore how you can map what is ‘out there’ (including what you’ve discovered from your Horizon Scanning) and what you discover from internal scanning (or organisation audits which I don’t cover in this book18). We will look at several ways to create a range of futures. From there you can navigate your way to your preferred future(s).

There are many ways to develop scenarios of potential futures. Using Environmental Scanning to research emerging trends is the first step. Most people will have heard of Scenario Planning, a Strategic Foresight tool to develop future scenarios using a matrix. There are many books about this tool and it is reasonably well known. Scenario Planning is an excellent tool when it is well facilitated and when the background Horizon Scanning has been done thoroughly. In Chapter Six, I will give a brief explanation of several ways that you can develop a range of different futures and will explore some other tools so that you have a choice and can pick what will work best for you.

Further Reading

Petersen, J.L. (1999) Out of the Blue: how to anticipate big future surprises, Madison Books

Ringland, G. (2006) Scenario Planning: managing for the future, John Wiley

Sharpe, B. (2013) Three Horizons: the patterning of hope, Triarchy Press

Resources for this chapter: www.bit.ly/tpSF44

15 Here I’m keeping things simple by only looking at the underlying enabling technology and what it gave us, not at how these technologies were developed, financed and sold… one could explore this as well.

16 What is important is the combination of several trends which led to a breakthrough in the technology. When you work on Horizon 2, transitioning trends, this is what you want to look for and explore.

17 Petersen (1999). See Further Reading.

18 See Beyond Crisis pp. 195-199


Chapter Six

Mapping and Exploration of the Systems

“When walking alone in a jungle of true darkness, there are three things that can show you the way: instinct to survive, the knowledge of navigation, creative imagination. Without them, you are lost.”

Toba Beta

“No aspect of the sailor’s world is more mysterious to the landsman than the practice of navigation. To find a precise point in a trackless waste seems neither art nor science, but magic. Yet in no other sphere of progress has the continuity of development been so clearly based on the heritage of the past, nor has the accumulated knowledge been so universally shared by men of all races creeds and nations.”

Carleton Mitchell

“As you navigate through the rest of your life, be open to collaboration. Other people and other people’s ideas are often better than your own. Find a group of people who challenge and inspire you, spend a lot of time with them, and it will change your life.”

Amy Poehler

~~

Every organisation has a strategy, implicitly or explicitly. Companies make choices about how to address their markets, handle their competition and on how best to serve their customers and stakeholders. Strategy is often seen as a rigid framework, for instance Michael Porter’s Five Forces, but rigid frameworks are hard to adapt to the ever-more-rapidly-changing environment of today. So, how do you plot a path – navigate your way – through uncertainty? Most strategic frameworks don’t take account of uncertainty, yet you still need a framework. They help you to think logically and analytically, but unfortunately that isn’t enough. This is where Strategic Foresight comes into its own. It builds on (and around) the more structured frameworks to help you to discover, assess and map the uncertainties that are part of your system. This in turn, helps you to identify obstacles, find shortcuts and make more useful decisions about the strategies that will be most useful for you going into the future.

Strategic Foresight is sometimes called strategic navigation. Even when you start to think about embarking on a strategic journey you can begin to apply Strategic Foresight. So let’s continue this metaphor. You’ve boarded your ship. Now what happens? This is where you need to navigate. To navigate, you plan, control and record your position as you follow your journey. You notice where obstacles are and you avoid them. To navigate you need a map, a visual representation of the territory through which you plan to travel. An organisation – like a large ship – is slow to turn, so you need to think ahead. You’ve got to assemble the information you’ve got about the lie of the land around you, that is, the systems you are part of and interact with. There are lots of things you don’t know yet. You probably do not have enough information. You aren’t even sure where to start. Maps can help you to identify choice or decision points. They can start to build up a ‘picture’ of how you and your team and the stakeholders perceive the ‘what’s out there; what’s in here’ and how all these different things and events are connected to each other.

This chapter is split into five sections. The first two explore and emphasise the importance of map making (as-you-go) and asking strategic questions. The third section introduces a foresight technique or tool called Futures Wheels (which can also be seen as a way to make maps of trends and how they may emerge and unfold). The fourth section looks at how we develop a range of futures using several different tools and the final section examines how we can learn from the future.

Map Making

Mapping is one of the tools you can use to help you to recognise patterns of change and relationships between different aspects of what you notice so that you can see how these influence each other, how to make sense of it all. This helps you to see how and where to change effectively.


Even an incomplete map can help. In 1987 I led a group of friends on a trek in Nepal. We intended to go from Pokhara to trek in the area below Lamjung Himal which was at the time very much off the beaten path. The trek from Pokhara to Siklis went fairly well, although the weather was not pleasant, quite unusual for that time of year. It was late autumn and we should have had dry, clear weather. Instead we had rain in low elevations and snow above 3,000 metres. The plan was to cross the Taunja Danda below Lamjung Himal and then to go over the Namun La pass (all well over 3,000 metres).

From Siklis, the weather worsened. We were now in a region of goat tracks and no people. We encountered heavy snow and decided to head back down, choosing a lower path, still heading east, rather than returning by the way we’d come. We would make for Tangting and then work our way back to the Madhi River and Besisahar. Early mornings usually were clear until about 7, and then the clouds would descend.

We had three maps, none of which agreed with the others and – more importantly – they didn’t agree with the topography we could see around us. How to decide which path to take when we couldn’t see very far or tell in which direction each track was headed? We would choose a path, draw it onto one of our maps and follow it until we had to turn back, stopped by a cliff or a river, or the path petering out. So, we were filling in the map – mapping – as we went.

After several days, we camped in a little valley. Imagine our surprise when a small group (two foreigners and a few Nepali porters) showed up! We were seriously geographically embarrassed, so we asked one of our Nepali colleagues (none of them was from the area, so they were as lost as we were) to talk to the other Nepali team and see if they knew where they were. Turns out they were as geographically embarrassed as we were BUT, they had come from Tangting – operating much the same as us, filling in the map as they went. And they wanted to go to Siklis (where we’d come from). We were able to pool our knowledge, so we got to Tangting and they got to Siklis without further ‘scenic detours.’



Filling in the map as we go – sharing collective knowledge where none of us is sure what we know – will help build a bridge to the future – or even to a new and deeper understanding of the present. It will help you to recognise, map and navigate around the obstacles you find. So, you can prepare to just tweak the steering a bit or to change direction – as needed.

How do you actually do all this for your organisation? How do you even know if you are lost? When you are lost, any even slightly relevant map is useful; certainly don’t disregard the maps you develop yourself. So you need to start at the beginning by reconnoitring – look at the lie of the land in order to jointly develop a map of what is out there. Just like we did on our trek, you need to look at what is happening around you. You need to look at – and note – the connections (paths) between events and ‘things’ you observe. And by all means, if you can find an existing map (such as a previous organisational audit), don’t re-invent the wheel. You can fill it in when you agree with it, and challenge and change it when you don’t. You can add to it as you discover new features to the landscape, since you know you will be filling it in as you go, so an approximation is a good start.

Knowing where the equivalent of the rivers, valleys, mountain passes and mountain peaks ARE helps you make sense of what is out there while you develop a visual representation of it. It helps you to see connections, to note cause and effect. If a river is flowing south, you know it is because higher ground is to the north. Remember Eagle thinking – fly high and observe what is happening. It’s not enough to notice which way the river is flowing however, that is too simple. It is also important to think through the unknowns – like what is happening upstream – and how you might get more information on these. At the simplest level, the river flows, but you also need to look at the level of the water, which means you need to know things like how much rain has fallen upstream? Is there snow melt? What about tides and storms? What else might interfere with the flow? This is no longer simple, it is complicated. Yet, it is still possible to map it and understand what is happening.

Organisations however, are more than complicated: they are complex. There are many factors that we don’t even know we don’t know. So you need to broaden what you observe.

Filling in the map happens when you do Horizon Scanning or Environmental Scanning (see previous chapter). You look for emerging trends and pockets of the future that you see happening today. For, as futurist author William Gibson said, “The future is already here – it’s just not evenly distributed.”19

For the initial map, it’s enough to create a visual representation of what you see, the trends you notice emerging and the relationships you see. On a second pass, try to come up with interconnections, dependencies and cause and effect.

Figure 6.1 is a generic map for a business – in this state it is probably only slightly relevant and certainly incomplete. Use it as a starter to get some structure. Fill it in by answering the questions below to make it a useful map for your business today. And remember that it’s a snapshot in time. A visual representation of where you are at this moment.
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Fig. 6.1 Generic map of a company

You can see this as an extension to the STEEPLE framework we explored in the previous chapter. A quick shortcut to get you started, allowing yourself to add more categories as they occur to you and kick start the mapmaking process.

Strategic Questions

In the previous chapter you will have got an idea of the emerging trends that are important for your organisation, and through your Horizon Scanning you will be aware of the ‘weak signals’ you need to keep in mind and watch. First, create a visual representation on your map of those emerging trends and weak signals that you think will impact you.

Next look at the list of stakeholders and functions that are important to your organisation and note how they interact among themselves. So, how do your customers affect your innovation? Are they a part of it? How do they affect your employees? Regulation? And vice versa, how does innovation affect your customers? Where are the strongest links? Where are the links weakest? What works well now (and why) in each of the areas? What can improve? It’s important to note why something works well (or doesn’t) because the situation will change and what is now an advantage could well turn into a disadvantage/risk. If you make a note of the ‘why’, it’s easier to remember it later if it becomes a vulnerability, which will help you to decide what you need to do to make it an opportunity or if you need to stop doing it.

This should give you a working map of how your organisation looks today, of how it works within its system. It will give you a snapshot in time, an idea of where you’re starting from. Best of all, there will be a shared understanding of where you are now.

Next, start the ‘mapping as you go’ part. Link the emerging trends and weak signals you’ve noted to what is happening today – your business snapshot. It is foggy out there (uncertain) and you can’t (yet) make out where the rivers are. So you explore to find out all that you can. As you ask the questions below, map how they interact with the emerging trends you’ve noted. See what insights you uncover and how mapping helps you to collectively make sense of what is out there (and in here). The questions are by no means exhaustive, but hopefully you will get the idea and go on to create more of your own.

•

Competitors: Make a list of your competitors. Now look at the emerging trends and weak signals: how might these affect your competitors? What other competitors may you need to add to your list? Do you think Swatch (and watch manufacturers) need to look at the Apple iWatch as a competitor? Do you think that they saw that coming? Are there any iWatch moments out there for you?



•

Innovation: What does your innovation cycle look like? Will it still work as emerging trends reach you? What is missing? What might you need to stop?



•

Customers: Who are your customers? How can you group them? Do the emerging trends change who they are? What new customers might you find? What customers might you lose?



•

R&D: How might R&D change? Will your cycle time need to increase or decrease for what is needed? How will availability of resources affect the cycle? How do things like licensing by creative commons affect your IP? How do you protect your IP in the new world? Do you need to protect your IP at all?



•

Employees: What skill sets and capabilities will your employees need? What’s the fit? What new skill sets will you need? How will you ensure that they can upskill? What skill sets will you no longer need?



•

Legal: Is the environment becoming more or less litigious? How does this affect you? How do you meet the changes in legal requirements for the business to operate?



•

Shareholders: How will changing shareholder expectations affect you? How will you manage their expectations to the advantage of the business? How can you ensure win/win scenarios? How will you balance business needs with shareholder demands?



•

Regulators/Regulation: How will you handle the burden of increasing regulation? How will you meet the cost? Can you link the trends that affect regulation to your R&D/Innovation so you design more cost-effectively with regards to regulation? Don’t forget to cross check this with other areas that it impacts – a balance needs to be met.



•

Politics: How will you manage the changes in austerity policies? What opportunities (and risks) can you identify from current trends in government policies? How do regional policies affect your business and how can you create opportunities?



•

Technologies: What emerging technologies are useful to you? What will they make obsolete? Can you create opportunities? What technology will you need to abandon? Update? Invest in?



•

Raw Materials: How will emerging trends in raw materials affect your production processes and products? Are there any ways you can be ‘held to ransom’ over some raw materials? Can you mitigate this? For instance, Rare Earths are becoming scarcer at present (and more and more expensive to extract).



•

Supply/suppliers: How are your suppliers changing? How do the emerging trends you have chosen to look at and follow affect them? What other suppliers might you need to add? Which might you get rid of? How do the other areas affect your suppliers (e.g. legal, regulatory, politics)? How might you partner more closely with your suppliers? Which ones should be close and which ones held more at arm’s length?



•

Community: How is your community changing and how can you connect with it as it changes? How can you be of benefit to your community? How can your community be of benefit to you? How does this create advantage for you?



•

Economy: How do emerging economic trends affect your ability to raise funds? To get paid on time? Will it make for ease of capital investment (CAPEX)? If not, how will you manage that? Economic trends tend to be cyclical; where are you now in the cycle and what does that mean for you?



•

Environment: How is climate change affecting your products? Your people? Your purpose? Your manufacturing process? If carbon offsetting takes off, what will you do about it? How do you think it affects the regulatory trends?



In the next section I explore how you map out the potential pathways a trend could take and the impacts these could have, not just to take note of possible early-warning signs that it is going one way or another, but also to work out how you would get from where you are now (that little alpine valley above Siklis) to where you might like to end up (Tangting). You might well wish to add what you find out to your map.

Futures Wheels

In the last chapter you explored finding and noting emerging trends using Horizon Scanning techniques. You may not (yet) have explored how each trend could play out, or the potential different pathways that each one might take. One of the tools I use to do this is called Futures Wheels. Futures Wheels are best developed with as diverse a team as you can manage: cross-disciplinary, cross-functional and crosss-takeholder. You want to give yourself the best chance of spotting weak signals and trends, coming up with ways that each might play out, uncovering unconscious underlying assumptions and making sure that you’re not missing anything. Diversity gives you the best possible chance to do that. Together you can build a shared narrative and better make sense of what is out there – by exploring your shared experience of what the present and emerging future is.

As you draw your shared maps – filling in the map as you go, rubbing out what at first seemed right but you now know isn’t – you really do start to get a grip on what is ‘out there’. Bearing in mind that the map is not the territory, it is still a very useful tool in developing a shared understanding with your stakeholders and other team members. Futures Wheels are not predictions; they help you to work out possible ways a trend may play out. They help you to deepen and broaden what you’ve learned from Horizon Scanning.

When you map a Futures Wheel, you start by putting a particular emerging trend in the centre of a sheet of paper. You then explore what the primary impacts will be (over approximately the next twelve months) across a range of areas. You could use STEEPLE or you could use the areas that I selected in the figure below. Next you look at the secondary impacts (3-5 years further out) building on each primary impact. There will be fewer of these impacts, of course. Finally you can explore tertiary impacts, 10-20 years out.

Figure 6.2 is a Futures Wheel that explores some of the primary impacts of the Sharing Economy across several areas: economy, work, hobbies, home/families, environment, and travel (The Sharing Economy is discussed in more detail in Chapter Eight).
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Fig. 6.2 Using a Futures Wheel to explore trend pathway

Companies in the Sharing Economy use software to match customers who have a job that needs doing, with people who can do the work they require. They take a percentage of the fee. Companies like Uber, Amazon’s ‘Mechanical Turk’, Airbnb and Taskrabbit are taking advantage of this and not just making good returns. They are also highly valued by the markets. It is arguable whether the workers are happy with the situation.

The figure looks at primary impacts; you can consider secondary impacts by examining how each of those impacts might play out over 3-5 years. What are the knock-on effects if people really struggle to make ends meet? What if they can make a good living in this way? What might happen if workers band together? How is regulation being handled? The Sharing Economy companies claim the workers are not employees: they (the companies) only make the connection between parties. What other areas might this trend impact? For instance, might it put more ‘normal’ companies (hotels, transport firms) out of business? Are they game changing?

The systems you are mapping are made up of wicked problems and messes (see Chapter Seven) and are constantly changing, so mapping what is there is a continuous process; you need to keep filling in (and rubbing things out) on the map as you go. Nothing ‘out there’ stands still, change is endemic and fast-paced and whatever intervention you are thinking of making will have knock-on effects that you can’t fully imagine. Filling in the map as you go is a great way to notice quickly when things are working out differently to what you had planned or expected.

Before you can make recommendations and look at preferred futures, however, you need to expand what you discover, to make sense of it. You need to explore the potential, and the different pathways a trend could take. Each emerging trend that you come across has to be weighed up. Is it important to the organisation? What pathways might it take and what impact might these have on the organisation? Do you need to spend more time following up the possibilities, or can it be discarded? What about when two different Futures Wheels interact? What if both happened? What will that mean for your strategy? How can you best prepare as you look across your map?

You will always have to make decisions and trade-offs. No business, no government, no person has infinite time or resources to follow everything up – yet. In Chapter One I shared the story of Motorola selling off its television division in 1974. They looked at the different emerging trends in relation to their whole business offering and realised that they only had enough resources to be profitable in one division – one which focused on one area of technology (radio) – and they acted accordingly. Time has shown that this was a wise decision. But making a wise decision once is no guarantee that you will continue to make wise decisions. For this you need the iterative process of renewal which starts with Strategic Foresight.

Learning from the Future Using Scenario Tools

To make sense of what is out there, your aim is to explore emerging trends and where they may lead, consider how they might combine or merge, look for patterns and build a collective understanding of what is possible (and probable). Which of these are preferred and how might you co-create those? What options might you have? What else? You use Fox and Eagle thinking, diverging, innovating and generating new possibilities across the different time horizons and building a range of futures.

Your aim is to develop futures that make sense and are consistent so you can consider how you might get there from where you are today. You can explore and learn what the risks and advantages might be in each future you develop. And in considering what you would need to do in each future, you are exercising your Foresight muscles. You are considering different future scenarios and what you need to do to be successful in each one.

