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What a lot of fuss there is about information these days. Information is the latest fad. As the
pundits would have it, we are now managing our businesses in an Age of Information; an era in
which information is being hailed as one of the foundational pillars, along with capital and labour,
upon which capitalism is built, and business operates. Such is the pervasion of this fad that we have
willingly succumbed to the technologies it has spawned, and Bill “Mr Informatics” Gates becomes
one of the wealthiest people on earth. We link into intra and internets, we e.mail each other across
the corridor and the globe, with equal zeal. We access the WWW and place our own “page” out
there on it. We do all that we can to inform and be informed about the operations, allocations and
strategies of our businesses, while promising ourselves that we need to be as inquiring of the world
out there, as the context for doing what we do in our organisations within. 

Yet what a poverty stricken notion information really is. What an empty metaphor for business. 
In the first place, it is certainly no recent revelation. Information has always been recognised as

an essential aspect of the integrity of any system, along with energy and matter. So what’s new?
Systems cannot be systems unless they are able to inform themselves of themselves, and of the
environments in which they exist. The ability to feed back and feed forward information is a
fundamental property of all systems. Business systems cannot produce anything nor sensibly market
anything, without information. Supply and demand mechanisms are vitally dependent upon
information. And what is price, if it is not information? Information is the currency of
communication, and what is business (or life itself for that matter) without communication?

Human communication however, is much more than the transmission and receival of
information. We need knowledge and meaning to make sense out of the world about us:
Information is far too primitive a resource for those purposes. Human communication is a process
of learning: Of converting experiences and insights and information into the knowledge and
meaning that we need to make our actions in this world, meaningful. This is a social activity. We
learn to deal with our world through sharing our experiences of it, and through sharing with each
other, the sense we make out of those experiences, and deciding together what we need to change
in order to adapt to them. 

Talk of information is talk of “out there”- a characteristic of the organisation and of its
environment, not a property of human beings. Learning, from this old information perspective then,
is the process of information transmission from “out there” to “in here”, not of the creation of
knowledge “in here” of “out there”. This latter view of learning is one which involves us as
complete human beings in the process of transformation: A process which involves our emotions
and insights, our values and worldviews, our prejudices and our dispositions, as well as our rational
minds. We are spiritual as well as cognitive beings, valuing as well as thinking beings, imaginative
and creative as well as instinctual beings. We can imagine worlds of the future, and in that process,
we can gain foresight about what might happen next, and how we might deal with it, or even
influence it.

This latter notion is the theme of Learning from the Future, the first of our selections this month,
and a book in which the editors, Liam Fahey and Robert Randall, have assembled an impressive
collective of authors well known in the foresight and scenario business. In our second selection,
Charles Handy in his Hungry Spirit, takes us on the much more philosophical ‘quest for purpose in
the modern world’. Both illustrate the poverty of the ‘information age’ metaphor, with the power
of imagination and creativity as the theme of the former, and life beyond the instrumental
rationalism of capitalism, of the latter. From these perspectives, both give heart and spirit to
organisational and individual purpose. ●
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Learning from the Future: Competitive Foresight Scenarios

Edited by Liam Fahey and Robert M. Randall, John Wiley and Sons 1998

The most refreshing aspect of this, one of the latest books from the scenario planning and foresight
development stable, is its explicit emphasis on the use of such processes in helping organisations understand
how they might manage their futures strategically. Indeed the focus is on scenario learning which, as the
two editors themselves suggest in their introductory chapter, involves two elements “constructing or
developing scenarios, and integrating the contents of scenarios into decision making”. As they see it,
scenarios provide ways of thinking about and analysing uncertain yet important possible futures; a function
which is of relevance to each of the ‘classic’ stages in strategic decision making - understanding the
(strategy) context, identifying potential strategy alternatives, developing those alternatives, choosing among
them, and finally, executing the chosen strategy. The generation of scenarios from this perspective is thus
one among a number of explicit means to the ends of strategic decisions, and not, as has sometimes been
portrayed, an end unto itself. Thus the underlying premise of the book as Fahey and Randall have it, is that
scenarios, which give insights into the futures that tomorrow may bring, should be an invaluable
component of the business strategist’s toolkit: And invaluable toolkit is essentially what this book is.

Two dozen other writers add their voices of insight and experience to those of the two editors, and in
so doing, a text of remarkable variety and utility emerges, with scenario learning being clearly established
within the context of “learning for strategic futures”. There are four sections to the book: An
i n t roduction to the logic and utility of scenario learning, is followed by comprehensive descriptions of
the well established basic approaches to constructing scenarios led off, in a chapter entitled Plotting Yo u r
Scenarios, by Peter Schwartz and Jay Ogilvy. In addition to exploring the diff e rences between the
inductive and the deductive approaches to scenario generation, these two GBN principals also illuminate
matters such as building narratives and conducting scenario workshops. They close with eight key tips
for scenario team leaders. In a later chapter in this same section, Schwartz and Ogilvy illustrate their own
principles in an exposition of diff e rent scenarios for global investment strategies for the new century.
Other writers in this section address such issues as mental maps of the future (Ian Wilson), their use in
discovering paths to desired futures (David Mason), and an introduction to dynamic scenarios: where
“systems thinking meets scenario planning”, as Edward Wa rd and Audrey Schriefer subtitle their
p a rticular chapter. The message here is that as the real world is not a static set of conditions but an ever
evolving system which functions in complex and dynamic social and political environments, it is
a p p ropriate that systems thinking be employed in conjunction with scenario approaches. The consequent
dynamic scenarios methodology which is advocated by Wa rd and Schiefer is taken a step further by Paich
and Hinton in their chapter, in their development of simulation models as a tool for rigorous scenario
analysis. The aim is for more informed choices about the future, and while, as these latter authors claim
“no model or group of models will reveal the “truth” about the future...[they]... can reveal useful
distinctions about our operating environment and certain limitations in our capacity to understand that
e n v i ro n m e n t ” .

