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Andy Hines is st uck in t raff ic.  Predictable enough for  Houston at  rush hour,  but  
frust rat ing none the less. The 44- year-old gest iculates with a wiry , tat tooed arm  at  t he 
lines of red tail-  light s forecast ing a slow drive ahead, but  focuses m ost  of h is ire on 
som ething less im m ediately  tangible:  the future. Or rather, the role of futurology -  h is 
chosen profession -  in the corporate world. 

" I  should have just  got t en an MBA,"  Hines says, explain ing t hat  fut urist s are seldom  
given credit  for t heir ideas w it hin t he big organisat ions where they work. "Even if you are 
the first  one to see som ething,  by the t im e it  gets acted on, 15 other  guys have 
intervened."  And it 's not  just  t he m ainst ream  that  belit t les t he profession,  he says.  The 
big nam es in the f ield wr it e a best selling book and then quick ly  dissociate them selves 
from  " t he rest  of us knuck leheads" . " I t 's a new f ield,"  he adds with a sm ile.  " I  wouldn't  
do anything else.  But  it  at t ract s som e cranks."  

We would all love to be able t o see the future.  Will she m arry m e? What  will happen to 
house prices? How w ill I  die? The urge goes back t o t he oracle in the tem ple at  Delphi, t o 
Nost radam us staring into t he flam es and ut tering his gnom ic predict ions,  and t o the 
Victor ians at tem pt ing contact  w ith the aft erlife t hrough a seance or  a ouija board.  But  
where the Rom ans consulted the ent rails of slaughtered bulls,  fut ur ist s -  as dist inct  from  
st rategic planners -  depend on a different  set  of int erconnected system s:  fringe 
newspapers,  websit es and newslet t ers;  hum an expert s;  and the world around us, which  
contains "m em ories of the future" ,  in futurist  parlance. 

Meanwhile, ahead of Hines's silver  Ford Mustang GT convert ib le, a painful m em ory of t he 
past  rears up against  t he sunset :  t he deserted skyscraper of Enron,  the failed energy 
t rading com pany t hat  called Houston hom e before it s shock bankruptcy.  Such sudden 
collapses aren't  new to Hines,  who m oved to Texas for  a m aster 's degree in " futures 
studies"  in 1987, j ust  as oil pr ices were plum m et ing in a downward turn of the oil cycle.  
The area's oil workers,  he recalls, who had thought  t he boom  would cont inue forever ,  
"were just  walk ing out  of their  houses and leaving t heir  m ortgages" .  I n 1990,  he star t ed 
his first  job at  a sm all fut ures consultancy in Washington, DC, w ith t he slogan " the future 
is our  business" . While futurist s st rain t o dist inguish them selves from  new-age palm  
readers,  ast rologers and t ea- leaf gazers,  they em phasise too that  they are not  sim ply  
m anagem ent  consultant s, polit ical pollst ers or m arket  researchers, who also peddle 
predict ions.  These m ore t radit ional analysts are usually  concerned only  w ith their  own 
sector or  polit ical context ;  fut urist s turn unasham edly  t o what  lies,  broadly,  ahead.  And 
futurist s really  believe they can see what 's com ing next  m ore clearly  t han you or  I  -  or  
can at  least  prepare for  it  bet t er. 

Som e powerful people seem  to agree.  Big com panies such as Nokia,  Procter  & Gam ble 
and the elect ronics group Philips use futures t hinking.  The Br it ish governm ent  has set  up 
a "hor izon scanning"  cent re as par t  of it s Foresight  proj ect .  And academ ia has responded 
with a scat t ering of universit ies around the wor ld offering m aster 's degree courses such  
as the one Hines at t ended,  in futures studies.  Wit h a " clash of civilisat ions" ,  possible 
pandem ics of bird f lu and global warm ing all on t he horizon,  serious futurist s m ay soon  
be get t ing m ore at t ent ion from  the rest  of us. 

St ill,  Hines cont inues his litany of com plaint s.  New arr ivals to futurology,  he says, th ink 
it 's a brand-new discipline when in fact  it  has been around for  years.  I t  em erged after  the 
second wor ld war,  m ainly  in t he US, when m ilit ary  st rategists began to worry about  life 
aft er  nuclear  conflagrat ion and how to plan for  it .  Concern in t he 1960s over  loom ing 



environm ental catast rophe pushed the discipline along. And since t hen, the num ber of 
pract it ioners has swollen alongside t he num ber of clients. 

