By J. Daniel Beckham




Future Scanning
Making predictions is easy.  Making correct predictions is exceedingly hard.
The predictions below are a sampling of what Joel Barker (author of Future Edge) found when he checked some infamous predictions. Perhaps more interesting, were their sources. Arguably, there were few individuals better equipped by virtue of experience and credibility to make predictions. Yet they were miles from the mark.

	"The phonograph . . . is not of any commercial value."

  - Thomas Edison remarking on his own invention to his assistant Sam Insull, 1880

"Flight by machines heavier than air is unpractical and insignificant, if not utterly impossible."

  - Simon Newcomb, an astronomer of some note, 1902

"It is an idle dream to imagine that . . . automobiles will take the place of railways in the long distance movement of . . . passengers."

  - American Road Congress, 1913

"There is no likelihood man can ever tap the power of the atom."

  - Robert Millikan, Nobel Prize winner in physics, 1920

"Who the hell wants to hear actors talk?"

  - Harry Warner, Warner Brothers Pictures, 1927

"I think there is a world market for about five computers."

  - Thomas J. Watson, chairman of IBM, 1943


Making predictions is easy. As Barker's examples demonstrate, making correct predictions is exceedingly hard. And spinning out their implications can be even more difficult.

The extraordinary growth of the Internet, video and other electronic media was correctly predicted by many, who also comfortably concluded that books and bookstores would, as a result, meet their demise. A reasonable inference. But also wrong. Demand for traditional printed books grew.

Given the poor track record for predicting, organizations might be forgiven if they simply focused on responding in the short term. Unfortunately, a focus on the short term may only put them at the front of a foot race that is heading off a cliff. If an organization can more effectively imagine the future, then it obviously has an enormous advantage.

The future may be uncertain, but it is not a complete crap shoot. Armed with knowledge of the past and consideration of possible futures, the odds ought to be good that you can beat the house. It's worth remembering Einstein's observation: "God does not play dice."

Today, even more so than when Einstein made that pronouncement, a growing body of scientific theory and evidence supports his position. It's becoming clear that what we once regarded as random occurrences in our physical environment are really the result of systematic and potentially predictable forces.

The study of weather patterns with a computer gave rise to chaos theory, which suggests the world is not a random walk. Chaos theory spilled out of the physical sciences into the social sciences, including economics. One of its lessons is that small things can have big future impacts often impossible to fully appreciate until they've been played out. In chaos theory, the big impact of little things is called "sensitivity to initial conditions." A tiny shift in an initial condition can create huge swings far removed in time and space. The flapping of a butterfly's wings that eventually sets off a massive storm in another hemisphere is an oft-cited example of this effect. In an article in Forbes ASAP, former Intel executive William Davidow wrote about the big effect of small things:

"To appreciate the impact of sensitivity to initial conditions, consider the stirrup. A simple appendage attached to a saddle, the stirrup changed the world. Until the invention of the stirrup, riders on horseback found the experience very unstable. And this was particularly true in battle. The stirrup appeared in Europe around the eighth century when it was adopted by Charles Martel, leader of the Germanic Franks. It provided the lateral support and leverage necessary to allow a mounted warrior to capture the power of the horse as he brought his sword to bear against a foe. But the stirrup had consequences far beyond that. Since mounted troops now had an advantage in battle, leaders had to have horses. A lot more horses. Horses needed fodder. Fodder required land and farmers. To get land, Martel appropriated it from the church and gave it as estates to his mounted warriors who became lords. The lords owed loyalty to Martel and failure to provide it meant loss of their estates. They got the farm labor they needed by using the peasant population. The peasant owed labor to the lord. The result was the feudal system. And all of this from a stirrup."  

It would be impossible to try to anticipate the emergence of the infinite number of small things that might have big impacts. Things are just too complex and tightly woven. After all, it is the large, transforming consequences you need to be ready to ride. It's the avalanche that's dangerous, not the single snowflake that may ultimately set it off.

One of the reasons we frequently miss the avalanche is because it's easy to get lost in the detail of the present. I remember visiting the Badlands in South Dakota. Standing in that eerie moonscape, all I saw was randomness. There were no clues as to what had made the place. Water seemed too inadequate an explanation. But later that afternoon, flying home, I could see very plainly from 30,000 feet the ancient vestiges of flowing water that once carved the Badlands.

