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Reframing the future 

 
 
Vision Foresight Strategy LLC (VFS) is a Honolulu-based firm that provides foresight and strategic 
analysis services to senior organizational leaders operating in contexts of high complexity and high 
uncertainty.  Drawing upon a global network of academically trained futurists, seasoned global 
executives, and experienced management consultants, VFS offers clients a spectrum of services that 
stretch from original forecasts and scenario projects to organizational foresight training to strategy 
development. 
 
VFS was founded by Dr. Richard Lum, who holds a doctorate from the futures studies program at the 
University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa.  VFS teams are routinely composed of futurists trained in the two 
longest-running futures studies programs in the United States: the University of Hawai‘i and the 
University of Houston.  VFS team members have been published in the Journal of Futures Studies, the 
journal Futures, the journal Foresight. Dr. Lum was a founding member of the Association of 
Professional Futurists (APF) and is a full member of the World Futures Studies Federation. 
 
VFS’ core expertise is the integration of formal futures studies methods with strategic thinking and 
strategy development.  Client deliverables typically include trend and emerging issues analyses, original 
scenario forecasts, vision (preferred futures) development, strategy development workshops, and 
foresight skill development.  Since the company’s founding in 2001 it has participated in scenario 
projects for clients such as the US Army Logistics Command, the UK Government, PepsiCo, Grant 
Thornton UK, and numerous other organizations.  VFS team members have conducted foresight, 
horizons scanning, scenario, and strategy work for a variety of clients and projects that include: 
Futurium (the European Union’s experimental platform for crowdsourcing scanning and foresight for 
policy), US Pacific Command, the UK Defra Baseline Scan, the UK Foresight Programme, and the State 
Justice Institute. 
 

 

 
 



Why We Have Futures Studies 
 
Futures studies is an academic field that is concerned with understanding and 
anticipating change in society… in order to help others conceive and pursue more 
desirable futures. 
 
It took form in the 1970s as several different efforts at thinking more systematically 
about the future took root in the United States and Europe.  In government and defense 
circles there were intense efforts at planning for – and shaping – the future, efforts that 
emerged directly from the experiences of World War II.  In other circles there was a 
growing concern for the future of the environment as well as concern for the many 
voices in disenfranchised communities and in developing nations that were not part of 
mainstream policy and planning debates. 
 
These different strands of work influenced a number of thinkers and scholars at a time 
when the world seemed to be undergoing dramatic technological and social shifts – all 
in the course of a single individual’s lifespan (see opposite page).  People were searching 
for a way to “get a handle” on what seemed to be an increasingly turbulent and 
uncertain world. 
 
“Globalization” was not yet a term at that time, but the forces of global integration were 
already hard at work knitting the world together in bonds of economic and political 
interdependence.  The world was becoming much more complex, which made it 
increasingly difficult to understand, much less predict. 
 
Amidst these big shifts certain individuals recognized the importance that images of the 
future had for what we think we can – and should – attempt to create in the world.  
These images of tomorrow, whether they are vision statements or scenario forecasts, 
inspiring or terrifying, have profound impacts on the goals we envision and on the 
strategies we then adopt. 
 
Emerging from all of this was a field that realized we needed new, more sophisticated 
ways of thinking about how the world is changing, and that recognized the importance 
of our images of the future for planning and for achieving positive social change. 
 
 
* A note on the term “futurist”: individuals who have been academically trained in futures 
studies in the United States are generally referred to as “futurists.”  Few trained in this way are in 
love with the title, but it is the one that so far has stuck.  Unfortunately, a wide variety of 
consultants, coaches, and keynote presenters who have never had formal academic training also 
refer to themselves as futurists.  This makes the term somewhat less than useful in assessing 
quality or professional background. 
 

 

  
Where can you get a degree in futures studies in the United States? 

 University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa, MA and PhD programs (established 1977) 

 University of Houston, MS program (established 1975) 

 Regent University, MA program (online) 
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How We Address Change and “the Futures” 
 
While many professions use their work to try to anticipate and shape the future in some 
way, futures studies is unique in its all-encompassing concern with “the future” and in 
its two-fold approach to anticipating and shaping change in society. 
 
In this two-fold approach, one half of futures is about anticipating change in society.  
The other half is about using that foresight to help pursue a more desirable future. 
 
Foresight 
This first part of futures studies can be seen as the analytic half, which is concerned with 
understanding and anticipating change in society.  This side of the field tends to be 
focused on producing foresight, which we can define simply as insight into how and why 
the future may be different from the present. 
 
Foresight activities are generally about studying change in the past, identifying trends 
and emerging issues, and forecasting possible change. 
 
Aspiration 
While the first part of futures is about foresight, the other half is concerned with moving 
people from exploring what could happen to reconsidering what they want to see 
happen.  This is the realm of what we call “preferred futures,” and it involves rethinking 
what we want as a “vision” based in part on the new insights and inspiration generated 
by the earlier foresight work. 
 
This aspiration side of futures engages people in activities such as rethinking broad 
social policy goals, redefining markets and customers, or remaking community visions. 
 
 
To accomplish this, we use a powerful set of approaches to understand change and to 
talk about possible and preferred futures: 

 Historical analysis: history tells us a lot about why we are where we are today 

 Theories of change and stability: all good foresight work needs to be grounded 
in real theories about how and why things change (or stay the same) 

 Systems thinking and complexity: looking for the relationships and interactions 
in the world is necessary for understanding the complexity of real life 

 Emerging issues analysis: we don’t just use trend data; we actively search for 
the “weak signals” of not-yet-mature technologies, public policy issues, and 
ideas that will become critical drivers of change in the future 

 Layered analysis: looking below the surface of life to see the deeper structures, 
customs, and beliefs allows us to see how change occurs differently on different 
levels and to explore the deeper roots of conflict and cooperation 
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Things We Think About 
 
Trained futurists wrestle with a wide range of scientific and conceptual issues that relate 
to trying to understand and anticipate change in society.  Rather than present a laundry 
list of these issues, let’s look at just three that are good examples of what we have to 
consider when we are trying to do good futures work. 
 