I n Hines's first  job, he focused on topics such as " the future of t he workforce" . He loved 
the int ellectual nature of t he work and was "blown away" that  " im portant , highly t it led  
execut ives loved our  stuff" .  His fam ily  and friends were som ewhat  puzzled about  what  
exact ly  he did,  but  when they saw " I  had a house,  som eone m ust  be pay ing m e,  they let  
m e get  on w ith it ."  

At  the star t  h is salary  was low. While top futur ist  consultancies such as Global Business 
Network,  a firm  based in San Francisco, rival the t radit ional consultancies in earning  
power,  m any sm aller  ones st ruggle to survive.  And while b ig nam e futurist s can charge 
$10,000 for m aking a speech to a hall full of com pany execut ives,  their  m ore ordinary  
colleagues charge daily  rates of between $1,000 to $2,000 for  serv ices such as in-house 
workshops or preparing a report . Hines says his salary is now in " the low six figures"  -  
considerably  less than t he m arket  rate for  t radit ional st rategy consultant s at  firm s such  
as McKinsey,  where par tners of sim ilar  exper ience would be likely  to earn $600,000 or  
far  m ore. 

I n return,  futurists like Hines get  greater  inform ality .  "Those that  know m e well,"  Hines 
says,  "would have t rouble seeing m e in a pinst ripe suit  poring over  spreadsheets."  ( He is 
dressed in grey j eans and open-necked shir t .)  Futurist s also like t o t hink t hat  they get  
the freedom  to think m ore widely.  " I  th ink the key dist inct ions in what  futur ists prov ide 
vis-a-v is m ore t radit ional consultancies is a longer t im e- fram e,  considerat ion of a greater  
range of alt ernat ives,  and a greater  willingness t o t hink out  of the box. "  

W h en  y o u  ask  o t h er  f u t u r i st s  w h at  i s  w r on g  w i t h  t h e  w ay  t r ad i t io n al  f o r ecast e r s  
t h i n k  ab ou t  t h e  f u t u r e,  t h ey  say  t h at  m o st  p l an n er s co n ceiv e o f  t h e w or l d  as a  
si m p l e,  p r ed i ct ab l e New t on i an  m ach in e.  Th ey  b u i ld  a si n g l e- v a r i ab l e m od el ,  
assi g n  a  f ew  co e f f i ci en t s  b ased  on  t h e p ast  an d  co l o u r ed  u n co n scio u sly  b y  w h at  
t h ey  h op e w i l l  h ap p en  n ex t ,  an d  ex t r ap o l a t e a st r a i g h t  l i n e t o  t h e f u t u r e. Th er e  
is on e r ig h t , f i x ed  an sw er  an d  t h ei r  t ask  i s t o  f in d  i t .  

Th e t r o u b le  w i t h  t h is  v i ew , f u t u r i st s  ar g u e,  i s t h at  l i f e d o es n o t  h ap p en  i n  
st r a i g h t  l i n es.  I n st ead , t h er e  a r e f eed b ack  lo op s, j u m p s, b r eak s, t an g en t s an d  
g r eat  b ig  ast er o id s t h at  b l i n d s id e y o u . Th e f u t u r e is a m ov i n g  t a r g et , b ei n g  
f o r m ed  co n t i n u o u sly ,  Back  t o  t h e Fu t u r e- st y le,  b y  ev er y t h in g  g o i n g  o n  r ig h t  n o w .  
I t  i s  so  co m p lex  t h at  i t  can ' t  p o ssib ly  b e f o r eseen  b y  a  si n g l e ex p er t  w h o  
co n cen t r at es o n ly  o n  h i s o r  h e r  f ie ld . 