From 300 miles up, other flows have been recorded by astronauts and satellites. It is not readily apparent, for example, from the maps of earthbound cartographers, that there is a swatch of desert that extends from northwest Africa nearly all the way to Beijing.

Nor can you see on a map the grids that have formed in the Amazon along Brazilian Road 364 as ranchers, farmers, loggers, and settlers have poured into the region. From 1970 to 1995, the population in this area grew from 110,000 to 1.4 million. You can see it from the air.

What may appear chaotic close up, at a distance often reveals discernible patterns and yields its underlying truths. That's the kind of perspective that's most valuable when an organization goes future scanning. The important search is for powerful and pervasive currents. If not the currents themselves, then their manifestations.

Physician, Hans Selge, put it this way in his advice to young people at the beginning of their careers: "Try to look for the mere outlines of big things with your fresh, untrained, and unprejudiced mind." That's also good advice for organizations planning their careers in the future.

The past can teach us a lot about the outlines of big things. Yet the past is poison to many futurists. They warn sternly of the dangers of being trapped by the past. But any honest student of history, biology, physics, or systems thinking will quickly recognize the connections that link the future, the present, and the past. They are not different things. They are all the same thing. They are the same pool. Touch one and you touch all three.

The present is in flux and the future is shrouded in fog, but the past has had time to settle out. Learning from what has come before is one of the best ways to understand the present and anticipate the shape of the future.

Enslavement to the past is really not a big problem because most have little sense of history and even less of the future. They are captives of the present caught in a cage of the mind. Historian, Stephen Ambrose, spoke to this caged mentality in his book about the Lewis and Clark expedition, Undaunted Courage: "Had a Roman legion set off up the Missouri River in 1804, except for the rifle and sextant, its equipment would have been the same as Lewis and Clark's, and it would have moved at the same pace...Henry Adams put it perfectly: 'Great as were the material obstacles in the path of the United States, the greatest obstacle of all was in the human mind. Experience forced on men's minds the conviction that what had ever been must ever be.' In 1810, nothing moved faster than the speed of a horse. Nothing ever had moved any faster and, so far as the people of 1810 were aware, nothing ever would."

But according to Ambrose, things changed dramatically with the invention of the telegraph: "Before Morse and before the train (which was dependent on the telegraph for safe, efficient operation), it took a month to get information from Chicago to New York. By the 1850s, information moved all but instantly. That changed everyone's lives. It unified the nation. It made the stock market possible. Its impact on commerce and trade was beyond description." In Ambrose's view of the past there are lessons for the future. Thinking of the future in terms of the past may be insufficient, but it is still better than not thinking about the future at all.

Another way to look at the future is through the lens of the present. It's easy enough to see the various ways the present helps make the future. Many historians have suggested the tough terms of the Armistice at the end of World War I set in motion the circumstances that gave rise to World War II. These connections are easy to see in retrospect. The present always becomes clearer once you're able to look back at it from atop the high ground of the future.

But just as the present shapes the future, the future shapes the present. That's the real pragmatic power of vision. A vision involves imagining a point in the future, then reverse engineering by asking, "What must we do in the present to become our future?" As you undertake actions designed to realize your vision, the future starts to dictate the present. And the organization moves beyond reacting to the present to shaping the future.

There is a system relationship that exists between the present and the future that may be best represented by a great looping circle with outflows from the present impacting on the future and outflows from the future impacting on the present.

There are no boundaries between the present and the future. They exist in the same pond. A rock thrown into the waters of the present will set off ripples that swell into the future. Flip a stone into the waters of the future and the ripples come undulating back into the present. What you do in the present determines your ability to make the future. And what you imagine in the future can help determine the attractiveness of your present.

Foresight is not enough. Foresight implies a certain level of passivity - a willingness to react to the future. This is better than ignoring the future. But more powerful still is an "anticipative shaping" that seeks to discern not only the powerful currents of the future but also how those currents can be leveraged. The challenge is not only to anticipate the future but to wrestle with it in the present then make it your own.

But it's foolhardy to assume you can control the future. The future will consist of powerful flows that, like the weather, can be leveraged and ridden but can never be controlled. Trips to the future begin with a struggle to see and understand these powerful currents: their general direction, their power, and where they may collide and coalesce. It is these forces that determine how the beaches of the present will be eroded by the floods of the future.