No single future will come true – we cannot successfully make predictions. But it is likely that parts of different futures will come true. As you’ve thought through how you would ‘get there from here’, you know the early warning signs to look out for. Recognising them as they happen, you’ll find you have already thought through what to do and can quickly make a decision and implement the appropriate strategy if you see that part of a future you’ve already thought through is actually happening. Even if something unexpected happens, you have greater flexibility (having exercised your Foresight muscles) to quickly come up with what needs to be done.

Developing a Range of Different Alternative Futures Using Scenario Tools

Your horizon-scanning work will have uncovered the emerging trends that are important to your business. These are used, together with your understanding of your business/organisation (from the maps you’ve made), to develop a range of different, plausible futures. There are many different ways that you can do this; in the next section, I will look at four that I have used, starting with the ubiquitous 2x2 Scenario Planning Matrix that most people know about, followed by The Manoa Method which uses Futures Wheels to develop scenarios, then the Thing from the Future Tool and finally Incasting/Scenario Archetypes. Practise with the different methods and use the one that works best for you – or combine them.

Developing a range of futures is something that needs to be participative. As part of Strategic Foresight, it leads to action. You use these futures to allow you to stress-test your strategy and goals against what could happen. Developing these diverse futures is an important step towards making plans and testing them so that you can decide which options you will choose to implement in order to mitigate any risks that you could encounter and to take advantage of opportunities that may arise. They also help you to identify early warning signs that trends are unfolding according to one or another of the futures. Then you can monitor what is going on around you, enabling you to respond proactively by implementing the appropriate plan when you notice what is changing.

Each of the different futures needs to consist of a compelling story or narrative which describes that future in such a way that people understand what it feels like to live there. As described in Chapter 4, the future is a foreign country; in sharing the futures, people need to have a feel for what each is like. That includes how people might interact, what they do for work and fun and so on. It can become a shorthand when monitoring in later stages of the cycle, to indicate if movement towards one or another future is occurring.

Scenario Planning – the 2x2 matrix

Scenario Planning is sometimes referred to as the ‘double uncertainty’ method. It is probably the most widely recognised method of developing a range of futures. You use your horizon-scanning to identify the most important trends and drivers of change for your organisation. From those, you choose two highly uncertain, but very important trends/drivers to work with. You express them as a continuum between two opposite uncertain outcomes (see Figure 6.3  for an example).

It is one of the most structured methods available – which makes it easy to use. To be useful, however, the research (Horizon Scanning and considering how each important trend might play out) to identify the most important uncertainties has to be thorough. The focus (question you are looking to answer) for the matrix must be well thought out.

The risk in using this method is the inclination to build scenarios that are extremes. One of the four is likely to be a continuation of today (business as usual), one a ‘heaven’ and one a ‘hell’. It often doesn’t uncover assumptions or current paradigms that exist now, but are likely to be disrupted by changes in the future.
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Fig. 6.3 The 2x2 Uncertainty Matrix

Each quadrant is developed as a different future. They can be described in many ways, so that the narrative of that future is clear and can be easily shared. Each is also given a name, so it can be referred to easily. In 2002, I ran a scenario exercise with a local council looking out 15 years. I still remember one of their scenarios because of the name: “Headless McChicken”. It described a future where there were regular terrorist attacks. At that time, it was considered unlikely to occur.

For this method to be useful, the axes must not only make sense but also truly represent the most important uncertainties and generate strategic insight. Futures developed in this way tend not to be rich enough or cover a wide enough spectrum in their narrative and working out. It is easy to miss things out. The focus tends to be on what is the most certain (despite the axes being about uncertainty). In my experience, other methods are more compelling and the futures that are developed are better models of the complex, chaotic and interconnected world that we will be living in.

The Manoa Method

An interesting way to learn from the future is the Manoa Method (see the box below for an overview). This was developed by Dr Wendy Schultz in 1991 to make it easier to triangulate three disparate emerging trends and see how they might intersect and interconnect further down the timeline towards tomorrow++.

Building future scenarios using Manoa doesn’t require a focused enquiry. Instead it aims to create a group of alternative futures which can then be used to explore whatever issues interest you. It can often be difficult to imagine a range of futures that are sufficiently different to the situation that exists today so that they will be useful for Strategic Foresight.


The Manoa Method

The Manoa Method is a Futures Studies method which uses the interactions between three Futures Wheels from different STEEPLE sectors to develop a set of scenarios.

You can use this tool to deepen your understanding of the interconnections between trends and to develop robust scenarios and/or as an alternative to scenario planning.



Manoa provides this difference because you look at the intersection of three diverse trends from three different STEEPLE sectors and see how they interact. For each of them, you create a Futures Wheel, looking at least 30 years out to tomorrow++ across primary, secondary and tertiary impacts. The real learning comes once you begin to examine the three wheels together and make sense of how they might interconnect, interact and influence the different impacts that you envisaged. Start by mapping where the multiple changes interact. How might they amplify or accelerate other changes? How might they constrain other changes? These interactions will become the building blocks – through challenge and deeper exploration – for developing narratives and building scenarios that provide a true stretch from today’s reality.

The Manoa approach focuses on maximising what will be different in potential futures from what exists today. This helps you to get rid of underlying assumptions and paradigms and helps you to see what you can learn from the future. It is best done with a facilitator to ensure that sufficient rigour is exercised in the working out of the scenarios. For a more detailed description of Manoa see ‘Further Reading’ below.

The Thing from the Future

The Thing from the Future is a card game developed by Dr Stuart Candy and Dr Jeff Watson at the Situation Lab, Toronto in 2014 (bit.ly/tpSF67). It combines futures and foresight thinking with design thinking to kick-start a strategic conversation and storytelling around artefacts of the future and what kind of a future they would be part of. It is an approach very different to others I have described here as you start from the end – the artefacts that are produced in a future – and use them to help you to flesh out what a future will look and feel like.

As with any of these methods, it is participative and the more diversity in the room, the better. In this case the best mix will include people who work in innovation and design, people from other parts of a business and other stakeholders as well. It is easy to understand and play, energising and fun. It can yield unexpected insights because it can help in overcoming assumptions and existing paradigms since it approaches developing a future from a different angle to what you might expect.

It has four categories of cards to kindle imagination and encourage conversations about the future(s). The first is ‘Arc’, which is one of four archetypical possible futures and describes the arc of change that would take place. Next is ‘Terrain’, the context for the artefact. It describes contexts, places and topic areas where the artefact might be found. ‘Object’ cards describe the form of the Thing from the Future (it could be something like a game, or a gift or a law) and finally ‘Mood’ cards describe the emotions that the artefact might evoke. The four cards are combined and then the players write a description and make a drawing of the artefact. The ensuing conversation in the team (all players in the team work on the same set of four cards to design an artefact) in a sense works backwards – if this is an artefact from one of our possible futures, what might that future look like. It has been called a sort of reverse archaeology.

It needs good facilitation to link it to the outcomes you are looking for; I would use it in combination with another method to help you think outside the box. It is a great method for having a visceral experience of different futures.

Incasting/Scenario Archetypes

You can use either the four archetypes I will describe below or you could do some research to find scenarios/descriptions of different futures that are in the public domain and choose four of those. These could be written scenarios or videos or slide decks or a combination. In either case, use it as a baseline to develop and ‘tweak’ the futures to be relevant to your business and set of circumstances. This still means you have to do your own horizon scanning to help you build on the foundation you are given with this method.

The Scenario Archetypes (or alternative futures) were developed by Jim Dator when he researched images and scenarios of the future and analysed them. He found that there were four generic alternative futures – all with an equal probability of happening – which therefore need to be considered in “equal measure and sincerity”.20

None is overtly bad or good; all have both good and bad aspects to them. The importance of this exercise is to ‘visit’ the different futures described and devise a way to succeed and enjoy the future, no matter what it holds. There are always ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ in any event or disaster. Exploring a range of alternative futures helps us understand how to succeed in any of them.

The basic four archetypes are:

1.

“Continued Growth” – the easiest for us to imagine as it is just a continuation of what is happening around us today, the present trends we see extended into the future. In this future, capitalism is the foundation, civil society acts like a business and people work to win/lose outcomes.



2.

“Decline and Collapse” describes a future where many of our assumptions about how our world works are no longer true. For a business example, you need only think about Kodak.



“Collapse” usually depends on current societal fears and plays to those. Growth becomes depression; environmental sustainability becomes disaster; high-tech brings us to a new dark age.

3.

“Disciplined Society” (also called Ideological Exclusionism) describes a future when a group of people enforce a discipline: for instance, orienting our lives towards a set of values. In this future, conservatism and fundamentalism take over. Hierarchical political and economic systems promote the rule of law.



4.

“Transformation” describes a future transformed by technology. The focus is on artificial intelligence and robotics, genetic engineering, nanotechnology, space travel and a ‘dream society’ where technology has solved all the problems we face today.



These four futures are prepared in advance in a general way, then presented to participants who are encouraged to add to them and ‘fill in the blanks’ themselves to develop a richer future. This is a participatory method which develops shared stories easily. But it can lead to scenarios that no-one has ownership of, which affects the ability to design and implement a strategy.

To run this exercise, the larger group is divided into four; one for each scenario. Then divide each of the four groups so that there is a minimum of 4 and a maximum of 10 in each group. Each group is assigned the task of exploring their future.

•

What is life like in this future?



•

What do people do? How do they fill their days?



•

What economic worries do they have? Which have disappeared?



•

What environmental problems do they face? Which have faded?



•

What other problems are there?



•

What problems have disappeared?



•

Who (and how) do we communicate?



Explore which parts of this future are preferable and which need to be avoided. List five things you would need to do to move towards the preferable future and five things you would need to do to move away from the undesirable parts of this future.
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Fig. 6.4 How trends play out © Neil Houghton & Patricia Lustig

In Figure 6.4, you could use a set of futures – developed using any of the methods described above – to populate the Field of the Futures. These Futures that you develop can be used as a starting framework (see the left-hand side of the diagram in Figure 6.4). Each Future began with a set of trends which are pockets of the future that are occurring today. The interactions between the trends helped you to develop the different futures, and the descriptions you have created for each one are a snapshot of a time in the future. Each future contains ambiguity and risks, as well as opportunities. Each may continue to unfold along multiple pathways. This is real flexing of your Foresight muscles, as you navigate these pathways. You begin to see different sets of possible responses and options. You also begin to get a feeling for the possible, plausible ways in which these futures may emerge. It is one way to learn from the future.

Figure 6.4 shows how a trend (or other driver or change signal) might play out into the future. You consider a particular future from your set of futures. Look at one of the trends you consider important. Look at the path this emerging trend could take, the impacts and what it means to (and across) your organisation. While only one pathway is usually followed at a time, you can think through the actions needed for each pathway, strengthening your Foresight muscles. Consider this for each of the important trends you have researched (remember, you are looking at them to see how they will continue to emerge with the starting place being that future).

This then feeds into your decision-making – by following each pathway that a trend could take and considering what you would do in each case, you will have created a plan for each one. This gives you a Plan A, B and C ready for when they’re needed. Obviously, actions and options that work across more than one pathway are likely to be the best choice. But look also at how you would know whether a trend is taking one pathway or another – the earlier the warning that a particular pathway is chosen, the sooner you can respond with the actions that you had previously identified.

Once you’ve looked at several emerging trends and the different pathways that they might take, what information can you glean that will be useful? What can you learn from each potential future and pathway that you’ve been exploring? Here, Hedgehog thinking is particularly useful as you move towards choosing some realistic options that will help your organisation to respond to those trends as they emerge. You’ll have to make choices – you can’t do everything, as in the Motorola example. What will you do that is new, what will you continue to do and what will you drop?

Now let’s think about Valve Corp.

Here are some ways that Valve learned from the future:


Case Study - Valve

Valve Corporation is a successful video games company started by two ex-Microsoft employees in 1996 who bet that the future of gaming would be interactive. It fosters unorthodox thinking with a corporate culture and business model where there are no bosses, no titles, no delegation and no one telling others what to do. It’s a democratic structure using the wisdom of crowds for its internal structure and for managing customer relationships.

The founders realised that Valve needed to be good at creating things that hadn’t existed before. They wanted to design for the challenges they would face – most notably that the industry was changing so fast. So they needed people who were adaptable. They couldn’t afford to institutionalise what was needed for one game because, within a short time, it would be useless. This led them to the decision not to have titles or organisation structures.

Valve wants innovators and all-rounders; it thinks the way to do that is to give employees the chance to do whatever they think is best. People vote with their time. They are encouraged to always be thinking where they could move themselves to be more valuable. Each employee can start a project, make development decisions and ship products, although they are expected to get co-worker and customer feedback so that they make the right decisions. This means that decision-making is distributed.

Each employee chooses the partners/team they want to work with and how much time to spend on competing projects, based on their own preferences and skill sets and the decisions of others. People learn all the time - both by observing and by doing - the value to them of different projects and teams.

The company sees itself as being in partnership with its customers. It says it crowdsources its success because its customers offer feedback and build value on its games and platforms. Each new release starts a tight feedback loop between gamers and developers who make tiny tweaks to deliver the best experience possible – the supervision of the release and decisions regarding it are made by their passionate customers. Valve also encourages customers to create, share and sell modifications to games, thus letting its customers add value.

This is a business that thought carefully (using Strategic Foresight) about how it needed to design its business model so it would be successful and continue its success into the future. Not everyone would be happy working there, but for those who are, it is clearly quite a wonderful place to work. It is a private company and has never needed to raise money externally.

For more information about Valve: www.bit.ly/tpSF01



•

It mapped its landscape



•

It mapped the external system together with its users (the gamers who are an integral part of its strategy-building process)



•

Valve quickly got good at creating things that hadn’t yet existed; it focused on capturing how it had done this so that it could replicate it throughout the organisation



•

It recognised at a very early stage weak signals and used these to make bets on the future.



•

It experimented with different business structures until it found one that worked (which is very different to those that other organisations use). Its structure is always open for redesign – if a better way can be found, it will be taken advantage of. This also means it quickly adapts as the context changes – it is part of Valve’s organisational DNA to do so.



Take a look at your own organisation in light of what you have learned about Valve.

•

Do you feel you have a clear map of your landscape, your external and internal environment?



•

Have you followed through how this landscape might continue to change as it follows different pathways and how you might respond for each different pathway?



•

Which options might you consider for each pathway?



•

How might this change your business model?



Collectively, we face a huge number of systemic challenges that are difficult to solve with the tools and skills that we have used in the past. They require a different approach – they require leadership across the system (System Leadership21). Leaders need to be able to recognise the system that they are part of (that their business is part of), to be able to define the messes that the business is involved in. Then, they can start to address the complex issues that arise from this.

Conclusion

Having explored Horizon Scanning and identified emerging trends, you need to look at how they affect your organisation and think through how you can best navigate from today to the future. To do this I’ve explored the use of mapping-as-you-go and developing a visual representation of where you’re at today. When you know where you are – what port you’re departing from – you have a starting point for your journey to the future. Mapping the systems you see around you (a snapshot in time) helps you reflect and gives key input to the process of generating innovation and the energy for change. Maps help you to share your understanding with others and to collect different viewpoints and perspectives. They make the terrain clearer.

The next step is to link today to tomorrow and tomorrow++. Futures Wheels help you work out the impacts of a trend across different areas and over time. They help you chart the different paths a trend may take. To deepen and broaden your understanding you develop a set of alternative futures so that you can explore what each might mean to your organisation and how you would get to each tomorrow++ from where you are today. This allows you to notice when a particular part of a future is emerging so that you can make the decision to implement the Plan A, B and C you developed specifically for that case.

Further Reading

Futures Wheels were invented in 1971 by Jerome C. Glenn for policy analysis and forecasting. They are also called Implementation, Impact and Consequence Wheels, Mind Mapping and Webbing. They’re used to help you think through how emerging trends will work out over time or to consider the consequence of a strategy or potential future over time. They are quick and easy to use, but limited by the collective thinking of those involved – so the more diversity you have in the room while preparing a Futures Wheel, the better. For more information see: www.bit.ly/tpSF46

Osterwalder, A. and Pigneur, Y. (2010) Business Model Generation: A handbook for visionaries, game changers and challengers. John Wiley

Ringland, G. (2006) Scenario Planning: Managing for the Future, 2nd Ed. John Wiley

Schultz, W.L. (2015) Manoa: the future is not binary APF Compass: April 2015. Pp 4-8 available via www.profuturist.org.

Resources for this chapter: www.bit.ly/tpSF44

19 The Economist, 4th December 2003

20 Dator, J. “Alternative Futures at the Manoa School” Journal of Future Studies. November 2009. (These scenarios were derived from research done over a 50-year period at the Manoa School, based on published future scenarios. Most of them were developed in the West and, as the author acknowledges, do not offer a representative global analysis.)

21 Senge, P., Hamilton, H. and Kania, J. (Winter 2015) ‘The Dawn of System Leadership’ in Stanford Social Innovation Review.


Chapter Seven

Systems Thinking – Messes and wicked problems

“We must change our materially based analysis of the world around us to include broader, more multidimensional perspectives.”

Albert Einstein

”So, what is a system? A system is a set of things – people, cells, molecules, or whatever – interconnected in such a way that they produce their own pattern of behavior over time.”

Donella H. Meadows

“A cloud masses, the sky darkens, leaves twist upward, and we know that it will rain. We also know that after the storm, the runoff will feed into groundwater miles away, and the sky will grow clear by tomorrow. All these events are distant in time and space, and yet they are all connected within the same pattern. Each has an influence on the rest, an influence that is usually hidden from view. You can only understand the system of a rainstorm by contemplating the whole, not any individual part of the pattern.”

