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            “The future is not a script to be read but a muscle to be trained. Fortunately, you can’t ask for better personal trainers than Nicklas Berild Lundblad and David Skelton. This is an unusually insightful and brilliantly practical guide to the mindset and the tools you need to be ready for whatever comes next. Even though the future is always uncertain, I can make this certain prediction: you will love this book.”

            Johan Norberg, author of Peak Human and The Capitalist Manifesto

            “In today’s turbulent world, a robust process to explore possible future outcomes can be an important source of competitive advantage and preparedness. The authors provide an intelligent and accessible approach to developing a powerful habit to strengthen any business operation at any scale.”

            Scott Beaumont, former president of Google Asia Pacific

            “The Future Habit is a practical toolkit for navigating an uncertain and open future. Foresight isn’t mystical – it’s a learnable skill, and one that founders, operators and policymakers can’t afford to ignore. This book gives you frameworks to experiment with what’s coming. Read it.”

            Johannes Schildt, co-founder and CEO of healthcare startup Kry Livi

            “To lead today is to navigate a new landscape in a violent sandstorm. The old ways of plotting a safe route in a straight line won’t work here. That’s why we need the future habit. Here, two of the clearest and deepest thinkers give us simple and effective tools to find our way and make the future visible. Highly recommended.”

            Matt Brittin, former president of Google EMEA

            “In a world defined by complexity and radical uncertainty, foresight is no longer a luxury but a core duty of governance. Artificial intelligence is reshaping how we explore, model and engage with the future. David Skelton and Nicklas Berild Lundblad offer a timely and practical guide to these new tools, showing how AI can make the future more intelligible, usable and actionable.”

            Yannis Mastrogeorgiou, special secretary of strategic foresight, Presidency of the Greek Governmentii

            “By systematically scanning for change, stress-testing assumptions and comparing expectations with reality, individuals, businesses and governments can turn uncertainty from a source of anxiety into a source of advantage. In an age where AI dramatically lowers the cost of foresight, the question is no longer whether we can work with the future, but whether we make it a disciplined, everyday practice – before events force the lesson upon us.”

            Jimmy McLoughlin OBE, former Downing Street adviser and host of the Jimmy’s Jobs of the Future podcast

            “In our work as futurists we constantly search for ways to move beyond the surface-level data – from the litany of what is, to the deeper stories of what could be. The Future Habit is a wonderfully practical and pragmatic book that does just that. Lundblad and Skelton go deeper than the normal foresight approach, offering clear methods to search for the hidden narratives and metaphors that unconsciously shape our world. What is particularly innovative is how they provide a brilliant interface with AI models, not to predict the future but to help readers engage with it more creatively and effectively.”

            Sohail Inayatullah, UNESCO chair in futures studies, Sejahtera Centre for Sustainability and Humanity

            “Nicklas Berild Lundblad and David Skelton advocate a ‘future habit’, and that is exactly what politics must develop now if we want to save our democracies and our prosperity. It’s about the habit of thinking ahead to the future – before it hits us. It’s about radically different political thinking and working. Politics should prepare for the future, not chase after it.”

            Nadine Schön, co-author of NewState, member of the Bundestag 2009–2025 and deputy chairwoman of CDU Bundestag parliamentary group 2014–2025

            “Lundblad and Skelton have applied a keen understanding of business, politics and technology to create a lucid handbook for leaders who want to plan the future. Their remarkably readable book helps us develop a disciplined, repeatable practice of foresight to navigate an age of radical uncertainty and ‘compounding shocks’. Those who follow this approach … will master the future.”

            Ted Osius, former US ambassador to Vietnam and former president and CEO of the US–ASEAN Business Council
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            Prologue

         

         Nvidia spent many years as a graphics company designing chips used primarily in gaming. Today, it’s a powerhouse of the artificial intelligence (AI) revolution, with its market value growing from $89 billion in 2019 to, as we write this, somewhere around $4.5 trillion. The shift did not happen overnight but was based on the cultivation of foresight, among other strategic factors.

         Years before AI took off and throughout the so-called AI winter (a period of reduced interest and funding following AI’s early hype), the company built various scenarios regarding how AI might change the economy, from gently fizzling, to growing steadily, to exploding. They then ensured that the company was ready for the moment when AI gained significant momentum. President and CEO Jensen Huang had the vision to ensure that Nvidia kept investing through the quiet years, built the full kit (chips, easy-to-use software, ready-made machines), worked closely with researchers and even bought the ‘plumbing’ to move data quickly between thousands of chips. Essentially, it booked manufacturing capacity early so it could deliver at scale.viii

         This meant that when giant AI models arrived, Nvidia was ready. Developers already knew the tools, companies could buy systems off the shelf and rivals were left playing catch-up. Nvidia didn’t just sell chips – it set the template for modern AI computing. Huang joined a distinguished list of business leaders and innovators who prospered by seeing the future before it arrived: George Stephenson understood that the railways would usurp the horse; Thomas Edison saw a future where electricity, and the lightbulb more specifically, could transform work; Henry Ford recognised that the motorcar could transform the way we live and travel; and Alexander Graham Bell patented the telephone, sensing its transformative effect on the way we communicate.

         You don’t need to be a great visionary or inventor to better understand the future, however. We live in an age of compounding shocks and radical uncertainty. Hunkering down and hoping for the best is not a strategy. Uncertainty isn’t just risk; it’s a chance to gain an edge. The people and organisations that learn to work with the future – by mapping alternatives, testing assumptions and rehearsing decisions – turn that edge into durable advantage. Those who don’t are pushed around by events.