The authors of the eight chapters in the third Section of the book, explore a variety of aspects of
scenario application in contexts as diverse as industry, competitor, and economic scenarios, scenario-
based planning for technology investments, and import a n t l y, how scenarios enrich public policy
decisions. Bonnet and Olson provide a very powerful case study of the latter in exploring a scenario
development project for the New Jersey Statewide Tr a n s p o rtation Plan conducted by the Council of
G o v e rnors’ Policy Advisors and the Institute of Alternative Futures. As these authors conclude: “the
scenario/vision process described here led to new priorities and innovative outcomes, especially in the
a rea of land use and community design”. This account, complemented by all of the other chapters in this
section, provides very firm evidence which can be used in support of the claim that scenario learning has
a very considerable range of application across human affairs. Exemplifying this claim, the third section
of the book is brought to a close by Adam Kahane’s chapter describing the manner through which
scenarios helped common ground be discovered in the process of imagining South Africa’s future. Kahane
concludes his description of the renowned Mont Fleur Scenarios, in whose generation he was deeply
involved, with the submission that “scenarios are a promising tool for public consensus building”.

The seven chapters of the final section of this most illuminating book, focus on managing the
o rganisational context for scenario learning. The central theme presented here is perhaps best capture d
by the claim of Ian Wilson, one of the authors in this section, in stating that “many, if not most, of the
p roblems in introducing scenario planning into an organization stem from a failure to recognise the
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magnitude and duration of the implementation eff o rt that is re q u i red to use this technology to change the
p revailing management assumptions”. 

And that returns us to the pervasive theme of these columns — that effective learning from the future
through scenario generation and exploration, is most essentially concerned with challenges to, and changes
in prevailing weltanschauungen. Learning from the Future provides ample evidence for this contention
along with a host of helpful practical hints on what is required to achieve it. ●

The Hungry Spirit
Beyond Capitalism, a Quest for Purpose in the Modern World

Charles Handy, Hutchinson London 1997

Inspired by a somewhat mysterious verse from the Book of Revelations, Charles Handy keeps a small
white stone on his desk. It is there to remind him that if he ‘prevails’, he will eventually find out who he
truly ought to be — “the other hidden self”. Life, he has decided, is a search for the white stone; a process
of discovery “of who we are, what we can do, and ultimately, why we exist and what we believe.” The
context for this focus is Handy’s belief that organisations and individuals alike have to decide what it is they
are about before they can sensibly decide what it is that they have to do. The central argument of his book,
as he presents it, is that “in our hearts, we would all like to find a purpose bigger than ourselves because
that will raise us to heights we had not dreamt of”. The problem is, that in this age of capitalism, there has
been far too little incentive to seek such a purpose, in the face of the wave of the market imperative.

Drawing on a wonderfully wide spectrum of writers and thinkers across the past two millennia, from
philosophers of ancient Greece to contemporary economists and political scientists, Handy weaves a rich
and entertaining narrative. His essential premise is that capitalist societies are not working as well as they
were expected to do, and certainly not for the good of all. “The market, competition and efficiency, all good
things in themselves, turn out to have unintended side effects”. Capitalism might well have proved itself
superior to communism and extreme socialism but is has yet “to convince that it has the complete answer
to our desire for progress.”

There are three sections to this delightfully easy, yet intellectual, read: A critique of capitalism with its
unfettered focus on self-interest, an exploration of deeper purpose, and ideas for a ‘better’ capitalism and
the facilitation of a decent society. Capitalism in its prevailing forms, has its flaws, as indeed have most
systems. It is, as Keynes long ago asserted, “absolutely irreligious, without internal union, without much
public spirit”. Yet we, as human beings, hunger for such spirit. Life has much more to it than markets and
competition and profits — important though all of these are. The modern capitalist system is not only
flawed because it does not (cannot?) address this hunger, but it also has such a power of seduction that we
have, by and large, forgotten that it is only a tool, and as Handy reminds his readers “tools are not for
worshipping”. “Capitalism is a liberating not a defining creed, money as the means not the end” and under
this credo, “ultimately we need a new understanding of life, one that gives money its due, but no more than
its due.” And again he returns to his pervasive theme — we need to know who it is that we are if we are to
select the responsible things to do. 

As Charles Handy argues, a sensible starting point in the quest for such a new form of capitalism which
embraces and indeed nurtures the decent society, is the somewhat paradoxical concept of what he terms
Proper Selfishness. This is the search for ourselves that we often best pursue through our involvement with
others. “To be Properly Selfish is to accept a responsibility for making the most of oneself”. It is self-
discovery through collaboration with others, not self-interest in competitive isolation. As to change?
Education needs to be redesigned to allow us to learn how to accept more personal responsibility, while
governments need to return responsibility to the people. It is only when this happens, contends Handy, that
“we can feel that life and society is ours to shape. Were that to happen, our values could dictate the way
things worked, rather than the other way round”.

Charles Handy has been a discriminating and prescient thinker over many decades. His writings have
been characterised by an optimism born of a faith in human decency, and a lifetime of empirical
observations of its manifestation in practice. In this book, this optimism remains undimmed. While we were
wrong to have placed so much “faith in an undiluted ideology of self interest when we should have trusted
our humanity more than the system” he reminds us, “[w]e can override that system, just as we can override
the programming of nature.” ●
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