Peter Senge

~~

Everyone knows that the world is becoming increasingly complex; it’s difficult being a leader in such a world. Leaders are expected to create order out of chaos, to ‘execute’ a strategy and provide ‘deliverables’. Leaders today need to manage the uncertain and account for things over which they have no control and little influence. And that is uncomfortable for most of us.

In the previous chapter you explored mapping which I use as a tool to create a shared visual representation of what is going on in your organisation. It is an important step in learning to make sense jointly out of what you see. And it is a first step in learning to uncover and see systems. Mapping helps you to begin to understand what you can and can’t control. That doesn’t mean that you can just discard what you can’t control – sometimes you have to go forward even without having sufficient control, and that is when you take it into account and at least acknowledge an area of uncertainty. Because if you don’t, you will no longer be a viable business. Although this is messy and uncomfortable, ignoring complexity isn’t an option any more if you want to continue to succeed and flourish.

This chapter builds upon the mapping tool to help you recognise and work with complex systems. The future is uncertain, so if you can become aware of a range of different potential futures, and then anticipate what MAY happen in each case, you will have enough resilience to recover from - and adapt to - the inevitable surprises that you will meet. Recognising patterns and the underlying systems which create them, how these systems interact and how a particular input may change the system, will help you to build this resilience. This chapter is about developing anticipatory awareness as part of your Foresight muscles. It is a complicated area to explore – yet it is a necessary one for enduring success. Don’t feel immobilised by the complexity of emerging systems; anticipating what may and could happen is your key to working your way through it.

You may come across different frameworks and tools to ‘deal’ with systems. There are many around. In this chapter I have written about three different frameworks (Systems Thinking, The Cynefin Framework and Messes) in a way that I hope allows you to pick the bits that work best for YOU and practise using them. As ever, there is no one-size-fits-all solution, so just like with the mapping tool, you will need to develop your own way forward as you go.

Systems Thinking

A system is any group of interacting, interrelated or inter-dependent parts that form a complex and unified whole which has a specific purpose. Interdependency of parts put together for a purpose is key here – without that you just have a collection of parts. For instance, my computer is a system of many parts that are interdependent and have been put together for a purpose (for instance, to allow me to write this book). A simple system has some defining characteristics:

•

A system has a purpose, even if it is changing and emerging or you can’t see what it is (or it isn’t a system)



•

All parts of the system have to be present in order for it to carry out its purpose (the computer won’t work without a keyboard or means of input)



•

The order in which the parts are assembled or arranged affects the system’s performance (if parts aren’t connected properly to the motherboard, the system won’t work)



•

Systems try to maintain equilibrium through feedback (which in the case of a PC usually means it tells you to reboot).



A business is a system – it was designed with a purpose. It operates in the larger system of the business environment where it interacts and is interdependent with many other businesses as well as governments and other stakeholders. These stakeholders are also systems and it’s likely you don’t know – or don’t fully know - what their purpose is. When you don’t know the purpose of a system it is very hard to understand its behaviour and the impact of actions on the system. Yet that is the environment in which your business operates. Understanding – as I said earlier – where you are certain and where you are not aids you in decision making. Acknowledge areas of ‘don’t know, not sure’ and take them into account.

Recognising systems allows you to look for patterns in their interactions. It allows you to experiment with impacts across interdependent systems. This doesn’t mean you can predict what will happen; it means you start to get an understanding of what could happen so that you can watch for it and learn by getting feedback in the moment (while you map what is really happening as you go). Mapping is a tool to capture what happens during this experimentation and enabling you to respond to the feedback as it happens. By identifying what could happen, you are aware that you need to watch for it and respond as soon as you know it is (or isn’t) happening.

Systems thinking uses the model of an iceberg to help see systems in their context. Events are things that occur every day; things that happen. If you ask the question “What happened?” you have an event. This is the domain of Hedgehog thinking.

Patterns are what you might notice if you look at all the events together. The tool of mapping helps you to see patterns by giving you the ability to connect the events you experience and make sense of them. This is the domain of Fox thinking.


“Operators are damaging Work in Progress…”

Before I investigated this problem in a manufacturing site, I restated the problem to indicate what exactly was happening (the Event). This was “Work-in-Progress is getting damaged.” I then found out exactly what work, on which lines, when… to uncover the underlying pattern (which is hard to find). Changing the question – reframing it – and looking for the pattern helped to uncover the problem (which was in an underlying systemic structure) – a new automated assembly machine which had been improperly calibrated was causing the problem and it had been assumed – by default – that a machine would not be the cause of a problem, it had to be people. So it wasn’t the operators at all (And you can imagine the strife caused by the first problem statement).



Finally, systemic structures are what cause the patterns and events you notice; it is the way the system is organised and put together. Thinking further and deeper allows you to potentially identify what it is about how a system works that could cause the patterns and events you see. This is the domain of Eagle thinking.
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Fig. 7.1 Systems Thinking: The Iceberg Model

Systems thinking is a discipline, and it has its own vocabulary and maps. It is one of several frameworks that have been developed to help people work effectively with systems, understanding the implications of interdependent parts and enabling them to make robust decisions in uncertain, emerging and unclear space.

If you want to find out more, please see: Kim, Daniel, (1999) Introduction to Systems Thinking. Pegasus Communications. It is clearly explained and relatively easy to follow. Also see the end of this chapter for Further Reading.


Systems Thinking Exercise

Think back over the past six months about something that turned out in an unexpected way.

•

What events took place (i.e. what happened)?



•

What patterns emerged? What do you notice?



•

What does this imply about the systemic structures underneath?



•

What assumptions have been challenged?





Cynefin Framework

David Snowden22, with his Cynefin Framework (again, see Further Reading), has a useful model that helps to define the different operational contexts in which you find yourself. It is useful because he links each context to the leadership behaviours required to make decisions in that particular context. Obvious and complicated contexts assume that the universe is ordered, that you can see cause and effect relationships and there will be a right answer or answers. Simple or tame problems are clear – they have a solution which may be difficult to find, but it exists. Complicated problems are those with many variables which potentially have more than one right answer, but technically and with enough computing power, you could probably solve these too. In an obvious context, Snowden says that a leader responds by sensing what is out there, categorising it and then responding. In a complicated context, a leader senses what is out there, analyses it and then responds.

Complex and chaotic contexts assume an unordered universe with no apparent relationship between cause and effect. These would be messes as defined below. In these contexts there is no right answer. Snowden differentiates between complex contexts where cause and effect are difficult to see and perhaps can only be seen in retrospect and chaotic contexts where cause and effect are constantly shifting. In the complex context the leader probes first, then makes sense and finally responds. In the chaotic context, the leader acts first, then makes sense of how that worked and then responds.

He mentions a fifth context, disorder, which he says is very difficult to recognise when you are in it. He suggests that dealing with disorder requires a leader to break each piece of the situation into one of the other four contexts so that they can respond accordingly to manage (or solve if possible) them, before going on to the next piece.

The most important idea to take away from this discussion of messes and complexity is that it gives you a vocabulary with which to describe the context you are in so that it can be shared and talked about. When you’ve made sense of it collectively, you can act; you’ve got a clue about what will work, or what to try, in that situation/environment.


Cynefin Exercise

Examine the situation you face using the Cynefin framework.

•

What sort of context is it in?



•

Apply the suggested leadership actions and work out what could happen for each



•

What did you learn?





Messes

Most of what you face at work isn’t actually a simple (also called tame) problem, one with a clear definition and a solution, even if that solution is difficult to find and implement. Rather, it is what is termed a wicked problem, where no definition can be agreed between stakeholders and which cannot be completely ‘solved’. The differences between simple problems and wicked problems affect the way you deal with them, so it is very important to understand (and agree) how to talk about and work with these problems. This means challenging every assumption you have that an obstacle, problem or mess is made up of a simple or tame problem – it is very likely that it is neither a single problem, nor a tame one. It means developing a shared understanding of the meaning and context, the dimensions and issues that make up what is likely to be a wicked problem. AND it means a shared commitment to managing the wicked problem(s) you face.

Russell Ackoff used the term mess to refer to a system of inter-related problems that are so inextricably intertwined that they cannot be separated. Problems like these are wicked problems. So the mess is the product – not the sum – of the interactions between its parts; the sum of all its wicked problems. For me a mess means the problems and obstacles you face that stop you from achieving your goals. In terms of Strategic Foresight, messes are obstacles in your path to a preferred future – the “what could stop you” influencing not just the future that you want to get to, but also how you get there.

The behaviour of a mess depends more on how the different parts/problems within it interact than on how they act independently of one another. This means that you can’t really solve a mess, but you can manage it. Trying to solve one of the problems that make up a mess, without taking the other problems into account, will have adverse and unforeseen knock-on effects and is unlikely to work. These problems can’t exist independently of the mess of which they are a part. Whatever these problems are, they’re also part of a system whose purpose you do not know and whose behaviour is impossible to predict.

Messes are exacerbated by complexity. Complexity tends to encourage fragmented thinking (which isn’t a good thing if you want to manage a mess) by making it more difficult to get to a shared, agreed understanding of a mess. Complexity can be frightening and uncontrollable and in the attempt to regain control, it is easy to revert to the comfort zone of handling one problem at a time, separate and apart from any of the other problems. Keep reminding yourself to use your Eagle thinking – keep the whole system in your sights. Any type of complexity in wicked problems pushes teams and the people in them towards fragmentation (and the ensuing frustration) when trying to manage these messes. The only way to counter this, is to put relationships and social interactions at the centre of the work you do to cope with and manage the mess (in Chapter Nine, I explore Appreciative Inquiry, a method to do exactly that and enabling you to identify and harness the energy for change).

Once you’ve understood what distinguishes a mess and what it really means, you can, with the relevant stakeholders, add what you observe and encounter to your maps to help you begin to get a visual representation of – and therefore a grasp on – the particular mess(es) you have in front of you.

The maps you have developed will help you to see the linkages between different elements of the larger system(s) and through this you begin to get an idea of how changing any particular bit of the system impacts on the various other parts of the system. You will be able to see where there is a knock-on effect (and where there isn’t). These maps that you develop to visualise the larger system(s) will help you manage the messes which make up the obstacles you encounter in these systems.

So, filling in the map as you go is a recognition that things change and that, by mapping or charting them, you can start to make sense of them and perhaps see where there may be cause and effect. However, the map you have drawn always contains some assumptions (which you may or may not be aware of) and these will influence how you think about the particular system, challenge or obstacle you are exploring; that is, they will affect what you observe and experience. It is, therefore, worthwhile uncovering and naming the assumptions you make when you are drawing your map, and keeping them transparent and available for challenge and discussion. And recognise that you probably won’t get them all – it is okay, add them as you go.

Today we face many intractable and interconnected larger systemic challenges (see figure below for an example of three of them) in the environment around us.
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Fig. 7.2 Global Systemic Challenges

Each of these is messy and complex, and they are all non-negotiable – you ignore them at your peril. If you ignore them, how can you be successful, especially in the long term?

Some of them are arguably approaching what I’d call a crisis. Crises occur when you lose control of a mess (or messes), when they are not managed. Crises tend to be unthinkable in that they attack some of our deepest held beliefs. They can start out as a mess, but then, through mistaken human intervention, they spiral out of control and the situation quite unexpectedly becomes worse. Maybe an assumption has been made that things are relatively predictable – and perhaps they were to start out with – and suddenly they are not. The situation has changed. Or perhaps the assumption is that a mess is only a tame problem, which is easy to solve. Even a tame problem can be the cause of a system becoming chaotic as a result of over-controlling and/or unintended consequences as people try to work round, rather than through, the system.

Another frequently made assumption is that a single discipline or expertise will be sufficient to solve a problem. For instance, that an engineering problem only needs engineering thinking in order to solve it; it doesn’t need to consider how the solution will affect the other systems with which it comes into contact, like the people who will use it (most of whom might not be engineers) and how they might perceive the solution.

This assumption is disingenuous because, in reality, problems you encounter in the ‘real world,’ i.e. messes, aren’t like those you met during your education. Most problems you encounter as students are in one discipline, not across diverse sets of disciplines. The obstacles you encounter in the real world – messes - cross functionality, disciplines and sectors. So they require a different kind of thinking to that which the majority of people use in order to manage – Hedgehog thinking isn’t enough; Fox thinking and Eagle thinking are both needed too.

For example, think about the issues European governments face today in terms of austerity and cost-cutting. Leaving aside how the mess arose, how do governments cut back on the cost of delivering services to citizens? In The Netherlands the government is moving towards decentralisation, where the decision about how to spend a given budget is no longer taken at state level but is pushed down to the level of the municipality. This is one way the Dutch government is trying to manage the wicked problem of having to reduce its outgoings (austerity). This response (management) to the wicked problem of reducing outgoings has a knock-on effect and gives an individual municipality a new mess/set of wicked problems.

In the past, the municipality was told how to spend its money, who should receive what, and so on. It probably had staff who mostly used Hedgehog thinking, cranking the crank, to deliver the services. Now it not only has a reduced budget, but a very clear responsibility – and accountability – to its citizens. It can’t blame someone else; the buck now stops at the municipal level. On this reduced budget, it is going to have to make choices about what it delivers (in some ways it has more scope to do this than it did in the past, but it has less money and therefore it can’t afford to deliver as much as it has in the past). How does it go about making the choices? What experience do its civil servants have – in this context – to help them with the choices they need to make? They are living with the real fear that they may lose their jobs. How do they come to an acceptable state of affairs? Acceptable for all the stakeholders? How is this mess to be managed?

What you and I encounter today is highly likely to be a problem like that facing the Dutch civil servants in that it is a sum of the interactions between different wicked problems in a larger system or even between different systems. It isn’t clearly defined. And different stakeholders will have a different idea about what ‘the’ problem is. What you have is a set of undefined, unclear problems which, when you look into it, is actually part of a mess. Any intervention applied to a particular problem or leverage point will have a knock-on effect which may well be hard to predict. In any event, it is necessary to think about how it will affect the mess – or the whole system – to try and uncover any unintended consequences and mitigate them (or perhaps make a different intervention). The maps you have developed will enable you to better see where the impacts are and how they may ripple out across a system. If you decide to spend all your budget allocation on education, what happens to healthcare? What happens to care in the community? And so on.

Then – it being real life – things get added to the mix. The government decides that no municipality can be smaller than 100,000 inhabitants. So now, on top of everything else, a new constraint is thrown into the mess. What do you do if you are from a small town that is being amalgamated with several others? How do you – as an inhabitant – feel? How do you feel if you are a civil servant in the town? How are the differing needs of the different communities to be handled? You probably get the picture. This is a real mess which – if not handled well – could easily turn into a crisis.

Once you solve a simple problem (or exercise) it remains solved. It doesn’t suddenly un-solve itself. As there is a right answer, someone else – faced with the same problem, and who understands the rules of the game – will come up with the same answer. Wicked problems are not just very difficult to analyse, extract and define, but because of the way they interact with the system of which they are a part – the mess within which they are embedded – they can’t be solved independently of the other problems to which they are connected. These connected problems are also invariably wicked problems. The problem you focus on could change as the system changes, but it could also suddenly un-solve itself when you think you’ve got it solved. You could be in a city that doesn’t have a crime problem, so you decide to cut back on policing and put your money elsewhere… and then, when this is discovered and other cities haven’t cut back in this area, perhaps your city will be targeted and crime will rise. But you won’t know until you try it. Often part of ‘defining’ the problem is that you try things out which, in turn, help you to further and better define (or redefine) the problems as you go. This is a sort of real-time experimentation, being open for feedback and mapping as you go.

Wicked problems and messes do not really have a solution. There are usually many different stakeholders and they can’t agree among themselves on a definition of the problem, let alone what the solution could be and how they might achieve it. A mess has many varied and conflicting demands that will need to be acknowledged and addressed and trade-offs will need to be made. You can’t solve messes; but they can be coped with or managed, which requires stakeholder engagement and active participation across diverse groups of people. This means undertaking the very messy and difficult action of getting the various stakeholders into the same room and creating a shared understanding among them and then beginning to address the mess – which is far from easy, but not impossible.

Messes rest upon, and are influenced by, emotions, assumptions, beliefs, values and baggage; the human systems in our culture and society. Understanding the background of these – which I’ve covered in earlier chapters – will help you in your efforts to define, create a shared understanding of, cope with and manage the messes you face in your organisation today. Messes need to be managed systemically – that is keeping the larger system and the context in mind – interactively and in a participative way. Any potential solutions will of necessity be a property of the whole system. They can only be good or bad because they are improving things in the system/situation or not. And they will require plenty of Fox and Eagle thinking. Hedgehog thinking, while useful in the appropriate places, will otherwise only get in the way and make matters worse.

If you can’t solve a mess, you can manage it, by managing your own actions towards it and by creating shared understanding among stakeholders, exploring the trade-offs and working to improve the situation. If it improves the situation, do more of it; if the situation gets worse, try something else. There is no template or structured method to follow that will work in all cases. You will come across lots of different frameworks developed by others, complete with their own vocabulary and tools. It’s a difficult area, so they often try to force complex problems into the complicated space in order to get a better handle on them, and then prescribe particular tools that will work to solve them in every case. If every mess or problem were just complicated, this would work; however, in reality, they remain complex and therefore there is no one-size-fits-all solution. So you need to make things up as you go, trying things out as you work towards generating a shared understanding of the problem/mess and use your maps to help you when working with emerging messes and systems. Accept and learn from experimentation, rather than thinking about ‘failure’ when emergent outcomes are unexpected, and you are well on your way to successfully managing the mess.


Future Histories Exercise – working with messes

•

Describe a mess you are facing. Agree a description with everyone.



•

Imagine a future in which you’ve managed the mess perfectly, it has had a good outcome. What does this look like?



•

What actions would you have had to take in order to achieve the good outcome? This is back casting, so you work from the future towards the present. In what order? What would you need to look out for to ensure that the good outcome actually happens?