         Crucially, recent advances in AI and large language models (LLMs) put powerful foresight methods within reach of anyone with a smartphone. What once required months of analysis and large teams can now be prototyped in minutes: scanning weak signals, generating plausible scenarios, running narrative pre-mortems and stress-testing strategies.

         This book distils practices we’ve used in our careers working ixwith global technology companies into a practical playbook to help you develop a future habit. You’ll learn how to:

         
	Build scenarios that challenge your default assumptions.

            	Run pre-mortems that change the way you think about projects.

            	Utilise predictions and constantly improve your thinking.

            	Use AI prompts to simulate shocks and decision paths.

         

We also show how emerging tools can take you beyond the basics, into ‘integrated simulations’ and ‘parallel worlds’ that combine these methods to rehearse strategy under pressure. The future won’t slow down. But with a well-honed future habit you can meet it with confidence, advancing your business, your career and your decisions in a world that won’t sit still.

         By using this book to build your own future habit, the future is yours for the taking.x
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            PART I

            WHY YOU SHOULD GET A FUTURE HABIT

         

         In this section, we will introduce you to the concept of a future habit, showing you how to embed foresight in how you think, how you operate and how you make decisions. As part of this section, we will show you how developing a ‘foresight loop’ can help you to properly embed this future habit. We set out why building a future habit is essential to modern business and government and why those organisations that build a future habit into everything they do will be gaining a considerable competitive advantage.2

      

   


   
      
         
3
            Chapter 1

            A First Look at the Future Habit

         

         
            ‘We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an act but a habit.’

            – Will Durant, paraphrasing Aristotle

         

         For decades, the world’s most successful hedge funds have possessed a superpower: the ability to systematically work with the future, rather than simply react to it. The Renaissance Technologies Medallion Fund, one of the world’s most successful hedge funds, with its staggering 63.3 per cent compound returns over thirty years, could not have succeeded simply through better intuition or insider knowledge. Instead, they built what we call a ‘future habit’: a disciplined, repeatable practice of analysing patterns, testing probabilities and learning from outcomes. They transformed uncertainty from an enemy into an ally by making future thinking not a special event but their default mode of operation.

         This future habit, once the exclusive province of quantitative finance’s elite, is undergoing a profound democratisation. What once required teams of PhDs and proprietary algorithms can now be accessed through open-source platforms serving 4hundreds of thousands of users. The LEAN Engine provides modelling capabilities that exceed some of the best financial institutions in the world, while machine learning frameworks that once powered secretive trading strategies are freely available to anyone willing to learn. LLMs such as ChatGPT and Gemini have revolutionised how we use the internet; they can also, with the right prompts, act as powerful foresight tools. But the real revolution isn’t in the tools; it’s in the mindset they embody: treating the future as something to be systematically explored rather than feared or passively awaited. The future is now open for exploration at lower costs than ever before.

         The future habit can be thought of as a simple loop: first you scan the environment, then you model what you find, which will help you to crystallise your findings and decide how to act. Finally, you learn from your actions. We will go through all these different moments in the following chapters and high-light how AI can help at the different stages.

         Just as gyms democratised physical fitness by making equipment and expertise broadly accessible, today’s AI and analytical tools are democratising future thinking. The same probabilistic reasoning, scenario planning and systematic learning that hedge funds use to navigate market uncertainty can now be applied by any organisation, or even individual, facing an uncertain future. Hedge-fund thinking is increasingly available to anyone. Whether you’re predicting customer behaviour, managing supply chains or navigating technological disruption, the core practices remain remarkably similar: gather signals, build models and scenarios, test hypotheses, learn from outcomes and repeat.5

         Building this future habit requires more than adopting new tools; it demands a fundamental shift in how organisations approach decision-making. Shell’s five-decade scenario planning practice and Amazon’s ‘working backwards’ methodology demonstrate that the most successful organisations don’t just occasionally think about the future; they embed it into their decision-making processes. These practices become as routine as financial reporting or performance reviews, creating what we call a ‘future fitness’ that builds with each repetition.
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         The arrival of generative AI accelerates this transformation by reducing the friction that traditionally prevented organisations from maintaining consistent foresight practices. Where hedge funds once needed armies of analysts to track predictions, monitor signals and document lessons, much of this process can now be facilitated by AI. This isn’t about replacing human judgement; it’s about creating the conditions where future thinking can become genuinely habitual, transforming from an interesting exercise into an essential organisational capability. The question facing every organisation today isn’t whether to develop a future habit, but how quickly they can build one before their competitors do.6

         Organisations that successfully navigate uncertainty build a future habit and use this habit to influence decision-making and develop stronger, more resilient strategies. This should be the goal of all your foresight work. In this chapter we will set out the prerequisites for successfully working with the future, making it a habit and ensuring it sticks. As we dig deeper into specific techniques and methods in the rest of the book, it makes sense to come back to the ideas here – they are the foundation of any individual’s or organisation’s success in working with foresight.

         BUILDING FUTURE FITNESS

         Like any skill worth having, working with the future improves with repetition and practice. The organisations that gain the most from foresight work aren’t those that commission a single brilliant scenario exercise or run one insightful pre-mortem – they’re the ones that make these practices routine, building ‘future fitness’. This ‘future fitness’, just like physical fitness honed in the gym, is built from regular and structured foresight activity, rather than one-off exercises in showmanship.

         Building the future muscle requires three key elements:

         
	
Regularity. Establish a consistent rhythm for foresight work, whether it’s through monthly pre-mortems (see Chapter 6), quarterly prediction reviews or annual scenario refreshes.

            	
Integration. Connect futures work directly to planning and decision-making processes, ensuring insights flow into action.7


            	
Accountability. Track and evaluate how well your futures work actually improved decisions, creating a feedback loop for continuous improvement.

