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Futures thinking

1940 1960 1980 2000 2020 2040 2060

Structured, logical exploration of multiple 
plausible future possibilities

Usually different from strategic planning

Not easy or natural for organisations



Key message

ά¢ƘŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ƎƻƻŘ ǎŎŜƴŀǊƛƻǎ ƛǎ better 
decisionsƴƻǘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘƛƻƴǎΦέ

- Peter Schwartz



Different futures
Official future

Desired future

Inevitable future?

Possible 
futures



Possibilities are just that

ÅThe leisure society

ÅThe paperless office

ÅThe death of the novel
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Times have changed
(but only recently)



Individual versus collective capacity

ÅIndividuals have raw capacity for considering 
multiple futures

ÅOnly some of this comes through in discourse 
among groups

ÅUnless a deliberate effort is made, 
organisations and society tend to have low 
capability to consider multiple futures 

Professor Richard Slaughter, Australian Foresight Institute



Collapse of societies

Failure to anticipate

Failure to be watching

Failure to consider responses



CATHAL FLYNN 

(FAA DIRECTOR): 

é the real failure of 

September 11 was 

a failure of imagination

A failure of imagination



Inevitable surprises
Peter Schwartz

ÅOPEC oil crisis

ÅCollapse of Soviet Union

ÅDot-com collapse

ÅEnd of retirement?

ÅLong economic boom?

ÅNext scientific revolution?

ÅEnd of pollution?

ÅAbrupt climate change?



[ƻǊŘ YŜƭǾƛƴΩǎ ǎŎŜǇǘƛŎƛǎƳ
President of the Royal Society 1890-95

ÅRadio has no future

ÅX-rays will prove to be 
a hoax

ÅHeavier than air flying 
machines are 
impossible





A process for thinking about the future

Questions and 
assumptions about 

the future

Trends and events 
affecting the past, 
present and future

Critical 
uncertainties

Explore possible 
futures (scenarios)

Challenges, 
opportunities, 
implications, 

strategies, actions
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Push, pull, weight

Pull
Weight

Push



Drivers/ uncertainties

ÅThe carbon cycle
ÅClimate change trends
ÅIntegrated energy technology
ÅOur changing coastline
ÅReshaping urban environments
ÅCarbon capture and storage
ÅHuman responses
ÅPeople, culture and religion
ÅChallenges for rural 

communities
ÅThe carbon economy
ÅEmergency response
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Drivers/ uncertainties

XSocial

XTechnological

XEnvironmental

XEconomic

XPolitical



XSocial drivers/ uncertainties

ÅGenerational change 
ïDifferent attitudes of Baby 
.ƻƻƳŜǊǎΣ DŜƴ ·Σ ¸ Χ

ïApocalyptic nihilism, 
fundamentalism, activism

ÅPopulation aging, growth 
and movement

ÅCivil unrest
ÅIdeological tensions
ÅCultural homogenisation vs. 

diversity
ÅEducation ςpace of change



XTechnological drivers/ uncertainties

ÅEnergy transitions?

ÅClean coal

ÅCarbon sequestration

ÅAlternative energies

ÅComputing power

ÅIncreasing surprises

ÅIs wisdom keeping up 
with consequences?



Past energy transitions (USA)
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ά¢ƘŜǊŜϥǎ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ƎƻƻŘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ 
that the human being doesn't get 
significantly smarter with each 
ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴέ

John Smart, Acceleration Watch





XEnvironmental drivers/ uncertainties

ÅClimate change

ÅWater

ÅFood/ population

ÅPollution

ÅVolunteerism

ÅPolicy vision

ÅSurprises



Ğ Pests and pathogens rapidly 
evolve resistance to biocides

Ğ Toxins are biomagnified in food 
chains

Ğ Emergence of disease is 
facilitated by irrigation, 
suburbanization, fertilization

Ğ Removing top predators causes 
ecological reorganization

Ecological surprises of the 20th Century



XEconomic and political drivers

ÅEconomic paradigms

ÅGlobalisation

ÅPower shifts

ÅEast-west balance

ÅGovernance

ïMono-centric? 

ïMulti-centric?