•

Examine and challenge the actions to check for unintended consequences or knock-on effects.



•

What have you learned?



•

Finally, compare all three exercises in this chapter. How did each feel? How difficult did you find each? How different were the findings? What did you find most useful? What surprised you most? What did you learn?





Conclusion

Collectively, we face a huge number of systemic challenges that are difficult to solve with tools and skills that we have used in the past. They affect us as a society and they also affect our organisations. They require a different approach – they require leadership across the system (System Leadership23). Leaders need to be able to recognise the system which they are part of (which their business is part of), to be able to define the messes that the business is involved in and affected by. Then they can start to address the complex issues that arise from this.

Mapping these systems (a snapshot in time) helps in the process of reflection and creating a shared understanding, and gives key input to the process of generating innovation and the energy for change. Maps help you to ensure that there is shared understanding and to collect different viewpoints and perspectives. They make the terrain clearer. They help you to grow your anticipatory awareness and, in so doing, increase your resilience when the inevitable surprises land.

You can use the maps you’ve made to understand how things work and what (and when) changes affect different components of the system(s) you are working with. They help you identify decision points and see what information you need to collect in order to make those decisions. They help you focus on different time horizons and how the workings of the system that is modelled emerge and evolve over time. They help you capture your learning and feed it back into the system and are a key tool in managing your way through the obstacles and messes you meet.

Messes and wicked problems are challenging; the next chapter explores Causal Layered Analysis (CLA) an approach to help you engage with (and manage) wicked problems in an anticipatory way.
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Chapter Eight

Exploring Different Paradigms

“Alice laughed. ‘There is no use trying,’ she said. ‘One can’t believe impossible things.’ ‘I dare say you haven’t had much practice,’ said the Queen. ‘When I was your age I always did it for half an hour a day. Why, sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast!’”

Lewis Carroll/Charles Dodgson

~~

In Chapter Five I explored what happens when you put three different time horizons on the same map and looked at how you might bridge between today and the future. You learned about Environmental Scanning – I hope you manage to do a bit of scanning every day – and you looked at Wild Cards. To get the best out of Strategic Foresight, you try to create futures that combine the strange and thought-provoking with the manageable. If it’s too far out and challenging, people will be frightened and won’t engage with it, therefore it is important to find the balance so that you can get people to engage with the ideas in your potential futures and to want to do something about them. Remember that Strategic Foresight is about action.

Exploring different paradigms is one of the ways of stretching and strengthening your Foresight muscles. In this chapter I will look at how to recognise, uncover and explore different paradigms, or hidden patterns underlying what you see around you. Larger than trends, deeper than assumptions, paradigms encompass a group’s worldviews and colour the way a group sees what is happening around itself. I will look at a method to identify paradigms and shift them that can be used in a diverse team. Then I will provide a brief introduction to some of the paradigms that you can see changing around you today. The idea behind the section on New Paradigms is to give you some ideas which will provoke you and challenge your assumptions; that will help you to exercise your Foresight muscles (which should be getting quite strong by now).

The method we use to uncover existing paradigms is called Causal Layered Analysis (CLA). It is an interpretive method that helps you to unpack and unpick the current paradigm in which you operate. You can then see what happens when you turn it on its head or you can explore a different interpretation. Paradigms, mindsets, assumptions and worldviews are hard things to see, and CLA helps to remove your blinkers. It does this by giving you a framework which integrates different perspectives and time into one method. This helps you to gain some distance from today and the present, which makes it easier to recognise paradigms and worldviews.

Why do this? What is the relevance? Think back to Chapters Three and Four when you looked at how people think. Daniel Gilbert’s research indicates that people always estimate that the amount of change that will happen in the future is far less than what they know has happened in the same amount of time in the past. This means they underestimate the amount of change that they think will happen. It indicates that people find it hard (in varying degrees) to think very far into the future. Recognising and unpacking your current paradigms helps open you to new possibilities and helps you to see a new potential future (or two). You will need to make sense of it and work on how you plausibly arrive there, but it expands your ability to imagine vastly different futures to today’s world and that is the relevance. The more you stretch your thinking and work through what different – perhaps even very strange – potential futures could look like, the better prepared you will be for any of them when they arrive and become your today. You’ll likely recognise the early warning signals for a future in enough time to do something about it. The surprises may be unexpected but your Foresight muscles are strong enough to enable you to adapt and flourish.

So when you are making sense of what you discover, make sure you are clear on the path each particular future will follow so that when you monitor your position, you will recognise that you might have considered or seen this before.

Causal Layered Analysis

CLA was developed by Sohail Inayatullah24. He felt that the growing complexity people face means that we need to examine futures from many different perspectives and levels. CLA was therefore developed to do exactly that, opening out people’s thinking. CLA can unearth deep cultural structures as you work your way through the layers; it is easy to see and immediately apparent.

[image: image]

Fig. 8.1 Causal Layered Analysis © S. Inayatullah

Litany

It starts with the Litany – the stories people tell about the way things work around here, the headlines you see in the press, the things people gossip about or see on social media. It is the level of your busy world where you look at the natural and social events that occur from day to day. Inayatullah used as an example a case study of the US health system where he focused on the many deaths related to medical mistakes (I suspect that the same holds true elsewhere as well) in an article he wrote for The Futurist (WFS) in early 2014. At the level of Litany you get the official public description of the issue, the headlines you would read in the papers, what it says about malpractice and so on. This means you are talking about your current operating assumptions and it means in Inayatullah’s case study, that the focus is on the individual doctor – and therefore, the answer will be ‘more training for doctors’. Often the first port of call at this level is to throw more money at the perceived problem.

Systems and Institutions

Going a level deeper, you focus on the Systems and Institutions around you. You look at – and analyse – them in order to understand the causes of the Litany. You look at how we collectively fix and maintain things as well as how we build things. Inayatullah says (in his case study) that “the safety issues lie not just with particular doctors making mistakes, but rather with the medical and hospital system as a whole. Long working hours, hospitals poorly designed for a maturing society and lack of communication among different parts of the health system are among other key issues.” So, there are wider (and deeper) systemic causes for the initial presenting problem. A possible solution might be to have better, smarter systems, better designed hospitals and better working conditions for staff (in particular with fewer working hours and a more normal schedule). At this level you can begin to see that money isn’t the only key to fixing things; actually it goes deeper – systems and relationships will need to change too.

Worldviews

Delving yet deeper, you uncover the Worldview – the values and knowledge that underpin the institutions and systems of our world – which in this case is the structure of modern medicine. This boils down to the way in which (in Western medicine at least) a problem is dissected in the search for a single cause and little or no attention is paid to the whole person (or system), either in identifying the cause(s) of illness, treating the illness or communicating with the patient.

At this level of CLA you are looking at uncovering paradigms and exploring how language interacts with and frames a particular issue, perhaps even contributing to or causing it. A solution could be to design different systems for solving the problem of illness, perhaps looking at Chinese or Ayurvedic medicine and their paradigm of viewing the patient as a whole system. Or redesigning what should be included (and excluded) in a medical education.

Myths/Metaphors

Finally you look at the deep stories we tell each other, what is called the Myths/Metaphors level. This is found in personal and collective stories about the world that underpin current worldviews. In Inayatullah’s case study, you will see ‘the doctor is always right’ as the current metaphor in operation for this issue. This is a strong belief that is commonly held. It is at a visceral and emotional level where visual images often help you to see what is happening. A solution at this level would be to put the patient first and flip the metaphor on its head – in place of the doctor always being right, explore what would happen if the patient was always right. Some further metaphors of this system are:

•

‘medicine as war’ (the battle against disease)



•

‘medic as mechanic’ (fixing the human body like a machine)



•

‘medicine as a sport’ (winning or losing the game of a healthy lifestyle).
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Fig. 8.2 CLA Overview25

CLA can be used to create a variety of alternative visions for the future, going up and down the model as you work. As you go down the levels, the timescale you are examining gets longer. At the level of Myths/Metaphors, you are looking at very long timescales indeed. Identify alternatives for each of the levels and choose which you’d like to work with. When you identify alternative Myths/Metaphors, you can generate new assumptions and creative, out-of-the-box solutions and you stand a much better chance of achieving a description of a plausible/very different (from today) tomorrow++.

A colleague, Marcus Bussey, suggested a simple example to help make it really clear. He calls it ‘The CLA of Shit’. The table below is quite self-explanatory.

Once you understand how it works, you can turn a Myth/Metaphor on its head and work its way back up the CLA to see how things would be if a particular underlying myth were to change. For instance, what if you took ‘Shit is dirty, shit is bad’ and turned it on its head? It would become ‘Shit is clean, shit is good.’ What kind of worldview would flow from that? For it to be considered ‘clean’ and ‘good’, it will have to be good for something. What if we looked at shit as fertiliser? As a foundation for growing things? Certainly my garden grows much better with the addition of manure from my horse… And if we had a worldview that said it was something good, something to build upon, what systems might arise from that? Our sewage processing plants could have a different focus. There would be a demand for the output. It could be marketable. And that would change the Litany and stories.
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That was a very simple, easy and quick example. Below you will find a more thorough example based on working through one ‘round’ of CLA on our case study, FastTrack Publishing Group, including turning a myth on its head to see what that would mean.

What I find energising about this method is that while it is difficult (and can be quite messy as you go deeper), it brings great insight. Starting at the top with Litany, you are likely to easily come up with dozens of quotes. The next level down – Systems & Institutions – is a bit more difficult and has fewer items.

We used CLA on FastTrack Publishing (see below). We began to gain real insight when we moved down a level into Worldviews and values and also began to uncover some fascinating questions. By the time we got to the ‘bottom’ with Myths/Metaphors, there were very few points, but each gave us the chance to see what would happen if we reversed the Myth, looked at its opposite and then worked our way back up the ‘iceberg’… so if we had a new Metaphor, what Worldviews would it support? What Systems & Institutions would those Worldviews support? What would the word-on-the-street be in that world? Look at how we worked out one round of CLA for FastTrack Publishing; it will give you an idea of how you can use it for your own situation either in your organisation OR for you personally.

We did a ‘round’ of CLA over a Skype call with a group that knew one another and was familiar with Future Studies tools. Each person had a different area of expertise; the diversity in the group clearly contributed to the richness we uncovered. The session took 90 minutes.


CLA Exercise

1.

Pick an issue to work on: the shift towards digital publishing



2.

Brainstorm each level separately and discuss



a.

Brainstorm on your own, on sticky notes





b.

Share with group and add notes as you come up with more ideas, clustering the notes into themes



c.

Identify gaps



3.

Create a future vision by



a.

Choosing an alternative Myths/Metaphors or Worldviews



b.

Working back through the layers to see how each would support the one you chose…



c.

…until you reach a new set of events and a new story for your litany.



With thanks to Dr Wendy Schultz



CLA practised on FastTrack Publishing case study

Litany

Looking at FastTrack and the transition from print to digital publishing we focused on ‘What is the buzz on the street’ for digital publishing. We looked for opportunities and potential crises. Here are some of the items we brainstormed:

•

People are using libraries less



•

Audiobooks!



•

‘My e-book reads to me’



•

E-books might be convenient, but I love the feel of ‘real’ books



•

I can give someone a ‘real’ book, not an e-book. It’s something someone can pick up and enjoy.



•

I love our holiday home with its bookshelves full of ‘beach-reading’ books. How do you do that with e-books? You’d lose the feel, the smell (and the sand). There is something visceral about holding a physical book



•

Amazon is screwing over authors and publishers



•

It is easier to self-publish than to find a publisher



•

I’m a writer and I can’t get an advance any more!



•

I can’t get publishers to even read a manuscript any more



•

I’m so entrenched in paper books; I’m having a hard time figuring out how to move into the digital space



•

The format isn’t fixed with an e-book; this changes my experience when reading it and I’m not sure I like it



•

Books don’t have batteries that go flat



•

Books don’t have a night light; my e-reader does



•

Books can now be more interactive – they can have different media in them



•

When is a book not a book?



•

How do I let a friend borrow an e-book?



This first part of CLA is pretty easy; we all know what is being said around us – it’s like gossip around the water cooler. Lots of ideas come up and there was a lot of laughter as we came up with the ideas.

Systems & Institutions

The next step – looking at the Systems & Institutions underlying the Litany takes a bit more time. This is what we came up with:

•

Books have come down in price (economic system)



•

People aren’t reading as much – they are instead watching films on Netflix or watching Sky (social system and leisure)



•

Economic pressures on publishers are increasing – margins are being cut everywhere (economic system)



•

Amazon has taken over from publishers in the digital space (economic system)



•

The rising cost of physical publishing against falling margins (economic system)



•

The shift to digital allows for new revenue streams (economic system)



•

Digital publishing opens up more opportunities (technology and economic system)



•

Things like EBSCO – a digital library which you can buy a subscription to – are made possible by the move to digital publishing. Academics, research organisations and universities have subscriptions (technology)



•

There is a call for open access to content (social system, communication system)



•

The context in the wider world and in publishing is changing (social system)



•

More academically shady digital journals are popping up. They don’t use proper peer reviewers – this means a huge quality problem (education system)



•

Academic vanity leads to pay-to-publish (education system)



•

‘Publish or perish’ cronyism in peer review journals (education system)



•

Increasing amount of media innovation and low cost storage means we can insert interactive things for example Popular Mechanics on the iPad (technology)



•

High quality (retina display) enables amazing graphics and multimedia as part of the content (technology)



•

News aggregators provide a different experience for people searching for news; you can see news on topics that interest you from different providers which you can also choose from (technology, communication)



•

Fiction becomes an interactive game with differing outcomes depending on your interaction (society, technology, communication)



•

Narrative arts are emerging – trans-media narratives blur the boundaries between book/game/move and graphic novel (society).



The Systems & Institutions layer was characterised by quite a bit of discussion as we dug down into the causes of the ‘buzz on the street’.

Worldviews

When we started to work on Worldviews and values, however, it got decidedly messy. We did end up adding items to the two previous layers as well, since the discussion sparked new ideas that we had missed earlier. Sometimes we had to decide on which list an idea belonged to:

•

We value literacy (value of education)



•

The Western education system promotes scientific method which requires peer review (value of science)



•

The Western worldview values literacy – ‘the age of reason’, ‘Belles Lettres’; you have to be able to read in order to participate in society (value of education)



•

Increasingly, e-books ‘read to me’ (from Litany). What do we then mean by literacy? Acquaintance with ideas or physical reading? (value of education)



•

In Nepal a book represents wealth – a token or symbol of where you are in economic development (value of education and knowledge)



•

Books = knowledge and knowledge is a good thing (value of knowledge)



•

A device that fits in your pocket and could contain the entire Library of Congress (value of knowledge)



•

Curation is where we add value to information to create knowledge and wisdom (value of knowledge)



•

Authors compete to be published – this is shifting as self-publishing becomes easier and cheaper (value of recognition; being published is recognition)



•

Self-publishing is easy, marketing your work is difficult (value of communication and connection)



•

Being a published author means something – changing with the rise of self-publishing (value of recognition)



•

Replicate knowledge to the page (value of knowledge).



Myths/Metaphors

Finally, the Myths/Metaphors part took the longest time to complete for relatively few items. The conversation slowed down as we had to think harder. It was a very substantial discussion, but invigorating and very interesting. I think that these items were quite significant and ‘meaty’:

•

Books are archives or repositories of knowledge (library of knowledge)



•

The cover is a book’s identity (a picture’s worth 1,000 words)



•

There is an Emily Dickinson quote that talks of books as “frigates” to carry the reader to other worlds (journey)



•

Books are an escape to a different world (escapism)



•

Voyage of discovery for academic publishing (discovery)



•

Publishing is ego (ego)



•

It must be true if it is written and published (what is written is true)



•

The written word is sacred (what is written is sacred)



•

In the beginning was the word (language creates reality)



•

Writing is an act of creation and it is generally solitary (writing is solitary art)



•

A book is forever (legacy).



Then we picked the last metaphor on legacy and flipped it around, working it back through the Worldviews, Systems & Institutions and Litany to see how things would change in each layer. This was again a messy discussion. We explored looking at writing being ephemeral instead of being ‘forever’ and a legacy. We discussed the possibility of having a shared construction to the writing and picked a new metaphor: ‘it takes a village to create a story’.

Going back up the levels….

This led us to a new paradigm that publishing would no longer be command-and-control, but would become much more bottom-up, with the power and control shifting to the author and their audience. In general what happens today is that the author finds an agent who then finds a publisher (with lots of bouncing back and forth), followed by printing the physical book which gets delivered to bookstores and then to the reading public.

The new paradigm (which is happening today) would give you an author who blogs as they write their chapters, the audience comments and helps with editing, the author then adapts the manuscript (so the bouncing back and forth is between the author and the audience). It becomes ‘prosumption’ where the producer and the consumer share the prime focus; the book becomes crowd-sourced; the ‘village’ of the metaphor writes the story, with contributions coming from many different sources and the author orchestrating the whole. The crowd also handles the marketing (word of mouth, social media and so on). The narrative becomes a kaleidoscope (another metaphor). There are currently several digital platforms which help with this, and more are being developed. An early example of this was Authonomy, developed by HarperCollins. It was discontinued in 2015.26

The move is from yesterday’s world where the publisher was in firm control and at the top, functioning as a gatekeeper to what gets published, to the world of today/tomorrow where the publisher becomes a commodity, one of many possible ways to get the ‘word’ out. The publisher becomes the servant of the community – both the community that writes the story and the community that wants to consume it. The publisher provides the context and the infrastructure to connect the audience and the author. Quite a shift from what exists today! A new litany for this system change might be “You write what you (the collective you) want to read.”

Insights from the CLA on FastTrack Publishing

This left us with several important questions for FastTrack Publishing Group to consider

•

If publishers are becomin a commodity, what does FastTrack need to do to sustain itself as a business?