         

This point cannot be stressed enough: this method is used for leadership teams when they make decisions. Before embarking on any foresight project, the key is to ask which decisions it will inform and how. If there is not a clear and robust answer to these questions, the whole exercise risks becoming a waste of everyone’s time.

         Through this repeated practice, future thinking becomes embedded in the organisation’s decision-making processes. It shifts from being a specialised activity to a default mode of operation, part of how work gets done on ordinary days. This habitual engagement with the future creates an institutional capacity to identify promising opportunities and navigate towards them systematically.

         The ‘working backwards’ process used at Amazon, where teams start from the future press release and FAQ for any product they want to build, illustrates how futures work becomes most valuable when transformed from an episodic exercise into a consistent organisational practice. At Amazon, it’s not a special event that occurs annually or quarterly; it’s how teams naturally approach innovation. It demonstrates how a structured method for engaging with future possibilities, when practiced regularly, becomes a distinctive capability that shapes an organisation’s trajectory over time.

         What makes this approach particularly effective is how it combines imaginative speculation with practical constraints. 8The ‘future press release’ must be plausible enough to guide actual development work, while still ambitious enough to drive meaningful innovation. This balance between the aspirational and the achievable characterises effective future thinking in practice – it is neither untethered from reality nor confined by present limitations.

         Throughout this book we will be emphasising the importance of adopting approaches such as Amazon’s, which enable the user to immerse themselves in potential future states and mentally locate themselves in the future as much as possible. A variety of businesses across sectors have begun to incorporate foresight techniques, understanding that this helps to create competitive advantage. IKEA, for example, has become a regular user of foresight techniques for a variety of purposes; this is particularly important for a company that can be impacted by multiple factors, from supply-chain changes to shifts in consumer preferences and behaviour. Jesper Brodin, former CEO of Ingka Holding, IKEA’s largest franchisee, has talked about the end of an age ‘when the world seemed relatively stable, trends were predictable and this could be translated into a more or less credible multi-year business plan’. Instead, foresight techniques have given the company what it calls ‘agility’. In this book we will show how to utilise foresight techniques to create this agility and to prevent companies becoming flat-footed when circumstances change.

         For well over a decade, the Swedish company has also used market research and foresight techniques to produce its ‘Life at Home’ report, which considers how people’s needs and expectations of their home will evolve over the next decade. This 9illustrates how the tools and techniques we will be showcasing can create genuine comparative advantage by understanding the future ahead of the competition. This future habit will become an essential part of business success.

         At the outset of the Covid pandemic, the Marriott International hotel group were clear that the disruption would have a considerable impact on their business model. They used scenario planning to consider a variety of post-Covid recovery models, which included a quick bounce-back, a permanent reduction in business travel, regional variations and a shift to combining business and leisure (described, rather toe-curlingly, as ‘bleisure’). This enabled Marriott to implement a number of changes, including to room layouts, pricing strategies and their Bonvoy loyalty scheme. A thorough use of future thinking left Marriott well placed to respond quickly to changing consumer habits, meaning they could quickly capture a large rise in domestic leisure travel and enabled different brands to build in resilience. Throughout this book, we’ll show how foresight techniques can lead to better decision-making and a greater capacity to navigate change, as was the case with Marriott and many other organisations.

         THE SECOND TIME AROUND IS THE MOST VALUABLE

         One of the most underappreciated aspects of futures work is that its value compounds over time. The first time an organisation conducts a scenario-planning exercise or prediction tournament (we will explain more about these later), the primary benefit comes from the immediate insights generated, as well as greater 10familiarisation with the tools and techniques. But the second time around, something more powerful emerges: the ability to compare what actually happened with what was anticipated.

         This comparison creates a meta-learning process that goes beyond specific content. Teams begin to recognise patterns in their blind spots, identify consistent biases in their thinking and develop more sophisticated mental models of change in their environment.

         This is why we argue that the second iteration of any futures process is more valuable than the first – and the third more valuable still. The learning curve is steep, and organisations that climb it consistently outperform those that start afresh each time.

         There are some steps that can be taken to maximise this compounding value:

         
	Start with decision-making: where will foresight work inform the decisions that the organisation makes?

            	Archive all futures work in accessible formats.

            	Schedule regular review sessions to compare expectations with outcomes.

            	Document lessons learned explicitly, creating an organisational memory.

            	Adjust methods based on what has worked and what hasn’t.

         

THE PACE OF LEARNING: KEY TO COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE

         In rapidly changing environments, your organisation’s ability to learn faster than competitors may be its most sustainable 11advantage. You shouldn’t just care about accumulating more information; instead you want to shorten the time between forming hypotheses about the future, testing them and incorporating the lessons you learn.

         Pixar provides an instructive example here. Their ‘Brain Trust’ process represents a form of ongoing, collaborative futures work. Directors present works-in-progress to peers, who help identify potential problems and opportunities long before films reach audiences. This accelerates learning tremendously, allowing teams to adjust when changes are still relatively inexpensive. Over time, this faster learning cycle has translated directly into creative and commercial success.

         This variation of what is called a ‘pre-mortem process’ – starting with the imagined death of a project and then considering how to prevent it – encourages critical thinking, discourages wishful groupthink and ensures that any project is properly interrogated before it is launched. We will show how you can use this powerful technique, along with several others, to make a real difference to both your business and your personal life.

