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Be Future Fit ™ with foresight!
 

We all wonder about the future, how to plan what to do and where to start? 

This can be an overwhelming experience.  In this paper we provide guidance to

businesses on how to apply foresight, how to adopt a Future Fit ™ business

approach, what to look for to identify a possible pop futurist in your

boardroom and the importance of taking action and responsibility to positively

contribute to the desired future we want.

 

Professional vs pop futurists – how to spot one
 

Anyone can be a futurist.  Especially if the story they share is exciting and

motivational. After all, whom doesn’t want to believe in a future utopia just around

the corner?

 

Pop futurists typically tap into our desire for exciting utopian futures.  They also

tend to tell us either what will happen (by making outlandish predictions) or try to

tell us what should happen (in their opinion).  In other words, pop futurists usually

have an agenda behind their predictions.

 

Conversely, the real deal – an academic futurist or professional foresight practitioner

– will help you understand what could happen, based on a combination of

forecasting current trends and trajectories (to establish probable futures) and more

imaginative conjecture (to dream up alternative utopian and protopian futures)

through workshopping and exploring different future scenarios.

 

Pop futurists tend to focus on the shiny technology (flying cars, clones, and drones)

without fully considering the implications of other factors such as environmental,

political, and social trends.

 

A good futurist will help you to understand the bigger picture of the current and

future reality of your industry and/or environment; while pop futurists tend to have

a narrower view on shiny technologies and the good news.
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Good futurists recognise and embrace complexity and uncertainty.  There is no

guaranteed future. We need to consider all the factors around us – and how they

interact, often in unexpected, complex ways – in order to understand which futures

are likely and which are preferable.

 

Furthermore, a good futurist will help you consciously and deliberately direct your

course to increase the chances of arriving at your preferred future.

 

The aims of futurists
 

As useful as trends are, we need to understand that past performance is no

guarantee of future results.

 

We also need to recognise that discussing and analysing the future actually

changes what happens in the real future.  For example, when the mainstream

media gives coverage to forecasts on the threats that climate change poses to

humanity, that media exposure also influences human behaviour, and so can have

a (hopefully positive) effect on changing the very forecast that initiated the change

in human behaviour!  In other words, good futurists are often very happy when their

forecasts or predictions do not materialise.  Indeed, you could say that the best

futurists want to be wrong about the future: they understand that their goal is to
change the future, not to predict it.
 

 

The influence of media on the future
 

As mentioned above, powerful ideas that spread can change reality. The media

has a responsibility to publish credible material; but this is not often the case. It is

important to educate yourself on the difference between a normative approach

(an opinion on what should be) and a positivist approach (an economic analysis or

evidence-based deduction about what is likely to be) to the future.
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People with powerful voices, such as famous technologists, pop futurists, celebrity

business people, or politicians with significant public influence, have a major

responsibility about when and how they speak about the future, since the very act

of speaking about future plans can help bring those ideas into being. 

 

Marketers are also partly responsible for the world we find ourselves in. Marketers

create and sell many of the products and ideas that drive the world forward.

 

Marketers and the media need therefore need to act responsibly to ensure that

powerful individuals with the loudest voices are not the only ones given ‘air time’ to

discuss what should happen in the future.

 

We all have a responsibility
 

When it comes to the future, we need more choices, envisioned by more diverse

voices, rather than an ‘oligarchy’ of high-profile visions. We should fight for more

futures, rather than accept am pre-determined future designed by society’s most

powerful individuals.

 

For example, we should not allow powerful corporate interests to push an agenda

of technological advancement that could jeopardise the natural environment for all

of us.

 

The world is already unequal in every way;. The rich are the minority – and we can’t

afford to live in a future designed by the few.  We all need to get involved in

proactively designing and contributing to the future we want to live in, as

individuals. 

 

One way to do this as a consumer is to vote with your wallet (and at the polls), and

to support only companies and brands (and governments) that are living your

values and contributing to the future you want to be a part of one day.

 

Ask yourself, what is the future WE want to live in?
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Big statements are often made with no indication of the
process and trade-offs

 
Every future vision involves some trade-offs.  Having certain things (e.g., a robot or a

flying car) comes with trade-offs in the other spheres of the environment (social

and economic trade-offs). These interact, and we forget about the cost in order to

get to the shiny object.

 

After all, if everyone get what they want, what will happen?  For example, if

everyone on Earth ate as much meat as the average American, Earth would have

already run out of clean drinking water years ago.  Prosperity and affluence come

along with increased consumption, which puts an increased strain on scarce

natural resources. We need to be careful what we ask for – and want. We need to

think realistically about the intended consequences and trade-offs that will develop

if we actually get the future we desire.

 

A good futurist considers those trade-offs carefully, rather than trying to hide

inconvenient trade-offs that may adversely affect their particular vision for the

future.  

 

The more we focus on the physical futures – the things we want to have – the more

we lose sight of the human, social, and environmental impacts. 