Back off to 30,000 feet above health care, squint and see it propelled by seven strong currents. These same currents are carrying other industries into the future as well:

Demographics - changing demographics lead to profound challenges and profound opportunities. Jim Rogers rode a motorcycle around the world to better understand the true nature of the global marketplace. He shared that experience in a best-selling book called Investment Biker, in which he contemplated, among other things, some of the implications of China's policies and future growth for the rest of us: "To give you a sense of the economic entity coming into being, by the end of this decade, China's economy will be the third largest in the world…sometime in the first half of the 21st century. China will come to have the world's largest economy."

Within that broader dynamic, Rogers poses the kind of questions a future scanner needs to ask: "What will be the effect of China's one-child-per-couple policy on its future?...In all of history, such an unnatural policy has never been tried…I ask myself if these children will be so spoiled and self‑centered as to shift the Chinese personality…Will an entire nation of them strive even harder than today's hardworking Chinese?...Then I ask myself if parents and grandparents in such a country will send their only darlings to die in a war."

It takes a youthful mind to do this. To back off and see things whole. To not be dragged into the muck and mire by the gravity of details. To look for "Yeah!" when you're being drowned out by "Yeah, buts." Most experts at the time regarded Rogers' predictions of an emerging Chinese economic juggernaut as delusional. 

In the United States, the Baby Boom represents a demographic phenomenon that has repeatedly shaken old assumptions. As the bubble moved its way through society, it fueled an explosion in public schools, skyrocketing tuitions, chaotic run ups in real estate values, and a long-winded bull market in stocks and other investments. In health care, the Baby Boom helped drive up costs. But the aging of the population is not wholly attributable to the Boomers. Just as important are low rates of fertility and mortality, which will cause the population to stay aged even after the Boomers are no longer on the stage.

From 30,000 feet, the one demographic trend that overshadows all the rest is mortality. From ground level we remain seemingly insensitive to the fact that we are, according to an article in the New York Times Magazine by John Tierney, "living through the greatest miracle in the history of our species - the doubling of life expectancy since the Industrial Revolution."

Technology - technology reshapes industries overnight. Cable remade television. And in doing so it remade politics and advertising. The computer I bought my kids 25 years ago had greater firepower than IBM mainframes of a decade before. It started to look and act more like a television and a telephone every day. And the minute I plugged it in, it was already obsolete.

Overhead, moving quietly through space, a satellite sends signals to earth to a small hand-held GPS that can tell me exactly where I am within a few feet any place on earth. I already take it for granted. It's becoming ordinary.

The future often reaches back into the past and snatches things that may not have been relevant or valuable at the time. For example, there was no great demand for magnetic storage of data until the central processing unit (CPU) was developed and began to be widely applied in personal computers. This new demand caused engineers to reach back and bring forward magnetic tape used on tape recorders and then innovate with it. Instead of moving magnetic tape across a recording head as they had on tape recorders, they put the magnetic medium on a moving surface - a disk - and called it a "hard drive."

Andrew Groves, former CEO of Intel, a cancer survivor, once used health care to paint a picture of a future built around information. He imagined professionals at any time and any place being able to combine on a single screen the patient's x-ray, MRI, and lab test results, as well as real-time electronic monitoring and live video. This would allow several minds, in several places, to go to work on the patient's problem at the same time. It was impractical at the time. Then it began to evolve rapidly towards common practice.

Information - information creates, dislocates, and destroys industries. It is true that information is power. Information and power travel hand-in-hand. But information has busted out and escaped from its keepers. It is being democratized. And in this democratization lies the decline of the old information power brokers.

The professional classes that built their prestige and incomes on exclusive information franchises are being washed away. In their place is a new breed of dispassionate toll takers: "Take whatever information you want," they say, "for $20 a month, it's all you can eat!" Health care has been characterized by scant information on either results or price. As a consequence, customers have been ill-equipped to judge value, the most basic prerequisite for establishing and maintaining a competitive marketplace. That will continue to change. As information floods into health care, it will break up the power of traditional institutions and franchises.

James Burke, best known for the popular PBS series he hosted called Connections, described the Internet as a "diversifying" rather than a centralizing force. "It's pretty much uncontrollable." He described the Web as "everybody's broadcasting station. Printing was probably as giant a step in its time as the Web is now, but if you look at the context of printing, it was a small step then because it was available only to the tiny minority of the population who were literate and who had the kind of money you need to make, sell, or have access to it. Printing was easily controlled. All you had to do was grab the nearest printing press and tell the printer what to do, and you were in charge, which of course is what the political and religious authorities did within roughly a week of the emergence of the printing press."