         Similarly, Zara’s fashion retail model relies on extraordinarily rapid learning about consumer preferences. Rather than betting big on seasonal predictions, they make small bets continuously, manufacture in small batches, and carefully track what sells. This approach allows them to learn from the market in near real time, adjusting production accordingly. In essence, they’ve built a system that learns faster than competitors, giving them a distinct edge despite having fewer resources than many fashion giants. And being able to identify trends, 12patterns and signals before your competitors is priceless in today’s fast-moving corporate environment.

         Both the Pixar and Zara examples illustrate how organisational habits that accelerate learning create lasting competitive advantage. The future tools we’ll explore in this book – scenarios, pre-mortems, predictions and games – all contribute to this acceleration when they’re integrated into regular operations rather than treated as special events.

         Every organisation struggles with this. It might be tempting to think that your organisation can’t do it, just as it might be tempting to skip the gym because you think you will never be able to do a pull-up, but just as in the gym, progression goes through stages. Most organisations are not future fit – and that is OK. Anyone can become better with practice, and the dividends are considerable.

         One way of assessing your organisation is to try to figure out where your organisation is today, and where you want to be tomorrow.

         INTEGRATING FUTURES WORK INTO DECISION-MAKING RHYTHMS

         For futures work to become habitual, it must find natural places within existing decision-making processes in the organisation. It’s human nature to resist brand-new processes, so we shouldn’t be looking to create new friction points. Instead, we should look to integrate foresight into existing processes and, in doing so, make these processes much more impactful and effective. Organisations excel because of what they routinely 13do well – these habits need to be grown, curated and tended to. Integration surfaces – the places in the organisation where foresight can be used for better decision-making – differ by organisation, but several common opportunities exist.

         STRATEGIC PLANNING CYCLES

         The annual or quarterly strategic planning process provides an obvious integration point for futures work. Before setting objectives and allocating resources, organisations can use scenario planning to explore the environment they’ll be operating in, or prediction markets to establish probabilities for key assumptions. This helps to shape the framework for planning cycles and forces teams to challenge assumptions on a regular basis. Such a process helps ensure that plans and strategies are both resilient and agile.

         Johnson & Johnson has built scenario planning into its long-range strategic toolkit, particularly in businesses facing high regulatory, technological and market uncertainty. While practices vary across its decentralised operating companies, many divisions use scenario analysis during multi-year strategy and portfolio reviews to stress-test investment choices, explore regulatory and innovation pathways, and maintain strategic options under uncertainty. In this way, foresight work informs how strategic decisions are framed and evaluated, rather than serving as a standalone futures exercise.

         PROJECT APPROVALS AND REVIEWS

         Major investment decisions represent another natural integration point. Before approving significant projects, organisations 14can conduct pre-mortems to identify potential failure modes (the ways in which projects go sideways) and establish kill criteria (clear criteria for when a project should be discontinued or rethought from the ground up). During project reviews, they can assess which anticipated risks materialised and which didn’t, creating a learning feedback loop.

         Google’s famous ‘postmortems without the post’ (essentially pre-mortems) have become a standard part of their project management practice. Teams are expected to imagine potential failures before projects begin, and leadership reviews explicitly consider these risk assessments when making funding decisions. As noted earlier, Shell will use scenario planning before making major investment or divestment decisions, building a much richer approach to how an investment will play out than a traditional, and one-dimensional, risk register.

         LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

         Futures work can also become habitual through integration with leadership development processes. By teaching future methods to rising leaders and creating opportunities for them to practise these approaches, organisations build future thinking into their management DNA.

         The US military does this systematically through war games and scenario exercises at institutions like the National Defense University. Officers at various stages of their careers participate in futures work not as a special activity but as an integral part of their professional development. The Centre for Strategic Futures, the foresight unit based in Singapore’s Prime 15Minister’s Office, provides so-called FutureCraft training to civil servants on the basics of foresight work (see p. 48). This helps to ensure that the principles and practice of foresight continue to be embedded across government in Singapore.

         ORGANISATIONAL BARRIERS AND ENABLERS

         Organisations typically resist foresight work, since it forces change and change is often costly and difficult. If you are serious about implementing a foresight capability, it is key to be aware of how organisations reject and resist focusing on the future. Here are some of the more common barriers.

         BARRIERS TO HABIT FORMATION

         
	
Short-term incentives. When bonuses and promotions are tied exclusively to quarterly results, foresight work feels like a distraction.

            	
Execution mindset. Organisations with strong ‘execution cultures’ sometimes struggle with activities that don’t produce immediate, tangible outcomes.

            	
Method fetishism. Becoming overly attached to specific foresight methods can prevent adaptation as needs change.

            	
Leadership inconsistency. When leaders treat futures work as discretionary during busy periods, they signal that such work is not truly essential.

         

You can overcome these barriers, however, by focusing on some of the following actions.16

         ENABLERS OF HABIT FORMATION

         
	
Executive sponsorship. Visible participation from senior leaders signals that futures work is valued.

            	
Decision integration. Clear connections between futures insights and decision-making, including resource allocation, reinforce the work’s importance.

            	
Cultural permission. An environment where thoughtful dissent and alternative perspectives are welcomed makes futures work more productive.

            	
Methodological flexibility. Adapting future methods to fit the organisation’s context and needs increases adoption.

         

MAKING IT PERSONAL

         While we’ve focused on organisational habits, the most powerful catalyst for change often comes from individual leaders who personally incorporate future thinking into their routines. When influential people in an organisation consistently demonstrate these habits, they spread throughout the culture.

         Jeff Bezos exemplifies this through his annual shareholder letters, which regularly explore long-term trends and their implications. By consistently communicating about the future, he has shaped Amazon’s culture to value long-term thinking across the organisation.