•

How does it add value in this new paradigm?



•

What opportunities can it identify?



•

What risks might it be facing?



It is important to note that CLA is an iterative process, you keep going up and down the levels, discovering more new insights as you go, including unexpected metaphors. As we’ve seen, some of our discussion centred on which level an item belonged to, which in turn helped advance our insights. It can get messy (and facilitation is, therefore, advisable). But it is also fun, energetic and challenging; a very learning-rich experience. At the end, by exploring new paradigms and metaphors you will at the very least have expanded your thinking and your perspectives, enabling you to more easily consider potential futures that are quite different from today’s world.

This is how you can use the CLA method to inform your strategy, to help you pull together your insights from your Worldviews and decide which you’d like to address to change things.

A final note on how to get the best results out of CLA: you need to get multiple cultures into the room with you when you work through the levels. This can be different national cultures, functional cultures, age groups, expertise and focus, professional cultures and most definitely representatives from your business across silos… the more the merrier. Working with such a diverse group provides rich insights and makes it that much easier to uncover the paradigms you work in (which are largely invisible to those working in them by definition).

History is overtaking us. What I wrote two years ago is rapidly being overtaken by a new paradigm with many of the characteristics described above.

New Emerging Paradigms

There are new paradigms emerging today in a wide variety of sectors and cultures. This section is not intended to be an exhaustive description of what is out there; rather it’s designed to give you a few examples to look at so that you can see just how different things can be and what that could mean. This should give your Foresight muscles a good workout. It helps to expand your thinking and see whether or not these new paradigms might be part of one of your preferred futures. It could give you other ideas to try and open your mind to how particular emerging trends and paradigms might play out. We found this by scanning for new and emerging paradigms, just as you learned to scan for emerging trends in Chapter Five. And as with our CLA/FastTrack example, a warning: history can quickly overtake you, so you need to keep up and keep scanning!

New Economic Paradigms

There is plenty written about the current state of our economic system. It was developed in the 19th /early 20th century and designed to support manufacturing of goods from natural resources. It is based on the idea that there are no limits to the amount of growth that is possible (and that there is an infinite supply of resources to fuel that growth), it is measured by GDP (Gross Domestic Product). However, it is now generally accepted that there are limits to growth and that the world is fast approaching them – this, together with emerging trends like the Internet (in particular the Internet of Things) and big data, changes in how we get energy and changes in what we ‘produce’ and how it all comes together, point to the idea that our current paradigm – our capitalist system – is becoming less and less fit for purpose.

So what paradigm is more fit for purpose today? Here are three different economic paradigms that are being discussed at the moment, with some overlap between them: The Collaborative/Sharing Economy, the Circular Economy and the De-growth Economy. There are others, such as the Doughnut Economy, discussed in Kate Raworth’s book. However, what follows are examples to challenge your thinking. As with trends, there are pockets where these potential future paradigms are already happening, so Horizon Scanning can enable you to uncover these.

The Collaborative/Sharing Economy

Jeremy Rifkin is one of those talking about the Collaborative Economy. This is a world where the exchange of free goods and services is enabled by the Internet. It allows people to find the right match-ups to share what they have and can spare, with what others want and can use. When you look for pockets of this paradigm occurring today, you can find many examples of people – both buyers and sellers – taking advantage of this idea.

Airbnb (www.airbnb.com) is one example (see case study below) and it has found a way to make a profit which its competitors – the ‘normal’ corporate hotel industry – cannot match. Uber (www.uber.com) is another; it competes with the rental car business/taxi business as does Lyft (www.lyft.me). Uber is currently in the news and receiving a lot of flak on several fronts. Clearly there is still plenty of work to be done in developing this new paradigm.


Airbnb

Airbnb gets only a small cut from the renter (between 6 and 12%) and the owner (3%) for bringing the two together. It can charge such low fees because it has very low fixed costs and each additional rental brokered approaches near zero marginal cost. It does this via an online platform where peers can offer and purchase goods and services (in this case accommodation).

As of spring 2014, the platform had 10 million guests and 550,000 properties listed worldwide, along with a $10B valuation—making Airbnb worth more than legacy players like Wyndham and Hyatt.



The FreeCycle Network is a leader in shareable recyclables. It does not make a profit and it doesn’t have overheads. You can join FreeCycle – as it says on the tin – for free. Members post what they have that they don’t need. These items are then made available for free to other members, either via a website or via email notification.

If you are in the hotel business, with all your overheads and very thin margins, how do you compete with an Airbnb? If you are in the taxi or car rental business, how do you compete with Uber, Lyft and others like them? If you are in retail, how do you compete with a FreeCycle? This could be a massive disruptive influence and it is growing. What might this mean for you and your business? How does it change taxation paradigms? Regulation? How can your own organisation’s working model be challenged by the Collaborative Economy and what can you do about it?

The Circular Economy

The current economic paradigm is a linear one, the so-called ‘take, make and dispose’ economy. We use resources to make products, we use the products and then we dispose of them, often straight to landfill, even if parts are recyclable. Many products in production today are manufactured with obsolescence in mind; that is part of the current capitalist paradigm. People buying more stuff means companies make more profits, and it is in their best interests to get you to buy more.

The Circular Economy, on the other hand, wants to keep resources in use for as long as possible, recycling as much as possible from those products when they have reached the end of their life. The EU has made the circular economy the basis of its new industrial policy. This idea has been around for a long time, at least in part – I remember ‘product take-back’ in the mid-90s when the EU required that high-tech manufacturers (and/or stores that sold products) took the equipment back at the end of its life and recycled what they could, disposing of the rest safely. When manufacturers know that they are responsible for taking the product back at the end of its life cycle, this plays itself out in the product design as well as the components used; there is a massive knock-on effect as they work to eradicate waste through careful design. Think about it – they also want to eradicate waste that is costly to dispose of and which impacts the resources they use to make the product. It forces them to weigh up the trade-offs across the life-cycle of a product.

The Circular Economy provides a great opportunity for waste management firms to focus on resource management and offer reverse logistics and process separation expertise alongside their waste management offering. This means that designers need to have an understanding of waste management as well as understanding what goes into the components that make up the product they are designing.

The Circular Economy reduces waste, means that resources are used for longer, are used better and are kept in circulation, thus optimising biological and technical material flows. It emphasises re-use, refurbishment/repair, remanufacturing and recycling, which reduces the amount of energy needed to produce each product. The goal for metals and most plastics is to reuse and/or upgrade them for other production applications through as many cycles as possible. You do, however, need to keep energy use in mind as the trade-off in energy needed to recycle a component may make it uneconomical. Are you already involved in the Circular Economy? How does it affect your organisation? How has it changed your thinking (or how do you think it might change your thinking)?

The De-growth economy en route to the Steady-State economy

This is a temporary state en route to what is called a ‘Steady-State’ economy or an ‘ecological’ economy. It is what happens while we work our way (for most of us in developed countries) ‘down’ to the steady state that our planet can support. De-growth would – of necessity – liberate us from pursuing more stuff. This pursuit of more and more stuff is a recent phenomenon, from the past 50 odd years. De-growth embraces a simpler way – the way of ‘enough-ness’ – consuming, and therefore producing, less. It could be quite liberating – a life based on moderate material and energy needs, but with richness in other areas, for instance, in having more time for leisure, art, culture and learning. We would have less income, but more freedom. We would recycle and re-use, we would do more things for ourselves. There would be time to read and learn new things (new language anyone?). Best of all would be more time for connection with one another. Life would be simpler and richer.

It wouldn’t mean that people wouldn’t work, rather that we wouldn’t work as much. We wouldn’t earn as much either, so we would have to make choices about how to spend our (reduced) income. There would be work for all, and therefore more potential for people to feel useful and fulfilled.

Once the global economy has ‘shrunk’ to what the planet can support, we’ve reached the steady state, with stable or mildly fluctuating levels in population and consumption of energy and materials.
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De-growth can be a hard sell since it looks for ways to change social organisation and habits of consumption to ensure sustainability and social equity. It focuses on finding local or regional solutions for problems that are often dealt with centrally or are even of a global nature. It has links to the sharing economy and offers opportunities to innovative social enterprise. You can see elements of it happening today in the Transition Town movement. It is also evident on an individual level as more and more people work towards lightening their environmental footprint. It will require all facets of society (government, business, individuals and institutions) to work together. But that doesn’t mean that it couldn’t happen. And it doesn’t mean that we won’t have growth either – it will just be qualitative growth (adding value) rather than quantitative growth (consuming more resources) which the Earth can’t support. If it gets this far, what does that mean for you personally? And what will it mean for your organisation – especially if yours is a company built on growth? How can you move towards adding qualitative value?

Regardless of your beliefs, these three paradigm shifts have been around for some time. As the current paradigm becomes less and less fit for purpose, another one will replace it (and in some cases, is already doing so). What else might there be out there? Are any of them your preferred state?

No paradigm operates in a vacuum; there are impacts across everything you experience. You may find it useful to explore how a change in one paradigm will affect the rest of your life and how you operate in your organisation.

New Monetary Paradigms

Contrary to most popular belief, money is not created by governments. Governments print paper money and mint coins, but this is a small fraction (roughly 3% in the UK) of the money in circulation. In fact, the majority of the money in circulation today is created by commercial banks making loans.

Whenever a bank makes a loan, it simultaneously creates a matching deposit in the borrower’s bank account, thereby creating new money.27

So our money is debt-based. It needs to be kept scarce in order to maintain its value, leading to competition and not enough to go around, which leads to inequality. It requires endless growth because the interest needs to be paid back, and the amount of interest keeps growing. It encourages short-term thinking. Current national currencies are all interest-bearing and based on debt as described above (Perhaps they could be called the ultimate pyramid scheme).

There are other types of currencies; we will look a two: cooperative currencies and cryptocurrencies.

Cooperative Currencies

Cooperative currencies are managed by the community that uses them, not by banks. They link unused resources with unmet needs, usually in an area or part of society. They usually do not replace conventional money, but work in tandem with the official monetary system. Because this type of currency is not debt-based, there is no advantage in keeping it; so it generally circulates much faster than conventional currency. It is designed for a particular community so it stays in that community.

A perfect example is Airmiles. Airmiles matched up unused resources (empty seats) with unmet needs (people wanting to use those seats). They were originally designed to remain within the community (they could only be used within the air network that issued them), although these days they can often be used for things other than airline tickets.

There are also local currencies like Totnes, Bristol or Brixton pounds in the UK and the Regio in German-speaking Europe. There are mutual credit systems (LETS – Local Exchange Trading System – or Timebanks where everyone’s time is valued the same, an hour of time being worth a time dollar) all around the world. There is even a garbage-backed currency in Brazil.28 These emphasise the values of time, reciprocity and relationships. These currencies do not generate any additional debt and can be used alongside national currencies. They not only encourage greater collaboration and support within communities, but they can also provide governments struggling with austerity measures with a way to leverage their resources and get more ‘bang for their buck.’

This can work for business too, as the example of the WIR Franc in Switzerland shows.


The WIR Franc

A major contributor to Swiss resilience is the WIR, a B2B electronic currency and the dual currency banking system behind it. It began in 1934 in response to the Great Depression. Two businessmen found that their banks were reducing their credit lines, yet they still needed credit. They decided to create a mutual credit system, inviting their clients and suppliers to join. They created the WIR Franc, with a value identical to the Swiss Franc but non-interest bearing. They set up a cooperative to keep the accounts and manage dealings of the currency. In 1936 a banking licence was granted.

All debts in WIR must be settled in WIR, it is not convertible to Swiss Francs. Participants can borrow at low interest rates as long as the loan is backed by assets. In a recession, when banks reduce lending, more WIR are used. During good economic times, the circulation tends to decrease. This seems to smooth out the cyclical boom and bust of the national economy.



Cryptocurrencies

A cryptocurrency is a virtual currency, a medium of exchange that uses cryptography to create new units of ‘money’ and to keep the creation and exchange processes secure. The first, Bitcoin, was created in 2009. More than just a new way to buy things, it is a way to buy things without an intermediary (such as a bank or credit card company) while retaining trust between buyer and seller by using cryptography to ensure that the buyer has the funds to purchase and to ensure that these funds are unequivocally transferred to the seller.

Because Bitcoin dispenses with intermediaries – few or no fees are charged for transactions. It is open, yet securely authenticated. And it is self-funding: Bitcoin uses its own product (Bitcoins) to pay for the computing power that verifies the transactions. It doesn’t, therefore, require high overheads, like a bank or credit card company.

There are issues around this type of virtual currency, such as the volatility of its value, regulatory uncertainty, ease of use and transaction volume. These will need to be addressed; however, the fact that such a currency is already in use is a disruptive trend, changing the paradigm of currency. It has at least three very interesting uses that are disruptive to business as usual.

•

It allows for direct payment to anyone, anywhere at any time. This is fantastic for the many people who work abroad and send remittances home. Currently they can pay up to 10% of the transaction to send the money home. It will help people without conventional bank accounts all over the world make safe payments and have access to low-cost financial services.



•

In the same way, it will make it easier for either low-cost items or items with small margins to be paid for electronically without additional fees such as those that credit card companies normally charge.



•

Micropayments or really small payments are now possible when there is no cost to the transaction. For instance, it would allow you to buy exactly what you wanted, even if only one article, for a reasonable price. If it were possible to get the journal article I’m interested in for a few pence, I’d be likely to do it, when I don’t want to pay a subscription to the journal or newspaper (or buy the whole book).



There are other cryptocurrencies; the most recent being Darkcoin, Auroracoin and Bitcoin Cash. There is more to them than this quick description; for our purposes I would ask how such currencies might disrupt your business model? Can you see an opportunity here? What are the risks?

New Paradigms in Healthcare

Reconnecting to the example from the beginning, we looked at the current paradigm around Healthcare, which – as we said, stems from our Western education with its emphasis on breaking a problem down into its constituent parts in order to solve it. This works with mechanistic systems and simple problems as we discussed in Chapter Five, but it doesn’t work that well with complex, biological systems like our bodies.

Healthcare providers in the West are paid for what they do, rather than for what the patient needs and/or for the value that they provide to the patient. Providers are paid based upon fee-for-service, for what and how many services they provide with more volume meaning more revenue. The focus of the system is on reacting to a patient being ill, rather than proactively working to keep them healthy. Quality is measured by clinical indicators, rather than outcomes for the patient.

One potential new paradigm would be to look at providing value to the patient – to look at the patient as a whole system – and at wellness and prevention. It would reward healing someone and keeping them well, rather than the number of services provided. What would such a paradigm mean to you as a patient? What would it mean to the healthcare providers?

Conclusion

Exploring paradigms is a major part of Strategic Foresight. It is important to examine both existing and new, emerging paradigms because that will give you an amazing opportunity to think outside of your current box and to ‘future proof’ yourself and your organisation. The more you explore and consider how this affects your organisation, the better prepared you will be.

As with emerging trends, just keeping your eyes open is useful. There are new emerging paradigms in almost any area you can think of. A few more areas to explore are:

•

In government, the highest effective level is national governments. How do paradigms need to change in order for us to be able to effectively address some of the global issues we face today?



•

In education, everything is changing in the world around us, yet mostly we are still educating our children the way we always have – a teacher in front of a class of students. Sure, we have new technology (no computers in the classroom when I was growing up and I learned to use a slide rule because we didn’t have affordable calculators either), but the fundamentals remain the same when arguably we know there are better ways to do this.



•

Social paradigms as demographics of population change. What effect does an aging population have on how people organise themselves? On how they relate to one another? On how they communicate?



•

Technology – think how 3D (and now 4D) printing, also known as additive manufacturing, is changing production processes. What could this mean for your organisation?



The future isn’t organised or defined. It has no boundaries, emerges as we go along and helps us meet it productively and proactively if we consciously exercise our Foresight muscles and explore our operating assumptions and the paradigms we live in and take for granted – and how these could be exploded in tomorrow+ and tomorrow++.

Further Reading
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Chapter Nine

Learning from the Future and Engaging in Change

“They always say time changes things, but you actually have to change them yourself.”

Andy Warhol

“Incredible change happens in your life when you decide to take control of what you do have power over instead of craving control over what you don’t.”

Steve Maraboli

~~

In Chapter Eight I explored how to uncover and examine the paradigm that you currently operate in. I considered how to create new scenarios by turning this paradigm on its head and explore how the reversed paradigm might work. I looked at how you might build upon your openness to new emerging trends by also keeping an eye out for embryonic paradigms and I explored some of those that we have come across in our work.

At this point in the practice of Strategic Foresight you will have got to the stage where you have a pretty clear view of which are your preferred futures. You’ve got a good idea of what you can influence. You’ve thought through which changes you need to make now and which you need to make later. You’ve considered how you might know which future (or more precisely which parts of which future) are coming true. The practice of Strategic Foresight is about action – you’ve got some good, solid ideas about what you can and should do; now is the time to implement them.

In this chapter I will look at how you can think through how a change might play out in your organisation. Then, at how you might engage the stakeholders in your organisation to change the organisational narrative and join you in co-creating and implementing the changes which you’ve learned are needed. There are many tools which can do this; I’ve chosen two that I find work very well.

The method to explore how a change might play itself out is called VERGE and the method for stakeholder engagement and changing the organisational narrative is called Appreciative Inquiry. (It is an enquiry, but is termed ‘inquiry’ as it was developed in the USA).

When you’ve examined how trends may play out and what paradigms are changing or could change (as we’ve done in previous chapters), you’ll have a good idea of what needs to change. You then stress-test the changes using the VERGE framework. What comes out of that exercise will be clarity around not just the change that you need to make, but its fit within the system of your organisation and the knowledge that it stands up to challenge in that system.