History is lit t ered with the hubr is of organisat ions that  refused to th ink broadly. I n the 
lat e 1970s,  IBM stum bled by let t ing others t ake the lead in m icrocom put ing -  it  h id 
behind t he com fort ing prognosis of r ising dem and for  com put ing power,  lit t le realising  
that  the real bat t le would not  be over  the m arket  for m ainfram es, which it  dom inated,  
but  in get t ing personal com puters into people's hom es.  I n the 1980s,  t he CIA (and m any 
others)  failed to see the t rue weakness of t he Soviet  econom y and the com ing collapse of 
the USSR. I n the 1990s,  Microsoft  belit t led a new invent ion called t he internet ,  while 
nim bler  rivals -  Netscape,  AOL -  got  ahead.  And t hree years ago,  Am er ican 
neoconservat ives were convinced t hat  m ight ier  US m ilitary  t echnology would lead to a 
swift  and painless creat ion of a dem ocrat ic I raq.  

Trained futurist s have three key st rategies:  careful exam inat ion, " scenario-  building"  and 
"visioning" .  The first  involves gazing m ore closely than m ost  of us do at  what  is really  
going on around us.  The pr incip le is that  t he future is already m ore or  less here,  if  only  
we could see it .  "Eventually  you star t  t o spot  what  is im portant ,"  says Alist er Wilson, an 
Edinburgh-based futurist  who works wit h the UK governm ent 's Foresight  program m e.  
"You can see t hings com ing before the com pet it ion."  

Shell was one of the f irst  com panies to adopt  futures t hink ing, incorporat ing it  in to 
planning in the 1970s.  Frenchm an Pierre Wack,  one of the fathers of futur ism  and a m an 
who called his work " the gent le art  of re-perceiving" , got  Shell to see t hat  oil product ion 



was not  j ust  about  econom ics and technology but  also about  polit ics.  Thus it  was ready 
for  the severe oil crisis of 1973,  when Opec count ries cut  off oil export s during the Yom  
Kippur war. 

Today, Cho Khong,  Shell's chief polit ical analyst ,  explains how " re-perceiving"  helps 
futurism 's broad approach.  "You begin by going around ask ing all sort s of people,  ` What  
are the quest ions that  we should be asking?' Then you bring in expert s to debate and  
discuss t hem  furt her. "  The rigour  of storytelling m akes you f ill in t he gaps and realise 
what  you don' t  know. 

Another  nam e for  th is story telling is "scen ar i o  b u i ld in g " ,  developed in the 1950s by 
Herm an Kahn, a highly inf luent ial cold-  war analyst  at  the RAND Corporat ion. Scenar io 
build ing begins w ith the careful observat ion on which futurist s so pride them selves.  I f  
you stare at  a thing long enough, you eventually see the fundam ental forces driv ing it ,  
which you can count  on being present  in the future -  whatever  t hat  future turns out  to be.  
These fundam ental forces are like scaffolding, on which you build two or  three 
cont rast ing stor ies ( t he scenar ios)  about  what  t he future m ight  hold. 

For exam ple, an ageing UK populat ion is a given. But  how does this int eract  with,  say, oil 
prices and the future of tour ism ? One scenario m ight  be low oil pr ices and a boom ing 
Br it ish ret iree m arket  for  second hom es in France,  served by the likes of Ryanair.  I n a 
second, high- oil- price scenario, on the other hand, you wouldn't  buy Ryanair shares or  
aim  to becom e a landlord in the Languedoc. 

Futurist s and t heir client s ident ify w ar n in g  sig n als  in each scenar io and t hen watch the 
wor ld closely  for  these signals -  h int s that  one of the foreseen futures is actually  
unfolding.  A 2003 ar t icle by Leonard Fuld in t he Harvard Business Review  explains how,  
in the lat e 1990s, Visa, fearing a t hreat  from  online paym ent  system s, built  four  
scenar ios,  including one in which a venture capital-backed star t -up began a new web 
paym ent  system  and defeated Visa,  and one where online rivals fizzled out  and failed.  I t  
began to t rack signals t hat  m ight  suggest  scenario num ber one was beginning,  such as 
the num ber of online businesses t hat  signed up to t he new web system s,  t he level of 
advert ising by start - up r ivals and t he capital being raised by them . By 2001,  all t hose 
m easures were declining.  As a result  of it s scenario planning,  according to Fuld,  Visa had 
not  rushed in to invest  in it s own online system  and had saved itself m illions. 

