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Hardin Tibbs’ paper ‘Making the future visible’ was written at the end of the 1990s, but it 
has aged well. In my view it is an important and neglected contribution to the futures field. 

Its date is important: it comes at the end of a decade when almost all of the intellectual 
energy in futures work had been around scenarios work, and the commercial energy had 
been dominated by 2x2 double uncertainty scenarios method.  Peter Schwartz’s (1996) book 
The Art of the Long View was published in 1991, with its a template for doing 2x2 scenarios, in 
an appendix. Kees van der Heijden’s (1996) book, Scenarios: The Art of Strategic Conversation, 
which sought to communicate to outsiders the mysteries of the Shell approach, appeared in 
the middle of the decade.  

The futures landscape proposed by Tibbs in his paper challenges much of this thinking. 
It is made up of four elements, which combine external and internal perspectives. Together, 
he writes, (Tibbs, 1999, 4, emphasis in original) they represent “the psychological reality of 
the future by giving equal weight to anticipation and aspiration.” The first element is the star, 
or the vision; the second is the mountain, or goal; the third is the chessboard, or strategy; 
and the final one is the self, which can be understood as being an organisational “self” as 
much as an individual one. Sohail Inayatullah (2006, 8-9) adapted a version of this for his 
‘Six Pillars’ paper, but used it to different ends. 

These elements do not all correspond exactly to futures-based understandings of the 
world, and this, it turns out, is a strength rather than a weakness. The vision is about 
purpose (“our enduring and guiding social role”); the goal is about preferred futures; the 
chessboard connects possible futures to strategic responses; and the self is about both desire 
and capabilities. Tibbs explicitly positions much business scenarios work as being on the 
chessboard:  

The chessboard… is the space at the center of Michael Porter’s familiar diagram summarizing the 
competitive forces acting on the organization. It can also be seen as representing the potential for 
future market share… The chessboard represents the future strategic environment, so thinking 
tools such as Peter Schwartz’s scenario planning and Peter Senge’s systems thinking are 
applicable here.  

The paper can be read in a number of ways. At one level, ‘Making the future visible’ can 
be read as part of a developing critique of some of the assumptions of the Shell approach, 
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some of which had been imported by Global Business Network [GBN], headed by Schwartz, 
even while it promoted a scenarios method that had been adapted from the work of SRI 
(Curry, 2012, 12). Tibbs had worked for GBN from Australia, where he was based at the 
time. In this sense it can be seen as being of a piece with articles written by the Shell 
alumnus Adam Kahane (1999) at around the same time.   

This critique is about the extent to which the future is experienced as a set of external 
structural change to which we can only respond as it unfolds. It is expressed in its most 
extreme form by Schwartz (1996, 191) in a passage where he compares the unfortunate 
scenarios planner to an actor appearing on stage and not knowing, until the curtain goes up, 
whether they are performing in The Tempest, Long Day’s Journey Into Night, or Ionescu’s 
Rhinoceros. 

Kahane (1999, pp. 512-513) addresses this as a structural issue. At Shell, he was taught 
that  

the purpose of scenario planning was to observe the world and help the organization adapt to 
it… Thinking about their desired futures, people might miss important signals that didn’t fit 
with their desires. … I was not completely happy with that approach. It implied that Shell, one of 
the largest corporations in the world, didn’t and really shouldn’t have much influence on the 
world.  

The Shell perspective, in other words, was a form of hegemonic detachment.    
Tibbs (1999, 2) inflects this: the organisational view that is better informed by both 

cognitive and emotional insight leads to better strategy-making. This connects the outcomes 
of futures work to a better awareness of the self.  

When a strategic player—person or organization—can clearly distinguish between the different 
cognitive and emotional elements projected into the future space, the result is clearer and better 
strategic thinking. Emotional self-awareness allows confident choice when faced with the 
uncertainties of purely cognitive information. 

The second level at which the paper can be read is related to the first. The 1990s 
represented something of a high-water mark for scenarios as a form of futures practice. This 
gave way to a succession of approaches that in different ways emphasised the role of the 
unconscious world (Slaughter, 1998), of the role of values in futures work (Inayatullah, 
2004), and of the relationship between preferred futures and probable and possible futures 
(Curry and Hodgson, 2008; Sharpe, 2013). In emphasising the role of the psychological self 
in shaping preferred futures (seen in the article in the metaphor of the star), Tibbs’ paper is 
an early sign of this shift. 

The third level at which the paper operates is to underline the centrality of agency in 
futures work. This division goes back to the roots of the practice in the post-war period; at 
risk of over-simplification, it can be characterised as a split between an American mode of 
thinking about the future, represented by RAND and SRI, and a European model, 
represented by Polak (1973) and Berger (Cornish, 1977, 81).  

In their later book, Adam and Groves (2007) make a distinction between “empty futures” 
in which the future is a space that exists to be colonised, and a future that exists already in 
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the past and present as a form of “latent” or “living futures” (Adam and Groves, 2007, 132). 
Poli (2011, 70) characterises these as “facts with an anchor in the future; they are facts that 
can happen if the relevant circumstances are triggered.” 

Adam and Grove’s critique has deeper implications for futures work. They define empty 
futures (2007, 195) as  

 [a] pervasive habit of mind which regards the future as entirely void (apart from the results of 
our actions), thus  essentially ours to fill with content and transform whilst approaching it solely 
in terms of its relationship to present interests. 

It is possible to suggest that the notion of empty futures is related to a perennial problem 
of futures practice: the difficulty of connecting the futures insight generated by a project to 
the identification of a preferred future, and the construction of a set of strategic responses 
that allow the organisation to act to influence its future.  

This is because the empty future is a product of an empty present and the lack of a 
reflective self. Too much futures work proceeds with the bloviating confidence of the 
Californian self-help guru that we — and our organisations — can be anything that we want 
them to be. (The business version of this involves exhorting multi-million pound globally 
networked businesses “to think like a start-up.”) 

In practice, of course, we are freighted with networks of social, material, ecological and 
economic relationships, which come with specific histories, and have values and beliefs 
about the world and about our place in it embedded within them. This is as true of 
organisations as it is of individuals, and this is one of the reasons why the notion that 
“culture eats strategy for breakfast” has become increasingly influential over the past two 
decades. 

If one is going to act on the future, it is better to know why, and to what end.  Purpose 
and intent matter. Hardin Tibbs’ model, therefore, in “Making the Future Visible”, fills a gap 
in futures work, both literally and metaphorically. It integrates our selves with our present 
and our futures.  

 
 
Andrew Curry is Director of Futures at the School of International Futures, and is based in 
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