
THINKING 
ABOUT 

FUTURES, 
NOWBOYE’22 10.11.22 

ALICIA SHAO 



Classification: Public

How op&mis&c do you feel 
about the next 10 years?
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How much power do you 
think you have in shaping 
the next 10 years?
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I am a Futurist
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LEADING IS 
INHERENTLY 
ABOUT THE 

FUTURE



Anything we put out there, the impact it has is 
out there forever. 



“ every[thing] is fought with 
consequence, yet it is only after 
something has hit us hard that we set 
about dealing with it. ”

-H. G. Wells, 1932 

Wanted – Professors of Foresight! 





“ today's problems 
come from 
yesterday's solutions

”
- Peter Senge, 2006 

The Fifth Discipline
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You are a Futurist
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Now Future



Classification: Public



Classification: Public

Storytelling

Speculative 
Design

System 
Thinking



Classification: Public

Storytelling

Speculative 
Design

System 
Thinking

FUTURE



Classification: Public

Storytelling

Speculative 
Design

System 
Thinking



Classification: Public

The Future 
Doesn’t Exist… 
Yet.
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“ an essentially interior phenomenon.
”

-Richard Slaughter, 2018. 
Review of The Future: A Very Short Introduction  
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We explore the future together 
through our collective 
imagination, and the future 
becomes a social dream, woven 
together by stories.



Classification: Public

The future has warmth and sentiment, because it starts first within us. It is coloured with 
our fears, emotions, and dreams. Just as we cannot be without the world, the future cannot 
exist without our experience of it.

The Future is 
not Bloodless
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EXPLORING THE FUTURE 
THROUGH STORIES
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Explora&ve Futures

Explora&ve angle assumes the future is not an automa&c 
con&nua&on of the past, and focuses on what could 

happen in the future.



Classification: Public

Explora&ve Futures

The biggest challenge when we talk about the future… hides in the fact 
that we can find it difficult to see the future as anything but an extension 

of the present through the linear projecSons of what we know.

- Møller, 2016. (Translated). Udfordringer og mulige løsninger for fremtidens landsbyer 

“
”
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Undesired

Adapted from Jim Dator, 1981. Four Images of the Future

DesiredExplora&ve Futures
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Adapted from Jim Dator, 1981. Four Images of the Future

Desired

Incremental 
Change

Radical 
Change

Explora&ve Futures



Classification: Public

Undesired

Con&nuous growth

Eventual collapse

Complete transforma&on

Dystopic survival

Adapted from Jim Dator, 1981. Four Images of the Future

Desired

Incremental 
Change

Radical 
Change

Explora&ve Futures
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A (it isn’t) B (it is)

Problem Solving Problem Finding

Provides Answers Asks Questions

Design as Solution Design as Medium

Innovation Provocation

Consumer Citizen

User Friendliness Ethics

Application Implication

Makes us Buy Makes us Think

Dunne, A., & Raby, F. (2013). 
Excerpt from: SpeculaBve everything: Design, ficBon, and social dreaming.  

-
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Considering human beings as the most significant 
entity of the universe. Interpreting or regarding 
the world in terms of human values and 
experiences.
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The future is not (only) about humans, and we cannot center the future around 
our perspective alone. We have to register ourselves outside the constraints of 
our own human narrative and bring equality to all things that deserve it.

The Future  
is Selfless
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IMPROVING THE 
PRESENT BY 

SPECULATING THE 
FUTURE



Norma&ve Futures

We use norma&ve angles when we are 
dissa&sfied with the current state, and see the 

future as a possibility to fix things.



Norma&ve Futures

…it is now easier for us to imagine the end of the world than an 
alternaSve to capitalism. Yet alternaSves are exactly what we 

need. We need to dream new dreams.
“

”
- Dunn & Raby, 2016. Speculative Everything.



Norma&ve Futures

What if?
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Stuart Candy, 2021. Wale’s Parliament of All Beings
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Future is change 
rippling through 
a system.
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Holism Synthesis&
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Look back 
to look forward.
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…as a pond you can swim 
through – up, down, around.

“

”
- Aleksandar Janca, 2003.  

The Aboriginal concept of time and its mental health implications
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The future is rooted in the experience of time, the future is rooted in our actions in the 
present, the future is rooted in the living systems around us, and the future is rooted in 
this earth.

The Future  
is rooted
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PREDICTING THE FUTURE 
BY LOOKING AT THE PAST
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Predic&ve Futures

Predictive angle uses historical data as inputs to 
make informed estimates that are predictive in 

determining the direction of future.
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Predic&ve Futures

My forecast for the next forty years is an educated guess at what I believe will 
happen […], and certainly not a descripSon of what ought to happen. 

“
”

- Randers, 2012. 2052: A Global Forecast for the Next Forty Years. 
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Predic&ve Futures

Signals Drivers

&An event, a product, a news, 
anything that indicates a 

change. Of which there are 
no returns.

A larger force that accelerates 
the change of many related 

topics, accumulated over time 
that build up to this moment.
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Signals Drivers
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no returns.

A larger force that accelerates 
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Predic&ve Futures

Now
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Predic&ve Futures

Now
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Student work: 
Lea Gründler, Cora Rogall, Klara Tekath,2021. 
Köln InternaSonal School of Design.
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Student work: 
Lea Gründler, Cora Rogall, Klara Tekath,2021. 

Köln InternaSonal School of Design.
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The Future… 
… is not Bloodless 
… is Selfless 
… has Roots
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Explorative

Normative Predictive

STORYTELLING

SPECULATIVE 
DESIGN

SYSTEM 
THINKING
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I very frequently get the 
question: ‘What’s going to  
change in the next 10 years?’ And that 
is a very interesting question; it’s a very 
common one. I almost never get the 
question: ‘What’s not going to change in 
the next 10 years?’

- Jeff Bezos, 2012

“

”
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WHAT IS WHAT COULD BE&

Leading for the future is a 
balance between
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The Final 
Takeaway
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YOU NEED 
URGENT 

OPTIMISM
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How opSmisSc do you feel 
about the next 10 years?

How much power do you 
think you have in shaping 
the next 10 years?

Where does op&mism come from?

Survey Results from students at Köln International School of Design taking part in the course “Trend Forecast with System Thinking”.
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44%

47%

How opSmisSc do you feel 
about the next 10 years?

How much power do you 
think you have in shaping 
the next 10 years?

Sep 2021

Where does op&mism come from? 

Survey Results from students at Köln International School of Design taking part in the course “Trend Forecast with System Thinking”.
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44%

47%

66%

64%

How opSmisSc do you feel 
about the next 10 years?

How much power do you 
think you have in shaping 
the next 10 years?

Sep 2021 Feb 2022

Where does op&mism come from?

Survey Results from students at Köln International School of Design taking part in the course “Trend Forecast with System Thinking”.
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Optimism comes 
from  thinking, 

playing, learning 
about the future. 
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THE FUTURE IS 
WHAT WE 
MAKE IT TO BE.
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HOPE TO SEE YOU IN 
THE FUTURE.

ALICIA SHAO
Thinker. Speaker. Educator. 

aliciaspoon@gmail.com 
linkedin.com/in/aliciashao