I n another  success story,  the ED&F Man Group used scenarios in 1999 to help it s 
m anagers re-exam ine t heir business. According to Gill Ringland,  now chief execut ive of 
SAMI  Consult ing in London, the com pany had grown from  it s sim pler roots in sugar 
plantat ions and t rading to a m ore com plicated st ructure of four  divisions -  including 
stockbrok ing,  sugar (plantat ions,  ref ining and t rading)  and derivat ives. Ringland used 
four  scenarios of the future that  she had developed for  t he Cit y  of London,  and  
discovered that  the senior  m anagers of each of ED&F Man's d iv isions believed they were 
working in a different  scenario.  " I t  brought  out  t he assum pt ions and reasons for  
m anagem ent  t ensions,"  Ringland says.  By m id 2000,  " t he com pany had sold off it s sugar  
business.  I n a year, it  had realigned it s act ivit ies and becom e a star of t he FTSE,  focused 
on derivat ives."  

Finally,  furt her  back, in 1983,  when the Soviet  Union st ill looked inv incib le and the iron 
curtain unbreachable,  business- related futures planning prepared Shell for  a big 
geopolit ical shift  t hat  not  m any t radit ional forecasters predicted.  The com pany had been  
considering a m aj or investm ent  in Norway 's Troll gas fields, and knew the plat form 's 
profitabilit y  depended on whether oil and gas prices rem ained high. This depended on 
whether the Soviet  Union ever  began export ing m ore of its gas.  Shell's planners 
developed scenarios in which the Soviet  Union opened up t o the west  and world prices 
fell.  They didn't  know if  this would com e t rue,  but  when they saw that  a young reform er 
called Mikhail Gorbachev was com ing to power,  and realised that  th is future of m assive 
polit ical and econom ic rest ructuring was quit e possibly  now unfold ing,  they prepared by 
cut t ing the cost s of the Troll proj ect ,  rein ing in expansion of other  f ields,  and set t ing up  



an oil- t rading system  so that  the com pany could buy and sell oil in the new ly volat ile oil 
m arket . 

Persuasive scenario-building oft en involves developing fict ional personas, for exam ple 
Hines's "post - m odern Pete" , whom  he created when he worked in t he 1990s for Kellogg's,  
the Michigan-based cereal m aker.  I n a m eet ing with a brand t eam , he put  on a 
Californian accent  and " t ried t o show how the character  eschewed form ality  and m ade 
him self r ight  at  hom e in t he corporate set t ing. Products were not  just  com m odit ies,  but  
had a certain m eaning,  and he cared about  whom  he bought  from  and whether  they 
shared his values."  

The final futurist  st rategy, v i si on in g , involves not  only work ing out  what  could happen 
but  what  you want  to happen.  This em erged out  of a separate st rain of futures t hinking 
in western Europe after  the second wor ld war.  Nat ions that  prospered were those, like 
the US,  t hat  had a clear  vision of where they were heading. 

Par t i cip at i on  is an  i m p or t an t  p ar t  o f  v isi on in g  -  whole com panies or  ent ire 
com m unit ies com e together  to consider  the best  future.  The hard job of get t ing them  all  
to agree oft en then ensures t hat  t hat  fut ure gets carr ied out .  I n 1989, the econom ically  
depressed city  of Bilbao in Spain launched a visioning exercise that  brought  together  
m ore t han 300 people from  businesses, local authorit ies and organisat ions such as 
universit ies and m useum s. They ident ified "cultural cent ralit y"  as one of t he significant  
them es for  Bilbao's future.  As a result ,  the city  built  an underground railway,  and a huge 
new conference cent re and concert  hall.  Another  consequence of t he m ult i- par ty  exercise 
was t he opening,  in 1997,  of t he incredibly  successful Guggenheim  Museum . "At  that  
t im e,  t he exercise was quite unique,"  says Elzbieta Krawczyk, assistant  secretary-general 
of t he World Futures Studies Federat ion and a researcher at  the Futures Academ y in the 
Dublin I nst it ut e of Technology.  "They used t his process to st ructure t heir  th inking. I t  
helped people leave polit ical links and organisat ional t hinking behind."  