This is the change you use to help you define the question you need to ask as the backbone for your Appreciative Inquiry. Sometimes you may need to dig deeply to discover the question that is at the root of the matter – initially you may not know clearly enough what it is. It is absolutely key to the effectiveness of the Appreciative Inquiry method to have a well thought-through enquiry (that is a clear definition of the question you will explore) in order to engage people (and their energy for the change you have identified) with the ‘how’ of the changes needed.

VERGE

VERGE is a framework which helps you to think robustly and thoroughly about the impacts of a particular change from a personal/human viewpoint. It was developed by Dr Richard Lum and Michele Bowman. VERGE focuses on how change ripples across the various segments of our experience. As Lum and Bowman say, “… while the role (and even flavour) of religion has changed throughout time, the common need of humans to have a framework for understanding their world has not. Likewise, while our weapons, our choice of foods and structure of our families may change throughout time, the need for them does not.”

The VERGE Framework lets you explore and imagine how a new value set or mental model within your organisation will change the human actions and responses to you and your products. It focuses on us as people and how we relate to the changes happening around us.

VERGE helps you see where there are conVERGEnces as well as where there are diVERGEnces. It helps you to notice the connections and impacts of a particular change. It helps you see what you need to take into account and where you need to take care. Each of the areas helps you focus on a particular set of questions around the change you are considering. Below you will find a description and questions for each area, followed by a writeup of our case study, looking at one area of change so that you can see how it has worked in practice.
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Fig. 9.1 VERGE Framework © Richard Lum and Michelle Bowman

Define: Define focuses on how we, as a group, define the world around us. It encourages us to ask: What new concepts, ideas and paradigms will emerge to help us make sense of the world? What language do we use? What models? During Define, we explore worldviews, paradigms, philosophies, social values and attitudes, scientific models, culture, economic, social and legal systems, religion, politics and public policy.

Relate: While discussing Relate we focus on how individuals relate to one another and ask questions like: How will we live together on planet Earth? What social structures do we use? What are the relationships that link people and organisations, countries and regions? Explore demographics, family and lifestyle groups, work and the economy, habitat and ecosystems, business models and practices, governments, international relations, educational systems.

Connect: Connect is about how we move information and meaning around and convey this to others. What arts and technologies will we use to connect people, places and things? In Connect we explore IT, music, media, design, visual arts, poetry, language and how we use it, space and urban design.

Create: Create focuses on goods and services. What will we be inspired to create? What are the processes and technology through which we will produce goods and services? Create explores engineering, education, wealth, manufacturing, innovation, life sciences, materials science, nanotechnology, bioscience, efficiency, workforce.

Consume: Consume focuses on the way we acquire and use the goods and services we have created. How do we use the Earth’s resources? Here we explore modes of exchange, retail practices, consumer preferences, marketing, advertising, patterns of consumption, location of consumption and patterns of raw material usage.

Destroy: Destroy focuses on what needs to be destroyed in order for the change we defined to be successful. How will we destroy value and what will be our reasons for doing so? What are the processes that contribute to reducing value and increasing entropy? During Destroy we explore not just the physical (e.g. violence and killing, terrorism, damage, refuse and waste) but also the more metaphorical (e.g. inefficiencies, attempts to undermine, values and norms).

Below you will find an exercise where we applied the VERGE Framework to the FastTrack Publishing case study. You might like to try it on your own for FTP before you look at what we’ve come up with. Then you can try it on your own organisation.

When we run a session, we encourage people to write each idea on Postit notes so that they can move them as they see how they relate across the different VERGE categories. We certainly spent time bickering, debating and lobbying where a particular item belonged, but in fact ‘which category’ you put things in isn’t really important; it’s the discussion and further ideas that arise from that discussion that matter. The most useful outcome of this framework is that you can easily see how a particular idea impacts across the categories and how ideas are related and interconnect. You can see if a change is viable and gain insight into why (or why not).

As with the previous exercise, we had limited time and kept to our time. With more time, you will achieve more depth and insight.

We used the VERGE Framework to generate ideas and it helped us to see what we – playing the FTP Management Team - might influence: where there were clear opportunities. It had us feeling that there were things we could do – we weren’t just victims of external events, we could be proactive instead and there were plenty of excellent prospects. We didn’t need to feel frightened, we could see plenty that was exciting, that we wanted to move towards.


VERGE Exercise

Set up a space on the wall or a flip chart with areas for each icon in Fig. 9.1

1.

Describe the change you are considering for your business. Write it on a Post-it note and place in the centre of the Framework.



2.

How would this change alter the way you define yourself? Cluster your answers on the Define icon. Work your way through the rest of the VERGE dimensions, placing your findings on the correct icon. What new strategies, services and products could you offer in each of the dimensions, working your way through the icons?



3.

How does this change affect what is on the flipchart/working space? Do any of the changes interact with each other? How? Put high-impact changes on the VERGE icon that they affect and draw arrows to where changes affect each other. Make a note if they amplify, cancel or balance each other out. Can you build on any of them to improve your opportunities and resilience as a business?



4.

Which are the low-hanging fruit? What is the new strategy selection most likely to thrive in these conditions of change? Are any of your strategies helped by emerging changes? Are any blocked or harmed by emerging changes? Which strategy has the best chance of success?



5.

Revisit the Define category to see if it has changed. Has the work you’ve done across the VERGE dimensions changed the way you define yourself? Any key paradigms? What about mental models we have? Company values? Company mission?



With thanks to Dr Richard Lum and Dr Wendy Schultz



The change we decided to look at was similar to what we explored with CLA. What would happen if FastTrack (FTP) moved to 100% digital production? You might like to consider if the suggested change you’ve placed in the centre has a particular affinity with any of the icons. In this case we thought it linked to Create because the change was that we were moving from printing presses, paper and ink to moving digital bits and bytes around in the ether.

Define

What if we redefined what FTP do to ‘moving electronic bits around in the ether’? Our initial thoughts were that this wouldn’t change who they are at all – FTP would still be helping business people, leaders and academics to ‘Fast Track’ their way to better results. In the case study, FTP produces books, articles and journals, so the move to digital does not change this.

Relate

This will give FTP the chance to change the relationship between the author and the reader. Can FTP facilitate that change and create more value? E.g., might it consider creating a community of relationships and changing the balance of power between the stakeholders in that community?

•

FTP could facilitate relationships between the various parties and stakeholders



•

FTP could facilitate debates, webinars and conferences



•

FTP could change the way peer review happens



•

Books are one-to-many broadcasting now; they could become a web of relationships in this particular future: author and fans, author and interested parties, author and collaborators



•

FTP could create ‘pro-sumers’ – a combination of producers and consumers



•

FTP could curate luxury one-off collections by developing relationships with other publishers. These would, for instance, have the exact chapters and articles that the customer was interested in with no extraneous material



•

FTP could facilitate the relationship between readers and authors to enable authors to get a better idea of what the readers wanted. Which areas do people want to read about? Whose material would they like to read?



Once we got started, it got messy in that, even though we often focused on one of the icons (in this case, Relate), ideas that came up often belonged to another icon, or belonged to two icons. This is part of the framework process, so nothing to worry about. It is, however, something which requires sticky notes as they are likely to get moved.

Connect



•

We could go back to the Dickensian model and publish a chapter or episode at a time (week, month, when the author finishes it); there is no need to publish only as a whole book.



•

The author can produce a chapter at a time and allow people’s feedback to affect the following chapters so that the readers get exactly what they want.



•

Readers could contribute case studies and be actively involved in the research.



•

This will change the relationship with university libraries and with copyright libraries (the latter carry physical copies of all published materials by law).



•

This leads to changes in the economic model. How do we remunerate contributors? How does remuneration work if something is published via the creative commons? How can FTP add value to that and how can it monetise the output?



•

Do we have community authors instead of co-authors? What new terms do we use to describe this?



•

FTP could set up a new discussion which enables learning to occur. It could add value by asking really good questions (convening an enquiry) which creates a whole new set of meanings.



•

Author writes first chapter and puts it ‘out there’ digitally, then follows it with a webinar and FTP becomes the facilitator and owner of this which can later be used to curate special collections (see above).



•

FTP facilitates the ongoing scrum of ideas and juggles social media, conferences, teleconferences, webinars and so on.



•

The community can vote on the book cover.



•

Advertising and marketing will change – we would need to explore this. For instance, what happens to the hard copy catalogues that now go out to academics?



Create



•

The process of typesetting is now digital and it will continue to become easier and easier. No print, no ink, no warehouse, no storage, no logistics, no print shop. This could be a great saving. Physical assets could be leased out or sold. Digital will change the cost structure of publishing significantly.



•

New ways to pay authors (see the discussion above about community authorship).



•

New ways to create income for publishers like FTP.



•

New skills needed for new types of jobs. The facilitation and curation process is different from what happens now.



•

Opportunity for luxury publishing (like ‘Festschrifts’ in Germany to celebrate an academic’s achievement).



•

New types of contract.



•

Digital books will be able to take advantage of the full range of multimedia. This means no more plain pdfs! Movies, soundtracks, music and sound, games etc. can all be added to the current experience of simply the printed word with tables/graphics and static pictures.



•

There will therefore be a need to hire and use more ‘creatives’ for the design and development of the additions needed to make books truly multimedia and take advantage of all that the move to digital can offer.



Consume



•

Consumers might edit their own, personal series.



•

Ability to read where the e-reader provides its own light (i.e. in a dark place); ability to read whatever, wherever and whenever one wishes.



•

Local bookshops will need to adapt. They could still be around, but not as they exist now.



•

More sharing will be possible on a digital platform.



•

Screens are becoming thinner and also flexible meaning you could have a physical book whose pages were the new flexible screens. It could then theoretically be any book you wished, just downloaded onto your book of flexi-screens.



•

Investment and capital will be needed to provide some of the technology for this.



•

Consumers could become add-on authors; they might contribute to a compendium.



•

Consumption of episodes and updates.



•

More webinars and videos and greater variety of media being consumed in book form.



Destroy



•

We could potentially destroy a whole set of knowledge around physical typesetting and printing.



•

It will destroy jobs because certain sets of skills will no longer be needed and other skills will take their place.



•

Certain assumptions and attitudes about what a book is will be destroyed.



•

Pdfs will be destroyed. They lock type onto the page, just like typesetting did. With the shift to real multimedia digital (the best that digital has to offer), they will no longer work.



•

If books are purely on e-readers and no longer in physical form we will lose the ability to find things quickly because we remember roughly where something was in the thickness of the book and on the page. This isn’t possible with an e-book.



•

Copyright law will be destroyed.



•

The current form of remuneration for authors will be destroyed



•

Physical library shelf space will be destroyed as there will no longer be a need for it to continue to grow.



•

It will destroy the need for digital backups of the physical books, since they will exist only in digital form.



•

It will destroy the current paradigm of publishers as gatekeepers and guarantors of quality control.



Revisit Define

When we revisited Define (especially adding in what we’d already experienced with CLA) we could see that there was a difference: moving to digital production would move the focus of what FTP does towards a focus on pro-sumers and pro-sumption. FTP’s job – where it could add value – would shift from controlling the publication process and providing quality assurance to enabling and facilitating the connection between the author and their audience. They would need to provide the context and infrastructure to make this work. One of the issues would be how to do this in a pro-sumer world where there is a trend toward unpaid rather than paid labour and toward offering products at no cost, and the system is marked by a new abundance where scarcity once predominated. How does FTP create value in this new world and monetise what it offers? How do authors get recompensed? How do the contributors get compensation? Do they need it? As you can see, many of these questions are similar to what came out of the CLA exercise.

And, as with CLA, it was good fun to play with the ideas and think how we would deal with the change. We also looked at it from the point of view of different generations – our generation still loves real, solid, physical books… but the millennials? They are much less bothered – or certainly seem that way.

There are some differences between CLA and VERGE too. With CLA we had the opportunity (when moving back up the iceberg) to really imagine how a different paradigm might play out. It felt more open and diVERGEnt. When we did the same sort of thing in VERGE, it felt more conVERGEnt because we were focusing much more closely on exactly what a particular change would mean in each topic area.

Engaging People and their Energy for Change – using Appreciative Inquiry

By now you will have done a thorough exploration of potential, possible futures and what they might mean, first for FastTrack and then for your own organisation, identified which changes need to be made and explored how these might play out. You’ve got a good idea of exactly where you need to go for now; the changes you want to make which make sense for where you and the organisation are, and for where you and the organisation would like to go to remain viable, to endure and to flourish into the future. There are many different methods that can be used for implementing successful change.

Few organisations, even government bodies, are run as a democracy; a business has responsibilities to its stakeholders. A leadership team will likely be the group that determines the strategy a business will follow, based on the use of Strategic Foresight and what they have learned about possible futures. The strategy is the endpoint, the goal, the destination. It is up to all of the business to implement that strategy. For change to be successful, everyone needs to be engaged. Everyone needs to feel that they have what the Dutch call ‘inspraak’ – a say in what happens (to them). This can only be achieved through dialogue – thinking collectively, not only individually – that allows everyone who wishes it a say in how they will get to the destination that the chosen strategy has identified.

There are several appreciative methods – most of them related to one another. I’m sharing Appreciative Inquiry with you because it is the one I know best for large-scale change, not because it is necessarily the only one that will work. If you are interested to explore other flavours of appreciative methods for change, here is a list of some of them:



•

S.O.A.R. (Strengths, Opportunities, Aspirations and Results)



•

Community Asset Building



•

Positive Deviance



•

Positive Psychology



•

Solutions Focus.



I like Appreciative Inquiry as a large group change method because it is a collaborative, generative method, it responds to the need for everyone to be involved and have a say. It engages the whole system – the organisation and its stakeholders – in a dialogue about where the energy for the needed change is and how it will be achieved. It encourages dialogue not just between the people in the system but also between the present and the future, both tomorrow+ and tomorrow++. This makes it easy to capture learning ‘from the future’.

It builds on the best of what already is by identifying stories of success and challenges the organisation to outperform itself by focusing on what made that success happen. Rather than focusing on problems and deficits, it collects and celebrates the ‘good news’ and successes of a business which enhances the organisational narrative and culture. It helps people to co-create a new, desired future and coordinate the action to make it reality.

It is a cyclic, iterative process which means that you continue to capture and use the learning you have as you go forward. It also enables you to identify and capture success (which changes over time) and to build upon it as you proceed. It means that you can adapt continually since, each time you go around the cycle, you test where you are and what works well at that moment in time. You know you will test it again and, in so doing, uncover when a particular method stops being fit for purpose.

Using Appreciative Inquiry

Appreciative Inquiry makes some basic assumptions about organisational life:

•

In every organisation, something is going well.



•

What you and the group focus on (in this case what is going well and your successes) become your reality.



•

Everyone has their own reality and these realities can be different; you can create a shared reality in the moment. It is important to value the differences as they add to the adaptability and innovation available to the organisation.



•

The act of asking questions (what you choose to enquire about) influences the group.



•

People have more comfort and confidence to journey to an unknown (and uncertain) future when they carry forward parts of the past (and in this case, you focus on and build on the parts from the past that worked well).



•

The language you use creates your (new) reality29.



Rather than focusing on the problems and deficits you face, you collectively search for success to replicate elsewhere and to build upon.

You use abundant, win/win language instead of the language of scarcity, deficit, limits and zero-sum game, aiming to keep the group open to possibility as long as possible so that it can uncover where there is energy for change and help to amplify that. Appreciative Inquiry is used to identify an area of change and then to engage the stakeholders for that change – those with skin in the game – to figure out and commit to how they will make it happen, following their energy to do so.

The very best outcomes are achieved when the process includes customers and partners (and their perspectives of reality), as in the example below.


Case Study

Discovering client value for a high-tech multinational IT corporation

A group of senior managers, who were part of a high-potential Executive Development programme, had the idea that replicating existing excellent behaviour within the organisation would raise the share value (the company was planning to float its shares on the stock market in the near future). They had heard of Appreciative Inquiry and asked us to design a workshop to help them discover what people valued about the company’s way of working. They called it ‘Valuing and Replicating Strengths’.

The workshop included clients, partners and suppliers. Together we explored what people liked about the way the organisation worked with them and specifically what their clients and suppliers valued about them. This was then taken further and the group created a collective future based upon the stories that had been shared.

The team identified a number of processes to be ‘Valued, Shared and Replicated’. They shared the stories that they discovered through the workshop worldwide within the organisation in order to share the learning (using the company intranet).

One client told a story that he called, ‘Sharing the Monkey’. When he was planning to invest in a much needed hardware installation and upgrade, he was also struggling with financing. His salesman worked with him to find a way that suited both of them and enabled him to purchase the whole system at once, rather than in instalments (all he could afford at the time). This was in the 1990s when financing was far less flexible than it is today. He said he was so grateful for the way that the salesman truly partnered with him and shared the monkey on his back.

A new Excellence Award was instituted. Clients/suppliers/partners could nominate people for it and some of the stories were shared with potential clients and written up as case studies on their intranet, which included an early wiki, where people could swap ideas on improving the effectiveness of the business. The team found the process invigorating, energising and productive. The Executive Management committee gave it their ‘full endorsement and support.’



Appreciative Inquiry has some requirements which must be met if it is to be successful:



•

There must be a client for change – i.e. people must be willing to change and see the need for change (hopefully Strategic Foresight has helped with this insight).



•

It requires representatives from the full system. This means that those who are involved – the stakeholders – need to be in the room, participating in co-creating a new future. It is an inclusive method that includes people from all levels of the organisation. The more diversity, the better the outcome and the greater the chances of success for the change(s).



•

People need to be open to positive, affirmative processes – they need to believe this is a viable driver of change and that they can work towards win/win.



•

It is understood that change is an ongoing process which requires more than just a one-off event.



•

There must be recognition that structures need to be put in place to communicate, capture and share knowledge and successes in order to support and replicate creative action and ongoing change.



