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Why Strategic Foresight?  
 
“You can analyse the past but you need to design the future.  That is the 
difference between suffering the future and enjoying it” Edward de Bono 
 

The Foresight Proposition 
 
Strategic foresight  is  based on the pr incip le of  p lanning from the future back 
to the present,  not  the typical  approach of  p lanning f rom the present towards 
the future.  In fact ,  when we use the techniques and frameworks of standing 
in the future to understand where our organisat ion may be,  we almost 
inevi tably f ind that  the “space” our organisat ion is  in is very di f ferent from 
that  occupied today.  
 
This approach (which some cal l  'backcast ing')  focuses a great deal of  work 
on developing a coherent and insightful  v iew of how th ings might look in the 
future,  unrestr ic ted by how th ings look today.  We typical ly  look 10 years into 
the future,  a l though in some cases 20 or  even 50 years is  more appropr iate.  
 
What usual ly happens is  that the way the sector  looks in the future is  very 
d i f ferent than in the present and th is  opens up new ins ights into the r isks 
and opportuni t ies that possibly are not being addressed. 
 
[ I l lustrat ion:  Foresight Proposi t ion]  

Standing in the Future  
 
Pick a point  in the future far  enough out that you cannot forecast – and then 
t ry and stand in that  posi t ion ( imagining what that  ‘wor ld’  might  look l ike) – 
10 years is useful !  
 
Remember the ‘Back to the Future’  f i lm wi th the DeLorean t ime machine car 
that  could go forwards into the future? In one scene Marty goes back to the 
1950’s prom dance with the 50’s foxtrot  style band playing  -  he picks up the 
electr ic  gui tar  and plays the Johnny B Goode r i f f  à la Hendr ix complete wi th 
e lectronic feedback. His comment to the shocked dancers is  “you may not 
l ike th is ,  but your k ids wi l l ” .   
 
Strategic foresight  is  s imi lar  -  we can go forward into the future,  imagine 
what i t  might look l ike, and then come back to the present day wi th new 
insights.  We  don’ t  have a t ime machine,  but we do have foresight techniques 
that  help us stand in the future.   
 
When we tru ly ‘s tand in the future” we are able to create a view that  is  
unrestr ic ted by the present.  We are free to create scenar ios of  possib i l i ty 
and understanding.  We are free to real ise that  the future is  not  pre-
determined, something that we have to react to and cope with – but rather 
that  i t  of fers a range of  possibi l i t ies,  depending on our responses now to 
those possibi l i t ies.   
 
We have the power to choose preferred futures through a very 
innovative approach -  thinking the unthinkable -  rather than have to 
suffer futures we do not want.   
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Looking Back to the Present  
 
Gett ing a picture of  the future al lows us to ref lect on the present.  This 
sounds obvious, but in fact  i t  has a profound effect.  We suddenly see the 
issues we are coping wi th today in a new and clear l ight.  The pr ior i t ies 
become obvious, and what is  important is  d is t inguished from what is  merely 
urgent.  Today we are up to our rear-ends in a swamp f i l led wi th crocodi les  -  
in our emai l  in-box,  on the message bank of  our mobi le phone, and in the 
next  urgent meet ing to which we are being summoned. However,  once you 
stand in the future,  and look back,  the issues concerning us now al l  s tar t  to 
look rather d i f ferent,  of ten rather unimportant.   
 
Essent ial ly strategic foresight  is  about get t ing a new perspect ive on what is  
real ly  important .  Buddhist  teaching of fers a shock version of  th is – to get  a 
new perspect ive on what is  important  in your l i fe you learn ways of  seeing 
your own corpse. From that shock of  foresight you look backwards to your 
current  way of  l i fe and see whether you have the most important pr ior i t ies 
operat ing. 

Seeing the Present Differently 
 
When we come back to the present we see th ings quite d i f ferent ly.  I t  is  as 
though we have changed our “eyeware” and the landscape that  we took for  
granted now has an al tered perspect ive.   
 
In the ear ly 1990's we worked wi th a computer  company that  was convinced 
i t  was in the computer business.  At  that  t ime the company suddenly lost  
$250 mi l l ion in a year.   
 
