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As noted in Make Change Work for You, our bestselling guide to trendspotting and innovation, 
unpredictability is the only thing we can predict and uncertainty the only certainty for 
working professionals going forward. From the smallest local businesses to the largest global 
enterprises, the mass onset of coronavirus and other disruptive events will only continue to 
impact the fundamental way in which countless individuals and organizations do business 
in coming years. From the methods we use to manage development and distribution, to 
the way we market and sell products, make no mistake. Massive shifts in operating models, 
technology, and professional best practices promise to permanently redefine the way we 
connect, communicate, and engage in the workplace for decades to come.

Working as futurists and trends experts for today’s largest household brands and 
organizations, our firm FutureProof Strategies has partnered with hundreds of Fortune 500 
leaders and associations to help identify rising trends and build business strategies designed 
to capitalize on emerging opportunities. But after spending over 20 years focused on 
answering one pivotal question – What’s coming next? – we’ve also discovered that learning 
to future-proof a business or brand is also far less difficult and time-consuming than most 
would suspect. Inside the following guide, you’ll find a number of forward-thinking strategies 
and solutions for helping yourself and your organization stay ahead of the curve, and teaching 
yourself how to spot and capitalize on opportunities before rivals can react. It’s our hope 
that it proves an essential tool in your efforts to plan around uncertainty, future-proof your 
business, and build a career roadmap that can withstand any unexpected twist 
or turn that the market takes.

While we can’t always say for certain what the future will bring, it bears reminding. We always 
have the ability to think ahead, plan in advance, and – even if we should find ourselves 
unprepared for whatever happens – steer the future towards more positive outcomes 
by actively exercising a little ingenuity and hard work. Furthermore, even when surprise 
happenings and events call the best-laid plans into question, don’t forget: You can always 
learn from every circumstance and pivot accordingly. True: We live in extraordinary and 
eventful times. But as you’ll see time and again throughout this guide, you don’t have to be 
psychic to see what’s coming around the corner. More importantly, a little flexibility (and 
foresight) is all it often takes to successfully bridge the gap from where you’re looking 
to go to where you’re at.

Scott Steinberg

Introduction
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How to Think 
Like a Futurist
You say you want to get better at planning around 
uncertainty and learning to stay one step ahead of 
the curve? No surprise there: While we’d all like to 
improve our ability to see what’s coming next, it 
often seems difficult to anticipate what’s coming 
around the bend. 

But despite common misperceptions, the good news is that 
in actuality, it’s far easier and far less time-consuming than 
most of us would suspect. Better yet, you don’t even have to 
be particularly talented or brilliant to do so either. So allow 
me to share a trade secret: You don’t actually need to be a 
futurist in order to think like one. More than anything else, 
the key is simply knowing where to look for answers, the 
right questions to ask, and whom to turn to for insight.

Just ask Germany’s Association for Chemistry and 
Economics (the VCW), which has over 30,000 members 
spread across hundreds of industries worldwide. Knowing 
that teamwork would be crucial to successfully staying one 
step ahead of the curve, and accelerating the speed at which 
it could adapt, the VCW recently wanted to create a solution 
that would allow these members to get better about working 
together to anticipate the future – and drive innovation on a 
huge scale. In addition, it was looking for a tool that would 
allow these folks to more easily collaborate with scientists in 
other fields as well.

Amusingly though, as intimidating as the prospect sounds, 
after studying the shape of the challenge before it, the VCW 
realized that all it had to do to get better about spotting new 
opportunities – and send its prospects soaring – was just 
bring a little ingenuity to bear. Because in the end, what the 
association wound up doing was simply coining the concept 
of “Social Chemistry,” and building an open online portal 
that allowed members to crowdsource ideas, team up with 
talent from outside the field, and pool resources across 
public and private organizations as needed. Incredibly, 
within just 5 weeks, not only was the VCW able to identify 
numerous trends and investment opportunities which 
weren’t even remotely on the association’s radar. It was also 
able to pinpoint hundreds of promising new ideas to explore, 
and spark dozens of new initiatives for the industry – not bad 
for a small, cost-affordable website.

As you can see, when it comes to maximizing your insight – 
and maximizing your opportunities – you don’t necessarily 
have to be a genius to get ahead in business anymore… 
rather, just a little bit more clever and ingenious instead. 
Likewise, finding success today is less about being the most 
accomplished person in the room and more about being the 
one who’s mastered the art of learning how to most quickly 
and effectively learn about any given topic instead as well. 
Moreover, when it comes to finding winning ideas to pursue, 

you don’t have to be exceptionally talented or creative 
either. Rather, just the type of leader who prizes diversity of 
thought and opinion, and actively makes a point to surround 
themselves with an army of trusted advisers by making 
leadership a concept that scales. 

In effect, as much as we all love celebrating the Elon Musks 
and Steve Jobs of the world, succeeding in a business 
environment that’s as fast-changing and unpredictable as 
today’s marketplace isn’t about having to be a single-minded 
or visionary leader anymore. Instead, it’s about being able 
to draw upon the wisdom of crowds more frequently, and 
becoming more of what experts call an anticipatory leader 
… Someone who’s not only more skilled at anticipating the 
future, but also more clever and resilient when it comes 
to helping an organization consistently steer itself toward 
success no matter what the future brings.

But let’s not get ahead of ourselves just yet. If you don’t 
mind, before proceeding, I’d like to back up a little bit and 
start our examination of the ancient art of trendspotting 
by asking a simple question: What is a Futurist? I won’t be 
offended if you roll your eyes here. After all, a lot of folks tend 
to think of us as the corporate version of late-night psychics. 
But the idea that we’re in the business of reading tarot cards 
and tea leaves couldn’t be further from the truth.



In fact – and I probably shouldn’t tell you this – our dirty 
secret is that futurists don’t actually predict the future for 
a living. Rather, we carefully study the current state of the 
market and society, as well as patterns and trends that 
appear to be slowly percolating upwards across both – then 
consider how likely it is that various developments will take 
shape, and the degree to which they’ll impact any given 
organization. By doing so, we’re able to challenge partners 
to think more critically about various scenarios – and how 
to create an action plan designed to deal with any given 
development that might come to pass.

Truth be told, we’re market researchers and anthropologists 
more than anything else. Ultimately, we spend most of our 
time collecting data, analyzing information, and crafting 
scenarios that organizations can simulate working through 
to prepare themselves to greet new challenges. Put simply, 
it’s our job to get business leaders to carefully consider 
which way that the future is trending – and help them 
determine which strategic direction to go in, as well as the 
best plan of attack to adopt. And you’d be amazed at the 
kind of insights you can surface when you apply similar 
approaches in thinking.

For example, a few years back, Coca-Cola Australia put on 
its futurist thinking cap and decided to study the shape 
of changing consumer markets, and quickly noticed that 
Millennials and Gen Zers were rapidly becoming two of the 
largest audiences for its carbonated beverages. In addition, 

they also realized that these younger audiences – having 
been raised on the Internet and social networks – were less 
likely to engage in face-to-face interaction than previous 
generations. So over time, when young adults in Australia 
inevitably started getting together more often online than 
in real-life, and stopped drinking its soft drink products as 
much as in the past, the company was already well aware 
that it needed to radically reinvent its strategy to connect 
with them both online and off. 

But rather than take out millions in TV or radio advertising, 
which it had already researched and realized wouldn’t 
connect with digital natives? And rather than try and cook 
up all sorts of crazy new flavors, which it knew wouldn’t fix 
the bigger underlying problem it faced? Coca-Cola instead 
decided to bridge the gap between the digital and physical 
worlds by printing the 150 most popular Australian boys’ 
and girls’ first names on Coke bottles (bottles it was already 
manufacturing and selling) and —via cost-effective social, 
online, and mobile media programs—invited citizens to 
share them and strike up a conversation, online and off. 