•

The ‘owner’ of the change must be willing to allow the group to choose exactly how they will make it happen. If the owner tries to control this, they will destroy the process by robbing it of the energy to make the change.



•

It also helps to understand where the method works less well.



•

You probably shouldn’t use Appreciative Inquiry where people aren’t open to positive, affirmative process – e.g in a high-blame culture – because in such a culture it’s harder to use and less likely to succeed. People must be free to dream and be creative when using the method. An experienced facilitator can help to find little things that people appreciate and work with these. This will yield a positive outcome, but as you can only work with what you have in the room, your scope may be limited. Even small steps can be the start of something significant.



•

If the problems being faced by an organisation are ‘simple’ problems (i.e. those for which there is an answer) and people like problem-solving, it may not be the best method to use. It often works best with the difficult, messy problems we discussed earlier and people who like problem-solving aren’t always comfortable with the openness, messiness and uncertainty that Appreciative Inquiry encourages at the start.



•

If you can’t get the ‘whole system’ into the room to co-create the future. You can only work on change for those who are present in the room, not on what is (or those who are) outside of it. If you try to do that, you run the risk of people falling back into victim-hood, since they can’t move forward or commit for others who are not present.



•

If the ‘owner’ of the change insists on controlling (or dictating) how the change is implemented, this isn’t the right method either – it requires freedom to follow the energy for change, in particular freedom in how the change will be achieved.



•

When Appreciative Inquiry is brought in too low down in the organisation and not enough people can be engaged it is difficult to maintain momentum. This creates a pocket of self-awareness in the organisation which has nowhere to go. People may get frustrated by this or they may operate as a skunk works and let the change spread like a virus…



Appreciative Inquiry can change a problem-focus to a focus on possibilities, encouraging a paradigm shift. It changes the operating paradigm from one that searches for problems to one that searches for success in order to build upon it. By uncovering areas where there is energy for change and then amplifying these, it engenders hope, cooperation and working together to build something inspirational. It creates leaders who together co-create a preferred future. It is different from problem-solving in that it focuses on a desired future or outcome and builds upon strengths and passions to achieve that future. Which isn’t to say that problems aren’t solved, rather that this is not done in the way most people expect, or in the way they have been taught to do it. Problem-solving analyses deficits, identifies root causes, dissects issues and then attempts to put them all back together as a fix. Appreciative Inquiry first explores what you’re good at, then what you could do with that (so expanding thinking and creativity, creating truly divergent thinking) before focusing on what you choose to do and how you tackle any obstacles you might meet.

Appreciative Inquiry in action

Appreciative Inquiry was developed by David Cooperrider and Suresh Srivastva in 1987 and has been further enhanced by many colleagues across the world. There are many excellent references available and an amazing collaborative website called the AI commons (www.bit.ly/tpSF47).

There are many ways to run an Appreciative Inquiry session. You could do what is called a formal ‘AI Summit’ which means that the interviews for the Discover phase are done beforehand and it is all brought together for participants/stakeholders in a meeting which lasts several days (and can include thousands of people). You can run the whole cycle in a day or less (I’ve run a whole cycle with hundreds of people in three hours) and anything in between. It is iterative – most useful when it is revisited – as you check on your progress and tweak changes going forwards.

You start with Define, by clearly defining the enquiry you want to undertake. This is the enquiry that will uncover where there is energy to make the changes you need to make. Here, the question is key. What do you want to know? What is the real question that needs to be asked? What will unlock the potential for your organisation? The choices that you make here are important since what you focus on becomes your reality and the questions you ask influence those whom you ask. What are people in your organisation most proud of? What is the peak experience you want to learn more about and build upon?

[image: image]

Fig. 9.2 Appreciative Inquiry – 5 ‘Ds’

Opening questions ought to be some version of ‘what goes well?’ and ‘what do you see that we do that you like?’ Your aim is to find out what the best experiences are around your question. Everyone is invited to share their best experiences. You work through, share and celebrate the best of what already exists today. This is called Discover. It is where we appreciate and value the best of what is. You want to explore the interviewee’s actual experience and what they did to make a difference, how others contributed to that experience and what systems factors may have made the success possible. All this is in service of getting a very clear description of what is working well so that it can be replicated and built upon.

Sometimes, no matter how positive people are, you still get someone who cannot respond in a positive way. There are two options you can try:



•

You can acknowledge that the person feels very strongly, so therefore they must have a very clear vision of what ‘right’ is, what the right way is. You can focus on uncovering what that is.



•

You can ask the ‘miracle question’: suppose you woke up tomorrow and the problems (whatever they may be) had disappeared. How would you know? What would you see? What would you be doing that was different? Why? What are others doing that is different? Who do you speak to? Who don’t you speak to? Your aim is to uncover as much as you can about what the perfect future looks like – and perhaps find out when it is even a little bit like that in today’s organisation, and what makes it so.



The next step is to allow the group to dream together about the future that they could co-create. Questions for this stage should be grounded upon ‘what could our best future be?’ based upon the strengths you have discovered in the group. What could you build? What further successes could you encourage? Which successes could you usefully replicate elsewhere? What is possible? What is the greatest impact you could make? What vision could you create of a preferred and desirable future? This is called Dream. It’s where we envision what might be and uncover patterns of peak performance and success. We share what we have discovered in the larger group, search for common themes we wish to build on and capture learning about our business at its best.

These first two steps to Appreciative Inquiry are generative and divergent – you are gathering data and ideas and building upon those. With the next two steps you start to converge on what really matters, what will and should be and finally who will do what, and by when.

The next step is called Design. This is where you dialogue, discuss and decide what should be, moving from sense-making to creating a shared meaning which leads to aligned action and a new organisational narrative. In this case, dialogue doesn’t mean a robust debate, it means establishing the foundation for the journey of co-creation by developing common strengths and the capability to work and create things together. Collectively, you look at the preferred future that you described in the last step and the decisions that therefore need to be made, testing, exploring and developing shared assumptions. However, you can’t do it all. The budgets, resources and energy don’t exist to make it all happen NOW. So, what choices will you make collectively? What obstacles might you face? How will you overcome them? Which come first? What is the timeline? Which are low-hanging fruit? It is useful to write what are called ‘Provocative Propositions’ about each area you would like to work on. These – by their nature – engage the group and enthuse people. If they don’t, they are not the right propositions for the group, or they haven’t been expressed well. We can only work on and change what people have energy and willingness to change.

At this stage you encourage potential problems or obstacles to surface and identify how these will be addressed. But you face these obstacles from a position of strength and success, having earlier (in Discovery) identified the strengths you have which can help you deal with them.

There are many different tools you can use in this (and any) phase of Appreciative Inquiry – basically anything that works for you is good here. Always remember that one of the important foundations of Appreciative Inquiry is that it is an iterative, cyclical process – you will revisit each phase, even potentially within a Summit meeting. In particular, if there is ever any stuck-ness in this phase I like Bill Isaac’s Dialogue approach30 which can help you to pick apart where you have become stuck by creating a safe space to examine underlying assumptions that people bring to their enquiry.

The final step is Delivery. Here you innovate and work out what WILL be, because in this step individuals and groups commit to delivery of tasks or projects or items that were identified in the Design step as an answer to your Provocative Propositions. It is here that you move to action; that you create the preferred future(s) that everyone envisioned together when they participated in the Dream step. It is sometimes also called Destiny to indicate the ongoing, iterative nature of the process. Commitments made in the Delivery step will be revisited the next time an Appreciative Inquiry meeting (or Summit) is run as the basis for the Discover step – in each subsequent Appreciative Inquiry session the focus is on what successes have been achieved since the previous meeting. Then the collective Dream of the preferred future will be revisited to see if it is still in line, or to check if changes need to be made before repeating the last two stages of Appreciative Inquiry: Designing the next steps and committing to Delivery.

Conclusion

It is very important to check out how a change will roll out across your organisation and how it will impact your work before you actually implement that change. It is like prototyping a new product, only this time you are looking at how you run your business and how you structure it – working on the business rather than in it. You’ve taken all you’ve learned while exploring how trends and paradigms may play out and shift, identified what may need to change and tried out how that would work using the VERGE method. VERGE is like doing a wind tunnel test – making sure that no bits fall off and that everything works.

Finally, Appreciative Inquiry gives you a tool you can use to create shared meaning and implement the changes you have identified that you need. It allows you to check up on these changes as you implement them; to ensure that they are successful and remain fit for purpose. Change – especially change based on Strategic Foresight – is not a one-off task which can be done and ticked off the list. It is always part of an ongoing process working with what you are able to influence so that you get to a preferred, agreed future. You co-create it as you go. And you keep adjusting to make sure it stays fit for purpose. Appreciative Inquiry gives you the iterative process that will do this, to ensure that your tomorrow and tomorrow+ remain viable, useful and successful. And to help you reach tomorrow++ in the best shape, as an enduring, flourishing enterprise.
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Chapter Ten

Flexing your Foresight Muscles

“Efforts and courage are not enough without purpose and direction.”

J.F. Kennedy

“Ideas matter. The world matters. Our lives matter, and the choices we make as we navigate our lives perhaps matter most of all.”

Lauren Myracle

~~

At the beginning of this book, I talked about the idea that using Strategic Foresight is like preparing to run a marathon. You wouldn’t consider running a marathon without preparation! You need to be fit to run a marathon. You need to do rather a lot of preparation if you want to be successful in completing – let alone winning – a marathon. You need to exercise to build up your stamina and muscles starting quite a long time before the race itself; you need to reconnoitre the course so that you will know what to expect; you need to monitor yourself as you run the actual race and if things go wrong (or something unexpected happens) you will need to implement plan B (or C or D). You can never be 100% sure about winning the race, but if you work on all the things that you can control, then you stand a good chance of doing well and finishing the race.

The same is true for yourself and for your organisation: in order to be successful today and tomorrow++, you also need to be fit – Strategic Foresight fit. To be Strategic Foresight fit, you need to develop your Foresight muscles by learning the skills that make up the practice of Strategic Foresight. Those Foresight muscles already exist – most people use common sense foresight even if it is not consciously (an example of this would be when you think a bit ahead and prepare contingency plans). To broaden this out to the practice of Strategic Foresight requires some conscious work.

You develop your stamina by horizon-scanning, by questioning your assumptions, by challenging your thinking. You build the Foresight muscles further by thinking about the trends you see and how they may play out into the future. You search for (and become aware of, with practice) systems and how they interact and depend on one another. You learn to think through the consequences of these different potential futures for yourself and your organisation. You develop the skill of seeing where you have influence – what things you can do to enable a trend to play out in the way that you prefer. (Because you’ve thought about how trends could play out in a way that you can influence, which will lead to a future you’d prefer. And you’ve identified which futures you would prefer.)

I hope you’ve found it a useful metaphor.

A 2014 study by A.T. Kearney found a strong correlation between a company’s shareholder returns and its planning horizon; the further out the horizon, the better the returns. In fact they found that 85% of companies with a strategy that looked further than five years out saw beneficial results (as opposed to ad-hoc or less than five years which was 46% and 47% respectively).31 Two key findings jumped out at me:

1.

They found that the majority of participants thought that a better understanding of future trends (Horizon Scanning, one of the skills of the practice of Strategic Foresight) was a requirement for sound strategy development



2.

Bringing all levels of employees into the strategy discussion meant there was a much better chance of the strategy being successful. This was due not just to the added diversity from which to gather ideas and perspectives but also from the engagement of people who started to implement the strategy (and understood it well) almost immediately.




Case Study

Large INGO in Bangladesh

The INGO in Bangladesh worked closely with partners running some of its development areas. It also had a commercial arm. The Country Director asked us to lead the development of the 5-Year Country Strategy because he wanted a more participative process than had been used in the past.

I led the design of a series of workshops that included participants from across the organisation and their partner Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs). The initial workshops had 65 participants which was roughly 10% of their staff. During the workshop we developed some provocative propositions of preferred futures. The group chose one and used this as the basis for designing the strategy. Whenever we were in doubt, we could ask if this particular part of the strategy would serve to achieve our preferred future. It quickly became clear what needed to be done and in what order, building upon the best of what they had already achieved and agreeing on the strategy timeline from the present to their preferred future.

In the following months this timeline was used to produce the shortest, most readable (according to the trustees) 5-year strategy document of all the countries that produced a strategy that year. It was the only one that the board passed on the first reading. Not only that, people returned to their offices and immediately started to implement what had been agreed; they took responsibility and made it happen. Their buy-in, commitment and energy for the changes made implementation a success.



Facing your challenges

Think about the three most difficult challenges you face in your organisation. It’s likely that many other leaders share your challenges, even if only at the highest level (the detail being different in every case). Informal research has shown me that at the start of 2015, the challenges that keep CEOs awake range from the old school – profits, revenue, market share, surviving, winning (this is mostly from consultants) – to what we would consider challenging because we use Strategic Foresight. These are challenges/questions like:

•

How do I steer my organisation into the future while keeping it relevant, enduring and flourishing?



•

How do I transform my organisation into an integrated digital (or will that be virtual?) enterprise?



•

How do I get more agile? I can see the need for agility rising, even as the business environment gets more complex and difficult to navigate.



•

How do I keep my level of innovation up? Innovation is a major challenge for almost all companies I speak to. Even if it is going well now, CEOs worry that they can so easily fall behind.



•

How do rising global political and economic risk impact what we are trying to do? How do we protect ourselves and discover where there are advantages in the uncertainty and ambiguity?



•

How do I keep abreast of government regulation? Continual changes?



•

How do I achieve sustainability? How can we sustain our success keeping all of our stakeholders on board?



•

How do I expand when it is getting more and more difficult? What alternatives to expansion are there? Do I even need to expand for my business to continue to be successful?



•

Trust in business and government is low. How do I raise trust in my business/brand/party?



•

How do I acquire and retain the talent I need (when what I need keeps changing), growing and developing my people and keeping their skills relevant?



•

How do I adapt and develop my business so I’m not left with decreasing margins and market share, but develop new markets and new ways of adding value?



I hope it is now clear that Strategic Foresight is one of the most important practices that any leader can develop to help them engage with and take these challenges in their stride. As my colleague, Neil Houghton notes, “Strategic Foresight refreshes strategy and adds perspective. It steps beyond the current way of making sense of things. It looks to engage with surprise in an anticipatory fashion.” And if you don’t use it, the risk of failure is great.

Leadership to face today’s challenges

I think, in our current circumstances, we all need to be leaders, we all need to find the place (the sweet spot) to be a leader, even if it’s not part of our title. We cannot just sit back and expect someone else to do it for us. We all have responsibility not just for where we have got to today, but also for the choices we make with regards to our journey from today into the future.

This is because we all co-create the future, whether we are aware of it or not. In fact we not only need to be aware of it, we need to accept and own our role as co-creator of the future. We don’t just participate in this co-creation, we are also (all) collectively and individually responsible for it.


Case Study

Research in Motion (RIM) / BlackBerry

BlackBerry was founded in 1984 by a pair of engineering students and it was for years one of the world’s most innovative builders of communications products like two-way pagers and email devices. It was the leader in smartphones at the time when email was the ‘killer app’. BlackBerry saw its market as business users and its devices as fancy, email-enabled mobile phones.

RIM missed the impact of the iPhone – wrote it off because it was designed for consumers, not business users. It rested on its laurels and didn’t update and innovate quickly enough, even when other companies caught up with the early advantage it had by copying its push email and Messenger Service (BBM). It misunderstood how to connect with consumers and it didn’t see the shift in business from companies providing handsets to Bring Your Own Device coming.

These are all things that Strategic Foresight could have helped them to overcome. RIM continued to focus on the short term because that had worked in the past. It didn’t question its assumptions and didn’t look at the different paths that new technologies like touch screen phones, consumer focus, innovations in software and hardware and simple aesthetics could take. By the time it realised what had happened, events had overtaken it.



Today’s leaders, therefore, need to anticipate – they need to think ahead. That doesn’t just go for you or me as individuals, or even as leaders in our businesses, but also as human beings. Even if you feel despair that it is too late and that there is nothing you can do, there is no excuse for you to play the victim, to abdicate responsibility and do nothing. Please don’t fall back on the Tragedy of the Commons (see Chapter Four). At the very least, you need to lead yourself, if not also engaging others, into tomorrow and then tomorrow++, and if you can flourish and prosper on the way because you’ve developed the practice of Strategic Foresight, so much the better. As a reminder, I define leaders as:

•

Doing the right things, always in service of others



•

Taking responsibility and initiative



•

Developing others to lead



•

Being self-aware in order to manage oneself



•

And most important of all, engaging others and working collaboratively to co-create the future. Leadership as a team sport.



Leaders don’t blame someone else; they get stuck in to make things right to the best of their ability. They start from where they are. They engage others to co-create the solutions. And they realise that they are making choices. As I’ve said before, even not making a decision, is a decision. It’s a choice. Only time will tell if it is a good or bad one, but doing your preparation – your homework – will tip the scale in your favour.

A colleague of mine, Terry Collins, has said, “Leadership is a dynamic practice and [strategic] foresight skills and methods can help [leaders] stay ahead of the game to plan for the preferred future… I believe what helps a leader influence is being able to meet someone where they are at in order to communicate in a language that inspires a positive behaviour. In order to do that you have to build your capacity for wide and varied perspectives.”

The world is in its current parlous state because of the success of human beings as a species. We’ve done amazingly well. We started by being adaptable to our environment and now, at this point in our evolution, we can largely adapt our environment to suit ourselves. Within about 50 years, and during my lifetime, we have gone from just over 2 billion to more than treble that amount – over 7 billion people - on earth. And during the journey to get here we’ve far too rarely – if ever – used Strategic Foresight and consciously thought about the path we needed to take. Now, with growing complexity and ever present inter-connectedness, we all can no longer safely ignore developing and flexing our Foresight muscles. If our species is to continue to be successful, we simply must adapt our thinking and decision-making so that we really consider not just tomorrow, but also tomorrow+ and tomorrow++. Remembering how your mental biases affect your thinking, and integrating that knowledge into your thinking helps to develop your Foresight muscles.

