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What is Strategic Foresight?

Edward de Bono

“You can analyse the past, but you need to design the future…

That is the difference between suffering the future and enjoying it.”

Why Foresight?

Based on a review of 12 Foresight consulting firms, the rationale for undertaking foresight work was given as:

· narrowing the gap between the known and unknown

· maintaining competitive success

· being agile in the face of change, understanding the nature of change

· a means of supporting innovation

· setting your own agenda, not being a victim of someone else’s agenda

· finding future opportunities

What these Foresight Firms Offer

· anticipating, detecting and deciphering early/weak signals of change

· making connections

· prodding, provoking and inspiring innovative thinking

· exploring possible, probable and preferred futures

· generating the unexpected

· understanding the dynamics of change.

Their foresight process generally consisted of the following phases:

· some form of trend/environmental scanning

· interpretation of the revealed trends and emerging issues

· examining implications and exploring alternatives usually via scenarios

· backcasting from a preferred future to define actions today

Most firms emphasised the use of a participatory process to help embed new futures perspectives/thinking approaches within the client organisation.

The four dimensions of Strategic Foresight Use

Source: Adapted from a combination of Burt and van der Heidjen, Futures 35, Elsevier Science 2003 and Hines A, An Audit for Organisational Futurists, Foresight 5.1, Emerald 2003.
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· What is going on out there – bringing the outside in, raising awareness (Anticipation)
· Problem finding – understanding how the world works and what motivates people – posing interesting questions  (Developing Strategy)
· Problem solving – applying foresight to present concerns (Making Sense)

· Seed Planting – instilling an understanding of the future within the organisation as a background task (action-based organisational learning).

What is Strategic Foresight?

Strategic foresight is about the application of foresight in organisational settings.  The word strategic is used to help indicate

· the connection of ‘foresight’ to the overall strategy of the organisation 

· the sense that foresight arises through a process

· the sense that foresight has meaning and importance as an activity of the strategic kind – related to the highest form of organisational thinking.

Definition – 1 (Slaughter)

“Strategic Foresight is the ability to create and maintain forward views and use the insights arising in organisationally useful ways.”

Implications of this definition

· Foresight is a process of exploring the future and creating a view of what that future looks like

· This is a dynamic process that needs to be maintained and kept fresh

· There is a range of insights that arises from this perspective that are useful to the organisation

Definition – 2 (Marsh)

“Strategic Foresight is based on the approach of standing in the future – planning from the future back – unrestricted by how things look today.”

Implications of this definition

· Strategic foresight is about placing you in the future so that current mental models can be suspended

· The approach to planning should be based on moving forward to the future not moving forward from the past

Definition – 3 (De Simone)

Strategic Foresight is about making wise decisions today by having an informed perspective on the future.

Implications of this definition

· Strategic Foresight is an active capability that needs to be exercised now

· Strategic Foresight challenges the thinking on what it means to be wise

· Strategic Foresight situates the future into today

Foresight as part of the overall strategy process (Voros)

· Foresight, in an organisational context is an aspect of strategic thinking.

· The purpose is to open up an expanded range of perceptions of the strategic options available, so that strategy making is potentially wiser.

· In the overall process, the outputs of this foresight (strategic thinking) are fed into the strategy development (strategy making) process.

· Strategic Planning is about directing actions (implementation) based on the developed Strategy.

Foresight Work

Analysis – “what seems to be happening?”

· Creating some sort of order out of the large amounts of data generated by the input step

Interpretation – what’s really happening?

· Looking for deeper structures and insights

Prospection – what might happen?

· Purposefully looking forward to create forward views (created by Voros)

· Various views of alternative futures are explicitly examined or created.

Outputs of Foresight Work

“What might we need to do?”

· Tangible Outputs

The range of alternative futures that have been explored

Intangible Outputs

· The changes in thinking and perception engendered by the process

Competing for the Future

Material in this section is extracted/summarised from Hamel G and Prahalad CK, Competing for the Future, Harvard Business School Press, Boston, 1994.

Many companies use an array of tools that make them think they’re looking into the future: technology forecasting, market research, scenario planning, competitor analysis. Although potentially useful, none of these will necessarily yield industry foresight.  The reason: None compels the senior management to reconceive the corporation and the industry in which it competes.  Until managers do that, they haven’t begun competing for the future. 