Incredibly, within 3 months, the business had successfully 
blanketed the entire country and increased consumption 
among young adults by double digits. As you may have 
noticed, the campaign proved to be so clever and cost-
effective that it later came to the U.S. and other territories in 
a big way as well. As you can see, a little advance planning 
and forethought can be a powerful tool for helping drive 
ongoing growth and success for any given business. 

On the bright side though, like I was saying earlier, if you’re 
hoping to become more of what management consultants 
Anika Savage and Michael Sales call an anticipatory leader, 
it may help to know that you don’t need specialized training 
to do a futurist’s job, though – or even a good publicist. In 
fact, as one of my peers put it, the truth is that we are all 
futurists at heart. After all, when we get married, it’s not 
uncommon to assume that it will last a lifetime, and when 
we make an investment, it’s not uncommon to think it will 
pay off in the long run, as futurist Sheryl Connelly reminds. 
But as we’re all aware, these assumptions often don’t pan 
out the way we anticipate. Which is exactly why we often 
find ourselves asking: What would we do if things changed 
and didn’t go according to plan… how would we rethink our 
operating strategies as well? In effect, that’s precisely what a 
futurist does – so congratulations, I’m officially giving you all 
a promotion. In case you’re not busy doing enough different 
things at work these days, you can add yet another skill to 
your resume.

1 The Anticipatory Leader: Futurist, Strategist, and Integrator – Anika Savage and Michael Sales



Anyways, as a working professional, you’re no doubt already 
asking yourself all sorts of questions about what’s coming 
next for various industries every day. So if you want to think 
like a futurist more effectively going forward? Mostly, all you 
need to do is make a point to ask more pointed questions 
here – and make a game of asking WHAT IF? at every turn, 
planning for an even wider range of eventualities. After all, 
the deeper the research you do, and more you practice 
mapping out specific actions that you can take in case 
unforeseen events suddenly upend your business plan, the 
more successful you’ll be. And, of course, the more that 
you make a habit of regularly simulating and role-playing 
through scenarios such as these? The more you’ll discover 
that the type of critical thinking futurists use is simply a basic 
mental muscle of sorts – and, like any muscle, is one that you 
can both get in the reflexive habit of using, and strengthen 
through repeat exercise.

For instance, we recently completed a project for the PGA 
that took a closer look at the future of golf. Unfortunately, 
as successful as this 600 year-old sport has been, it’s having 
trouble connecting with young people, who see it as too 
time-consuming, too expensive, too elitist, too outdated, 
and too tough to master. But younger generations will 
become the largest audience for the game within 5 years, 
though – and would anyone care to guess what their average 
attention span is? It’s 8 seconds. A goldfish’s is 9 seconds by 
comparison. (Thanks Fortnite and Snapchat!)

So given that some of you probably have teens and twenty-
somethings at home, some pointed questions you might 
ask yourself are: How likely are these young bucks to spend 
4 minutes engaged in any given activity, let alone 4 hours 
lounging around a fairway? How many are open to blowing 
$50 on a round of golf, not counting clothes, lessons, and 
equipment? And how many would prefer just casually 
hanging out and chatting with their friends in an online game 
to waking up early and teeing off at some stuffy country club 
anyway? 

It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to see that fundamental 
sea changes are happening here that innovations like better 
equipment and cooler shoes alone won’t solve. Or that the 
sport doesn’t exactly lend itself towards the short-form and 
social experiences that today’s youths thrive on. Which is 
precisely why businesses like TopGolf and Drive Shack asked 
themselves another, equally important question: What if 
we just made playing the sport of golf simpler – and helped 

people get to the fun parts of the game sooner? And, in 
doing so, quickly became the hottest thing happening in the 
industry today. 

If you haven’t visited, you can think of these one-stop 
entertainment destinations – which combine high-tech 
driving ranges with restaurants, sports bars, and event 
spaces – as being equivalent to the sport of golf as what 
Dave & Busters is to traditional video game arcades. But 
as much as these firms have capitalized on cutting-edge 
technologies to grow their business, never mind smart 
viewscreens and micro-chipped balls… I’d argue that their 
core innovation is simply introducing a business model that 
makes the golfing experience shorter, more social, and more 
accessible to everyone. Again, a little bit of critical thinking is 
all it often takes to see the future taking shape more clearly, 
and a knack for asking better questions is all it takes to 
successfully plan around it. 

However, if you want to become more of an anticipatory 
leader (someone who’s capable of coming up with game 
changing solutions like these in coming years) it’s also 
important to note. The trick to getting ahead going forward 
isn’t just being able to accurately envision future scenarios, 
then think backwards and create a working roadmaps that 
bridge the gap from here to there. It’s to also accept that 
other, alternate forces are in play and futures are constantly 
taking shape – and design your business and operating 
strategies in such a way that you’ve got multiple backup 
plans that you can put in motion if you suddenly need to rip 
up your playbook and rewrite it on the fly. Flexibility is the 
essence of future-proofing, as I always say.



So if you want to get better about planning for tomorrow, it’s 
not enough to just get good at assessing various business 
and investment opportunities anymore. You’ve also got to 
make a point to get good at exercising strong, but weakly 
held opinions going forward. In other words, we’re all going 
to be asked to make more important decisions on the 
fly going forward – even as, in such fast-changing times, 
the business intelligence we have to call upon becomes 
increasingly less reliable. So in addition to doing your 
homework as extensively as possible, and using the best 
information available when it comes to picking new business 
opportunities or new ventures to add to your portfolio? It’s 
also vital that you keep enough of an open mind and eye on 
what’s coming next that you’re able to consistently revise 
these decisions as new information is gained. Considering 
that nine out of 10 companies – especially start-ups – who 
make it in the market tend to succeed with different business 
plans than those they first envisioned? Again, it pays to 
recognize that part of being a successful business leader in 
coming years won’t just be about picking the right horses to 
back. It also means knowing when it’s time to stop digging 
in your heels and start thinking about how to turn on a dime 
instead.

Consider the case of Korean auto manufacturer Hyundai. 
A decade ago, its low-cost, high-quality vehicles were 
just starting to grow in popularity in US, and its fortunes 
were on the rise. But when the Great Recession hit, and it 
was suddenly and unexpectedly pummeled by a drop in 
consumer spending? Out of nowhere, it found that it had to 
quickly pump its brakes and veer in a different direction.

Unlike competitors though, Hyundai didn’t immediately 
bump up ad spending or promote new product features 
or incentives. Instead, the company decided to be more 
strategic about looking for new opportunities, and created 
a program that allowed its salespeople and showroom 
employees (everyday frontline workers) to speak up and 
share their insights more readily. Hyundai then asked these 
workers to poll customers to find out what was going on, 
and discovered that the reason for spending drops had 
nothing to do with product feature sets or perceptions of 
overall quality – rather it was the risk that customers saw 
associated with buying big-ticket items like automobiles in 
such uncertain times. 

So instead of giving a knee-jerk response, and slashing 
price tags, Hyundai decided to slash risks for its customers 
instead, and started promoting a no-strings-attached 
money-back refund if shoppers lost their job for any reason 
within the next 12 months. As a result, the company’s sales 
doubled in January 2009, while the industry’s plummeted 
nearly 50%, its biggest drop since 1963 – not too shabby 
for a slight shift in steering, right? What’s more, in case you 
hadn’t noticed, everything old is apparently new again: In 
the midst of coronavirus-related concerns, a number of auto 
manufacturers are currently running similar promotions as 
we speak.

Of course, as any business leader can tell you, it’s difficult 
trying to anticipate the future in a world that changes 
as often as the one we live in today, and these types of 
predictions will only get tougher to make going forward. But 
while the practice of engaging in futurism – making a point 
to actively contemplate future events and trends, and how 
they promise to impact you and your ventures – is becoming 
increasingly challenging? Futurism is also an important 
talent to get comfortable exercising, because it’s a growingly 
critical skill for any working professional to master, 
especially when far-ranging decisions need making.