What had happened was that i ts  sector  had been reshaping but they had not 
not iced.  New players had entered and start ing compet ing for  new revenue 
streams, whi le o ld products were being abandoned and their  revenue 
streams lost.  What had been the comput ing business was now the Digi tal  
Marketplace. The new competi tors inc luded media,  telecommunicat ions, and 
personal  computing sof tware.  The sector  had widened to information and 
communicat ions technology, and the company had not ant ic ipated nor 
planned for  the change.  
 
A foresight project  helped them change their  'eyeware'  in that  they were 
able to open up their  s trategic think ing and to redef ine their  marketplace.  



 Ext ract  f rom “St rateg ic  Fores ight  -  The Power  Of  Standing In The Future”  
   

4  
 

© Nick Marsh,  Mike McAl lum,  Dominique Purce l l  

 

Things have Been Speeding Up 
 
[ I l lustrat ion:  Years to reach 10 mil l ion customers]  
 
Throughout h is tory new technologies have been introduced and have spread 
through society,  but  th is  process has been speeding up dramat ical ly  in 
modern t imes.  As the chart  above shows, the Internet took only four  years 
to reach 10 mi l l ion users compared to 40 years for  the te lephone. 
 
This accelerat ion of  the creat ion and acceptance of  new technologies puts 
pressures on organisat ions to respond quick ly,  of ten requir ing their  leaders 
to reth ink the sector and business they are in.  First  and foremost what is  
required is a new form of  strategic p lanning,  which can help organisat ions 
deal  wi th the rapid rate of  technological  and social  change that  is  a def in ing 
character ist ic  of  the Knowledge Age. 
 
The inabi l i ty of  businesses to deal wi th change quick ly enough, or  to be 
proact ive in the face of  change, has led to volat i l i ty in companies, sectors 
and shareholder value. This highl ights the advantage that  can be gained for  
the company that  develops ski l ls  which wi l l  help i t  ant ic ipate and respond to 
change in a t imely way.  
 
The problem is also acute in Government,  which has largely adopted from 
corporate business the Industr ia l  Age approach to strategy.  This approach is 
secret,  e l i t is t  and r i tual is t ic ,  and fa i ls  to produce the open and creat ive 
organisat ional pract ices that are best sui ted to deal ing wi th and planning for  
future change. 
 
Strategic foresight  has developed in response to the problems of  rapid 
change and inadequate planning processes. I t  is  an integrated approach to 
strategy that al lows managers to d iscover and ar t iculate a preferred 
direct ion for  their  organisat ion. I t  is  based on bui lding a powerful  f ramework 
of  th inking, which provides a clear v iew of the under ly ing dr ivers of  change 
over the next 10- 20 years,  and their  re levance to and impact on a part icular  
organisat ion. In our exper ience strategic foresight techniques assist  in the 
development of  a dramat ic c lar i ty  about the cr i t ical  issues,  and strategic 
opt ions for a specif ic  sector  or  industry.   
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The origins of Strategic Foresight 
 
Strategic foresight has evolved over the past ten years through i ts  use in 
pract ical  projects.  Frameworks, models and tools f rom establ ished 
disc ip l ines and methodologies have been brought together to meet the 
def ic iencies of  tradi t ional  strategic p lanning.  These discip l ines include: 
 
[ I l lustrat ion]  
 
•  'New' Strategic Planning  -  s trategic planning for  business was f i rs t  

developed in the 1930’s.  Model led on mi l i tary strategy, i t  was used by 
large American corporat ions,  which needed planning and control  
processes sui ted to the broad scale of  their  act iv i t ies.  Strategic planning 
has become widespread in the business wor ld,  and has been highly 
ef fect ive in enabl ing large Industr ia l  Age corporat ions to prosper.  
However in the ear ly 1990’s commentators such as C K Prahalad and 
Gary Hamel chal lenged the prevai l ing or thodoxy and argued that 
t radi t ional  s trategic p lanning was f lawed and not sui ted to the needs of  
organisat ions faced with the emerging Knowledge Age. Strategic 
planning was backward looking,  extrapolat ing from past  trends.  Their  
v iew was that foresight,  and the abi l i ty  to ant ic ipate the future,  had 
become essential  to ef fect ive planning. 