         Satya Nadella exemplifies personal future habits through sustained reading across cognitive science, systems thinking and economic history, combined with early, hands-on engagement with emerging technologies. His direct interactions with OpenAI well before generative AI became mainstream helped 17shape a shared leadership understanding of AI as a platform shift rather than a product feature. These practices reduced organisational surprise, enabled an unconventional partnership structure and contributed to Microsoft’s broader cultural shift towards anticipatory, option-oriented strategy.

         Individual leaders can develop personal futures habits through simple practices:

         
	Maintaining a ‘futures journal’ where they record predictions, review them regularly and reflect on what they’re learning.

            	Establishing a diverse reading routine that includes perspectives from adjacent industries and disciplines.

            	Creating personal learning loops by regularly reviewing past decisions and their outcomes.

            	Building networks that include people with different mental models (ways in which we understand the world and how it works, ranging from economics to biology) and time horizons (which can vary from weeks to decades).

            	Using their communications within the organisation to encourage the development of a future habit.

         

But, more than anything, showing care about the future when making decisions is key to signalling to the rest of the organisation that foresight work is how things are done in an organisation.

         A SIMPLE STARTER HABIT: THE FUTURES REVIEW

         For organisations looking to begin building future habits, we recommend a simple quarterly or monthly practice we call the 18‘futures review’. This two-hour session follows a straightforward format and starts with everyone in the team coming up with a few predictions and/or scenarios in an initial session. Set a regular reminder in your favourite calendar or AI model, record your predictions and your reasons for making them and then run through the following routine.

         
	
Review predictions (30 minutes). Evaluate predictions made in previous sessions. What happened as expected? What surprised us? Were our assumptions wrong or have circumstances changed? What does this tell us about our mental models?

            	
Horizon scanning (30 minutes). What new signals are we seeing? What trends are accelerating or decelerating? What doesn’t fit our existing narratives?

            	
Update scenarios (30 minutes). How do our existing scenarios need to be adjusted based on what we’ve learned? Are new scenarios emerging?

            	
Implications for action (30 minutes). What decisions or resource allocations should we reconsider based on this review? What new options should we explore? This is the hardest bit, as most members of the team will be inclined towards not changing anything, simply because change is hard.

         

The simplicity of this format makes it sustainable as a regular practice. Over time, as the organisation builds comfort with foresight thinking, more sophisticated methods can be incorporated.19

         Developing consistent future habits remains challenging for most organisations: quarterly priorities intrude, urgent matters displace important future considerations and the discipline of revisiting past predictions often falters. Here, generative AI offers promise not just as an analytical tool but as a mechanism for establishing and maintaining the rhythm of foresight work.

         Consider the quarterly futures review we’ve recommended. Many organisations enthusiastically adopt such practices only to see them gradually fade as competing priorities emerge. Generative AI can serve as a kind of institutional memory and prompting system that helps maintain this cadence in several ways.

         First, AI systems can automatically collect and organise the raw materials needed for effective reviews. Rather than requiring teams to manually gather past predictions, relevant news, emerging signals and performance data, an AI system can continuously monitor these inputs and prepare structured briefing materials ahead of each review session. This reduces the activation energy required for each cycle, making it more likely that the practice continues even during busy periods. And this matters: a large threshold for many organisations is to have someone that does the important work of tracking future and foresight work.

         For example, a system might track the specific predictions made in previous sessions, automatically categorise relevant developments that have occurred since and prepare a first-draft assessment of which predictions proved accurate and which didn’t. The human team still provides the judgement 20and decision-making, but the cognitive overhead of preparation is substantially reduced.

         Second, these systems can provide spaced repetition (a key technique in memorisation and education, where the learner comes back to the subject matter in time intervals to ensure that the subject settles into long-term memory) of key insights, helping organisations internalise what they’ve learned. Just as effective learning often requires revisiting material at strategic intervals, organisational learning benefits from periodically reengaging with past futures work. An AI system might periodically resurface important scenarios, overlooked signals or particularly insightful pre-mortems, keeping these mental models fresh in the organisation’s collective consciousness between formal review sessions.

         Ensuring that decision-making takes place against the backdrop of foresight insights is key here. Success with repeated scenario-planning cycles demonstrates how learning compounds when organisations systematically revisit their thinking. AI can strengthen this compounding effect by ensuring that insights from each cycle are carried forward systematically rather than haphazardly based on which participants happen to remember them.

         Third, and perhaps most valuably, AI can help establish accountability for the futures review process itself. By tracking participation, documenting insights generated and connecting futures work to subsequent decisions, these systems can make visible the often-invisible work of learning from the future. A simple dashboard showing how regularly reviews occur, 21which predictions were assessed and what actions resulted provides the kind of feedback loop that helps habits take root.

         An organisation with clear expectations, which has accountability built into its organisational rhythms, will derive clear benefits by integrating scenario planning into its strategic decision-making process. AI systems can help to create such structures in organisations.

         The technical implementation need not be complex. At its simplest, an AI system could:

         
	Send automated prompts for quarterly reviews based on an organisation’s calendar.

            	Prepare briefing documents that summarise past predictions and relevant developments.

            	Generate first-draft assessments of prediction accuracy to spark discussion.

            	Document decisions and new predictions emerging from each review session.

            	Track the connection between future insights and subsequent strategic choices.

         

A competitive advantage comes not from occasional predictions about trends, even if such predictions are brilliant, but from a systematic habit of making small bets, learning quickly and adjusting accordingly. Generative AI can help organisations develop tight learning cycles for their futures work by reducing friction in the feedback process.

         What makes this approach particularly valuable is how it 22addresses one of the most common failure modes in organisational futures work: the tendency to treat it as an interesting but ultimately optional activity that can be deferred when urgent matters arise. By reducing the cognitive overhead of maintaining the practice and increasing its visibility, AI helps future thinking transition from an occasional exercise to a genuine organisational habit.