As a reminder, not only will the next 10 years bring more 
change than the prior 10,000 – change we’ll all have to plan 
around. More than half of Fortune 500 firms will also be 
replaced by the time that 2030 arrives. In addition, thanks 
to our friends in the startup community, it now takes most 
organizations less than 30 days to deploy new products and 
business ideas, causing the lifespan of even today’s most 
accomplished firms to shrink to just a single decade.

So if you want to enjoy any longevity as a business leader in 
coming years? It means that talent and smarts alone won’t 
be enough to thrive in a world where even winners aren’t 
surefire long-term bets anymore. Instead, like anticipatory 
leaders are aware, you’ll also have to be far more 
proactive and agile when it comes to addressing emerging 
developments in the market. And more and more, the ability 
to successfully anticipate what’s coming around the bend, 
and how to deal with what’s coming next, will mean the 
difference between disrupting or being disrupted. 

Anyhow, if you want to become more of an anticipatory 
leader, it’s no surprise that you’ll have to start thinking like 
a futurist more often. And that not only means having to 
teach yourself to get better at weighing every decision. It 
also means having to craft more adaptable business plans as 
you go. Happily, asking yourself three simple questions can 
help as you go about considering how to build a more future-
proof strategy, including:

	● Financial gains aside, how can you always ensure you’re 
finding ways to win from every opportunity – i.e. by 
gaining new capabilities, insights, and resources that can 
be applied to other business ventures?

	● What level of flexibility do potential ventures you choose 
to undertake allow – and just how readily can you 
repurpose tools, technologies, and insights from them in 
new and novel ways if needed… or use them to quickly 
pivot or springboard to new opportunities?

	● How successfully and rapidly can resources and learnings 
garnered from your efforts in any given area translate 
to other contexts, industries, or areas of business 
opportunity?

In effect, what I’m asking you to is look beyond balance 
sheets and research reports alone and always consider – 
how well does this investment bolster and augment my 

overall business strategy and/or holdings? And if sudden, 
unexpected developments call even the best-laid plans 
into question, how much room to maneuver do different 
opportunities truly afford me? As you may have noticed, no 
matter how much time and money you can afford to invest 
in any given venture, more often, if there’s one thing you 
can always bank on, it’s the benefits to be recognized by 
exercising start-up-level ingenuity at every turn.

On the bright side, as we’ve discussed, you can certainly get 
better about anticipating the future by exercising a more 
forward-thinking mindset. Noting this, more than anything, 
three skills you’ll want to cultivate more frequently going 
forward are critical analysis, inquisitiveness, and imagination 
– the ability to consistently ask Why, How, and What If at 
every turn, as it were. Doing so won’t just help you practice 
the art of futurism more readily. It will also help give you 
the perspective you need to determine where holes in the 
marketplace (and holes in your investment portfolio) exist, 
plus the insight needed to make smarter decisions going 
forward.

Likewise, as we briefly touched on before, you can also 
improve your odds of finding success by embracing the 
wisdom of the crowd wherever possible. That’s because 
change is now happening on a global and epic scale – and 
the more radically you can multiply the resources that 
are available to you, the more radically you can multiply 
the speed at which you can solve any given challenge. In 
essence, the key is getting ahead going forward isn’t just 
to get good at evaluating business plans and financial 
models, but also to get good at researching, networking, and 
applying insights in context. 

2 https://hpmegatrends.com/5-tips-to-think-like-a-futurist-f5ebae3e404d?gi=3606e26583d7



Because to stay on top of emerging trends, you’ve not only got 
to stay up to speed on what’s happening in different markets. 
At the rate and scale that change can impact us today, you’ve 
also got to build a community of expert advisors around you 
who can help you stay better attuned to impending shifts, get 
smarter about any given topic faster, and operate at much 
greater scope if you want to stay competitive. After all, you 
might not know much about quantum computing or advanced 
robotics… But when it comes to staying on top of new 
developments in these spaces and evaluating new investment 
opportunities, which can pop up anytime, anywhere all over 
the world? It pays to have a really smart group of friends you 
can call upon who do.

Ultimately though, if you’re looking for some quick, simple 
things that you can do from a personal standpoint to 
sharpen your future senses, there are five simple activities 
you can engage in if you want to get better at spotting and 
interpreting signals that the market is sending,  according to 
leading futurists:

	● STAY UP-TO-DATE ON TRENDS – A number of high-
level socioeconomic and technological forces called 
megatrends promise to impact the future at all times 
– and you should be monitoring them at every turn, say 
industry experts. For example: Millennials – who think, 
learn, and operate differently from prior generations 
– are becoming the largest demographic in the 
workforce, just as artificial intelligence and robotics are 
transforming the shape of the workplace as we speak. 
Just a few ways you can stay on top of megatrends 
include reading up on the latest news, attending 
conferences, staying attuned to academic research, 
speaking with end-users and industry thought leaders, 
maintaining contacts across industry supply chains, and 
keeping on top of startup and investment activity. No 
matter how high a level that you find yourself operating 
at, never forget that grassroots research can yield 
tremendous insights, and you should never be too busy 
to engage in it.

	● IMAGINE TOMORROW TAKING SHAPE – Once you’ve 
spotted an emerging trend, make a point to think ahead 
and imagine what the future looks like 3, 5, and 10 years 

hence for an industry or market. Now work backwards 
and consider how it arrived there. Ask yourself questions 
about which trends prompted these shifts and their 
timing, as well as market conditions, business models, 
and technologies that came into play during these 
transitions. Now think about how you and your company 
can play a role in helping the market arrive at this future 
state. In the case of self-driving cars, for example, you 
might ask: How will current markets and industries 
be impacted by these vehicles? What business models 
will they upend – and to what extent? And what new 
opportunities will their arrival create? 

	● TAKE A STRUCTURED APPROACH TO ANALYSIS 
– Having a strategic methodology for evaluating 
opportunities is essential. For example: You might start 
by deciding whether a new technology is an incremental 
innovation (such as a new feature or function) or 
disruptive innovation that produces a new product, 
service, or category. Afterwards, you could then identify 
prospective markets and audiences for it; pick a time 
period to examine; and put the idea through rigorous 
analysis to understand the business opportunity it 
introduces. Then you’ll also want to consider the 
potential value to your organization, and the strategic 
rationale for pursuing it. In other words, it’s all about 
right-sizing opportunities here – and once you’ve right-
sized a concept, you can work backwards to put a 
tactical plan of action steps in place that can help you 
start achieving it if you decide it’s something that you 
wish to pursue.

	● EMBRACE INVERSE APPROACHES TO INNOVATION – 
Great ideas can come from anywhere, right? That’s why 
more organizations are practicing both outside-in and 
inside-out innovation. For example, many are turning 
to the concept of open innovation – inviting feedback 
and ideas from external sources such as the startup and 
academic communities (i.e. the outside in) – as a means 
of scaling and accelerating innovation. Likewise, others 
are turning to inside-out methods and taking tools and 
technologies that they’ve come up – i.e. platforms for 
data sharing and collaboration that they’ve developed 
– and incorporating them into others’ innovation 
processes. Learning to effectively leverage both will 
become increasingly important in coming years.

	● MOVE FROM ANALYTICS TO ACTION – With over 20 
billion devices now talking to each other, data is the 
lifeblood of any modern organization. But studies tell us 
that less than 10% of relevant information is currently 
being used to enhance organizational value. Bearing this 
in mind, it’s vital to become more data literate too, and 
tap into the mountain of information that’s increasingly 
being collected by many of our businesses. After all, 
artificially-intelligent software programs can help you 
spot emerging patterns and leading indicators faster 
than the human eye. So as you go about envisioning 
the future? Don’t forget to get technical as well. Not 
only should you have standardized data management 
systems in place that can help you aggregate and analyze 
information at every turn. You should also be leveraging 
AI-powered assistants to help you quickly go from 
analytics to actionable advice at a glance.