 
•  Futures Studies  involves the examinat ion of  key trends and their  

outcomes, wi th the hope of  successful ly  inf luencing those outcomes. A 
wide range of  methodologies has been developed under the banner of  
future studies.  These cover quant i tat ive and qual i tat ive tools to enable 
the development of  key insights,  to forecast trends, to ident i fy 
appropr iate pol icy or act ion and to faci l i tate the desired change. 

 
•  Organisation Development  or iginated from the interest  of  behavioural  

scient is ts  in the quest ion of  how social  change worked, and whether i t  
was possible to faci l i tate the processes in groups and organisat ions. I t  
involves processes to fac i l i tate change at  the personal level ,  wi th in 
groups ( team development) ,  inter-group (confl ic t  resolut ion)  and 
organisat ion-wide ( large system change).  

 
•  Science and Technology Foresight  has developed over the past  th ir ty 

years to foresee what new discoveries, research f indings, and 
developments are l ikely to occur in the future in science and technology,  
and the t iming of  their  occurrence. 

 
Strategic foresight represents a convergence of  these separate f ie lds, each 
of  which has i ts  own l imi tat ions, but  which together create a powerful  
methodology for  organisat ions to ant ic ipate and deal wi th the future. 
 
Strategic foresight  is  an approach that  is  constant ly evolv ing and mutat ing in 
i ts  frameworks and tools.  I t  should not  be thought of  as a management 
funct ion but rather the 'way we run things '  -  a way of  think ing and a way of  
engaging that  is  on-going.  Many of  the ski l ls  involved can be learned and 
can be pract ised by everyone in the organisat ion. I t  has no bounds and can 
be constant ly added to.  The foresight  phi losophy and a commitment to 
r igorous thinking is  what matters -  not  some pre-ordained set  of  steps.   
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Strategic foresight is :  
 
♦  A way of  th ink ing 
♦  A way of  engaging 
♦  A way of  discover ing 
♦  A way of  act ing 
 
Foresight  is  an open system not c losed – i t  is  more Linux than Microsoft .  As 
such there is  a movement of  people around the wor ld,  people who work in 
organisat ions or  who are members of  networks,  and who want to understand 
the present and contemplate the future.  
 
People bel ieve in and commit  to what they discover for  themselves,  rather 
than what they are to ld.  Therefore a crucia l  factor  is  the engagement of  as 
many people in the organisat ion as possib le in the foresight process, 
a l lowing them to share in the explorat ion of  t rends and change, and to of fer  
their  own ideas in regard to the future.  
 
We do not advocate that  in pract is ing foresight ,  CEO's throw the ‘baby out 
wi th the bathwater ' ,  los ing s ight of  their  organisat ion’s present day 
business,  i ts  customers,  products,  and revenue streams. In fact,  the 
processes of  strategic foresight  have the benef i ts  of  developing a wel l-
founded future strategic view, whi ls t  at  the same t ime keeping i ts  ‘eye on 
the bal l ’  in  today’s business. 
 

Changing the way we think  

Mental Model 1  
 
“The brain can only see what it  is prepared to see. What is before us is 
seen in terms of established patterns. This also goes for behaviour 
where we respond to established patterns. We react to the new in terms 
of the old.”  Edward de Bono 
 
[ I l lustrat ion:  Mental  Model  2]   
 
We cal l  the predominant v iew of the present ‘Mental  Model One’  ( ‘MM1’) .  
This is  a person’s organis ing ‘Gestal t ’  – their  way of  seeing the wor ld and 
thus how to think,  behave, react,  feel ,  make decis ions, and set pr ior i t ies.  I t  
is  a predominant v iew of the present (which may or  may not be correct)  and 
an assumption that the future wi l l  be more of the same. 
 
J .K. Galbrai th (The Aff luent Society,  Penguin Books 1958),  cal led i t  our  
‘convent ional  wisdom’,  point ing out that  the problem is that  such wisdom is 
taken for  granted and therefore is  not  chal lenged. 
 