Ideas - ideas are different from information. The temperature in Phoenix at noon is information. Marxism is an idea. An academic medical center and the German scientific model that gave rise to it are ideas. Specialized care is an idea. So is holistic care. The Internet was an idea long before it was a reality. Once they've been articulated and achieved a certain level of acceptance, ideas can bulldoze an industry.

Some ideas transcend into ideals - things worthy of honor and deep commitment. People will die for ideas and ideals. And they will fight for them in industries and in organizations. A vision is fundamentally an idea about the future. It has power when it's able to reach back and move people in the present.

Resources - Resources also have been historical shapers of industries. Of all resources in recent history, few have proved as influential as oil. Wars have been fought over oil and nations built on it. It fueled the growth of the American auto industry and with it a lifestyle based on easy movement.

It also made possible the rapid deployment of what has probably been the most critical resource in health care - highly educated labor. The American labor force has always been highly portable because petroleum-powered trains, cars, and planes made them so. Through this portability, trained medical professionals became available nationwide. And new training centers sprang up to produce more of them.

Economics - Economic forces wash over the landscape of industries with regularity, leaving them transformed. High compensation for specialists begets a surplus of specialists and shortages of primary care physicians. Laws of supply and demand drive shortages and surpluses. And, when left to do their work, these laws generate tendencies toward balance. Competition on the basis of price and quality tend to drive down the former while driving up the latter.

Today's marketing channel is tomorrow's quaint anachronism. I bought my first computer from a store that sold only computers and only one brand at that. I bought my most recent computer on the Internet. It came in a box delivered by UPS. I'll probably never talk to the people I placed the order with again. And I didn't even see the UPS man who dropped it off.

Disrupting the economic status quo is a time-proven method for redirecting cash flow from the old-line to the upstart. As George Gilder put it in Forbes ASAP, "In the past, capital equipment was costly and production complex and dominated by large firms. Bill Gates might have spent his life working his way up the chain of command at IBM or General Electric, thus avoiding an immense contribution to income inequality in America. Instead, he began a new company at a poverty-level entry income with capital goods costing a few thousand dollars."

Calamity - calamity reshapes the course of history, including industries. When potato crops failed in Ireland, a wave of Irish immigrants left for America. They joined the lower strata of American society and began to work their way up. Their labor, like that of immigrants before them, often drove the machinery of American industry. They also supplied a strong contingent of the nursing staff in American hospitals.

War is so dislocating and disruptive (and often irrational) that it is best put in the category of general calamities like the eruption of a volcano or the spread of a plague. Paradoxically, while war has devastated nations and industries, it has also made them. And every war has contributed to medical innovation.

All of these currents are interrelated.

Everything in the future is connected to everything else in the future. And everything in the future is connected to everything in the present and the past. Everything is in the same pool. Because computers and software make searching for information easy, we search more. And that speeds up the rate of technological change and economic growth, which drives up the ease of searching (and drives down the cost of searching more) and so the cycle moves on.

What do you look for as you scan the future? How do you recognize what's most important in the fog into which the currents flow? I'd suggest paying attention to velocity, volume, and energy. When looking at demographic trends, say population growth, ask: How fast is the population growing? What is its velocity?

Velocity generates momentum. Momentum carries things from their present location to a future one. This is as true for a demographic trend as it is for a thrown rock: It makes a trip from the present into the future. If it is moving fast today, it will carry momentum and impact into the future.

Beyond velocity, there is the phenomenon of volume - the size of the rock. Big rocks create big splashes. Big splashes have broad and often pervasive impacts. If volume is high or building in the present, then it will probably have a large impact in the future.

At the turn of this century, the volume of the elderly was still relatively small (around 12%), but it will grow exponentially over the coming decades. This volume will be accompanied by a fairly high rate of velocity. This demographic current will become a big rock and it will begin to move fast.

Collisions release energy. When trends collide, energy is released that exceeds that embedded in the trends independent of one another. This is true for colliding technology, economics, societies, ideas, resources. Big rocks moving fast make for big collisions and lots of energy. The energy of such collisions is destabilizing.

While upsetting to the status quo, such collisions inevitably create opportunity-rich environments. Convergence is often the precursor to collisions, which always yields a blending. A prime example is the collision of telephone, television, computer, and software technologies.

Computers began to serve as telephones. Telephones became more computer‑like and so did televisions. Computer monitors began to display images as fluid as those on televisions. Cell phones became cameras and video cams. And fax machines stopped caring whether they were getting a fax from another fax machine, out of a computer or through a cell phone.