3  https://hbr.org/2019/07/how-to-do-strategic-planning-like-a-futurist



On the bright side, as you can see, while it pays to apply 
both qualitative and quantitative measures to weighing 
investments, learning to operate like a futurist doesn’t 
require specialized skills or training. In fact, it’s more about 
exercising critical thinking and creativity—the type of talents 
most of you have been honing your entire career. Lean into 
these types of forward-looking skills further, and you too can 
discover what it takes to see ahead of the curve.

However, that said, if you want to translate these insights 
into business gains, do be advised as well. It’s also important 
to note that becoming an anticipatory leader requires more 
than just exercising your imagination and possessing a good 
instinct for where things are headed tomorrow. Rather, as 
authors Savage and Sales note, it demands thinking in three 
dimensions: As a Futurist, Strategist, and Integrator. 

FUTURISTS, as we discussed, act as curators of sorts, (a) 
exploring developments in various industries, sciences, and 
markets (b) collecting ideas from conventional and obscure 
sources and (c) tracking patterns and trends to understand 
how they impact an organization.

STRATEGISTS see the possibilities that each trend holds, 
and can weave disparate information sources into useful 
connections and combinations. They build high-level 
strategies that tie these insights together to create positive 
business results.

INTEGRATORS go beyond observing and analyzing, and 
translate understanding into action – in other words, they 
know how to work within organizational systems, and 
inspire colleagues to produce positive results. 

As you might note, to be an anticipatory leader means not 
only being able to see systems –industries, markets, etc. – 
as networks of interacting forces, and understanding the 
cause-and-effect relationships that these forces create. It 
also means being able to determine where these dynamics 
present opportunities for growth and innovation – and being 
able to take complex concepts and break them down into 
tactical day-to-day steps that an organization can take to 
achieve its goals. 

Of course, when it comes to crafting real-world solutions, 
adapting your future insights into actionable strategies can 
be every bit as challenging as trying to spot the next big 
thing in business. So from a strategic perspective, it also 
pays to keep in mind a few handy tips and principles that can 
help you go from insight to innovation.

	● USING TIME CONES, NOT TIMELINES – Many experts 
recommend using time cones, not timelines, when doing 
future projections, such as quantitative futurist Amy 
Webb.  According to Webb, organizations often like to use 
fixed strategic timelines based around round numbers – 
e.g. 5- or 10-year plans – when doing high-level planning, 
because they’re easy to communicate and categorize. 
But rather than used fixed timelines, as they’re highly 
inflexible, and unexpected changes and disruptive 
events can often fall outside of their scope, she says, 
it’s often better to use time cones when doing strategy 
planning instead. The process starts by sketching out 
your thoughts on four different categories: (1) Tactics (2) 

Strategy (3) Vision and (4) Systems-Level Evolution. 

	› Tactics help us plan specific actions for the next 12-24 
months, since we have a good idea of what the next 
year or two will bring. 

	› Strategy asks us to examine the general direction the 
organization will take over the next 2-5 years in terms 
of defining priorities and allocating resources. 

	› Vision’s 5-10 year scope refers to areas in which 
we choose to pursue research, make long-term 
investments, and develop tomorrow’s workforce.

	› And Systems-Level Evolution planning asks us to 
take a closer look at how industries must evolve to 
meet rising technology and regulatory challenges, as 
well as challenges related to megatrends and similar 
forces.

A more flexible way to represent the future as it unfolds, 
notes Webb, time cones also offer greater room for your 
plans to change and evolve as more information is gained.

	● APPLYING FOUR STRATEGIC PRINCIPLES – In addition, 
if you want to train yourself to get in the mindset of a 
futurist more readily, you can do so by applying several 
basic strategic principles, says Marina Gorbis, executive 
director for the Institute for the Future:

1. FOCUS ON TRENDS, NOT FADS – As discussed earlier, 
anticipating the future is a process of looking at complex, 
interrelated events and the connections between them 
– not simply studying the temporary effects that they’re 
producing. So be sure you’re staying laser-focused 
on the big picture at all times. A handy way to picture 
this concept, according to Gorbis, is to think about the 
difference between waves and tides. Waves are fleeting 
events that come and go – what we see on the surface, 
she says. But an anticipatory leader trains themselves 
to see tides – the deeper forces or megatrends at work 
happening underneath the surface that are causing 
these waves, or disturbances, in the market. For 
example: The fact that Taylor Swift’s songs can still hit 
#1 on the charts, but not sell a million copies anymore is 
concerning. However, the changes in consumers’ basic 
digital media habits and growth in online streaming 
services that are causing these sales to fall? Now that’s a 
more important point to stay tuned into. Your goal, says 
Gorbis, is to determine which forces are at work at all 
times, how they impact the marketplace, and where you 
have the opportunity to shape the future for the positive. 



2. KEEP A LOOKOUT FOR SIGNALS – The future is 
constantly changing. Unfortunately, historical data 
(which is mostly what we have) is notoriously unreliable 
at predicting it when things are in a state of change 
– especially if we’re at radical inflection points, notes 
Gorbis. That’s why paying attention to signals, which 
are little developments happening on the margins 
(things that may even look weird or strange to you) is 
important, she says. In effect, a signal is “a small or local 
innovation or disruption such as a new product, market 
strategy, or technology that has the potential to grow 
in scale and geographic distribution.” For example: The 
rise of biometrics – body- and face-tracking technology 
– hasn’t completely upended the market yet, but it’s 
rapidly being deployed at airports, laboratories, and 
manufacturing centers worldwide, and will cause a 
seismic impact in coming years. Futurists get in the habit 
of looking for signals like this constantly.

3. WATCH FOR EMERGING PATTERNS – The point of 
aggregating signals and determining how they connect 
to bigger-picture trends is to help us spot emerging 
patterns, reminds Gorbis. These patterns help tell a 
larger story – and point to where the future will head. By 
observing them, you can see which tools, technologies, 
and business models are on the decline, and which are 
on the rise. For example, looking at the media sector, we 
can see we’re moving from an age where big institutions 
such as corporations and news conglomerates control 
the flow of information to one where platforms such as 
Twitter – wherein large numbers of individuals operating 
independently are openly crowdsourcing journalism – 
are democratizing it instead.

4. CREATE EXPERT COMMUNITIES – No one alone can 
accurately predict the future 100% of the time. Rather, as 
we discussed earlier, if you want to improve your accuracy, 
these days it’s more of a collaborative and communal 
affair. This requires us to cultivate diversity of thought 
and perspective amongst our teams, and involve experts 
from many different domains when making decisions. 
And the more you can create a network of diverse people 
boasting different backgrounds and experiences who 
can help provide more robust feedback and insight when 
you’re working to envision the future, says Gorbis? The 
more successful that you’ll be. For instance, if you visit 
websites like Challenge.gov, you’ll see that even agencies 
like the EPA and NASA – which are staffed by some of the 
world’s brightest minds – are putting up cash bounties 
and contests asking the general public for help developing 
tomorrow’s most advanced technology solutions. 

Ultimately, what we find is that practicing the art of futurism 
isn’t about having to predict the future. Rather, it’s about 
thinking more deeply about complex issues, connecting 
signals into larger patterns, using these patterns to imagine 
new possibilities, and aligning groups of people towards 
achieving the common goal of putting all these promising 
new ideas in motion.

And while the concept of becoming an anticipatory leader may 
be relatively new, keep in mind. The futurist thinking skills it 
champions will only become more important to exercise in the 
face of growing industry change and disruption going forward. 
Happily, the more you practice applying the art of futurism, 
and more frequently you strive to make leadership a concept 
that scales? The more skilled at spotting seemingly disparate 
connections that you’ll become, and more successful you’ll 
ultimately be. 