The f i lm ‘13 Days’ ,  which portrays the 1963 Kennedy cabinet trying to 
decide what to do about the instal lat ion of  Russian missi les in Cuba, is  
real ly  al l  about the danger of Mental  Model  One. The mindset of the cabinet 
was dominated by the mi l i tary,  who wanted to bomb Cuba and proceed to 
nuclear wor ld war.  Fortunately an advisor to the President d id chal lenge the 
mindset,  and ask whether there was another way of  construing the s i tuat ion 
which would provide an al ternat ive to war,  u l t imately leading to a defusing of 
the threat .  
 
However,  being the person who raises quest ions in a decis ion-making 
context ,  where the part ies are using MM1, can be di f f icul t .  Such quest ions 
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are of ten greeted wi th anger, der is ion,  frustrat ion,  and contempt,  because 
the MM1 of the others leads them to bel ieve that  they are obviously correct .  
The fact  that the MM1 assumption in quest ion is  of ten not openly expressed 
makes i t  even more pernicious – i t  is  an unquest ioned set of  assumptions 
reinforced by the ‘groupthink’  of  social  conformity .  As i t  is  a group doing the 
th inking,  i t  is  very di f f icul t  for  anyone to chal lenge i t .   
 
Take banking – the prevai l ing mental  model of  how to do business dur ing 
most of  the 20t h  century was through br icks and mortar  branches. The more 
branches, the more business. 
 
At  some stage someone must have suggested that  those branches be sold,  
and that  many of  the t ransact ional  services previously avai lable in the 
branches should be offered through electronic banking. I t  seems l ikely that 
th is  suggest ion would not have been taken ser iously in the beginning, yet we 
al l  know how rapid has been the advent of  electronic banking, and more 
recent ly d irect  Internet banking.   
 
Fai lure to respond to these new technologies,  or  to recognise how quickly 
they are adopted can be very detr imental  for  businesses.  For example,  
response to the changing banking technologies was s low in the United 
Kingdom, and th is  a l lowed the Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking 
Corporat ion (HSBC) to take the market by storm, buying the Midland Bank 
and then launching i ts Internet Bank Direct  service.  
 
Organisat ions can only get  beyond the r isks of  MM1 th inking by making i t  
expl ic i t  and open to chal lenge. The answers to the fo l lowing quest ions wi l l  
help ident i fy the MM1 of  a business:  
 
•  What business are we in? 
•  What are our goals? 
•  Who are our customers? 
•  What products/services do they want? 
•  Who are our competitors? 
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Mental Model Two 
 
Foresight  is  mostly about creat ing and using Mental  Model  Two. What you 
are try ing to do is  to answer the same quest ions – but th is  t ime they are 
posed about the future. Ten years in the future is recommended, for  the 
s imple reason that people cannot hold onto MM1 thinking for  that long. I f  
you use 3-5 years,  which is  the typical  framework for  industr ia l  age strategic 
planning,  then you can s imply extrapolate MM1 into the future.  I t  is  just  the 
way peoples’  minds work.  
 
[ I l lustrat ion:  Mental  Model  2]  
 
Some people would argue that 10 years is  too short  -  obviously this  
part icular ly appl ies with very long-term investment sectors such as energy 
where 15-30 year views need to be worked on. However for  most 
organisat ions the in i t ia l  react ion to the 10 year t imeframe is – “  that  is  far  
too long – we can’ t  even see past  3 months – you can’ t  possibly know what 
wi l l  happen – you would need a crystal  bal l ” .  
 
In fact  i t  is  not  as hard as you might imagine looking out ten years ahead, i f  
you know how. The irony is  that most reasonably informed people already 
have a part ia l  understanding of  what could happen in the future.  People 
know more than they real ise,  but they have not had the t ime, set t ing,  or  
f rameworks to gather what they already know into a Mental  Model  Two. 
 
 

Identifying The Gap between MM1 and MM2 
 
[ I l lustrat ion: Percept ion Gap] 
 
As an example of  the gap between MM1 and MM2 thinking,  i t  is  helpful  to  
contrast  the tradi t ional  and emerging models of  the health system. 
 
[ I l lustrat ion:  Heal th System - Mental  Model  1 and 2]   
 
One of  the problems in persuading people to look at  the gap between MM1 
and MM2 modes of  th inking is  not  just  the psychology of  those involved, but  
a lso the vested interests which might  be threatened by an MM2 view of  the 
future. These may be the interests of  organisat ions, or of  people wi th in 
organisat ions.  
 