Why a new approach?

The key to future industry leadership is to develop an independent view about tomorrow’s opportunities and build capabilities to exploit them.

What do you offer your customers?

· Lead customers where they don’t want to go (out of business)

· Listen to customers and respond to their needs (too late)

· Lead customers where they want to go, but don’t yet know it

Challenges

· How to navigate from here to there in increasingly turbulent times

· How to overcome institutional entropy that undermines effectiveness and vitality

· How to stem the tide of individual estrangement – short-sightedness and lack of loyalty

Why Foresight?

· Sustainable, profitable growth is about foresight

· Unconventional out of the box thinking – a challenging of the biases and prejudices of the establishment

· Not a prediction of the future but an imaging of the future.

· Future and present don’t abut each other neatly at the end of a 5-year plan, they are intertwined.

· Without a view of the future, you will forfeit the future.

Competing for the Future

Foresight is based on deep insights into trends in technology, demographics, regulation and lifestyles that can be harnessed to rewrite industry rules and create a new competitive space.

Putting Strategic Foresight to work 

Nokia’s perspective on Strategic Foresight

Juha Putkiranta, SVP, Nokia Mobile Phones, quoted in Marsh N, Strategic Foresight, the power of standing in the future, Crown Content, 2002.
· The planning tools in use today help analyse what has happened or may happen or how important a big change in the environment is…

· The trouble is that these tools do not typically deliver an understanding of why the phenomena happen and thus only provide a little guidance towards a concrete action oriented strategy creation…

· I believe that Strategic Foresight is a fundamental tool kit for an organisation to understand why something happens today or will happen in the future…

· It is not obvious that we are well equipped to explain our history let alone understand our future.

Foresight as a core competence

Source Major E et al, Foresight as a core competence, Futures 33 91-107, Elsevier Direct, 2001

A company’s core competence is a skill that rests in its people and its intellectual capital that is central to a company’s competitiveness and profitability.  Turner and Crawford identified pathfinding as one of eleven core competencies for a firm:

[Pathfinding] is the corporate competence to identify, crystallise and articulate achievable new directions for the firm.  Part of the competence stems from an outward and future orientation of the firm’s members and the intelligent use of systems and processes that empower this.

Slaughter’s Levels of Application for Foresight Work

Source: Slaughter R, Where now for future studies?, Futures 34 pages 229-233, Elsevier Science 2002.

	Pragmatic


	Help organisations carry out their work more effectively
	The field of enquiry is narrow and is generally related to the current operations of the organisation.

	Progressive
	Supporting organisations contribute to systematic improvements and move towards sustainable practices and outlooks.
	The field of enquiry is exploratory and is related to reframing the nature f the organisation as part of a wider community of interaction.

	Civilisational
	Help us consider the foundations of the next level of civilisation.


	The field of enquiry is unbounded, based on exploring and understanding the dimensions of change, mapping future options and agreeing on preferable aspects of those futures.


The above categories are not so much about the different capabilities of foresight work, but are meant to reflect how the locus of interest and scope of enquiry of both the foresight practitioner and the client in any engagement dictate the type of foresight work that will be undertaken.

Rowena Morrow, AFI Essay - Company X and Strategic Foresight, July 2002

Implementing Foresight

Strategic Foresight is the “ability to create and maintain a high-quality, coherent and functional forward view, and to use the insights arising in useful organisational ways”.
 By focussing on the future, organisations can also tackle the short and medium term. Hamel and Prahalad argue that the use of foresight is a method through which companies can “create and dominate emerging opportunities – to stake out new competitive space.”
 There are many companies that have taken this road and achieved greatness, oft quoted examples such as Sony and the Walkman; Apple and the personal computer; Nokia and mobile phones all point to the value of foresight in an industry context. 

Why the future is important

The rate of change facing today’s organisations is greater than ever before. Disruptive technologies, globalisation, increasing uncertainty, and the environmental and societal influences on business are making the traditional strategic methods less appropriate. Basing an organisation’s future direction on what has happened in the past will no longer deliver the required results. A company’s ability to handle complexity and uncertainty will be fundamental pillars of competitive advantage.

