Future Search 

Future search is a methodology built explicitly on the idea that we are drawn towards what we want and energised by the vision of a future state.

Future search is a large scale change methodology that works to build change from the ground up rather than the top down. It is based on an understanding that people are energised by, and drawn towards, images, pictures and visions of the future that they have helped create. It is important, however, that these images are grounded in what has gone before; therefore future search seeks to establish common ground amongst those who are part of the change. It does not seek to establish consensus, or to resolve conflict, rather to identify and name the areas of commonality and difference.

Once an appropriate group has been assembled around an identified issue, they will start to brain storm to identify ‘changes in the world that are affecting our system’, often this is done as a giant wall mind map. This activity starts to connect the many different perspectives in the room into a connected and common account. It also overtly places the system in relation to its environment. It is not ‘the truth’, but this group’s construction of their environment. It is a very engaging activity as it encourages people to start building together and to connect to each other. The process encourages people to privilege commonalities ‘we live in the same world’ over differences.

Working from this base, groups work to identify desirable and likely futures, writing them separately on post its so that the collective outcome can be sorted by theme. Through this exercise groups frequently discover, what ever our differences, we desire similar futures.

The group as a whole then creates an oratory account of its history. This again is frequently a very engaging session, based on story telling elements of characters and events. It brings the past to life as people reminisce and discover unknown connections between them. Everyone’s story becomes part of the larger story.

Once again in smaller groups, people identify what parts of the history and the possible futures they want to drop, keep or create. Again these ideas are captured and themed.

At this point one might introduce a ‘dreaming’ round, that is, a ‘what it might be like if....’. Encouraging people to contact with and experience in imagination the positive effects of their future dreams is very energising and motivating. Finally, people are asked to form into small groups to identify the key strategic points that have emerged from the exercise, and then to self organise around the themes to plan and commit to action.

The important part about this last part of the exercise is that people work on, and commit to, areas that attract their energy and interest. People all across the system become leaders of change, not just the most senior. It also means that ideas that don’t attract any energy don’t get followed up. In essence this process creates a self organising network of change activity, rather than a centrally co-ordinated plan of change activity. 
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