Gary Hamel has pointed out that senior  management and their  planning 
processes of ten block radical  strategic th ink ing in the organisat ion. He te l ls  
the story of  the top management of  an American corporat ion in the ear ly 
1990’s,  who at tended a strategic retreat  in which they were confronted wi th 
the fact  that  their  MM1-based plan for  corporate growth did not  make sense 
when one looked at  the future. They got the message and started a process 
of  MM2 th inking involv ing the top 150 managers.   
 
They then discovered that some t ime ear l ier  a group of concerned staf f  and 
managers had taken the ini t iat ive to form themselves into a ‘ foresight group’ 
to develop new th inking,  because they bel ieved their  leaders were showing 
no sign of  i t .   
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In so many companies you see the ‘boi l ing f rog’  s i tuat ion.  Management is  
s tressed out t ry ing to survive in today’s business – the pressure is  on the 
frog in the saucepan of  water  -  the temperature is hott ing up, wi th more 
competi t ion,  pressure to sat is fy shareholders,  more demanding customers, 
reducing margins,  and loss of  key accounts.   
 
The poor frog however is  not just uncomfortable – i t  is  actual ly dying by 
degrees. Trapped in MM1 i t  keeps adjust ing to the smal l  increases in heat 
and thus never faces the issue of  survival  that  would cause i t  to jump for  i ts  
l i fe out  of  the saucepan. 
 

Catch 22- No time to think about the future- no 
alternative but to do so! 
 
Today’s CEO’s,  Boards, and senior  managers of ten report  that  they feel  
stuck in a Catch 22 s i tuat ion -  they have no t ime to th ink about the future 
because of the pressing nature of  today’s problems. The pressure from 
market analysts for  the next quarter ’s  prospects creates a constant need to 
del iver short- term performance. 
 
The paradox is  that these CEO's know that unless they also look ahead  
cont inuously,  there may be no future for  their  organisat ions. Often the future 
looks so di f ferent f rom the present that CEO’s may be apprehensive about 
d iscussing i t  wi th their  Boards and management.  Many feel  that the long-
term future is e i ther too complex or  too uncertain to be planned for .  They 
rely instead on tradi t ional  strategic p lanning,  which appears to them to 
ensure survival ,  but which may in fact  condemn the organisat ion to i ts  own 
ext inct ion by fai l ing to proper ly understand the future of  i ts  market.  
 
A word of  opt imism -  let 's  not  forget  that  in Joseph Hel ler 's  novel 'Catch-22’ 
the hero who is  trapped in the catch does in fact  f ind a way out of  i t  – and 
so can you. 

The Need for New Strategy Approaches   
 
Every company and every government department uses strategic p lanning. 
However,  much of  what passes for s trategic p lanning is  in fact  focussed on 
restructur ing and cost cut t ing in today’s business. But surely strategy should 
also enable you to reinvent the organisat ion to be able to real ise the new 
opportuni t ies in tomorrow’s business? 
 

From Position Strategy to Movement Strategy 
 
 
{ I l lustrat ion]  
 
Most establ ished strategy and pol icy formation frameworks and processes 
were designed for the 20t h  century Industr ia l  Age. They were based on two 
key ideas: 
 
•  Strategy of posit ion – involv ing industry competi t ive posi t ioning, 

barr iers to entry,  and a pecking order of  market  share in relat ively stable 
sectors.   

•  Limited resources-  resources are l imited because they are physical ly 
based -  land, labour,  capital  infrastructure. 
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Under this  model  success was based on not ions l ike control ,  command and 
leverage of resources. Presence in a market gave huge advantages. 
 
In the Knowledge Age those two key ideas are turned on their  head and 
replaced by:  
 
•  Strategy of movement -  Industry sectors no longer have f ixed 

boundar ies, wi th businesses moving from one sector to another,  as their  
products and services are found to compete in new sectors,  and sat is fy a 
broader or  d i f ferent group of  consumers.  This sector  convergence 
requires businesses to continual ly redef ine their  sector ,  their  products 
and their  competi tors, as changing technology and new ways of  of fer ing 
services cont inual ly ‘move the goalposts ’ .  