Uncertainty and Our Confidence in Forecasting 
No one knows how to truly predict the future.  That’s a simple – but apparently 
provocative – statement to some.  The universe is a big place, everything is in some way 
related, and that complexity continues to outwit our natural-born faculties as well as 
our current computational prowess. 
 
So, we have limited knowledge of the world, and while we are starting to amass lots of 
new data and our statistical tools continue to improve, there are very real limits to what 
quantitative forecasting can anticipate about the future.  Thus, we are always balancing 
the usefulness of “data” (which is about the past and generally works better the closer 
to the present you are looking) versus the need to use other, more qualitative ways of 
forecasting change as we look farther out over the horizon. 
 
Predictions versus Forecasts 
Somewhat related, futurists deal with the difference between trying to predict the 
future and generating forecasts about the futures (plural).  It is a core principle of 
futures studies that, at any one moment, there is not one but several possible futures 
“out there.”  In fact, “the future” doesn’t exist: it’s an idea or an image, but not a 
physical reality.   
 
Since the future doesn’t exist, we can’t know it yet, and we certainly can’t gather data 
on it.  And since our information about the world is wildly imperfect, we often aren’t 
even that good at understanding how the future takes shape.  So, we can’t predict the 
future, but we can forecast possible futures.  Thus, we say that a prediction is a 
statement about the future that is intended to be accurate, whereas a forecast is a 
statement that is merely meant to be logical.  That’s a difference with big ramifications. 

 
Thinking about Change 
Since change is at the heart of futures work, trained futurists are always thinking about 
how it happens and why it happens.  Once you start thinking deeply about change, you 
realize that it takes many different forms and follows many different “pathways.”  And 
because of the complexity of the world around us, we often misunderstand or 
misapprehend change when we rely only on our intuition. 
 
And while studying change is certainly critical for us in doing forecasting and producing 
foresight, it is extremely important when we shift gears to do strategy, where we are 
trying to create or shape change.  It’s difficult to achieve a desired future when we don’t 
have clear (and well-grounded) notion of how to make the changes that are necessary. 
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Outputs We Typically Produce 
 
Trained futurists produce a number of different things for clients, but the work that they 
are probably best known for is forecasts.   

 
The most well-known type of forecast that we produce is scenarios.  Put simply, 
scenarios are descriptions of alternative possible futures.  Scenarios were popularized 
by the Global Business Network (GBN) in the 1990s, which used a particular approach to 
developing and using scenarios that they called “scenario planning.” GBN-style scenario 
planning is recognizable by its characteristic 2x2 matrix (see opposite page). 
 
Scenarios are a mainstay tool for us because they allow us to: a) deal with uncertainty 
and limited information by forecasting multiple scenarios at a time; b) explore and 
convey complex situations and changes in an easy-to-understand format, and; c) 
provide groups with compelling images of counter-intuitive or unconsidered possibilities 
about the future. 
 
While scenario forecasts are a common output of foresight work, they are by no means 
the only types of work that futurists produce.  In addition to forecasts, trained futurists 
frequently produce critical analyses, horizon scans, incasts, visions, and backcasts.  Each 
of these can be a stand-alone product, but they are typically produced together as part 
of a more comprehensive foresight project. 
 
We typically use scans and forecasts to help clients consider potential threats and 
opportunities, to “wind tunnel” strategy, and to jump-start internal creativity and 
innovation processes.  We use things like incasts and backcasts to help clients see 
themselves in different possibilities and to identify the changes and goals they need to 
pursue in order to achieve their preferred future. 

 
 
Critical Analyses: studies that look at individual and organizational assumptions, biases, 
and blind spots. 

Horizon Scans: wide ranging studies of current trends and “weak signals” of emergent 
change. 

Forecasts: logical statements about the future, generally intended to explore possible 
change.  Scenarios are a good example.  

Incasts: projections or creations built within an existing frame of reference or forecast; 
scenario archetypes, experiential futures methods, and “artifacts” from the future.  

Visions: descriptions of preferred futures. 

Backcasts: working backward from desired (and possible) end states to map the logical 
or necessary pathways of change. 
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Glossary 
 
Emerging Issue: any new technology under development, potential future public policy issue, or new 
concept or idea that might be fringe thinking now but which could mature and develop into the 
mainstream; usually encountered as “weak signals” in the present. 

Forecast: a statement about the future intended to be logical, though not necessarily accurate (see 
Prediction); to use formal theories and rules to anticipate change. 

Foresight: insight into how and why the future may be different from the present. 

Futures: the contemplation, exploration, description, and anticipation of potential change (for contrast, 
see History). 

Futures Studies: an academic field concerned with understanding and anticipating change in society. 

History: a description of change (Karl Popper) 

Mission: an organization’s purpose, often articulated as a statement describing how the organization is 
configured to achieve its vision and thereby serve the needs of its customers. 

Plan: a sequence of actions selected to attain an objective 

Precognition: “clairvoyance related to an event or state not yet experienced”; to know beforehand. 

Prediction: a statement about the future that is intended to be accurate. 

Prophecy: a statement about an event about which you can do nothing (Karl Popper). 

Scenario: a description of an alternative, possible future. 

Strategy: a concept or theory for how, in a given context and employing a given set of resources and 
competencies, you expect to achieve your goals. 

Trend: a measurable change over time; historical. 

Vision: an articulation of the preferred future of an organization, measurably vivid, informed by 
foresight, purpose, and aspiration. 
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