But  futurism  success stories som et im es leave you wondering what  really  signif icant  event  
the discip line has ant icipated,  and whether  m ere civ ilians w ith a com binat ion of creat iv it y  
and com m on sense could have done the sam e or bet t er . Edie Weiner,  of the New York  
com pany Weiner,  Edr ich,  Brown,  I nc,  a futures consultancy founded in 1977,  claim s her  
client s first  heard the words " int ernet"  and "Taliban"  from  her. I f  t rue,  it 's im pressive -  
but  it  is hard to j udge:  com panies do not  always like t o talk  publicly  about  whether  they  
use futures t hink ing or  act  concretely  on its recom m endat ions.  Am ong other  reasons,  
they say it  m ight  t ip off the com pet it ion.  I t  also sm acks of p icking winners wit h t he 
benefit  of hindsight  -  at  any one t im e,  futurists tend to point  t o a range of potent ial 
t rends,  and not  all w ill am ount  to anything.  St ill,  Stephen Collesano,  v ice-president  of  
research and developm ent  at  AIG, the big insurance com pany and one of Weiner's clients,  
says that  several years ago Weiner first  alert ed AI G to I slam ic finance. Last  year , the 
group start ed a regional com pany based in Bahrain offering shar ia-com pliant  insurance.  
"We cer tain ly ident if ied it  early  on via t he scanning process, "  Collesano says,  although 
there was other  int ernal work, too. 

These st rategies -  th inking of the future in idealist ic t erm s,  storytelling,  and quiet  but  
int ense observat ion -  set  fut urist s apart  from ,  and som et im es ahead of,  their  m ainst ream  
peers.  But  those sam e tact ics m ight  also be t he reason futur ist s st ruggle for respect :  
theirs is a creat ive view  of the world -  alm ost  a novelist 's v iew -  which can keep them  on 
the periphery in t he square-shouldered realm s of business and polit ics. 

Many futur ists talk  about  t heir profession wit h a passion and com m itm ent  bordering on 
the m yst ical. Many are oddballs, jacks- of-  all- t rades who adm it  t hey don' t  f it  in anywhere 
else. Hines is not  quit e like th is.  He is self-deprecat ing and sardonic. He insist s h is is an  
ordinary nine- t o- f ive j ob.  He calls h im self a " lunch-pail futurist " .  St ill,  as we ride the 
looping freeways of Houston,  his enthusiasm  for  the work is clear. 

 



The wor ld, he says, is enter ing an "Age of Abundance". (Futur ists t end to speak in capital 
let t ers.)  "We think of scarcit y, that  the pie is only  so big,  but  if  we really  think about  it  
we have enough of everything,  at  least  in the aff luent  west  -  over flowing superm arket s,  
list s of cheap flight s.  This is leading to the Gift  Econom y."  Just  look at  open-source 
software,  for  exam ple,  or  all those people who cont ribute to Wik ipedia for  free.  As Hines's 
Mustang speeds past  the form er stadium  of t he Houston Rocket s basketball t eam ,  he 
point s out  that  it  has been t ransform ed into a m ega-church that  at t ract s 17,000 
worshippers m ost  weekends. The scale " creeps m e out" , he says. "Yet  it  is part  of a 
larger  lifest yle t rend in which people are looking for  deeper m eaning in life,  which is quite 
posit ive."  

When we eventually  arr ive at  t he office blocks of downtown Houston,  Hines m ent ions 
another new t rend:  com panies, governm ents and universit ies requir ing their  em ployees 
to work from  hom e.  A few  years ago,  he adv ised a nat ional const ruct ion com pany t o 
build hom e offices in new houses in t he sam e way it  would install a k it chen. "Expect  lot s 
of ` for rent '  signs soon,"  he says,  point ing through t he w indscreen at  t he glassy towers. 

I n the shadow of t estam ents to Ozym andian folly like t he abandoned Enron headquarters,  
Hines's predict ions can som et im es feel arbit rary . I n fact , futures th inking fell out  of 
favour in the 1980s and 1990s,  part ly  because of recession and corporate downsizing.  
"Futurists can be t he f irst  to go, "  he says. "You are there to provoke.  You start  to wear  
out  your  welcom e."  Another  factor  was a That cherite suspicion of anything that  didn't  
leave planning t o the free m arket . 