 
•  Unlimited Resources- they are unl imited because the key resources are 

ideas not  physical  th ings but  rather ideas which are created in the in the 
unl imited potent ia l  of  the dendr i tes and synapses of  the human brain.  
Even in resource intensive industr ies such as pulp and paper,  i t  is  not  
just  access to capi ta l  that  provides the compet i t ive edge, but  a lso access 
to the latest sc ient i f ic ,  technological  and market ing ideas.  

 
So in the Knowledge Age i t  is  ideas,  not  resources,  which are the valuable 
currency. Success comes from idea leadership which enables you to occupy 
an ent irely d i f ferent  posi t ion in tomorrow’s game.  
 
Both government and business tend to assume the cont inuat ion of  exist ing 
sectors,  which provide the context  to the strategy.  But we can already see 
that  sectors are converging.  For example fast  food companies are not just  
sel l ing food, but are also competing in a space cal led “enter tainment” .  Can 
the tools of industr ia l  age strategy show them where their  sector  might  go 
next?  To do that  they need to look at  the “ funct ion” of their  product,  that  is  
what underly ing consumer need i t  sat is f ies and recognise that th is funct ion 
wi l l  change as l i festyle needs change. 
 
The chart  below summarises the old and new approaches to strategic 
p lanning.  
 
[ I l lustrat ion] 
 

Alphas and Betas 
 
One of  the many great contr ibut ions to foresight  th inking is  that  of Gary 
Hamel and CK Prahalad.  One of  their  models categor ises organisat ions and 
people as “Alphas and Betas” .  Basical ly the Alphas are high-prof i le 
organisat ions in any sector  – the market leaders,  the ones that can 
command resources and take act ion. The Betas are the smal l  groups of  
determined people who wi l l  reshape the sector ,  wi l l  redefine the rules,  and 
wi l l  lead i t  in the future.  You may not have heard of them, or  their  
organisat ions yet ,  but  you wi l l .  
 
Alphas have plenty of  resources but modest aspirat ions. Betas have few 
resources but huge aspirat ions. 
 
You, the reader,  are ei ther a Beta or  you want to learn how to Beta’ ise your 
Alpha organisat ion – to enl iven i t  – to create ‘ thought leadership’  which wi l l  
enable i t  to evolve fast  enough to survive.  Strategic foresight  wi l l  help you 
to do that .  
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"But to do bet ter  you have to want to do bet ter .  The new mi l lennium 
needs people who want to do better .  Thinking has been and wi l l  
cont inue to be the key for  designing a bet ter  future"   
 Edward de Bono 

 
We l ive in interest ing t imes – in fact  we l ive in extraordinary t imes. There is 
a strong case for  absolute opt imism but an equal ly s trong case for 
pessimism. There is  always a choice between seeing the glass to be hal f  fu l l  
or  the same glass half  empty.  Foresight  is  for  people who would chose to 
think this  t ime is a new renaissance, th is  t ime is opt imist ic ,  th is t ime is  fu l l  
of  promise.  
 
Foresight is  most inspir ing when i t  is  shown by leaders who are able to 
ar t iculate a cause, a vis ion of  a better  future,  for  their  people. Think of  
people such as Mart in Luther King,  Nelson Mandela,  and The Dalai  Lama. 
You hear them and in your hearts you know they are r ight ,  even i f  the vis ion 
they hold looks impossible or at  least  a long way of f .  
 

How to get a Strategic Foresight Function in your 
Organisation 
 
During the 1990's many companies establ ished foresight funct ions in a 
var iety of  ways.  Whi lst  most companies keep th is  act iv i ty fa ir ly  secret  for  
commercia l  reasons, we are aware of  foresight act iv i t ies in many companies 
and in government.  They are most impactful  when they are c lose to strategy 
and new product  development.  Examples include technology companies l ike 
Nokia,  Er icsson, Phi l l ips,  Sony, and IBM but a lso manufacturers,  
government agencies, NGO’s,  and c i t ies.   
 
Foresight has also been invested in heavi ly by Governments such as in the 
UK Foresight Project (www.foresight.gov.uk).   
 
