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Few would argue that we are living in 
turbulent times. In fact, experts across 
disciplines have adopted an acronym for 

the current business environment that was first 
coined by the U.S. military to describe the chaotic 
situations in modern war-torn landscapes: VUCA, 
which stands for volatility, uncertainty, complexity, 
and ambiguity. This challenging landscape is 
here to stay, and businesses will need to embrace 
new leadership and organizational development 
approaches in order to be successful.

Volatility, amplified by accelerating change, 
produces a world in which social, cultural, and 
technological progress is exponentially increasing 
in ever-shorter intervals of time. In such an 
ecosystem, it is not enough to stay informed 
about the latest trends and data. Savvy leaders 
understand that there is now a mandate toward 
staying ahead of growth curves, and having the 
foresight to both know how to find breakthroughs 
and, ultimately, create the future. 

Despite our outward desire to embrace 
creativity, scientific studies have demonstrated 
that our innate desire to reduce uncertainty 
actually works to sabotage our innovation efforts. 
Rather than attempting to plan and problem solve 
their way to reduced uncertainty (an impossible 
goal), today’s leaders must demonstrate more 
agility and adopt approaches to actively engage 
with uncertainty.

There is more than technology driving the 
complexity of today’s environment. Societal, 
economic, environmental, and political drivers 
are colliding with technological advancements 
to create new challenges and, more importantly, 
new opportunities. In the future, only those 
organizations that are adept at recognizing 
emerging patterns and developing resilient 
strategies will survive and thrive. 

Finally, if uncertainty is when the variables are 
defined but their values are unknown (like rolling 
a set of dice), then ambiguity is when even the 
variables are unknown (do you even have a set of 
dice?). Businesses that focus solely on uncertainty 
actually delude themselves into thinking that they 
have a handle on things. Traditional strategic 
processes that rely on extrapolating historical 
data assume that today’s variables will be relevant 
in the future. In a VUCA environment, these linear 

forecasts provide a false sense of security and are 
inaccurate beyond a short-term timeline.

It is clear that leading organizations in 
these volatile and complex times require new 
approaches and mindsets. Today’s business 
leaders must remain focused on what’s next. In 
order to gain greater visibility about the future, 
what is needed is not a better crystal ball, but an 
instrument for building resilience, adaptability, 
and opportunity through recognition of emerging 
patterns. Futures thinking is that instrument, and 
strategic foresight provides the framework. 

This TD at Work will:
• Define strategic foresight and outline the 

business imperative for this approach.

• Describe the push and pull of the future, and 
how leveraging both ends of the foresight 
spectrum (trends and aspirations) is critical.

• Provide guidance on putting strategic 
foresight into practice.

• Explain how applying the Natural Foresight 
framework can help you become a  
futurist leader.

WHAT IS STRATEGIC 
FORESIGHT?
Strategic foresight is a decades-old discipline 
that allows us to create functional views of 
alternative futures and possibilities. Through 
this process, organizations are better prepared 
for potential threats and are able to capitalize 
on hidden opportunities. While no one can 
predict the future, foresight allows us to mine 
the external environment for trends and leverage 
those insights to create maps of the emerging 
landscape. These well-informed maps of the 
future allow us to test our current strategy, 
develop breakthrough innovations, and create 
transformative change.

Strategic foresight and its most common tool, 
scenario planning, have been used successfully at 
the corporate planning level for decades, the most 
famous example being that of the energy and 
petrochemical giant Royal Dutch Shell. During the 
oil crisis of the late 1960s, Shell altered its strategy 
and successfully propelled itself to the top of the 
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industry, a move accredited to the use of scenario 
planning. Today, organizations like Intel, Ford, and 
Disney have joined Shell in employing futurists 
to leverage foresight tools for organization-wide 
strategy development and innovation. 

Ultimately, the power of foresight lies not in 
its tools and methods but in its ability to alter 
perspectives. For this reason, strategic foresight 
is not just useful within strategic planning, but it 
also provides a new lens through which to reframe 
all of our outdated, Industrial Age processes that 
are no longer effective in our VUCA environment. 
Strategic foresight is a discipline, but it actually 
works best as a philosophy running in the 
background and supporting all of our decision 
making and actions. In other words, strategic 

foresight should act more like an operating 
system than just another app that is added to 
the organization’s processes. Organizations 
that intentionally develop a futures culture are 
primed for market-leading innovation, successful 
opportunity development, and revenue-
generating futures intelligence.

