The Hero's Journey & the Case for Foresight in Organisations:

a creative exercise in using story-telling to understand and uncover the barriers and incentives to establishing foresight in an organisation.

Story-1:  Foresight as  “Action Based Organisational Learning”

Date: March 29th 2004

By Chris Stewart

Key

(A) = Advantageous feature, (B) = Barrier feature, (C) = Archetypal character

Process

The features were identified through a brain storming session as part of the process.  The story is the culmination of their creative integration in a time line. 

Context 

The establishment of an 'action based organisational learning' form of foresight capacity.  The nature of the Foresight work is an ongoing process that achieves closure and decisions.

The Story

Act 1: Departure and separation 

Event:  Our heroine becomes inspired to developed foresight in her organisation.

Plot 1-1:  Hero's are introduced in the ordinary world.

Event:  Our heroine (C) is a junior executive in a large organisation that is mired in 'short-term-ism' (B).

Plot 1-2:  They receive a call to adventure.

Event:  A mass mediated futures project acts as a 'Herald' (C) to deliver an 'aspirational' (A) message to overcome 'short-term-ism' (B) and 'dissatisfaction' (B) with strategic competence.  

Plot 1-3:  They are reluctant at first or refuse the call.

Event:  Our Heroine contemplates the change involved and what it would require of her, and what she is risking (B).  She is stuck within the 'habit of tangible certainty' (needing R.O.I.)  (B).

Plot 1-4:  But is encouraged after meeting with the Mentor.

Event:  Her curiosity gets the better of her, and she decides to contact the Mentor (C) behind the futures project, a professor of foresight in a major institute.  He impresses upon her the value of foresight to 'develop capabilities' (A) in strategic planning and achieve 'power balances' (A) in the strategic planning participants.

Plot 1-5:  They cross the first threshold and enter the special world.

Event:  She decides to set her K.P.I's for three years around developing a capability for a forward view within the executive strategic planning team.  Her boss argues that it is 'too hard' (B) and 'too complex' (B).  She convinces her based on the possible 'opportunity gain' (A) and 'risk aversion' (A) – and besides, it’s her career, and her boss has nothing to lose in this case

ACT 2: Descent, initiation and penetration

Event:  Our heroine establishes the foresight capability
Plot 2-1:  Heroine encounters tests, allies and enemies.

Event:  In beginning the project to establish a foresight capability our Heroine is challenged by fellow executives in both the manner of 'shape shifters' (C) and nasty 'shadows' (C), who argue that it lacks 'credibility' (B) and is really a 'luxury' (B) activity they can't afford in the real world of 'tangible certainty' (B).  Our Heroine seeks out advice from the Mentor, who provides her with the 'knowledge' (A) resources of futures studies, previous research and projects.

Plot 2-2:  The Heroine approaches the inner most cave, and crosses a second threshold.

Event:  Our Heroine acquires the support of some executives, some being 'shape shifters' who have helped her refine her approach, others being cannon fodder for the story, and thus achieves 'key power of influence' (A) in the strategic planning team.  She does this by convincing them through 'learning' (A) about foresight the 'continuing competitive advantage' (A) it brings and delivering insights for them through showing them 'new connections' between elements of their strategic environment and planing practice (A). 

Plot 2-3:  They endure their supreme ordeal.

Event:  The strategic foresight planning team are challenged by the 'shadow' executives and the 'trickster' (C) C.F.O. at the point of major project launch and budget approval.  They attack the 'credibility' (B) of foresight and its practitioners and argue that the reality is 'short-term-ism' (B).  The Heroine and her newly educated executive team out manoeuvre their arguments using 'paradigm shifting' (A) techniques that reveal 'new innovations' (A).  

Plot 2-4:  The take possession of their reward.

Event:  Foresight is established within the organisation, they are paid to undertake further training and 'capability development' (A) and feed the results into many areas of the organisation.

ACT 3: The Return

Event: Our Heroine moves on to bigger and better things

Plot 3-1:  They are pursued on the road back to the ordinary world

Event:  The shadow executives continue to undermine the foresight planning process and inputs to the organisation because they want the 'power' (B).

Plot 3-2:  They cross the third threshold and experience a resurrection and are transformed by the experience.

Event:  Our Heroine and her faithful team are delighted that they spot the forces working against them and use for the first time some of the 'empowerment' (A) and 'power balance' (A) they have received from foresight 'capability development' (A) and use their 'deep now' (A) skills, 'resilience' (A) and 'agility' (A) to counter the negative influence.

Plot: 3-3:  They return with the elixir, a boon or treasure to benefit the ordinary world.

Event:  The team is able to feel they have developed the same strengths into the organisation and many decide to leave and move on to independent consulting where they can help others achieve the same development in foresight, oh, and make more money while having a more tailored life style!

THE END

Story-2:  Foresight as “Making Sense”

Date: March 29th 2004

By Di George, Steve McGrail, John McBride, Brett Martin.

Situation: of the four dimensions our group was asked to focus on ‘making sense’ (Opening up exploration / Once only process – problem solving).

‘Moral of the story’:
You have to start somewhere, but it can be very daunting.  In a ‘crisis management’ like situation foresight practitioners are seen by many as an easy target – to either make a convenient scapegoat out of, or to exploit their knowledge and insight for personal gain.