Strategic foresight can be implemented as a funct ion in a number of  ways: 
 
1. As a 's tand alone strategic foresight  project '  to develop a radical  new 

view of  the future,  resul t ing in a strategic plan.  
2. Sett ing up a new ongoing funct ion wi th fu l l  t ime staf f ing,  informat ion 

services, and arrangements wi th outside providers.  
3. As a ' refreshing'  of the exist ing strategic p lanning funct ion through a 

t ra ining upgrade in the company or  organisat ion 
 
Leadership to make strategic foresight happen in the organisat ion may be: 
 
1. Led from Inside the Company /  organisat ion by the:  

•  CEO 
•  Strategy /  pol icy manager  
•  Train ing and development manager 
•  Ginger group  
•  Others (eg. technology manager)  
 

2. Led from outs ide:  
•  NGO  
•  Sector  -  Industry Associat ion  

 
3. Led by government:  

•  Ci ty  
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•  Nat ional /Federal  Government  
 

The Need to Apply Strategic Foresight 
 
The fo l lowing hypothet ical  cases descr ibe di f ferent  organisat ions wi th 
typical  needs for  the appl icat ion of  s trategic foresight.  These needs inc lude: 
 
•  Crisis management  – the company is  in t rouble and doesn’ t  know where 

i t  is  going 
•  Opportunity management  -  being able to respond to opportuni ty,  such 

as the opportuni ty to merge wi th another organisat ion 
•  Risk management  – having the th inking in p lace to manage future r isks 
•  Sector change -  sector lacks direct ion, the organisat ion has problems 

that need to be addressed at  the sector  def in i t ion level,  wi th a wider view 
than just  day to day.   

 
Do you recognise any of  these s i tuat ions? 

The Department Store in Trouble 
A department store retai ler  with col lapsing market share and dis integrat ing 
prof i ts desperately needs a  crisis foresight project .  Despi te extensive 
restructur ing and cost reduct ion i t  has fai led to stem fal l ing market share 
and sales.  Surveys show that  customers have t i red of  the brand. New 
competi tors have brought retai l  proposi t ions to the market which i ts  
customers prefer .  Staf f  morale is low and key management are leaving.  The 
share pr ice is  s lumping, the analysts  are c i rc l ing,  and there is  a media 
f renzy of  bad press. They have to stem the bleeding today but  they must 
convince their  shareholders to stand by them, and sat is fy their  quest ions: 
 
“What is your view of the future,  what is your direction, what is your 
argument as to why we should have faith in you?”  
 

The Electricity Company Looking 'Beyond the Square' 
A foresight project looking at  a business  opportunity  would be appropr iate 
for  a thermal e lectr ic i ty generat ion company that  f inds i tsel f  in a competi t ive 
environment where a regulator  creates the rules,  but  where there are many 
business opportuni t ies.  I t  has to decide which ones to grasp, which 
businesses to hold and which to fo ld.  I t  could vert ical ly integrate and 
acquire l ine businesses or  retai l  businesses. I t  could hor izontal ly integrate 
and acquire ei ther  more thermal capaci ty,  or  hydro plant.  The quest ion 
raised by the maver ick Director  at  the last  Board meet ing was: 
 
What about branching out into radical new energy sources such as 
hydrogen, solar,  or other renewables? 
 

A Primary Sector industry Facing Crisis 
A foresight project  invest igat ing sector change would assist  a Pr imary 
Sector  concerned about worsening economic returns to growers from 
overseas markets for their  produce. Key growers are leaving the industry 
because of doubts about i ts  long-term viabi l i ty .  New growing regions in the 
wor ld are increasing product ion and using var iet ies and qual i ty  growing 
systems previously ‘owned’  by the country in quest ion. 
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The stakeholders inc lude the Government,  the growers, local  author i t ies,  
g lobal  retai lers,  other countr ies,  exporters,  d is tr ibutors,  and consumers.  The 
industry is  f ragmented and inward- looking at  a l l  levels a long i ts  value chain. 
The quest ion is :  
 
How do we get stakeholders who have different or no views of the 
future to help build a shared future scenario, including the regulatory 
framework?  One that they accept wil l  benefit  them and to which they 
will  commit.  
 