In short, like we touched on before, you don’t have to be 
smarter, more talented, or more of a creative genius to spot the 
future taking shape. Instead, you simply need to know where 
to look for answers, the right questions to ask, and whom to 
turn to for insight if you want to get better about seeing around 
the corner. And the more you make a point to exercise all the 
skills and talents we’ve discussed here? The more you’ll be able 
to improve your odds of spotting what’s coming next, and the 
better equipped you’ll also be to stay ahead of the curve as well 
– no matter what the future may bring.



Future Planning Workshop: 
Strategy in Motion

Required time: 60-90 minutes 

INSTRUCTIONS: 
1.	 Create a two-sentence summary and mission statement for a 

 sample business 

2.	 Brainstorm 10 unexpected new developments (unforeseen events or  
happenings) that might impact this business in the future – then place 
each unexpected development on a notecard, one per notecard

3.	 Divide exercise participants into tables of 5-8 individuals from different 
organizations, departments, and levels of seniority

4.	 Give each table a flipchart to take notes on, and ask each table to assign 
a leader who will take notes and present any findings

5.	 Present the audience with an overview of the sample business you’ve 
built, then give each table 5 minutes to come up with a business plan and 
investment strategy for this faux organization

6.	 Every 5 minutes, ask one member of each table to come up and pick a 
notecard containing an unexpected development and read it aloud to the 
entire group

7.	 Once they’ve picked an unexpected development, ask each table to take 
5 minutes to write up their thoughts on how it impacts their business 
plan on the flipcharts – and how they can adapt to it

8.	 After repeating this process 8-10 times, ask all tables to 
take 5 minutes to summarize their findings on a single 
flipchart page

9.	 Then, one-by-one, ask each table leader to take 2-3 
minutes to stand up and present their findings to the 
entire room

10.	 Quickly summarize the group’s findings for your audience, 
and collect flipcharts (which should be full of ideas and 
insights) for later use



Pulse Capital 
Operates $500 Futurecare 
Capital Investment Fund

Pulse Capital invests in early growth, 
revenue-stage firms that are leveraging 
emerging technologies to rethink the future 
of wellness and healthcare.

Sample Business 



Unexpected Developments



NOTES:

Feverish Thinking
A global pandemic causes widespread disruption 

to your supply chain



NOTES:

Seeing Green
Eco-consciousness and green solutions come to 

the forefront of consumer sentiment



NOTES:

Going For Broke
Worldwide economies begin to lapse into 

recession, and investor confidence 
quickly pulls back



NOTES:

Somebody’s Watching Me
Privacy and identity concerns overwhelmingly 

trend and dominate media headlines



NOTES:

This Means War
Rogue nations’ unpredictable actions cause entire 

regions of the world to be thrown into chaos



NOTES:

Rocking The Vote
Political upheaval rocks the marketplace, and leads 

to mounting uncertainty



NOTES:

Bending The Rules
New regulations take effect that greatly inhibit 

your ability to do business



NOTES:

Wait – What Just Happened?
Unexpected competitors emerge offering superior 

or more cost-effective solutions



NOTES:

The Cost To Be The Boss
Economic realities shift, causing the price of 

production, distribution, and outreach to skyrocket



NOTES:

Cashing Out
Unmoved by your current performance, investors 
suddenly begin making different success metrics 

a priority



Discussion Guide: 
Accelerating Growth + Innovation

Required time: 60-90 minutes 

INSTRUCTIONS: 
1.	 Create a one-sentence write-up of 10 megatrends that promise to 

reshape a chosen industry – then place each megatrend on a notecard, 
one per notecard

2.	 Brainstorm 10 questions that you’d also like to ask participants about 
how each of these megatrends might evolve and impact their business – 
then place each question on a presentation slide, one per slide

3.	 Divide exercise participants into tables of 5-8 individuals from different 
organizations, departments, and levels of seniority

4.	 Give each table a flipchart to take notes on, and ask each table to assign 
a leader who will take notes and present any findings

5.	 Ask the leader from each table to come up and pick a single notecard 
containing a megatrend, which their table will be assigned to cover

6.	 Every 5 minutes, ask a question from one of your presentation slides to 
the entire group, and ask each table to take 5 minutes to write up their 
answers to these questions about the megatrend they’ve chosen on the 
flipcharts – and how it impacts their thinking on business

7.	 Repeat this process 8-10 times

8.	 Then ask all tables to take 5 minutes to summarize their findings on a 
single flipchart page

9.	 One-by-one, ask each table leader to take 2-3 minutes to stand up and 
present their findings to the entire room

10.	 Quickly summarize the group’s findings for your audience, and collect 
flipcharts (which should be full of ideas and insights) for later use



NOTES:

Which new trends and innovations promise to most define 
or disrupt the shape of your chosen topic in the next 3, 5, and 
10 years – and how can you quickly and effectively stay on 
top of them?



NOTES:

Where can you turn for insights into breaking developments? 
And what solutions can you institute that can help 
colleagues and/or advisers share input and collaborate at 
scale when they spot rising challenges or opportunities?



NOTES:

What areas of business are likeliest to be impacted by new 
innovations in your given space, to what extent, and how 
soon will these changes arrive?



NOTES:

Which business and operating models do you expect 
to be upended the most – and fastest – by these new 
developments? What types of new business and operating 
models will be created as a result?



NOTES:

What wildcards (unforeseen events) could most disrupt 
and alter the course of these subjects in the near- and long-
term future? How can you design flexible enough business 
strategies to respond in turn?



NOTES:

The biggest paradigm shifts we currently see emerging 
across our industry are? How are we preparing ourselves 
to proactively greet them?



NOTES:

How are we promoting productive risk-taking across our 
organization, and encouraging our peers to speak up and 
take action more frequently in the fast of rising challenges 
or opportunities?



NOTES:

Which simple strategies can we use to quickly and 
successfully experiment with new ideas or initiatives – even 
if time and resources are sometimes hard to come by?



NOTES:

What are we doing to adapt to changing audience 
demographics – and address future generations’ 
changing interests and needs?



NOTES:

What can we do to promote more diversity of thought and 
opinion across our organization – and incorporate more 
young and emerging leaders’ voices into our decision-
making process?



NOTES:

What kind of benefits is tomorrow’s customer or end-user 
most actively seeking, and – in addition to current perks – 
what are some additional upsides that we could easily be 
offering them?



NOTES:

What steps are you taking to ensure that you win with 
every business venture (e.g. by gaining new insights and 
capabilities), and ensuring that – if you need to pivot – these 
resources can readily be applied to new ventures?



NOTES:

How are you finding ways to capture and deploy learning, 
insights, and capabilities across your full range of business 
investments and activities, and repurpose these tools 
and resources as needed to help augment or fuel other 
initiatives?



NOTES:

Quick, simple ideas you could immediately start 
implementing to design better working strategies and adapt 
to future change more successfully include?



How to Future-Proof Your 
Business and Career



Lead and Succeed 
Despite Disruption
So much for the idea of “status quo.” While 
modern executives are no strangers to change 
and disruption, it bears reminding that things only 
get more topsy-turvy for working professionals 
from here. In fact, according to recent surveys by 
researchers at today’s top management consulting 
firms, no two days on the job will ever be the 
same again. That’s because across every region of 
the world, and every commercial sector, market 
leaders explain that the only consistent theme you 
can count on in coming years is unpredictability. 

Think you’ve got a handle on how fast today’s business 
world moves? Think again. As we ourselves were shocked 
to find while researching recent book Lead with Your Heart, 
uncertainty is now the only certain at work; the next 10 years 
will bring more change than the prior 10,000; and – thanks 
to rapid advancements in technology and communications 
tools – the one thing organizational leaders can count on 
going forward is that they’ll only be hit with more unforeseen 
disruptions harder, faster, and from more angles than 
ever before. So what’s a forward-thinking executive to 
do if they want to help their enterprise stay ahead of the 
curve? Simple: Apply a simple accelerant, and learn to think 
faster, by changing up their leadership and management 
style to make leadership a concept that scales. In effect, 
by providing workers the insights that they need to make 
smarter decisions on the fly, and equipping staffers will all 
the tools that they need to stay better attuned to the now 
near-constant signals that the marketplace is sending them, 
it’s possible to become much faster about addressing and 
adapting to these emerging developments in turn.