"There was also the idea t hat  we had reached t he end of h istory  and there would be no 
m ore hist or ical shocks,"  says Graham  May,  who taught  a m aster's degree in futures 
studies at  Leeds Metropolitan Universit y  -  a course that  is no longer offered. 

I ndeed,  all descendants of the Delphic oracle have their  cr it ics.  Philip Tet lock,  a 
psychologist  at  the Universit y  of California at  Berkeley,  conducted a two-decade 
experim ent  t racking the individual opinions of 284 forecast ing expert s.  Most  of them  
were hard-pressed t o out -per form  either  a random -guessing st rategy or sim ple 
ext rapolat ion algorithm s (predict ing m ore of t he sam e) . And he found that  the m ore 
fam ous the experts were, and the m ore w idely quoted,  t he worse their  forecast ing 
records were likely  t o be. 

St ill,  Tet lock was t est ing t radit ional forecasters,  not  futurist s.  One of the field 's m ost  
fam ous exam ples explains why com panies or governm ents m ight  h ire a futur ist  in spite 
of natural doubt s:  three scenario exercises held in apart heid South Africa during t he 
1980s and 1990s. I n an exercise in t he m id 1980s, AngloAm er ican,  one of t he count ry's 
biggest  com panies,  built  two scenarios -  called "High Road"  and "Low Road"  -  in which 
South Africa either  em braced inclusive polit ics and j oined t he world econom y,  or  
stagnated on the m argins. I t  spelled out  the business com m unit y's fears about  the cost s 
of int ernat ional sanct ions and isolat ion.  The com pany presented the analysis t o m ore 
than 25,000 people around the count ry and even briefed F.W. de Klerk  and, lat er,  Nelson  
Mandela in his prison cell.  I n another  exercise beginning in 1991,  the Universit y  of the 
Western Cape brought  together  22 people from  the ANC, t rade unions,  business and  
academ ia, at  the Mont  Fleur conference cent re near Stellenbosch.  The t eam  developed  
four scenarios,  including " I carus" ,  in which sudden m assive social spending by a new 
black governm ent  led rapid ly  to econom ic collapse;  and "Flight  of the Flam ingos" , which  
com bined inclusive dem ocracy with prudent  econom ic m anagem ent ,  and in which both  
sides eventually  prospered and " f lew high"  together. 

There are m any,  m any reasons why apartheid died,  but  at  a t im e when m ost  people only  
saw disaster  ahead, the scenarios held out  a v ision of peaceful resolut ion.  According to 
Graham  Galer,  honorary research fellow  in t he departm ent  of polit ics and internat ional 
relat ions at  t he Universit y of Kent ,  who has looked at  the scenarios'  im pact ,  t hey m ay 
have m ade a "m odest  cont ribut ion to the build ing of consensus... on the need for  
change" . 

 



When organisat ions get  int o t rouble is when they create a v ision t hat  is not  aware of the 
changes that  are happening around t hem ,"  says Hines as he reaches hom e -  a bungalow,  
with a porch and a pool,  that  he shares with his g ir lfr iend Rebecca and cat  Scully.  (True 
to t he forecast  he m ade in downtown Houston, he works from  the bungalow.)  Form al 
futurist s t ry  to avoid t his t rap by scanning all sort s of sources.  "We don' t  read the 
newspaper for  new ideas because by the t im e t he newspaper covers it ,  t ypically  we have 
thought  about  it . "  On his coffee table lies a spiritualit y  m agazine,  w ith ar t icles such as " I s 
the Universe Alive?"  and "God's Next  Move". 

As he sit s in front  of his com puter  eat ing Pop-Tart s,  h is face is spot lighted again and 
again by t he constant  appearance of on- screen boxes signaling new e-m ails, Skype calls 
and Google alert s.  One aler t  highlight s the independent  env ironm ental scient ist  Jam es 
Lovelock's predict ions that  g lobal warm ing had now gone so far  that  the eart h was 
probably doom ed. I t  br ings a know ing nod from  Hines. An online newslet t er from  futures 
consultancy the Ar lington I nst itute inform s him  that  the FDA is set  t o approve m ilk from  
cloned anim als.  " I  expect  to see som e protest s against  t hat ,"  says Hines,  click ing on t he 
report  to file it .  " ` New Scient ist :  I nv isibility  Cloak Breakthrough',  he reads aloud. "We 
have seen a lot  about  t his. That  has big m ilit ary  im plicat ions, all nefar ious. "  " ` Pig to 
hum an t ransplants on the horizon -  MI T.'  But  th is has been on t he horizon for  years."  