A city needing to attract new investment 
A ci ty has been losing companies who have been relocat ing to other states. 
There is  a net  migrat ion of  people out  from the c i ty,  universi t ies are also 
los ing the abi l i ty  to att ract  top students and top academics,  and schools are 
exper iencing fa l l ing rol ls .  The c i ty Counci l  want to br ing together a l l  the key 
agencies and businesses in the c i ty to develop a vis ion for  the re juvenat ion 
of  the c i ty both economical ly and in terms of people. Three is  a need for a 
process which engages ordinary c i t izens in looking at  future opt ions in a 
way that people feel  is  worthy of their  t ime and interest .  
 
How could the city council  init iate a foresight project that got a wide 
cross section of cit izens and different interest groups to develop a 
vision for the future that would command widespread support to 
implement? 

Different Metaphors for Managing the Future 
 
There are many di f ferent  ways in which execut ives think about managing for  
the future.  Here are three metaphors.  Which one is  c losest  to how you 
th ink? Which one is  c losest to how your organisat ion manages the future? 
 

1. Roller Coaster  
Managing for  the future is  l ike being on a rol lercoaster  r ide in the dark,  
strapped into a vehic le that  has a predetermined route which you can’ t  see. 
The only opt ion is  to hang on and adjust  as best  you can. The impl icat ion is 
that  there is  not  much anyone can do about the future,  i t  just  happens. A 
good analogy is  the Space Mountain r ide at Disneyland where you career 
through the dark,  suddenly swerving or  p lummeting.  You can’ t  see what is  
going to happen – you just  have to do your best to react as the cr ises hi t  
you.  

2. River Raft 
Managing your organisat ion is  l ike r iver raft ing down an ever-changing r iver 
into the future.  You can see to the next  bend, the current  gets s lower or  
faster ,  somet imes you have to navigate rapids,  at  other t imes al l  is  calm. 
You have opt ions and choices but the current  and the route of  the r iver is  
not  something you can af fect .  There is  some room for movement.  Your 
management team are tra ined in how to react when the inevi table cr ises -  
rocks, rapids,  r is ing r iver levels -  h i t  your raf t .  Sometimes there are calm 
per iods when the raf t  s lows and you can relax,  but  the current  is  a lways 
edging you forward,  and you cannot control  i t .  
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3. Ocean Yacht 
Managing for  the future is  l ike sai l ing a yacht across the wide ocean. You 
are l imi ted only by your navigat ion ski l ls ,  your v is ion,  and your courage, and 
al l  of  these can be developed and enhanced as you sai l  through new 
chal lenges and exper iences.  Al l  th ings are possible-  you can take any route 
and make any landfal l  you choose – you can sai l  to known lands or  d iscover 
new ones.  You have to deal  wi th the environment,  the sea and the weather,  
however you have tools to ant ic ipate environmental  change and to respond 
to i t .  
 
Strategic foresight offers a l l  managers the opportuni ty to be more l ike the 
ocean yacht,  to take control  of  their  own dest iny,  to ant ic ipate wind and 
weather shi f ts  in their  business environment and to plan an appropr iate 
course. 

What Can You Do? 
 
Get a group together of  innovat ive people in your team, your department,  or 
wi th the senior  management group – cal l  i t  a Creat ive Thinktank. Make i t  a 
f ree brainstorming session where you ask quest ions and get  as many 
responses as possib le,  record al l  the answers, wi thout evaluat ion, 
contradict ion,  or  debate -  just  get them al l  down. Make sure that people can 
express what they real ly think without having to just i fy i t .  These are some 
good quest ions to ask: 
 
•  What is  our Vision, where are we going? 
•  Where wi l l  we be in f ive years t ime? 
•  How wi l l  our customers change their  l i festyles and needs in the future? 
•  How wi l l  technology change our business in the future? Are we ready for  

that? Have we got a plan? 
•  Wil l  our customers st i l l  want our products/ services in ten years t ime? 

Wil l  they be looking for  something di f ferent? 
 
After  the meeting pul l  the ideas together and ask yoursel f :  
•  Have we already got the future covered, or  not?  
•  I f  not  do we need to consider using some organised foresight process?  
•  Who could author ise th is?  
•  Who could do i t? 