Bearing this in mind, and that business and cultural trends 
are now evolving at an unprecedented pace, it’s no surprise 
that business leaders around the world note that strategic 
priorities for any organization hoping to get ahead in coming 
years must also evolve. Among the concepts they say it’s now 
vital to champion to your staff if you want to think and move 
faster as an enterprise are the need to:

	● Develop and maximize a globally-aware and -influenced 
pool of talent

	● Foster a culture of employee engagement and continuous 
learning

	● Put productivity, not process, at the heart of your 
operating strategy

	● Dare to consistently disrupt your operations before 
outside forces disrupt them for you 

	● Make a commitment to ongoing organizational 
improvement

But most importantly, they also note that the best way to get 
ahead in uncertain times is to always be doubling down and 
reinvesting in your people – and that doing so can pay off in 
huge ways, because people are your most important asset 
today.

Taking this into account, today’s most effective leaders realize 
that here and now – while things are going well, and you can 
most afford to take chances – is the most opportune time to 
start making a host of smart investments in initiatives that 
drive constant learning and growth for their organization. And 
that it’s also the best time to start encouraging staffers to get 
behind the idea of making more insight-driven decisions, and 
educating themselves through a running process of trial and 
error that involves constantly brainstorming and testing a 
variety of new strategies and solutions. 

Because in uncertain times, as we discovered by speaking 
with hundreds of market leaders,  the irony is that you’ve 
got to take more risks, not fewer if you want to get ahead. 
However, these risks have to come in the form of small, smart, 
cost-effective bets designed as ongoing learning experiments 
that can help you quickly gain deeper insights into the shape 
of changing operating landscapes and make better and 
more informed choices as you become more knowledgeable. 
Likewise, to stay relevant – let alone ahead of the curve – 
organizations also have to start being more deliberate about 
putting systems and programs in place that can help frontline 
staffers quickly surface great ideas (whether suggested by 
customers, partners, or colleagues) and take on more of an 
ownership role in helping drive workplace decisions. Again, if 
you want to think and move faster, you’ve got to streamline 
your organizational structure to act as a springboard for 
growth – and remove the day-to-day roadblocks that often 
get in staffers’ way.



That’s because, ironically, studies of the world’s most 
innovative firms repeatedly show that end-users – everyday 
customers, strategic partners, the various internal/external 
stakeholders that we serve, etc. – are the #1 best, most 
reliable proven source where organizations get successful 
new ideas. Given that findings also show that most of these 
ideas can be implemented in 30 days or less to boot, it also 
demonstrates that if you want to think and move faster as 
an enterprise, you need to stay well-attuned and responsive 
to these incoming signals as well. And yet, at the same time, 
research also tells us that less than a third of organizations 
have effective systems in place for capturing this feedback 
and using it to create winning solutions. Keeping this in 
mind, the real question you should be asking yourself as 
an executive leader going forward – and encouraging your 
coworkers to ask themselves – isn’t “do we have what it 
takes to compete” at your organization. It’s “are you doing 
everything you can to give your people all the tools and 
resources that they need to be listening to the signals the 
marketplace is constantly sending you, and promptly and 
intelligently responding to them in turn?”

For example, Dell EMC is a market leader in the field of IT 
and big data. It has over 60,000 employees worldwide. 
But when it has a huge, hard problem it just can’t seem to 
solve? It aims to accelerate problem-solving by routinely 
putting the challenge to its employees in the form of an 
Innovation Contest. In effect, to quickly and cost-efficiently 
scale its ability to come up with winning business ventures, 

the company puts up a website where workers are invited 
to suggest ideas for innovative new solutions – and can 
comment on these ideas, give colleagues feedback, and 
vote on which of these concepts are turned into real-world 
prototypes and products. Ironically though, it turns out that 
many of the firm’s most successful ventures are happening 
when employees worldwide are independently teaming up 
on their own time to bring new ideas that they found online 
to life – many of which weren’t technically contest winners.

Likewise, you can see a host of government agencies doing 
a similar end-run around traditional bureaucratic and 
budgeting hurdles, and employing like-minded solutions 
for accelerating and scaling innovation, at Challenge.gov 
– a website where institutions like the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention and U.S. Army put up contests asking 
the general public and members of the private sector for 
help with tasks like designing better healthcare programs 
or building better underground bunkers. Prizes for winning 
solutions can often exceed $1 million – but it’s often a small 
price to pay by these organizations, comparatively, for 
creating platforms that allow these agencies to radically 
multiply the number of winning ideas, insights, and solutions 
that they’re able to surface.

Long story short? When it comes to getting ahead despite 
disruption, and finding ways to successfully navigate through 
change, even as an experienced team leader, it often pays to 
find more ways to step back and let others take the lead. The 
more you look to make leadership and innovation concepts 
that scale, and put programs and platforms in place to 
rapidly transform ideas into reality – say a running series 
of 48-hour hackathon events (in which participants must 
create working product prototypes in less than two days), or 
a six-week company-wide design contest that crowdsources 
concepts for new business opportunities to explore? The 
faster you’ll be able to think and move, and more successful 
you’ll be, no matter what the future brings.



The New Tools 
Leaders Need to 
Stay Ahead of 
the Curve
Succeeding in hugely disruptive environments 
isn’t about avoiding risks. In actuality, it’s actually 
about taking more risks—albeit calculated and 
controlled ones. If you study leading innovators, 
you’ll notice something interesting: They never 
stop innovating, and are always exploring an array 
of new business strategies and ventures. That’s 
because staying ahead of the curve and making 
smarter decisions in disruptive environments is 
largely a process of controlled speculation: Being 
risk-averse, not risk-free.

Essentially, market leaders actively manage innovation the 
same way you would manage a financial portfolio. Diversify. 
Monitor. Consistently readjust. This means placing multiple 
bets. Some of these gambles will be high risk, high reward. 
Some will be low risk, low return. Not all will pay off. But by 
pursuing all, you help grow your organization’s learning and 
capabilities, and gain deeper insights into changing markets.

Consider that Starbucks is the world’s largest chain of 
coffee houses. It famously describes itself as “in the people 
biz serving coffee, not the coffee biz serving people.” The 
company would be crazy to upset its customers, right? But 
it constantly puts its Arabica beans on the line. Starbucks is 
routinely rolling out new business strategies and programs, 
such as new store concepts, products, and payment options, 
even before most of these concepts are finished and error-
free. Why? Because it understands the power of moving 
faster, and says it would rather be first than flawless, make 
mistakes than miss an opportunity, and fall flat than fail to 
be swifter to establish market beachheads than rivals. And 
it makes a point to train its people in a simple, but hugely 
powerful principle that sets the business up to succeed time 
and again: In the face of ongoing change and disruption, the 
only thing to truly be afraid of is not changing as well.

Identifying Tomorrow’s Leaders
Tomorrow’s leaders will possess only two defining 
characteristics: The ability to solve problems and 
create results. Accordingly, it’s vital to instill more 
bootstrapping values (for example, a culture of ownership, 
entrepreneurship, and accountability) in employees, and 
teach them how to more effectively think dynamically and 
solve problems in context.

Case in point: At Intuit, a personal finance software maker, 
senior management says its sole role now is “to remove 
the speed bumps in experimenters’ way.” To this extent, its 

employees are routinely encouraged to think like business 
owners and experiment like mad scientists, bringing new 
products and projects to market as fast as possible, learning 
from these efforts, and sharing their insights with the 
broader organization at large.