         Amazon’s ‘working backwards’ process became powerful precisely because it was embedded in routine operations rather than treated as a special event. Similarly, futures reviews become most valuable when they’re a regular, expected part of how an organisation thinks about its work. Generative AI, properly implemented, can help create the conditions for this habituation – not by automating the thinking itself, but by reducing the friction that often prevents organisations from thinking consistently about the future.

         LESSONS

         
	The value of future work compounds dramatically when it becomes habitual rather than episodic.

            	Integration with existing organisational processes – strategic planning, project approvals, leadership development – is essential for sustainability.

            	The second and subsequent iterations of any futures process deliver more value than the first as learning accumulates.

            	In fast-changing environments, accelerating your learning cycle creates sustainable competitive advantage.23


            	Personal futures habits among influential leaders catalyse broader organisational adoption.

            	Start simple with regular reviews that connect futures thinking directly to action, then build sophistication over time.

         

Remember that the ultimate test of your foresight work isn’t how elegant your scenarios are or how accurate your predictions prove – it’s whether your organisation consistently learns faster and makes better decisions than your competitors about the emerging landscape you all operate in. When foresight work becomes habitual, this accelerated learning becomes a distinctive capability that others can’t easily replicate.24
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            Chapter 2

            What’s Going On Here?

         

         
            ‘To see things as they are. Substance, cause and purpose.’

            – Marcus Aurelius

         

         In 2019, WeWork was valued at $47 billion. Their diagnosis of the business environment? ‘The world is shifting to flexible work, and we’re perfectly positioned to capture it.’ What they missed in their environmental scan proved fatal: Covid, rising interest rates that would crush their business model, a commercial real estate glut in major cities and, most critically, a generational shift in how start-ups were being valued. Their thinking about the future had become myopic and self-serving; they ignored unfavourable trends and assumed that favourable trends would continue indefinitely. By focusing only on the favourable winds – urbanisation, the gig economy, millennials’ work preferences – they built a strategy on quicksand. Within months, their valuation collapsed by 80 per cent.

         Contrast this with Microsoft’s diagnosis in 2014. New CEO Satya Nadella didn’t just ask, ‘What’s happening in tech?’ He systematically mapped six converging forces: mobile-first 26computing; cloud infrastructure maturity; AI breakthroughs; open-source adoption; subscription economics; and enterprise digital transformation. This diagnosis led to strategic bets that transformed Microsoft from a fading giant into one of the world’s most valuable companies. The difference? Microsoft built what we call a ‘shared model of reality’ – a systematic, honest diagnosis of their environment that became the foundation for every strategic decision. By contrast, WeWork built a one-sided model of the future founded on wishful thinking.

         In this chapter we will look at how we can develop the ‘scan’ phase of the future habit with a simple model that you can apply across domains and projects.

         THE QUESTION YOU SHOULD ALWAYS ASK

         Building a shared model of our current reality is the most important building block of working with the future. The focus should be building a diagnosis of the world as it is, rather than a world formed of our wishful thinking. This requires a thorough analysis of key driving forces (those various forces that have a direct impact on our strategic environment) and those trends that might impact your organisation over the coming years, rather than limiting your attention to the most important items in your inbox today.

         Building this diagnosis, or shared model reality, is the first step towards using the tools and techniques we discuss throughout this book to help build a more resilient business and a robust strategy. Fundamentally, a strategy can quickly 27become redundant if it doesn’t have sufficient awareness of the strategic environment in which it will be operating.

         In his seminal work Good Strategy, Bad Strategy, strategist Richard Rumelt has suggested that all strategy work can be broken down into three steps. The first is the diagnosis, the second is the search for a guiding policy to address the challenge or crux of the diagnosis, and the third is consistent action that supports that policy and the strategy. He calls this the ‘kernel’ of every strategy: a good strategy has all three; a bad strategy contains less than three and sometimes none of the three.1

         Good futures work shares a lot with strategy work, but most importantly it shares that first step: the diagnosis, during which we scan the world. In order to know where we are heading, we must know where we are on the map. Orienting ourselves in any foresight work requires that we spend time understanding the current state of affairs. Rumelt notes that this comes down to a surprisingly simple question: ‘What is going on here?’

         How do we best answer this question? We have to step back and look at our industry, society and the company itself from the outside and then break the question down into sub-questions.

         One common way of doing this is to break it down into the following categories, using what is sometimes called a PESTLE (political, economic, social, technical, legal and environmental) analysis.2 For each element of the analysis it is important to ask ‘What is going on here?’ as a base question and consider the broader narrative for each element. Let’s go through them one by one.28

         POLITICAL

         Politics impacts every element of the business environment. Political approaches to regulation, tax and a wide range of other issues have a direct impact on how a business works and is run. A whole new world of scrutiny and pressure is opened up when politicians start to pass comments on a business. To consider the political, we should also ask a number of key questions. What is happening in the political world? Start from the macro-perspective: what is the political mood? The key trends? At the time of writing, the key terms used to describe politics include ‘polarisation’ and ‘nostalgia’ – but what do such terms mean in practice? Try to describe how this macro-perspective affects the actions and decisions of politicians and what patterns of decision-making you can see emerge, as well as how preferences are rank-ordered. Moving on to the meso-level, discuss your industry, the section of society that you are engaged with and how that is embedded in or divorced from the political mood. And then look at the micro-level: how politics directly impacts your company in different ways.