THE PUSH AND PULL  
OF THE FUTURE
When contemplating the future, we instinctively 
think of the “top trends” lists that are always 
making headlines. For most, the word trend 
has become synonymous with the future. This 
common but erroneous interpretation causes 

CASE STUDY: PROTOTYPING THE FUTURE

Results
Gathering a team of leaders and innovation specialists, 
the organization began leveraging design fiction through 
a series of multiday workshops in which participants:

• explored trends and issues on the horizon

• leveraged these ideas to construct far-reaching and 
provocative stories about future societies, cities, 
values, technologies, experiences, business models, 
and more 

• imagined artifacts of the future that were found 
directly in these stories or would possibly be a part  
of these worlds

• created the artifacts using modeling materials such 
as clay, plastic, cardboard, and even Legos 

• fed the most promising of these ideas into their 
innovation and R&D processes to be refined.

Each time it has conducted the design fiction 
workshops, the organization has been able to identify 
several transformative innovations, giving it a strategic 
advantage over competitors and allowing it to 
consistently be an industry leader. 

Situation
With a series of product misses, the research and 
development (R&D) division of a Fortune 500 hospitality 
company was struggling to create breakthrough 
innovation. When they discovered that NASA and  
Intel had recently hired science fiction writers to help 
them narrate possible futures for their products and 
services, company leadership decided to leverage  
the same approach. Their goal was to incorporate 
foresight into their innovation process, R&D, and internal 
ideation programs.

Solution
Design fiction is an approach to strategic foresight that 
speculates about new ideas, products, and services 
through provocative storytelling and prototyping. This 
method allows practitioners the benefit of experiencing 
scenario building from an immersive perspective, 
creating artifacts from the future that explore the effects 
and opportunities of various emerging landscapes in a 
tangible fashion. 
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many strategic foresight efforts to stall because 
trends are not the future. Trends are visible 
because they are occurring today. They represent 
the present. In fact, trends can be our worst 
enemy; they tend to keep us connected to what is 
immediate and surrounding us, but fail to stretch 
us to see what is changing, what is emerging, and 
what is possible. 

While identifying and interpreting trends is an 
important part of the strategic foresight process, 
trends themselves represent just one aspect of 
strategic foresight. The future exists across a 
spectrum, with two distinct ends: the push and 
the pull of the future. Most organizations focus 
solely on the push of the future. This end of the 
spectrum represents the trends and emerging 
issues that are coming at us, pushing us into the 
future regardless of our actions. On the other 
end of the spectrum is the pull of the future. This 
represents our ability to purposefully identify and 
create our preferred futures.

ORGANIZATIONS THAT INTENTIONALLY 
DEVELOP A FUTURES CULTURE ARE 
PRIMED FOR MARKET-LEADING 
INNOVATION, SUCCESSFUL OPPORTUNITY 
DEVELOPMENT, AND REVENUE-
GENERATING FUTURES INTELLIGENCE.

The following analogy can be helpful in 
understanding the pull of the future. There is a 
small anchor on sailing vessels that has a critical 
role. When there is no wind, this small anchor, 
known as the kedge, is tied to a long rope and sent 
out in a row boat with a few of the ship’s sailors. 
They travel in the direction the ship wants to 
sail and drop the kedge. Those remaining on the 
ship then pull themselves toward that location. 
Similarly, understanding the push of the future 
(the trends and emerging issues) allows us to 
successfully navigate or “pull” ourselves to our 

WHAT MAKES A GOOD FUTURIST?
In our VUCA environment, everyone in your organization must be a futurist, continually challenging biases and scanning the 
environment for hidden opportunities. Here is a list of attributes a good futurist should embody.
A good futurist should:

• Crave curiosity. As a futurist, it is more important to ask “why?” than “what?” so that we can dive into the root cause of an 
issue and understand the value shifts driving today’s trends. It is not uncommon for good futurists to explore so far into a 
trend that they forget where their journey began. In other words, if you feel like you have been down the rabbit hole while 
examining trends, you are probably doing it right!

• Act courageously. Thinking and acting on our futures intelligence takes courage. As humans we are wired to reject 
change, and the future is synonymous with change. A good futurist must recognize that the insights we share will make 
others feel uncomfortable, but it is in that discomfort that growth occurs.

• Welcome diversity. Foresight is a team sport. We all have biases and assumptions driven by our worldviews and mental 
maps. Exploring the future alongside a diverse set of peers ensures that we challenge our information filters.

• Think outrageously. The ability to think provocatively is paramount to being a good futurist. In order to expand our thinking 
(and that of our leadership and stakeholders), we must stretch our minds beyond our comfort zone. 

• Connect the dots. It is not enough to collect the dots (or trends). A good futurist must also connect them to uncover 
patterns. Nothing in our current landscape exists in isolation and trends are no exception. To understand what’s next, we 
must analyze the intersection of trends and make sense of the patterns they form.

• Think in multiples. A core principle of strategic foresight is that there is not one but unlimited futures before us. As good 
futurists, we must be able to think in simultaneous, multiple futures rather than the traditional, single, linear forecast. Being 
able to consider paths beyond the official future allows us to create robust and resilient strategies that will be successful no 
matter which future emerges.
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