Workers are then encouraged to come up with still more new 
ideas, and use online collaboration tools to secure resources, 
support, and insights from peers. They then go to market 
with real-world prototypes as fast as possible. Intuit’s 
employees can now do this without getting the management 
or legal team’s approval (yet more speed bumps removed), 
and dozens of revenue-generating products and features 
have resulted.

Skills For the Future
The capabilities and tools needed to succeed in business 
today and tomorrow look very different from those that 
were needed to succeed yesterday. Below are the skills you 
should be teaching employees in a world where systems 
routinely break down, variables are constantly changing, and 
uncertainty is the only certain.

	● Make smarter decisions. Time, effort, and energy are 
finite resources, meaning that every decision comes 
with two costs: Opportunity, as well as financial. Teach 
employees how to factor both in when making decisions 
and considering which ventures to pursue. The more they 
consider where efforts are best focused from a long-term 
perspective, the more successful they’ll be.

	● Manage time. Common wisdom says that “busy is 
good.” But truthfully, it’s only good if you’re spending 
this time steadily working toward achieving your stated 
goals. When deciding where to focus, teach employees 
to concentrate on accomplishing tasks that directly 
move them further toward achieving your organization’s 
overarching objectives, and avoid becoming distracted 
by busywork or lower-priority demands that often cause 
us to lose focus on the big picture.

	● Maximize effort. Successful leaders always find ways 
to win in every scenario besides pure profits. That way, 
they’re always able to benefit from any given choice, 
and use what they’ve gained from the undertaking as a 
springboard to fuel continued growth and advancement. 
For example, by taking on a new project or client that 
helps you push your company’s capabilities in new 
directions, you may gain invaluable new connections, 
insights, and experience into promising new avenues of 
growth or opportunity.

	● Focus on long-term goals. Rather than simply 
concentrate on the here and now, train workers today to 
also be purposefully seeking out the tools, talents, and 
resources they’ll need to succeed tomorrow. Perhaps 
transitioning a lower-ranking or lower-paying job role isn’t 
such a bad idea if it gets them invaluable training and 
experience into emerging areas that will be in demand in 
the future. Likewise, maybe spending less time trying to 
sell more existing products and focusing on successfully 
launching innovative new ones is a better investment in 
your organization’s growth capabilities as well.



	● Think fluidly. Leaders need to learn to make firm 
business decisions despite uncertainty. The simplest way 
to do so is to exercise “strong, but weakly held opinions.” 
Teach leaders to do their homework up front and gather 
as much business intelligence as possible, then act. And, 
after assessing the results of their choices, they should 
adjust their approaches to be more successful based on 
the insights gained from these efforts.

	● Embrace failure. Modern successes consistently 
experiment with new business strategies and solutions, 
and aren’t afraid to fail. Think of failure as the price of 
getting an education—a price that you can control. It’s 
alright to fail as long as you’re failing quickly and cost-
effectively, and learning from mistakes and using the 
insights gained to improve future tries.

	● Future-proof. To keep themselves, and your business, 
ahead of the curve, teach employees to prioritize ongoing 
education and professional development. Train them to 
regularly stop and ask themselves: What types of talents, 
training, and educational experiences will be in demand 
tomorrow? Then have them purposefully seek out the 
opportunities they’ll need to get these assets right here, 
right now today. That way, both your organization and its 
workforce will be ready to greet the future long before it 
comes knocking.

	● Fix problems. If your organization finds itself dealing 
with the same issues over and over, there’s probably 
a larger underlying issue that keeps causing them. 
Encourage workers to purposefully seek these challenges 
out, and to stop curing symptoms and start solving 
problems. Instead of struggling with side effects, you will 
all find that it’s better to fix what ails you once and be 
done with it.

The biggest challenges we face when it comes to getting 
ahead faster in business are, ironically, the same ones we 
often face in everyday life: Teaching ourselves and our 
colleagues to be more open to change, and more flexible 
and diligent about responding to it. So instead of fighting 
change, teach employees to prepare themselves to greet it 
more effectively, and be more amenable to rolling with the 
punches. 

Be bold. Be creative. Be open to new perspectives. And be 
willing to take some smart risks. The more you can teach this 
formula, the more you’ll give employees all the tools they 
need to stay in tune with changing times and trends, stay on 
top of their field, and stay ahead of the curve as well.

Characteristics of Future-Proof Leaders
Today’s business leaders must remain focused on what’s 
next. Here is a list of attributes those best equipped to 
succeed in tomorrow’s working world should embody.

	● Crave curiosity. If we want to think like futurists, it’s 
more important to ask “why?” than “what?” so that we 
can dive into the root cause of an issue and understand 
the value shifts driving today’s trends.

	● Act courageously. Human beings are wired to reject 
change, and the future is synonymous with change. A 
good futurist must recognize that the insights we share 
will make others feel uncomfortable, but it is in that 
discomfort that growth occurs.

	● Think outrageously. The ability to think provocatively 
is paramount to being able to see ahead of the curve, 
and react faster. To expand our thinking (and that of our 
leadership and stakeholders), we must stretch our minds 
beyond our comfort zone.

	● Connect the dots. It is not enough to collect the dots (or 
trends). A forward-looking executive also must connect 
them to uncover patterns. To understand what’s next, we 
must analyze the intersection of trends and make sense 
of the patterns they form.

	● Think in multiples. As future-focused leaders, we must 
be able to think in simultaneous, multiple futures rather 
than the traditional, single, linear forecast. Being able to 
consider myriad paths beyond the official future allows 
us to create robust and resilient strategies that will be 
successful no matter which future emerges.



 

7 Habits of Hugely 
Successful Organizations

According to top researchers, continuous change is the new norm in business. To stay relevant in a fast-changing 
world, leaders must continually change and innovate as well. As research with scores of leading innovators for our new 

book Make Change Work for You reveals though, this process doesn’t need to be difficult.

Studies of the world’s most-innovative firms show that their key source of competitive advantage is merely providing 
workers with better platforms for speaking up, sharing insights, and taking action. These businesses’ leading source 

of new ideas is simply listening to customers as well—another area where frontline employees are best poised to spot 
rising opportunities. 

Clearly, corporate culture plays a pivotal role in driving innovation. Following are seven new habits that can help you 
adapt yours to be more competitive – and stay ahead of highly-disruptive business environments:

4.See the future today. 
Rather than simply keep pace 
with rivals, top innovators 
always consider where the 
future is heading and strive to 
put the solutions tomorrow’s 
audiences will demand in place 
today.

3.Freely collaborate across the organization. 
Flatten lines of communication, and allow 
information, insights and support to flow 
throughout your enterprise. The more readily 
you can align tools, talent and resources towards 
common goals, the more readily you can foster 
innovation.

1. Create a culture of trust and encourage 
employees to speak up.
Leading organizations empower workers and 
reward them for bringing potential opportunities 
and challenges to their attention. Frontline 
employees are often an enterprise’s most 
informed audience—to create and sustain 
competitive advantage, provide them the tools 
they need to translate ideas into action.

2.Constantly rethink 
business practices.
Is the way it’s always been 
done” still the best way to do 
it? Like competitors, market 
leaders are always asking 
themselves this question. 

5. Be open to change. 
Leaders expect employees to stay abreast 
of changing business environments—and 
intelligently and flexibly respond to them. To this 
extent, workers are given the freedom to take 
small, smart risks that have the potential to help 
the organization better serve its customers… 
so long as these risks are intelligent, productive, 
and cost-affordable.

6. Spread your risk.  
Leading organizations don’t try to be risk free, 
but rather actively pursue a more calculated 
range of business bets. As with financial 
portfolios, these enterprises constantly manage 
and adjust a portfolio of strategic ventures. 
Not all wagers will pan out. But all are designed 
to collectively help the organization grow its 
capabilities, spread risk, and learn through real-
time monitoring and course-correction.