Beginning a career in any field is challenging, even more challenging within an industry that has thus far struggled to prove or cement its value to organisations and society.  With a little help from your friends, an internal project champion and alumni members, it is possible to collectively address some of the challenges we face in convincing organisations to use foresight.

And getting someone pissed can make him or her a lot more honest… ( 

Story details:

Our hero departs the safe confines of his/her academic institution (graduates), forming a small – but brilliant – foresight consultancy with three other members: called the Holy Trinity Foresight Group (HTFG), despite having four members. They get a call from a friend (the Herald) of a friend, of a friend, explaining that the organisation they work for is in trouble and needs to ‘make sense’ of its current predicament – as well as collectively design a compelling vision of it’s future.  Sounds like a situation for a foresight practitioner!

Something doesn’t ‘smell right’ about the job and all have fears that taking this job will end up being ‘one step forward two steps back’ for their career (fear being made, as consulting foresight practitioners, the scapegoat in this organisation), rather than a significant step forward.  After meeting with their fellow students at an alumni function at the Airy Fairy Institute (Mentor), they’re are encouraged to take the job, to take a risk – after all their aren’t that many contracts out there (!), believe in the power of their collective deep foresight wisdom (Cross the first Threshold) and begin to formally meet with their foundational client.

However, they quickly encounter various Tests while within the organisation (egos, short termism, having their credibility questioned).  Fortunately they have Allies such their contact inside the organisation (internal champion) and top management (who do all they can to ensure full participation in the foresight project).  Simultaneously they need to battle various Enemies such as the ‘fear of change’ and ‘vested interests.’  By keeping their friends close, but their enemies even closer, the HTFG learns that some of the ‘vested interests’ are protecting their own careers (over the organisations future), keeping various ideas/ details to themselves.

Back at what can be very loosely described as HTFG’s office, the four members are feeling more than a little overwhelmed.  They need to get clarity on the situation, fast.  They need to quickly uncover a path forward for their client.  The weight of expectation and information overload has the HTFG team – despite their obvious brilliance – doubting everything from their career choice to the value and role of the tools of their new trade.  Nonetheless, by going ‘deeper and wider’ (through critical and integral futures techniques) and by following and believing in the foresight process they designed – and focussing on the focal question – they are able to discern ‘what is really happening’ and ‘make sense’ of the situation.  The HTFG work over the weekend, drinking many more cups of coffee than they had all year, and formulate a set of recommendations.  The recommendations surprise many at the client organisation, because they are less about predicting the future and more about critiquing the present situation of the organisation and markets in which it operates.

The CEO of their client has a ‘mini revelation’ (“now I know what foresight is!” () that the service they hired was more in the business of ‘asking the right questions’ than simply ‘giving them a magical prophecy.’  HTFG take their reward (deposit their first pay check) and fill their holy grails with champagne.  This ‘initiation’ into the field was a rough one and hope that, in comparison, consulting on implementation of their recommendations will be easier. 

However, due to the threats to their individual plans, some of the ‘vested interests’ are able to get the report ‘shelved’ – attempting to under undermine its implementation.  Luckily our hero had taken one of these ‘evil doers’ out drinking in the weeks previously, learning about his actual motives during a moment of drunken honesty.  Our hero promised to keep this knowledge to himself, but now was the time to reveal all and show some resilience, some backbone.  One phone call to the internal project champion is enough to being revealing this scandal: that the individual in question was ‘sleeping with the competition’ and had already signed with the firm.  Furthermore, he planned to take a copy of the report with him and tries to pass the insights off as his own!

The path is now clear for full implementation and all at the HTFG, as well as their client, feel transformed by the experience.  The team get permission from the project champion, as well as the top management of the client, to document and publish the entire case study and all the learning – in many more widely read publication than Futures.  This quickly builds the reputation of HTFG, seen to some as the saviours of foresight, and the awareness of futures studies (FS) more generally.  Their paper becomes the foresight “bible.”  Amen.

Act 1 

· Graduate ( Holy Trinity Foresight Group (with 4 founding members)

· Call to adventure: an organisation is in trouble, needs some serious therapy, in crisis (needs to “make sense” of its predicament)

· Refuse call: fear this job is possibly a “poisoned chalice (fear being made, as consulting foresight practitioners, the scapegoat in this organisation)

· Mentor: Airy Fairy Institute – seek advice from fellow alumni members

· Take job – meet client

Act 2

· Encounter tests: egos, short termism, doubting of credibility; have allies: top management, internal champion; and enemies: fear of change, vested interests protecting their own careers (not really concerned with the future of organisation), moral impediments in the client team, evil doers

· Crossing threshold: info cave (weight of expectation felt, information overload)

· Supreme ordeal: interrogate the overload ( clear the fog, helicopter ride (get above data fog, ‘meta’ on the issues, see what is really happening) 

· Pot of gold: get paid, grails full champagne in the HTFG offices

Act 3

· Vesting interests attempt to undermine project implementation

· Resilience: internal champion reveal scandal, that incriminates those with ‘vested interests’ ( clearing path for full implementation

· Return to elixir: case gets published, become known as the saviours of foresight, paper becomes foresight “bible”, now have disciples worldwide