In assessing the future importance of a current, consider its combination of momentum, volume, and energy. Think of it as a formula: MVE = future impact.

A popular conceptual device for thinking about the future is the sigmoid curve - an S-curve resting on its side. You start at the lowest end of the S-curve and begin to climb the front edge of what looks like a bell‑shaped curve. You reach an apex then begin your decline.

This curve, according to Charles Handy in his book The Age of Paradox, "sums up the story of life itself. We start slowly, experimentally, and falteringly; we wax and then we wane. It is the story of the British Empire, and of the Soviet Empire, and of all empires always. It is the story of a product's lifecycle and of many a corporation's rise and fall. It even describes the course of love and relationships. The secret to constant growth is to start a new sigmoid curve before the first one peters out...to get the new curve through its initial explorations and flounderings before the first curve begins to dip downward."

The S-curve is, in my mind, another rock tossed from the present into the future. But with skill you can skip the rock. With the correct wrist, arm, and body motion, you can launch it on a path of multiple sigmoid curves by translating energy into a trajectory that glances off the surface of the water. Instead of sinking, the rock rises into the air and bounces off the water's surface again and again. The challenge is to leverage the dynamics of the future into sustained flight. But what must happen in the present to send the organization skipping into the future is overwhelmingly difficult.

When the S-curve is ascendant, all the feedback is positive, "We are heading up!" No one's much interested in changing now. It's not until they're riding the curve down that they become willing to consider shifting focus and strategy. At that point though, the momentum is heading down. Two views of the future are doing battle now. The one that propelled the old curve and the one necessary to propel the next one. That means old ideas, structures, and people must be challenged by new ideas, structures, and people.  Organizations start to doubt their leaders when the curve heads down. And once the organization is in full fall, leaders are often tossed out.

Handy describes what too often happens: "He had failed as a leader, not because he was wrong in sensing the need for a second curve but because he had not managed to get them to share his understanding. Those who can do that at point A and not at point B are the leaders we all need." The place to start a new curve is, of course, as close as possible to the peak of the old.

To use another metaphor, think of the S-curve as if it were a bullwhip, the kind the circus lion tamers still use. To move a new curve into the future takes a hard snap of the arm in the present. Do it right, get the timing and the force in synch, and the whip will crack like a gunshot. Your intentions will explode with impact in the future.

How can organizations best skip themselves into a desirable future? Here are ten things that I think can help:

Get out of the chair. The future needs to be imagined from different directions. On the ground, the smoke from soft coal in China looks like a local phenomenon, but get 300 miles up and you see that it's a national and international one.

You can't see the Badlands when you're approaching them on the Interstate because they exist below the general elevation of the surrounding landscape. When you're down in the Badlands, it's impossible to see the surrounding flatlands or the Black Hills rising in the distance. Fly above this varied terrain and you see the shaping created by wind and water, but you lose any sense of elevation. You see new things - important things - from every perspective, but you never see the whole picture.

To get the whole picture, you've got to look at the thing from several angles that consciously push the organization into new vantage points. Intentional wandering can get the organization out of its chair. See through the eyes of others. How do patients see things? Physicians? Competitors? Employees? Suppliers?

Go snake-eyed. In dealing with complexity, we often advise our clients to go snake-eyed - to squint in order to block out the nonessential and to see only the big macro flows. Snakes see only two things: things they can eat and things that can eat them. This snake-eyed perspective is very useful when trying to envision the future.

Contemplating the future requires focusing on the present and the past. And that requires some deliberate screening out of other "noise." As William James, the psychologist, once observed, "The art of becoming wise is the art of knowing what to overlook." What are the strongest currents flowing through the present and what are their potential for the future? What is the velocity, volume and energy of these currents?

Create premature collisions. Take undercurrents and simulate their convergence, collision, and coalescence. Slam them together. Crash test them. Collide even the seemingly unrelated. What happens if the Internet is collided with the elderly? What happens when you smash quantum physics into process re-engineering?

Run with the scissors. One of my favorite T-shirt slogans is "Runs with scissors." It labels an obvious violator of life's protocols. Be reckless in your thinking. Imagine inventing a future that would rip the guts out of the organization - that would slaughter every sacred and semi-sacred cow. Boldness is liberating. So is audacity and heresy. Without them, the organization can become subject to the tyranny of the incremental as it chants the mantra: "It worked in the past. It works in the present. We need only do it better in the future."