7. Never stop learning.   
Rather than just rely solely on contingency plans, 
market leaders consistently experiment with 
new innovations and solutions—especially when 
things are going well, and they can most afford 
to gamble. By consistently pioneering new ideas 
and approaches, and extending their experience, 
capabilities and comfort zones, they create 
added flexibility and room to maneuver in the 
face of changes or unforeseen events.  

SUMMARY 
Leading organizations turn employees into emergency responders. They transform infrastructures from barriers 
into enablers. They see business strategy as being flexible, not fixed. And they continually provide  workers with 
the tools and runway they need to reimagine, reinvent, and innovate their way to success as scenarios change. 

You too can consistently innovate, succeed, and go from strength to strength by doing the same.



What’s Holding You Back 
From Success?

As fast-moving and unpredictable as today’s world 
is though, we’re all forced to adapt on a daily basis. 
Haven’t taken a good look at your shifting schedule 
or priorities lately? Surprise - chances are, you’re 
successfully changing and innovating every day already.

FEAR OF CHANGE & UNCERTAINTY 
The process of acting or reacting differently—and the discomfort that accompanies these shifts 

and/or surrounding uncertainties or risks.

Solution: Don’t try to predict the future. Instead, study events as they take shape, and adapt. Design a 
portfolio of small, smart professional bets to take - bets in the form of changing decisions and actions. 

Constantly revised these bets as you gain new information, and adapt your strategies accordingly.

FEAR OF ISOLATION 
The feeling of being alone or left to operate on your own without others’ support.

Solution: Build your own strategies while also building trust and strong relationships with collagues.  
Be part of a team, but be yourself as well.

FEAR OF CONFRONTATION 
Experiencing a negative event or having a hostile personal or professional interaction with others.

Solution: Stop avoiding confrontation and face problems—take a step back, think about the best way to  
tackle them, then begin addressing them one step at a time, updating your strategy based on the results 

your actions produce.

FEAR OF REJECTION 
When you, your organization, or your products or services are refused, turned away, or avoided by others.

Solution: Maintain confidence and keep forging ahead. You’re going to hear “no” more often than “yes” in 
life. The more you hear it, the closer you’re statistically getting to yes, and things have in business, no 

often simply means “no for now”—don’t hesitate to try later, as circumstances change.

FEAR OF LOSING CONTROL 
Believing that situations and events have spiraled behond our ability to command or adapt to them.

Solution: Accept that certain variables are beyond your control. Instead, focus on controlling those 
you have the power to manage.

FEAR OF EMBARRASSMENT 
The same and self-consiouness felt when one feels humiliated, unable to live up to expectations, or socially conform.

Solution: Start trying and doing new things, expanding you and your organization’s comfort zone, making 
small steps until you feel comfortable pursuing larger ones. 

FEAR OF FAILURE 
The possibility of being unable to successfuly complete a goal or task set by yourself or others.

Solution: Experiment frequently. Fail fast and often, but fail smartly—use failure as a way to cost-affordably 
experiment with strategies and solutions to course-correct as you go, until you find success. 

Just don’t make the same mistake twice. 

Research shows the #1 barrier to ongoing business success isn’t time, 
money, or resources: It’s resistance to change, and lack of risk tolerance.

If everyone is capable of innovating, the only thing 
stopping your from getting ahead consistenly is your 
own sense of perspective. As we discovered, fear comes 
in seven flavors. Learn to conquer them, and you’ll soon 
find out - the possibilities are endless.



The New Rules of Career Success

Ever feel like the corporate ladder is broken? That’s because you’re making the mistake of trying to climb it. As we 
discovered through our research, an increasingly uncertain business world requires all-new methods of thinking and 

strategies to navigate. Following are eight new rules needed for professional success in increasingly unpredictable 
career environments – and how to use them to vault yourself straight into the executive suite. 

Take Smart Risks – The more you do the same things over time, the less value they hold in a rapidly-
changing world. Faced with change, you’ve got to take risks that can help propel you further towards 
achieving your goals. But being risky doesn’t necessarily mean being reckless: Rather, smarter about 
where you place your bets. Pick a portfolio of promising growth activities – start a part-time business, 
launch a new product, volunteer to lead an innovative new venture, etc. – then pursue them, 
readjusting your strategies as you go based on the results achieved. Keep taking promising risks that 
put you in chance’s sights, and put you in a position to succeed.

Go Above and Beyond – What personal activities are you pursuing that can teach you marketable 
skills, or push you closer towards achieving your career goals? Going forward, your work, your 
reputation, and your contributions will be your résumé—use off-hours opportunities as a chance to 
grow and enhance them, and set yourselves apart while others shy away from opportunity. 

Embrace Difficult Challenges – Seek out hard tasks that others avoid: It means you’ve got less 
competition, and the benefits of accomplishing these tasks will be more singular and value. Look to 
apply a variety of skills and insights while doing so too: The more you exercise different talents while 
others exercise the same ones over and over, the more versatile you’ll be. Applying focused effort 
towards accomplishing larger goals can help you achieve more. And the more you push your comfort 
zone, the more you’ll increase your courage and capabilities.

Never Stop Learning – Constantly look for ways to expand your education and insights – the 
most resilient leaders are eternal students, and possess talent and training that’s applicable to 
a wide range of professional contexts. Think of it this way: The more resources you’ve got in your 
professional toolkit, and ways you can use them, the more future-proof you’ll be.  

Create Your Own Opportunities – Go, see, try and do. Put yourself into situations that place you 
outside your comfort zone, like taking on unfamiliar tasks that require you to do new things with new 
people. Be open-minded, and soak up as much knowledge and learning as you can – then apply it 
vigorously. The more you do so, the more you’ll consistently put yourself in opportunity’s path and 
the greater your chances of finding it will be.

Change and Evolve – Get the capabilities, skills and insights today that will be in-demand tomorrow. 
Take steps to acquire the talents, contacts and resources you’ll need to succeed in the future, so you 
can be in a more advantageous position to greet it when it arrives. Know where you want to go in your 
career, have a plan for getting there, and voluntarily push yourself to learn, grow and take on more 
leadership and responsibility – even if this means taking small steps in different directions until bigger 
ones become more comfortable. 

Rethink Your Value – Never stop learning, improving, and investing in yourself – then consistently 
apply these talents in ways that go far beyond your job description. For example: If you’re a 
programmer, take design and marketing classes so you can create more user-friendly and engaging 
products. If you’re a marketer, spend more time with your programmers so you can find new ways 
to leverage your creative ideas through technology. The more versatile you make yourself, the more 
adaptable, resourceful and uniquely value-adding you can be.

Become Essential – You’ve got to be crucial to your organization – not someone that’s easily 
replaced. For example: You might be the company’s go-to IT expert, a crucial member of its 
engineering team, or a highly sought-after internal thought leader. If others can do what you do, 
you’re already on the road to irrelevance. Instead, be a lynchpin, or crucial piece in any system – 
one that’s fundamentally difficult and expensive to replace.



Seeing Tomorrow Today

As you can see, training yourself to get better about learning to spot the future taking shape is 
far simpler and far less time-consuming that it seems at first blush. More than anything else, 
it’s simply a question of putting yourself in a forward-thinking mindset, and actively getting in 
the habit of asking yourself more pointed questions. The more you actively work to exercise 
the skills and strategies outlined here, and build a robust network of collaborators, the more 
successful you’ll ultimately be.

I’d love to hear more about how you are implementing these strategies in your workplace 
and career. Please feel free to reach out at www.AKeynoteSpeaker.com with your thoughts 
anytime, or follow us on Facebook, LinkedIn, or Twitter (@akeynotespeaker) to pick up even 
more insights on how to steer your business towards a brighter future. I look forward to 
learning more about the methodologies and solutions you’re using to stay ahead of the curve 
– and how you’re leveraging them to create positive results in life and business at every turn.

-Scott Steinberg
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