 

Is the future we are working towards really sustainable?



Be Future Fit ™ with foresight!

 
 

Foresight and pre-strategy
 

Futurists can help individuals and businesses understand how the world is moving,

spot future threats, and identify and take advantage of emerging opportunities.

This is why it is a good idea to consult with a futurist before you start your strategic

planning season.

 

This process will help you to distinguish between the factors that you can influence

and those that you can’t, and to which you’ll need to adapt.  This in turn can help

make your strategic planning more focused and more future-resilient.

 

In pre-strategy processes, futurists often make use of inclusive scenario workshops

to make possible futures more visceral and tangible. Scenario workshops help

organisations to develop possible, probable, and preferable futures.  The aim is to

paint the picture of the full cone of possibilities, and to develop a clear picture of

the threats and opportunities that lie ahead. It is also important to establish what

you can control and what you can’t: what is your organisation’s locus of control,

and what you can and can’t do to direct your ship.  Using this understanding,

organisations can develop pre-emptive plans to mitigate problems and take

advantage of potential opportunities.
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Tips for future-resilient business
 

Take stock and be agile
 

Be agile: be willing and able to adapt to the unexpected. Future planning is not

about predicting the future, but rather about giving people the tools to cope with

whatever happens, and having the foresight to start planning for and moving

towards the best possible futures for your organisation.

 

 

Innovation departments are a no-go
 
Innovation departments are too often just about ticking a box.  Don’t ring-fence a

small department somewhere in the organisation. By tucking them away in a

corner, you are saying that you don’t have to be innovative yourself.  Most

businesses get too caught up on the immediate future, such as paying the bills.  So

you need to appoint someone with executive authority, someone on your board

who will keep their eyes turned upwards and outwards – a chief executive futurist

who has influence in the organisation and an acute awareness of the future.

 

 

Foresight is needed to be "FutureFit" - you can't be a
 "cash cow" business
 

Companies that are not using and implementing foresight are playing a short

game. Ask yourself: are you playing the long or the short game?  In South Africa,

boards have been filled up with accountants and lawyers, not marketers and sales

people.  Accountants think cost, and tend to adopt too much of a ‘cash cow’

perspective: how to farm and milk down, then find the next merger and

acquisition. If you fill your board with people who think like that, you will battle to

play the long game. Start to ask questions; get involved in the ideas of the future.

The long game is also about being sustainable.
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Create nodes in your organisation
 

Your best innovative ideas don’t necessarily come from an innovation department.

Break down silos and creates nodes. The more nodes you have, the more resilient

your organisation will be, and the quicker that information will get around. Also, if

someone leaves, that information is not lost forever. See your organisation as a brain

with as many connections as possible. Find innovative ways to share conversations

and to engage people in creating nodes.

 

 

Be proactive
 
Be conscious of the future. Are you going to be proactive or reactive? If you build a

business and simply scramble to respond to every event, you are reactive. To be

proactive, you need foresight. Someone is going to develop the next business

model – either it will be you, or it will be someone else. South African business are

especially tense, and function very reactively because the environment is volatile.

You, however, need to stay calm and make a conscious effort to develop foresight

and plan for the future.

 

Consider a twin-engine business model
 

There are primary businesses (the shareholders and employees) and secondary

businesses (‘plan B’).  You need to invest now (before the primary engine starts to

be shaken by a new sector or business model) in a secondary business – an

investment in the future, your ‘plan B’ that needs to start seeding now. Another

important point is the person steering your primary ship - this is not the person to

be building the new business, but there does need to be a shared purpose

between the two engines.
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Do not expect those who are hired to innovate for you
 

When your industry does hit a crisis, you can’t suddenly tell middle managers and

employees to innovate. They have been hired for the role of ‘now’, not for the way

forward. You cannot just plug an existing person into a new role; it is also very

unfair. The innovation needs to come from the top, from a proactive leadership

saying, “This is where we are now, but we also need to look to the future”.

 

 

In summary
 

Be careful of pop futurists – they tend to focus on the shiny and the exciting

news. A qualified professional futurist will help you plan for what could happen,

typically using workshops and scenario planning.

For every action, there is a reaction. We need to appreciate the trade-offs. For

everything we desire, there is a potential future implication. Be cognisant of the

different interactions in the environment.

Take responsibility for the future you desire – vote not only at the polls, but also

with your wallet.

Get a futurist in before starting your strategic planning season in order to help

you to understand the potential future and to identify different scenarios to plan

accordingly.

Get the facts, rather than providing too much ‘air time’ too quickly and easily to

loud voices.

Be an agile and proactive organisation – play the long game.

Don’t have a separate innovation department – get everyone involved in

innovation and consider running a twin engine business model

Create nodes in your organisation that connects all the knowledge and

information

Don’t expect those that are hired now to innovate – innovation should come

from the top

 

Compiled

by Bronwyn Williams (Flux Trends) and Dr Beate Stiehler-Mulder (UJ, Department

of Marketing Management).
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