The Case For Foresight in Organisations

Outputs from an evening workshop held on 29th March 2004

By AFI Students and Alumni

What is missing from the list of foresight benefits that was distributed?

{{Prior to the workshop a collection of some of the purported benefits of foresight was extracted from numerous sources and provided to the group as background reading.  The question was posed – what is missing from this list of benefits?}}

Where’s the people side (the benefits arising from people in the organization going through a foresight process)?

· Participatory ownership

· Creating a rich dialogue

· Capability development

· Emotional resilience to change process

· Creating agility in the face of change

· Supporting the process of transformation

· Creating perceptive shifts – likely to shift perceptions

· Reframing thinking – eg risk is not be avoided but explored -> risk = opportunity

· Avoiding becoming a victim of other’s perceptions (not just their agenda!)

· Finding own power/sharing the power

· Moving from control to direction

· A shift from a way of working where there can only be right and wrong in the present to where there are alternatives/different perspectives in the future

· Creating a qualitative space within the organization (possibly for the first time)

· Helping a move from unconscious thinking to conscious thinking

Some comments on why this list was different to the one distributed were made.  The discussion centred on the issue that the distributed list was generated from those that generally worked with foresight in hostile organisational settings and probably reflected the safe option of couching foresight benefits in readily understandable and acceptable language – the soft people benefits are not explicitly mentioned.  The presented model showing four dimensions of Strategic Foresight use adapted from Burt and van der Heidjen and Hines does at least provide some categories for including all of the above perspectives

Why Don’t Organisations Use Foresight?

{{Individuals thought about a few reasons why they felt organisations don’t use foresight and placed these onto post-it notes.  These were then placed on a whiteboard and some categories were synthesized from the list. The categories were meant to be illustrative rather than prescriptive and a high degree of freedom was used to fit individual points into a category}}

Hard, Deep, Complex

· Complexity – of engagement

· If the Future cannot be known, why bother?

· There is no right or wrong – it’s challenging – corporates want to be right

Luxury

· No time allowed for reflection

· Concern for resources being diverted from the real business

· Foresight is an indulgence

· I already think about the future – I don’t need a futurist

Short-termism 

· We are purely reactive – no time or space or need – low return from effort

· We want quick decisions

· No reflection on results of past actions – we have not noticed change

· The traits of Baby boomers who run companies are not conducive to FS

· Executives and politicians have finite terms in office

Fear

· Dominant modus operandi values pragmatic instrumentality, not quality

· Threat to existing power balance

· Fear of Lacking the capacity to learn

· Inherently unsettling, pressure to change is often too personal

· The future is Threatening, foresight knowledge can be threatening

· Failure is punished more than success is rewarded 

Credibility (and Power)

· What type of foresight is being promoted?

· Clients need to be ‘defuturised’ of their understanding of foresight

· Lack of power of the internal foresight champion

· Too academic and not practical enough – no compelling value proposition

· Lack of reliable information

· Negative stigmas

· No solid professional backing – very diverse set of methods

· Difficult language and definitions used

· Limited case studies and mainstream gurus (no Jack Welch of Futures)

· Inability to deal with uncertainty

· Poor portrayal of field by academics

Tangible and Need for Certainty

· Outside comfort zone – want predictability

· Pressure to fit prediction – the strategy, plan, budget

· Market analysts don’t factor it into the share price

· The herd mentality – like the SAP syndrome

· Prefers existing tools like 6 sigma, KM, CDM

· “SJ” mindset dominates – the physical orientation

· Misunderstanding that foresight  = scenarios

· Ignorance of experience that can be gained

· Show me the money- show me the numbers

· No way to prove lost opportunity cost

Story Telling

{{To help build the case for foresight in organisations, a storytelling approach was adopted to help draw out extra meaning from the above themes.  A particular form of storytelling based on 7 generic archetypes and a standard plot was provided to participants (see separate note), summarised from from Christopher Vogler’s book “The Writer’s Journey”.  The groups discussed the generic use of this approach by applying it to the AFI and then to the various roles a foresight practitioner might play.  Finally a short story was generated for three of the four dimensions of foresight use based on the model adapted from Burt and van der Heidjen and Hines.  These stories are provided in a separate document}}

Positioning Story Telling

In Causal Layered Analysis, myths and metaphors provide the frameworks for shaping our view of the world.  Yet who constructs these myths and metaphors?  And how do they provide their meaning and shape our identity?  There is a strong academic literature on the use of narrative theory that has formed a framework for tapping into these constructs.  In knowledge management circles, story-telling and narrative management are emerging as approaches that have gained favour in understanding organisational culture, tradition and change management opportunities.
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An example of Archetypes at the Airy Fairy Institute (AFI)

· Hero -> Students

· Mentor -> The Professor, Lecturers, Ken Wilber

· Threshold Guardians -> Administration (including Library), Timelines

· Herald -> Guest Lecturers, Preview Nights, Dystopia

· Shadow ->The past; the outside world; sensates (SJ); our own personal doubts

· Shapeshifter -> KBFS, Philanthropists (those that back AFI), University Setting

· Trickster -> JimmyG, Sera, Journals

Examples of where a Foresight Practitioner may adopt the role of an archetype 

· Hero -> Wining a foresight project, walk the talk, expanding own consciousness

· Mentor -> Provide leadership; help use tools and methods/approaches; be in the shadow network

· Threshold Guardians -> Facilitator – deal with boundary spanning

· Herald -> Announce the burning platform; launch a project

· Shapeshifter -> Navigate through the politics of the organisation, multi-level approaches

· Shadow -> WAG (Wholesale Antithesis Generator eg Zia Sardar), So What perpective

· Trickster -> Richard Neville’s approach, The Gen X perspective/approach

