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Foreword

There’s an old joke among academics that goes: ‘He (or she) 
who can, does; he (or she) who cannot, teaches.’ Sadly, many 

futurists today try to do both, but struggle to do either very well. 
This may sound harsh coming from the Futurist-in-Chief of the 
Dubai Government, arguably one of the most forward-looking, 
foresight-friendly cities in the world, but between Brexit, 
Coronavirus, cyberattacks, political assassinations, the burning 
of the Amazon, the melting of the ice caps, and the general, 
ongoing upheaval of just about everything, readers could be 
forgiven for asking if all this futures stuff really works at all. The 
world has been thinking about the future for decades now and 
yet we keep getting blind-sided, disrupted and disoriented with 
increasing frequency and severity.

The reality is that most futurism doesn’t ‘work’ in the tradi-
tional sense, at least if your definition of ‘working’ includes 
making a difference in decisions that really matter. Unfortunately, 
this realization isn’t new. A study in the Journal of Technological 
Forecasting and Social Change, one of the field’s best and longest- 
running academic journals, reviewed over 50 years of foresight 
studies and found a disturbing pattern. As early as 1972, foresight 
professionals were bemoaning the ‘growing wave of disillusion-
ment and questioning’1 about the efficacy of strategic foresight 
practice, but like addicts and alcoholics everywhere, we chose to 
blame our clients and employers instead of asking if we might be 
doing anything wrong. A decade later, a major US utility company 
found that not a single one of their five-year forecasts over a 
20-year period was accurate. The entire process, they concluded, 
was ‘worthless’.2 Finally, a more recent study of 77 different 
companies found that fewer that one-third who engaged futurists 
gained any value from the exercise at all.3 The truth – both then 
and now – is that the practice of foresight is often ineffectual both 
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xvi

because it is poorly practised and because it is ‘decoupled from 
the planning process’.4 With a track record like this, who could be 
blamed for thinking futurists are basically self-interested sales-
people telling managers what they want to hear, with relatively 
little real impact on the world?

What’s a committed change-maker supposed to do?
As the world gets weirder and weirder, it’s natural for people 

to seek better tools for understanding what is going on. One 
could even argue that it is our responsibility to try to understand 
the future, as hard as that may be, and do our best to figure out 
what to do about it in a way that translates meaningfully into 
organizational action. As Bruce Sterling is quoted in the opening 
chapters of this book, ‘People need a motivating vision of what 
comes next and the awareness that more will happen after 
that … the future is a process not a destination. The future is a 
verb, not a noun.’5 This is especially true in the context of our 
current experience of social, political and economic upheaval.

So where do you turn if you’re an executive, a civil servant, 
an entrepreneur, an activist, or just someone who wants to do 
something that makes a difference? Here’s where I tell you: ‘This 
time it’s different’ – and if you’re reading this book, that really 
might be true.

The good news it that while most corporate consultants and 
old-school futurists have been labouring away with the same 
old tired techniques, outdated mental models and utopian sales 
slogans, a new generation of designers, futurists and practition-
ers have been slogging away in the trenches, day after day, 
figuring out what actually works, how to make futuring valua-
ble, and what impact it can actually have. The book you hold in 
your hands is the result of many years of hard work towards 
that end, compiled by two of the field’s most highly respected 
practitioners.

If corporate foresight is aspirin and Band-Aids, this book is 
amphetamines and hand grenades. If corporate strategy is about 
making sure everyone agrees and no one gets upset, this book is 
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xvii

about hard truths, midnight sprints and incendiary possibilities. 
This book is about what to do when your boss calls at three in 
the morning and needs a strategy for pandemic response by the 
end of the day. It’s about how to sell dangerous ideas that can 
really make a difference, even in a hostile environment. It’s about 
the hacks, tricks and unexpected alliances that are required to 
actually lead change in a fast-moving, uncertain and anxious 
world. In short, this is the Fight Club of futures books. It is the 
Anarchist’s Cookbook of foresight books. It is an honest 
accounting of what actually works and what doesn’t – a neces-
sary survival guide for the post-modern world, if that world is a 
burning platform. If that doesn’t speak to you, then I’ve got an 
MBA to sell you instead.

The difference between the perspective and experiences in this 
book versus others lies in what firefighters, nurses and emer-
gency responders call ‘naturalistic decision making’.6 Naturalistic 
decision making focuses on how people actually make decisions 
in the real world, not in the ivory tower, and develops profes-
sional practice based on those facts. Like nurses or firefighters, 
Scott and Madeline are acute observers of how real people 
behave in real organizational environments, of how people make 
real decisions, and of what you can do to deliver projects that 
matter. With this book they’ve compiled a functional model 
based on years of hard-earned lessons, boiled down into one of 
the most practical, useful, no-nonsense foresight books I’ve ever 
had the pleasure to read.

This book offers tested tools for change that will help you 
understand how to set up foresight projects, how to deliver 
them, and how to work with sources of power to actually get 
things accomplished. I know this from first-hand experience, 
working with Scott, Madeline and a handful of these next-
generation foresight ninjas over the last 15 years – here in Dubai 
and elsewhere – on projects that really matter. The results speak 
for themselves.
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xviii

If you care about the future, or you care about genuinely 
making an impact in the world, I can’t recommend How to 
Future highly enough.

Dr Noah Raford 
Futurist-in-Chief and Chief of Global Affairs 

Dubai Future Foundation 
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My job is not to arrive at a final answer, and just deliver  
it. I see my job as holding doors open, or opening windows. 

But who comes in and out the doors, what you see out  
the window, how do I know?  ursula k. leguin1
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