If you step up to the responsibility of leadership and being a leader not just at work, but also in your communities, we will actually be able to find a way through the current situation (of messes and interlinked crises) to something better and safer that we work together to co-create. The equation becomes:

strategy + foresight + diverse leadership = good decision-making

This then gives the ability to co-create desirable futures.

I’ve had people tell me that all this is extra work, and frankly, not at all relevant. In this book, I’ve done my best to explain why it is immensely relevant, not just to you, but to your children, theirs and to all of us. Part of Strategic Foresight is ensuring the legacy that you leave. Strategic Foresight isn’t just something you can bolt on; it’s a practice, a way of thinking and a new way of asking questions (not to mention a whole new set of questions to ask). The people who tell me it isn’t relevant probably are focusing on the very near term; their bonus depends on what they produce in the next quarter or half year. And this is shameful and damaging not just to their business, but to society and the planet. I suppose many are still stuck on the win/lose scenario of a zero sum game. You can understand why people work towards what they get rewarded for – the shameful part is that those responsible for the current system clearly don’t understand the damage being done by rewarding such short-term thinking.

It is understanding the links between tomorrow++ and today that make Strategic Foresight exceptionally relevant. When you’ve understood how you got to where you are today - and the thinking behind that - you are well on your way to making sense of today. It is in the next step, after you’ve also examined how you think and are aware of how that will affect using your Foresight muscles, that you can really start to reap benefits as you flex these muscles to execute the smart decisions that you have been able to make. After all, how can you innovate consistently and successfully for the future without Strategic Foresight? Luck just isn’t enough.

Navigating complexity and uncertainty

This is navigation. It’s knowing where you come from (your starting point), where you are now (and why) and where you wish to go (your destination) even in uncertain times. Then it’s about monitoring your position on a regular basis and making the corrections or tweaks necessary (flexing those Foresight muscles) to stay on track.

This is an active practice, not a one-off. Regular, frequent, small tweaks are much easier for an organisation to stomach than the large-scale change that could become necessary if you don’t check your position often enough. It’s about executing the strategy that will keep your organisation relevant, flourishing and enduring. It’s about successfully navigating change as it happens.


Case Study

Tesco

History

Tesco began in 1919 when Jack Cohen used his demob money to buy surplus food and sell it from a barrow in Hackney. He opened his first shop in 1929 in North London. In 1947, Tesco floated on the stock exchange. From the early days, its strategy was to expand and conquer. It bought out competitors and by the 1970s had a store network that covered the whole of the UK. At the start of 2015 it operated in 13 countries.

During the 90s’ recession it brought out the Tesco Value range, followed in 1995 by the Clubcard (see below). This helped it overtake Sainsbury’s as the UK’s biggest food retailer. It continued to diversify… into petrol, clothing, televisions, broadband, mobiles, insurance and banking. It seemed Tesco could do no wrong.

Game-changer

The biggest game-changer was the Clubcard. There had been loyalty cards before, but Tesco worked with Dunnhumby, which pioneered the data collection and analysis behind the Clubcard. Dunnhumby analysed customer buying behaviour to determine what Tesco needed to stock. It was the first British supermarket to do so. Sir Terry Leahy, CEO from 1997-2011, said that the introduction of the Clubcard was the single most significant factor in the success of the company.

And decline?

That had changed by 2013 when profits fell for the first time in 20 years. Tesco had clearly taken its eye off the ball. With austerity, preferences had changed and Tesco had not. People preferred cheap prices and voted with their feet. Variety costs a lot to execute and was no longer wanted. Tesco lost its focus – it had branched out into too many different areas and countries, when it should have been worried about competition from Aldi and Lidl, and refreshing the brand.

In 2014 Tesco issued profit warnings and admitted overstating its profit forecast, leading to removal of the CEO, other senior executives and investigation by the Serious Fraud Office. In January 2015, Moody’s downgraded Tesco debt share to ‘junk’, despite a turnaround plan and ‘a sound liquidity profile’ because its plans will ‘take time to implement’. Tesco sold Blinkbox and Tesco Broadband and closed its defined benefit pension scheme. It had lost the trust of customers and investors.

If Tesco had used Strategic Foresight AND made the right decisions, it might have come up with the next game-changer. It would have recognised when the operating environment changed. It would have had a Plan B and known when it needed to be launched. It had shown it could be innovative but recently it appeared to have stopped monitoring progress and making decisions about which things should stay and which should go. The current turnaround plan may well be too little too late. Renewal must be continuous and iterative if you want to stay successful.



In the first chapter I explained that Strategic Foresight is active. If you are preparing to run a marathon, you need to be active and exercise. Strategic Foresight is exercised with the intent to do something (of benefit, of value) with the information you uncover and develop into knowledge. Developing and then exercising your Foresight muscles encourages reflection which in turn helps you to sense patterns that you wouldn’t normally see without the reflection and self-knowledge we’ve encouraged you to build. It encourages you to make sense of what you notice – thus enabling you to create knowledge from disparate data and information.

Part of the practice of Strategic Foresight is personal: regular reflection and self-awareness. It is useful to revisit your lifeline and Hero’s Journey at least once a year (more often if you feel you need the reminder) to put yourself and your life into perspective. Remember to look at the stories you tell yourself (and others) about your past and present, and how these stories affect the way you perceive the future. Keep examining and disarming your biases. Making sense of the operating environment in which you live and work enables a better understanding of what you need to co-create to achieve a preferred future.

Expand your personal practice. Examine how you (and other people in your team and even friends and family) think about the future. This is both a personal and a team practice. People expect the status quo to continue because that is the way we’ve been programmed to think, so you have to work to overcome this bias. People have varying success in imagining different futures and often what you manage is just to come up with incremental changes rather than fundamental paradigm shifts. Yet if you look to history, you can see that you have lived through both fundamental shifts and incremental change. That is, both sorts of change have happened and, therefore, will continue to happen.

Some people find thinking about the future very difficult and others find it easier. Which is why I suggest that you practise, that you read about what others think and that you discuss it with your team and family and friends at a minimum every week. Preparing for a marathon requires regular, consistent practice; running every day. There is a big difference between best- and worst-case future scenarios – the future is not yet written and you can have an impact on it, a say in how it unfolds, if you work with it. Which is like exercising for a marathon, because this isn’t a short-term challenge, it is an ongoing, iterative and recursive one.

The assumptions and baggage that you and others carry get in the way of making robust, consistently good, decisions. Successful marathon runners examine their thinking and ask. ‘What is stopping me doing better?’ They challenge the status quo and strive to improve performance through practice. This is both for you as the leader and for your team to explore, at least several times a month – you all need reminding and it is easy to forget strategic focus in day-to-day business.



•

Who are you talking to on a regular basis? Think about where this needs to change. Remember that one of the tools you have to combat assumptions is to check them and challenge them. So bring in diversity, talk to different people. And listen to what they have to say.



•

Ask the right questions – questions open you up to possibility. So, what questions are you asking? What questions aren’t you asking? Change them. If you keep asking the same questions, you are likely to continue to get the same answers. That equates to being stuck in the status quo. What are you measuring (another type of question)? The metrics you choose narrow your focus. Is the data you collect leading or lagging? What data do you need to collect in order to run your organisation well?



•

Consider the implications of your decisions: what are the consequences in 6 months? A year? 5 or 10 years?



•

Consider developing a plan B, C and D.



Systems Thinking – recognising systems and how things link together and are interconnected – is a key skill for the practice of Strategic Foresight. Not everyone can do this easily; it is a skill that can be learned. In the marathon metaphor it means that you need to consider all aspects of your life. It isn’t sufficient just to practice, you also need to take your nutrition into account, your sleep, and your levels of stress. Everything that is part of the system in which you live can affect your performance and success. The same is true for your organisation.

Systems thinking skills are best practised in your team. This helps with learning and retaining knowledge. Maps and models help you to visualise what you are working with and the interactions you are experiencing. Most people don’t automatically see the system (it’s hard to ‘see the forest for the trees’); mapping helps you chart and capture what you experience. Since system(s) aren’t static, ‘map as you go’, changing when necessary. Map what you’ve observed, what you’ve tried and engage others so that you can get a clearer view. This needs regular updating – perhaps at a weekly team meeting. You can start to model the system, always remembering that the map (or model) is not the territory. Question and challenge; ask yourself what is missing, what are you assuming, what are you taking for granted? Start to explore – through the links you’ve seen – what happens when you change something. What is it connected to? What effects will it have on the rest of the system? What are the consequences for any change you are considering? Maps and models enable you to try out ideas for change and innovations in a safe place before implementing them. It’s your best chance to get to grips with ‘unintended consequences’, because you have a chance to explore the effects before you actually make any changes.

A successful marathon runner looks over the horizon to consider what might be coming their way. For instance, what might the weather be like on the day and how might that affect the run? By this point in time, their practice will be starting to pay off, muscles and stamina should be well developed. Equally at this point in your Strategic Foresight journey, your Foresight muscles should be well developed, ready for productive flexing. Use Horizon Scanning (which notices trends as they arise) and then think through the different ways that these trends could possibly unfold – this needs daily personal and team attention. Once the team have decided on a set of areas that are important, you will find that you notice surprising new information as it arises. Sharing it within the team (and the relevant parts of the organisation) will enhance your ability to innovate.

This is where you engage your Foresight muscles to augment your innovation process. Innovation is one of the ways you keep your business relevant, continuing to add value, keeping it flourishing and enduring. Innovation is one of the big challenges that CEOs face. It is about bringing unconnected ideas, trends, and thoughts together and working through what would happen if they combined in crazy and unexpected ways. The case study of communication looked at how the combination of several trends led to what you see today – ubiquitous mobile telephony and smart phone usage. We’ve moved from fixed lines to wireless communications, but is it just the move from physical to digital that is important here or is the trend unfolding further? As digital becomes pervasive, perhaps the next trend to add in will be virtual? What will that mean? As everyone is connected, regardless of their physical location, people become more and more impatient with any delays that there might be (just remember how long it took to turn your computer on even five years ago!). How does this get addressed? What other trends might make a disruptive change in communications, leading to the next game changer in your field?

This is the kind of thinking we encourage. This is where you strike gold with your ability to innovate as you uncover possibility. The Three Horizons tool allows you to look across different time horizons at the same time and in the same space to allow possibilities to bubble up to the surface. The Futures Wheel tool helps you to think through how a particular trend develops over time and across different sectors. This is about developing a range of possibilities from which you can choose the best ways to add value and remain relevant.

Trends, in themselves, have no value to you; it is what you do with them – when you exercise your Foresight muscles on them – that creates value and enhances the decisions you make. When you analyse them, you uncover opportunities which you can then act upon to better your (or your business’s) position. If that is not relevant, what is?

When you consider different potential futures, challenge yourself to ensure that there is an element of surprise. If all futures were just extrapolations of the past, you would not need foresight. Experience proves that this is not the case, and Strategic Foresight is the best practice there is to enable you to readjust your mental models as you encounter today’s changes. Of course, all in service of preparation for tomorrow (and tomorrow++).

Jim Dator, a pioneering futurist, said, “There is no such thing as a ‘wildcard’ or ‘least likely/most likely’ future; all futures are wild-cards now”. What he means is that in the present moment any and all futures are a surprise. After all, we cannot predict them. If you prepare for different surprising futures you flex your Foresight muscles for each of them, so that you have multiple plans. Part of looking at a particular potential future is plotting a plausible path for how you would get there. Plotting the path will help you monitor your progress along that path in reality and allow you to take advantage of your Plan B for that particular path. Thinking through different potential futures allows you to recognise when you are going towards one of them and then to act effectively when you see it coming. When you can flex your Foresight muscles at this level you can call this future proofing.

Is this relevant? Yes it is! It allows you to take advantage of opportunities before others do, which puts your business a step ahead. Because you will have done this work in a group, each of you is monitoring the path you are on, even if subconsciously. You all share a particular vocabulary and understanding around unfolding trends, potential futures and potential opportunities. The greater the diversity of the group, the better your chances of picking up when you are on a particular path/following a particular unfolding trend quickly. The earlier you notice that something has changed and that a future is starting to become reality now, the better able you will be to respond to it, the more agile and adaptable your business will be (remember you’ve got a Plan B). That is what you put in the work for.

No future you’ve envisioned will come true in its totality. Having thought through different futures (and therefore different paths that could be taken to get there), you’ve put in the road work on your marathon. You’ve done the exercise. Your Foresight muscles will help you recognise that there is change, what it is that is changing and then make good decisions on how to navigate this change to keep your strategy on track.

Successful marathon runners keep adding distance, keep stretching their muscles, keep challenging their thinking on how fast and how far they can go. Flexing Foresight muscles also means adding to the distance you clock up, which is what you explored when you worked further on developing potential futures by examining underlying paradigms and worldviews with your team. Using the Causal Layered Analysis (CLA) tool, you gain an understanding of how changing the paradigms which underlie your thinking can help. This is about broadening your thinking, stretching your Foresight muscles and – at the same time – challenging your thinking. It’s about increasing the distance you can run (the distance you can look into the future) and the speed with which you can cover that distance. It also gave you some views of paradigms that are changing today, to help you see what sorts of things you should be looking for. With all the knowledge you will have gathered by this stage of your preparation you’re ready to start thinking about the changes you may need to make, how and where you can pick the low hanging fruit – opportunities you can easily grab. This is a tool that you use as and when you need it, but I suggest that you revisit your results regularly. Strategic Foresight is working on the business rather than in it, and this is necessary for you to implement your strategy and continue your success.

The VERGE tool lets you explore how a change may play out across your organisation and the system in which you work. It’s a wind tunnel for testing changes you think it might be useful to follow up. Useful as and when you are considering a change that will have an impact across many different areas.

When you’ve seen that a change will work in your system, then you can implement it. There are many books on implementing change, the tool I’ve shared is for implementing change in large systems, Appreciative Inquiry. This is because I think successful change is not just built on good decisions, but it is also participatory, involving all those with skin in the game. This is Leadership as a collaborative, team sport. Remember, Strategic Foresight is active, it is navigation of uncertain terrain and it is about execution; making a well thought through strategy real. It’s about future-proofing your organisation and it’s continual. You can rest on your laurels, like BlackBerry or Tesco, but you then risk falling from your top position. Instead, if you continue to question and challenge your thinking, exploring trends as they unfold, continuing to flex your Foresight muscles as you envisage different possible futures, you stand a good chance of winning your marathon. You stand a good chance of being successful not just today, but also into tomorrow++.

In this book I have put a new leadership toolbox forward to help you develop the practice of Strategic Foresight. The 10-point logic of this ‘futures toolbox’ has unfolded chapter by chapter.

1.

Storytelling and Narrative (Chapter Two)



2.

Thinking about the Future (Chapter Three)



3.

Navigating Uncertainty (Chapter Three)



4.

Asking Questions and Sensing Patterns (Chapter Four)



5.

Horizon Scanning and Three Horizons (Chapter Five)



6.

Mapping and Learning from the Future (Chapter Six)



7.

Systems Thinking (Chapter Seven)



8.

CLA and paradigms (Chapter Eight)



9.

VERGE and looking at how change rolls out across an organisation (Chapter Nine)



10.

Appreciative Inquiry (Chapter Nine).



When you use the toolbox, you develop, exercise and flex your Foresight muscles. This is a key practice for leadership today and tomorrow+ which will allow you to navigate uncertain, complex and ambiguous times while you continuously refresh your strategic thinking. Then, when you execute the resulting strategy, your business stands the very best chance of success and of being ‘future proof’ because you’re prepared.


Case Study

Samsung Galaxy S

Samsung is a Korean conglomerate which has relatively recently entered the mobile handset market. There are some interesting strategies that are behind its entry into the smartphone market in June 2009 with the Galaxy followed by the Galaxy S in summer 2010. Samsung became the largest smartphone maker by 2012 (it has lost that place more recently, but do read further).

The company’s philosophy is ‘perpetual crisis’, which means it is constantly renewing itself. Its success is built on being a fast follower. When it moves into new product categories, it starts small by making a key component for that particular industry. If it costs a lot to manufacture, all the better, because that will raise the barrier to competition. Once it has this infrastructure in place, it sells these components to other companies, which gives it insight into how that particular industry works. When it decides to expand and start competing with the companies it has been supplying, it makes huge investments to leverage its position which other companies have little chance of matching, again limiting competition. It does its preparation and then makes big bets.

Samsung produces a range of similar smartphone devices in various sizes to see which sells best; it watches the market closely and responds immediately. It also looks ahead and makes use of its position in the supply chain to do so. It bets on multiple platforms: initially Android, Google and Windows as well as its own platform just in case. It is Android that has paid off. It monitors the trends in smartphone design, user needs and unmet opportunities and then quickly and efficiently designs products to fit the needs.

Samsung doesn’t just make handsets that are a bit like Apple but cheaper, it also creates its own innovative features and products. For instance, it introduced a series of health-related accessories that work with its smartphone and its ‘S Health’ software.

As smartphones become a commodity, can Samsung stay the course? Recently, it has lost market share. Yet its philosophy of ‘perpetual crisis’ and its clear use of Strategic Foresight means that if anyone has a chance to succeed in this market again, it does. It is constantly assessing trends and testing the marketplace. It monitors its progress and if it is no longer profitable, I suspect it will return to just manufacturing smartphone components. It does its homework and prepares for not just tomorrow, but also tomorrow+.



Resources for this chapter: www.bit.ly/tpSF44

31 www.bit.ly/tpSF10
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