         When doing this political analysis, it is always important to consider the trends that might lie under the surface, which might quickly become important. Think back to 2012, for example. Mitt Romney was the Republican presidential candidate, campaigning on a free-trade, free-market, pro-immigration platform; David Cameron was the UK’s pro-European Union Conservative Prime Minister. Look below the surface, however, and you would have seen simmering hostility among grassroots Republicans to immigration and the impact of free trade, as well as growing anti-EU feeling in 29the UK. Fast forward four years and the impact of these trends would become clear. By conducting this diagnosis properly, it becomes an early attempt at discerning how undercurrents might develop into key trends.

         ECONOMIC

         Here we look at the overall economic trends: the possibility of recession, the economic mood and the key narratives. We might consider the potential of, say, rising unemployment, increasing inflation or stagnating real wages. As we know, these economic factors can have a considerable impact on how the future develops. Take the rise in prices and inflation in the 2022–24 period as an example. This economic factor had considerable political, technological and environmental consequences.

         Narrative economics, as developed by Robert J. Shiller and others, provides a helpful tool here.3 If you can detail the key stories told in economics, and how they are repeated and amplified, you will find that very helpful. What does the job market look like? What are the growth prospects? Again, go through the macro-meso-micro distinction and explore these issues closely.

         SOCIAL

         The social element is where you look at people more closely. Look first at the statistical dimensions, demographics especially but also crime, sentiment and social challenges. Issues like the level of immigration might well be important, as are polls that look at salience, trends in key issues and what the public view as the most important matters of the day. Considering these issues might be an important indicator of future 30trends. One of the most powerful polling questions belongs here: do you think your kids will be better off than you are? This question is important because it touches on the way that we all frame the future, from personal concerns and relationships. In the UK, analysing the annual treasure trove of the British Social Attitudes survey can be a remarkable source of information about social trends. Similarly, official publications such as those produced by the Office for National Statistics can be invaluable. Exploring the public mood, social trends and behaviours will be important in this element of the analysis. As with all of these categories, it is important to show imagination when considering social issues and trends, by looking beneath the surface and considering emerging trends and patterns.

         TECHNOLOGICAL

         This is perhaps more straightforward, but look not only at the state of technology, but work to figure out possible road maps across six, twelve and eighteen months – what is happening and what are the major changes? What are people undervaluing and overvaluing? A key reminder here is to move beyond the hype and try to understand real technology diffusion patterns. Technology develops along two different dimensions: use and capability. Capabilities may grow quickly, but unless they are used, they matter little for what happens in the world. The use–capability gap is a key factor to keep in mind: if you try to envision the future based on just one of these dimensions, you will ultimately fail.31

         LEGAL

         Changes in legislation, pending regulation and regulatory investigations shape the landscape and markets in a much more thorough way than has commonly been understood. In recent years, large companies have considerably increased their teams dealing with regulatory and legal issues, with boards understanding that regulation can often be the difference between corporate success and failure. In many of these cases, however, companies still haven’t shown the level of imagination required for effective futures work. They’ve considered legal and regulatory challenges now, rather than what they might be in the future.

         ENVIRONMENTAL

         With climate change leading to increasingly extreme weather, it seems self-evident that the climate is something to consider, but many working with the future discount it, because of the perceived slow burn and the slow rate of change. However, the growth of extreme weather events, even in the past few years, shows that environmental factors are likely to have a much nearer-term impact than many realise. This means that you can probably find some interesting insights by looking at changes brought about in this space.

         USING THIS ANALYSIS

         We will be using the ‘what is going on here?’ question to guide many of the tools that we talk about in this book. As such, getting this element of the analysis or diagnosis right is essential.32

         The examples above are just a choice few. You will most likely have your own, and moving through these categories, incessantly asking ‘what is going on here?’ and writing down the answer, is the key. And remember that ‘writing this down’ really requires that you write down a narrative, not just bullet points. We return to this point again and again, but it cannot be stressed enough: you do not have an answer unless you have written it down and shared it with others, as well as keeping it so you can revisit your own assumptions. It may be an oversimplification, but one key product of foresight work is the stories we write down.

         Ideally, you should consider these key developments separately from your team in order to discourage groupthink. However, once you have this diagnosis, you should share it with others. If you are really serious, you will pick a small team where everyone will write their own diagnosis, and you will compare, contrast and discuss – and then merge the narratives into one (a pro tip: assign a single writer for that; do not write by committee).

         The value of producing this will be immediate in that it helps you build your shared model of reality, but the greater value will be when you return to the diagnosis in six months to explore if it really made sense, what you missed and where you were right.

         USING AI FOR ROBUST DIAGNOSIS

         The emergence of powerful generative AI systems, particularly LLMs, represents one of the most significant technological shifts 33in how we can approach the diagnostic process. These tools offer unprecedented capabilities to enhance our sense-making, pattern recognition and narrative development. They provide access to analytical abilities and powerful information that individuals and even small teams would not have had access to before. It’s important to use the power of these tools to build a robust diagnosis. Let’s explore practical ways to use these tools in developing a shared model of reality.

         ENHANCING ENVIRONMENTAL SCANNING

         One of the most valuable applications of generative AI in futures work is supercharging your environmental scanning across the PESTLE categories:

         
	
Trend detection and synthesis. Feed an LLM multiple industry reports, news articles and research papers, then ask it to identify recurring patterns or emerging themes. Try prompts like:
        
               
               
	‘Based on these industry reports, what three emerging trends appear to be gaining momentum but aren’t yet widely discussed?’

                  	‘Compare the narratives in these economic forecasts and identify points of consensus and disagreement.’