Nor were the invisibilit y  cloak or the cloned m ilk report s exact ly insider  inform at ion.  But  
futurist s say scanning takes perseverance and a cer tain sk ill -  "an innocent  eye" ,  
according to John Naisbit t ,  one of the gurus of futures t hinkers,  who says he reads 
newspapers for  six  hours each day and t ravels endlessly.  Tim  Mack,  the president  of the 
Wor ld Future Societ y,  calls it  a "gim let  eye" . Peter  Schwarz,  who was a key m em ber of  
Shell's p lanning t eam , says in h is book The Art  of the Long View  that  a good futurist  is 
" like a hunter" .  "Alert ed t o the presence of prey by the snap of a broken twig,  you learn 
to p ick out  a key piece of v ital inform at ion."  

Edie Weiner of Weiner,  Edr ich,  Brown says:  "We have only one client ,  and that  client  is 
the external env ironm ent .  I f  we listen and cont inue to pay at t ent ion to that  client ,  ot hers 
will com e and pay us m oney for  t elling t hem  what  it  is saying and what  it  m eans for  
them ."  

Futurism  is frowned upon by other  professions and by other  academ ic f ields.  According to 
the Oxford-based consultant  in futures research Wendy Schultz, m ost  suspicions stem  
from  the fact  that  futurist s are interdiscip linary, encroaching on others' territory. But  
there have also been internal fact ions and r ivalr ies in the profession.  And it  rem ains hard  
for futurists t o get  the m essage out  because t hey are oft en so far  down the pecking order  
in t he big corporat ions.  " I f you are som eone who t hr ives on recognit ion [ and want  to be 
a futur ist ] ,  then you are going t o be in t rouble,"  says Hines. 

Finally,  fut urist s st ruggle against  t he obv ious fact  t hat  they are not  always right  about  
the future.  According t o a 2005 ar t icle in t he California Managem ent  Review,  Shell,  after  
doing so well in the 1970s and 1980s,  went  on t o underest im ate China's r ise,  the new,  
global terrorism  and t he backlash against  g lobalisat ion.  And despit e Hines's adventures 
with post -m odern Pete, Kellogg's prem ium  organic cereal brand Count ry I nn never found 
m uch of an audience. 

Looking back on t he f irst  30 years of t he Wor ld Future Society , Ed Cornish, its quiet ,  
erudit e founder, found that  of t he 34 predict ions it  m ade in 1967, 23 cam e t rue but  11 
did not  -  a m oon landing but  not  a m oon base,  hum an organ t ransplants but  not  "m ost  
urbanit es living in h igh- rise build ings by 1986" or " lab- created life by 1989". 

Sit t ing at  h is com puter and looking back at  t echnology forecast s for 2025 he m ade in 
1995,  Andy Hines gives him self what  he describes as a good scorecard:  " ` Planetary- scale 
engineer ing works,  such as t he Channel tunnel,  iceberg shipping,  or  the greening of 
Africa. '  Possible.  There is a school of thought  t hat  is going in this direct ion,  yes.  
` Everything will be sm art . '  Yes,  that 's on t rack.  ` Moon m ining. ' No. ` Mastodons will walk  
the eart h again. ' We were talking about  Jurassic Park before Jurassic Park.  
` Vegetarianism  to the fore. '  I  am  surprised.  I  t hought  we would have seen m ore of t hat ."  



 

After  years of decline,  futurism  has begun t o recover.  Since t he lat e 1990s com panies 
and governm ents have faced m assive shift s such as t he int ernet  and new geopolit ical  
conflict s and have begun looking again to futur ists for help. I n a futures class in the 
Universit y of Houston, I  sat  with three fresh- faced graduate students discussing t he 
future of b iotechnology.  They had been at t racted, they said,  by the big ideas and breadth 
of subj ect s, and hoped that  they could m ake a career  from  it .  