The future is unknowable. Strategic Foresight is not a fortune-teller with a crystal ball; there are no absolute predictions. There are ways of looking to the future and developing a forward view that inform and educate about possibilities that may arise. This process allows organisations to identify and formulate strategies to cope with the risks and take advantage of opportunities.

As human beings, we utilise foresight in our everyday lives. Slaughter refers to this as a ‘human capacity’ that is a “defining condition of human life”.
 Further he states that:

“The foresight principle is called into play through irreducible uncertainties created by the precariousness of life. Foresight is ‘common-sense’ in that there is obvious merit in seeking to avoid dangers and reduce risks”.

We utilise this capacity in four ways:

1. By assessing the implications of present actions, decisions etc. 

2. By detecting and avoiding problems before they occur. 

3. By considering the present implications of possible future events.

4. By envisioning aspects of desired futures.

How Strategic Foresight can assist Company X.

Strategic Foresight can deliver three outcomes: 

1. A product, eg a company vision, output from scenario workshops to feed into existing strategic planning; identification of opportunities for business re-invention or areas for growth.

2. A process, eg using the action of developing the products to establish networks, kick-start organisational learning, assist in cultural change.

3. Foresight as a core competence – embed the foresight process into the organisation so as to develop a foresight culture and support foresight as a core competence in an ongoing sense.

Fuller and Larue argue that the Foresight process can deliver a learning organisation through: 

· The emphasis on participation and learning by doing meets the criteria for personal mastery and learning.

· Opportunities to questions assumptions and enquire how things might be different in groups develops the ability to build and share mental models.

· Attempts to work with people to develop a clear vision can develop the ability to share a vision.

· The process of brainstorming, team building and thinking collectively means participants are able to work together and learn as a team.

· Developing mind maps and scenarios entails systems thinking therefore develops the participant’s ability to perceive and work with systems.

Foresight as a core competence

The core competence perspective is one that evaluates a company not only on its products and services, but also on the resources at its disposal that can be deployed in the pursuit of goals. Major et al identify the characteristics of a core competence and map foresight against them. They also identify the some of benefits of Foresight as a core competence.

Table One 

	Core Competence
	Foresight

	Integration of skills and technologies
	Successful foresight identifies and exploits new opportunities and integrates then with the firms existing base.

	Knowledge based
	Foresight as an activity is based on a firm’s tacit knowledge rather than on the firm’s physical assets.

	Customer Value
	Foresight extends the customer value of a firm’s offerings into the future.

	Competitively unique
	Foresight enables firms to build competitive advantage by enabling them to revise or replace declining products more effectively than their competitors.

	Difficult to imitate
	Foresight initially comes through individuals but it is operationalised through the formation of systemic processes and practices within the firm. Systemic and tacit knowledge are difficult to imitate.

	Gateway to new markets
	Identification and exploitation of new opportunities is an outcome of applying the foresight concept. 



Identification of core competencies within Company X can give guidance as to where there is a need to reorganise or hire new staff. Hamel and Prahalad identify a matrix of competencies against markets with four quadrants: new core competencies, new markets – mega-opportunities; new core competencies, existing markets – premier plus 10; existing core competencies, existing markets - fill in the blanks; and existing core competencies, new markets - white spaces.
 The SF process will assist i

� Slaughter, R. Futures for the Third Millennium: enabling the forward view. Prospect Media. 1999 pg287


� Hamel, G and Prahalad, C.K. Competing for the Future. Harvard Business School Press. 1994 pg22


� Slaughter, R. pg151


� Slaughter, R. pg151


� Slaughter, R. pg152


� Fuller, T & Larue, D. The Quest for the Futures: A Methodology seminar in Futures Studies. Finland 2000. pg12 � HYPERLINK "http://www.dur.ac.uk/~dbr0ef/workingpapers.htm" ��www.dur.ac.uk/~dbr0ef/workingpapers.htm� (6/2002)


� Major, E. Asch, D. Cordey-Hayes, M. Foresight as a core competence. Futures. Vol 33. 2001. pg103-4


� Hamel, G and Prahalad, C.K. pg227-230





Why Foresight – A Collection of Perspectives – Page 1