Engage in dialogue. Talk about the future. I mean really talk about the future. Physicist, David Bohm, described such dialogue as revealing the "tacit infrastructure" of thought. According to William Isaacs in The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook, dialogue allows its participants to see "the assumptions taken for granted, the polarization of opinions, the rules for acceptable and unacceptable conversation and the methods for managing differences." According to Isaacs, dialogue creates "...a setting where conscious, collective mindfulness" can be maintained. Dialogue is a pathway to a richer set of implications. It is also an important step towards owning your own thinking. People own what they help create.

Constantly bash assumptions. Most pictures of the future are assumptions carried forward. To avoid being trapped by too narrow or too rigid a set of assumptions, deliberately and repeatedly attack assumptions. Break their hypnotic spell and open up a continuous stream of alternative possibilities. The universal solvent for reducing an assumption to its key ingredients is the question, "Why?" At Toyota, they have long used the 5 Whys to blast past the obvious and reduce things to their roots. By routinely asking, "Why?" five times, higher levels of understanding are created. To attack assumptions requires that the individuals involved in the assault rid themselves temporarily but intentionally of any personal ownership of the assumptions. Why is it important to own primary care practices? Why? Why? Why? Why?

Swim in the past. If nations have gone to war over oil in the past, is it likely they may go to war over other resources in the future? If simple technologies have set off immense social changes in the past, is it likely they will do so in the future as well? In colonial America, homeopathic physicians were the best trained and most respected. Allopaths were, for the most part, poorly educated apprentices. But the allopaths were scrappy, entrepreneurial and insensitive to the niceties of the staid institutions of European training. They started their own medical schools and overwhelmed their competitors in the race for professional legitimacy. Could such a pattern repeat itself in the future?

Extend your time horizon. To see convergences, collisions and coalescence, you've got to look out beyond the time horizon that defines most organizations' view of the future. The economist, John Maynard Keyes, was right when he observed that "in the long term we're all dead," but he was wrong if he meant to imply that the future has no influence on the present. The best way to ensure the present is to ensure the future. By definition, there's no way to create the future without action in the present. And the best way to allocate focus and resources in the present is against some rational concept of the future. The future is accelerating. It's always closer than you think. Future events at what the organization views as its three-year time horizon are increasingly likely to emerge as next year's events instead.

Dedicate time to the future. Most organizations dedicate only a minuscule amount of time thinking and talking about the future. Management and the board (sometimes with physicians) get together once a year and spend maybe four hours earnestly considering the shape of the future. If (conservatively) executives have 2,080 hours of work time available in a year, they will have dedicated a scant .02% of their time to consideration of the future. Some organizations have been very deliberate in engaging the future. Microsoft had an Advanced Technology Group dedicated to contemplating the future. Toshiba had a Lifestyles Research Institute. Yamaha set up a "listening post" in London to share the latest in musical technology with some of Europe's most talented musicians. Electronic Data Systems hired alumni of the Disney organization to help it put together an exhibit demonstrating how technology may remake people's lives. Nissan pulled together a naturalist, an astronaut, an ecologist, a physicist, an anthropologist, as well as community and business leaders to dialogue regularly about the future.

Stay focused on the customer. No perspective is more important than that of the customer. In contemplating the future, there's really only one reality you can count on when it comes to making a living for your organization - you can't do it without customers. When Louis Gerstner, Jr., took over as CEO at IBM in 1993, he determined that the company's biggest problem wasn't with its products or its competitors. IBM had fallen out of touch with its customers and squandered what was once a fundamental source of strength for the company. He envisioned an organization once again in touch with its customers and he dedicated himself to setting an example. Shortly after arriving at IBM, Gerstner said, "I came here with a view that you should start the day with customers and organize around customers." In his early days, Gerstner spent 40% of his time with customers - specifically with CEOs. He left customers with the impression that IBM had figured out how the 21st Century high-tech society and economy would unfold. And he built a relationship of trust. "The future is a lot about trust," according to Northwestern University renowned marketing professor, Phillip Kotler, "More and more CEOs have become conscious that they are the CEO of marketing. You're selling trust."

Out of all this effort focused on the future should come context - a thoughtful and fertile field in which to sow the seeds of a desired future. Without an articulated and understood concept of the organization's place in the future, context is just so much fertilizer. Somebody has to wade into the fertilized field to plant and cultivate a future worth becoming.
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