I ndeed, perhaps the best  m easure of fut urology's resurgent  acceptance is a list  of 
organisat ions that  use it  t o guide product  developm ent  or  com pany st rategy -  am ong 
them  Siem ens and Daim lerChrysler.  The European Com m ission has a couple of foresight  
units.  I n Septem ber,  the New York Tim es appointed it s own in-house futurist .  The OECD 
has a futures research program m e, and the IMF em ploys scenarios. The UK governm ent 's 
Foresight  program m e,  including a horizon- scanning cent re,  has a £2m  annual budget  and 
30 full- t im e staff.  I ts Futures Analysts'  Network (FAN)  Club m eets every quarter.  Last  
year,  t he program m e produced a heft y st udy on the future of t ransport  in the UK. 

The future of futurology looks br ighter  now than it  did five years ago,  which pleases Andy 
Hines. For  now, though,  he act s as though he won't  believe it  unt il it  is here.  He 
m aintains a slight ly  beleaguered air about  h im , j ust  like m ost  futurist s -  a crav ing for  
recognit ion,  a chance to com e in from  the cold.  "We have all been puzzled that  it  never 
really took off,"  he says. "We are not  good at  organising.  Just  get t ing t he word out  is a 
good thing. I t  helps.  The big problem  we have is that  people don't  know this st ill even  
ex ist s."  

Just  give them  t im e. 

graham .bow ley@ft .com  
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Even t he m ost  im m odest  of futurologist s would probably th ink twice before looking  
10,000 years into t he distance.  I t  would be an uneasy gam ble to predict  estate agents on 
the m oon,  or  retail developm ents underwater.  The Long Now Foundat ion,  however,  is a 
spin- off of fut urology t hat  wants to think "within the fram ework of the next  10,000 
years"  -  and it  is resolutely  uninterested in com m ercial crystal-ball gazing. 

Based in San Francisco,  the Foundat ion was established in 1996 w it h the alt ruist ic aim  of 
encouraging long- term  thinking and responsibilit y  in societ y.  Against  " faster,  cheaper"  
culture,  it  want s to foster  " slower,  bet ter"  liv ing. Hence the organisat ion's nam e -  coined 
by one of its co- founders,  Br ian Eno, the polym ath m usician/ producer/ com m entator. 

The foundat ion has a diverse band of inf luences -  other  board m em bers include Stewart  
Brand, president  of the futurologist  Global Business Network, and Daniel Hillis, super-
com puter  scient ist  and form er research and developm ent  head at  Walt  Disney.  I f there 
was any doubt  that  t hey take their m ission ser iously , it  probably suff ices to say t hat  the 
Long Now already count s its dates in five digit s,  ( eg 02007) ,  in order  to avoid a deca-
m illenium  com puter bug that  is due to hit  t own in about  8,000 years. 

Apart  from  it s San Francisco-based Salt  talks (an acronym  for Sem inars about  Long- term  
Think ing) ,  which draw speakers such as The Ghost  Map author  Steven Johnson,  t he Long 
Now has several am bit ious proj ect s. 

The biggest  is t he Clock of the Long Now,  a giant  m echanism  being engineered by Hillis 
to keep t im e for 10,000 years.  A protot ype of t he clock is already on show at  the Science 
Museum  in London, and the foundat ion has also bought  a piece of desert  m ountain land 
in eastern Nevada to house the f inished m odel.  Rather  grandly,  the foundat ion hopes the 
Clock of the Long Now could even becom e an icon in t he sam e league as Stonehenge. 



 

There is a lighter  side to the Long Now 's ideas.  On it s websit e it  has devised an ingenious 
way t o raise m oney,  Long Bets,  where m em bers m ake far- flung guesses about  life in the 
future. There are also copious links to creat ive endeavours in the Long Now m ould,  
including t he photographic proj ect  of art ist  Jonathon Keats,  who has installed a cam era in 
a room  at  the Hotel des Art s in San Francisco, built  t o take a single cont inuous exposure 
that  will last  for 100 years. Pat ience is indeed a virt ue. 

Natalie Whit t le 
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