               



            	
Counter-narrative generation. Research from the Good Judgment Project shows that significant consideration of opposing viewpoints improves prediction accuracy.4 Ask your AI to:
        
               
               
	‘Generate three contrarian perspectives to our current assumptions about [insert industry trend].’34


                  	‘Outline blind spots in our analysis of [political/economic/social] factors.’

                  	‘Tell me which underlying issues/trends might make politics/economics/society look different in five years.’

               



            	
Cross-domain pollination. LLMs excel at making connections across traditionally siloed domains:
        
               
               
	‘How might trends in [consumer technology] affect patterns in [B2B industry]?’

                  	‘What analogies from [a different industry] might provide insight into our current situation?’

               



            	
Data. Consistently ask the model to add data sources that you can use and build on later on in the work in everything from predictions to simulations.
        
               
               
	List and provide links to all relevant data for different components in the PESTLE analysis.

               



         

REFINING YOUR DIAGNOSTIC QUESTIONS

         The quality of your answers depends on the quality of your questions. Generative AI can help refine and expand your questioning:

         
	
Question expansion. Start with your basic ‘what’s going on here?’ and use an LLM to generate more specific sub-questions tailored to your context:
        
               
               
	‘Based on our industry position, what are the most important sub-questions we should be asking about the current market environment?’

                  	‘What questions would a contrarian strategist ask about our current situation?’35


               



            	
Assumption surfacing. Explicitly identify hidden assumptions in your thinking:
        
               
               
	‘What unstated assumptions might underlie our current perspective on [market/technology/regulation]?’

                  	‘What would have to be true for our current strategy to fail? Or for it to succeed dramatically?’

               



            	
Historical pattern recognition. LLMs can help identify relevant historical parallels:
        
               
               
	‘What historical situations or transitions most closely resemble our current industry dynamics?’

                  	‘How did companies successfully navigate similar transitions in the past?’

               



         

FROM DATA TO NARRATIVE

         Perhaps the most powerful application of generative AI is in helping transform fragmented insights into coherent narratives:

         
	
Narrative construction. After collecting insights across PESTLE categories, use an LLM to weave them into an initial narrative draft:
        
               
               
	‘Synthesise these insights into a coherent story about our current market position and the forces shaping it.’

                  	‘Create multiple alternative narratives that could explain the same set of observations.’

               



            	
Narrative stress-testing. Once you have a narrative, test its robustness:
        
               
               
	‘What evidence would contradict this narrative?’

                  	‘What early warning signals would suggest this narrative is incorrect?’36


                  	‘How might this narrative evolve over the next twelve to twenty-four months?’

               



            	
Multi-perspective narratives. Generate narratives from different stakeholder perspectives:
        
               
               
	‘Rewrite this market narrative from the perspective of our customers/competitors/regulators.’

                  	‘How would this situation be described by someone with a different time horizon (short-term trader against long-term investor)?’

               



         

COLLABORATIVE AI-ASSISTED DIAGNOSIS

         The most effective approach combines human and machine intelligence in a collaborative process:

         
	
Independent diagnosis comparison. Have team members independently interact with an LLM using the same diagnostic prompts, then compare the resulting narratives. This helps reveal how different mental models shape perceptions.

            	
Sentiment analysis. Use AI to analyse the emotional tone of your diagnosis:
        
               
               
	‘Is our collective diagnosis overly optimistic, pessimistic, or balanced?’

                  	‘What emotional responses might be colouring our analysis?’

               



            	
Temporal expansion. Extend your thinking across multiple time horizons:
        
               
               
	‘How would this diagnosis change if we were thinking about next quarter rather than the next decade?’37


                  	‘What factors become more or less important at different time scales?’

               



            	
Build model dialogues. Use one model to criticise another’s diagnosis and work through the tensions.

         

TOP THREE CHALLENGES

         If you are really pressed for time and want to try to build a shared model, a first step can be to ask everyone in the team to write down what they think the top three challenges are that they are working to solve. Another version of this is to ask for the top three questions they want answers to. Then compare the different answers and discuss. This is a cheap and easy way to get a discussion started, and we find that it works well for those groups who are convinced that they already have a shared model of reality, only to find out that their models of reality are not actually shared in any way, shape or form.

         HORIZONS – HOW LONG IS YOUR FUTURE?

         Another calibration exercise that is often helpful, and where the outcome might not be a shared view but an understanding of the necessarily different views of different individuals, is to ask how long the future your colleagues or partners are considering is. Are they thinking in a two-year horizon, three years, or even ten? This question seeks to understand in what space they are looking for a future edge, how long their horizons are and how that is related to what they perceive their role and mission to be within the organisation.

         Answers to these questions can be very different. One of 38us was once asked what we were working on by a very senior leader and, having heard the answer, they shook their head, saying, ‘All of those things are due in the next six months. If you are working on them, who is thinking about what happens after those six months? You should have hired a leadership team that worries about that, and you should think about what happens once they have solved those problems.’ The higher up in an organisation you are, or the more focused on strategic advantage you are, the longer your horizon should be. A good question to ask before you join an organisation is if their CEO is focused on the next six months, and if so, why.

         In addition to division of labour, we must also have a division of horizons if we are serious about the future.

         LESSONS

         
	A shared model of reality, built through robust diagnosis, focused on the question, ‘What is going on here?’ is a key first step in all foresight work.

            	Break down the question and write out a story about what exactly is going on – no bullets: stories force cohesion and logic.

            	Explore shared models of reality through drawing, making games et cetera: this will help create a tangible experience and ground the foresight work you want to engage in.

            	Understand the division of horizons in a company and how it affects your work.

            	Consider how generative AI can enhance your diagnostic 39process by expanding horizons, surfacing assumptions, identifying patterns and helping craft compelling narratives.
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