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Introduction

I describe myself as a futures activist; my role is to anticipate potential
developments, bring them to public attention and seek to take some ac-
tion to address or redress this potential. As my observations later in this
article indicate, the locus of my attention has tended to be around social
justice, personal and economic futures, learning futures and life futures.
During the mid-90s, I issued some fifteen ‘Wildman Warnings’ about
trends I had observed, especially financial trends. At the same time, I started
to notice that some trends I had identified up to a decade or so earlier
were transpiring. This became the spur for the present paper. To gain
better insight and develop a more effective proactive response, I decided
to track the trends I had identified, and their eventual public emergence
and acceptance.

Methodology

This professional reflection relied upon four primary futures research
tools. Scanning - seeking patterns and anomalies between information
from many sources - distinguished the emerging issues. Emerging Issue
Analysis then enabled the organisation of information and the identifica-
tion of key trends. Causal Layered Analysis was used to establish a more
multi-faceted understanding of causation. Finally, Futures Implementa-
tion and Management processes enabled the linking of future intent to
strategic planning and thence to actions. Of these processes, Emerging
Issues Analysis and Implementation and Management are the chief foci
for this report.
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Emerging Issues Analysis

Key trends within the scanned material were identified using Emerg-
ing Issues Analysis (EIA). EIA essentially has four categories for identify-
ing trends (illustrated in Figure 1) spanning various time frames. The
first category, occurring 20 to 30 or more years before the present - and
sometimes significantly longer - and typified perhaps by science fiction
writers like George Orwell and Arthur C. Clarke, is referred to as the
artistic and visionary. In this step, stories emerge as ways of codifying
intellectual, emotional and imagining knowledge. These are imagined
futures, often with little apparent link to present knowledge. The second
step involves longer-term issues, noted 10 to 20 years out, and may gen-
erate very long term strategic planning. In the third step, futures are en-
visioned - perhaps § to 10 years out - by scientists and technologists and
reported in professional journals. It is in this step that metaphors imag-
ined in earlier steps begin to generate the textual scaffolding for our ways
of thinking. Most recent, the fourth step deals with the present and the
immediate future. By this stage, issues have emerged into the public and
political arena (4a) and begin to enter the mainstream educational and
legislative systems (4b). Generally speaking, a hunch in step 1 moves to
an emerging issue in step 2, becomes a trend in step 3, a problem (and
media event) in step 4a, and generates legislation and education in step
4b. All this tends to occur over a thirty-year period (although, as Molitor
has shown, there are examples of issues - including global warming and
the impact of greenhouse gases - that have played out over much greater
time spans).

Finally, there is a fifth step - the wild card or windfall - an event that
impacts in an unpredictable manner. One wild card might be increased
cyclone activity, or a threshold in air pollution levels being breached in
the next 20 years. The Chernobyl accident is such an event. Another wild
card receiving some attention is cosmic events such as asteroid impact.
Windfalls may well take the form of a good harvest, futures market boom
or unexpected technological breakthroughs. The probability of such wild
cards emerging without accurate prediction is increasing.
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Figure 1: Emerging Issue Analysis

Emerging Issue Analysis (EIA)
A Emergence of an issue
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Source: Wildman & Inayatullah (1998) A B=35years BP=Before Present

Methodological steps used in this project

Emerging Issues Analysis enable me to identify:

1. The issue.

2. How and when I first identified the issue.

3. My actons in response to the identified issue.

4. The gap to its re-emergence.

5. How the issue re-emerged into the public arena.

6. My involvement with the re-emerged issue.

Results for each of these categories are presented in Table 1, and is-
sues are charted in terms of Emerging Issues Analysis in Figure 2.

Observations

The table reveals that my focus has been on issues relating social jus-
tice futures; personal and local economic futures; learning futures and life
futures. Further, the average gap between my identification of the issue
and its re-emergence into the mainstream is 10 years. Finally, the table
indicates a preponderance of issue identification at EIA stages 2 and 3.
This is illustrated graphically in Figure 2 below.
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Figure 2: Emergence of Issues Identified by the Author
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B.P. = before present; single headed arrows indicate movement of issue, double headed arrows indicates no
change in issue’s stage since identification.

Given the average time lag between identification and public attention,
one strategy might be to refrain from taking action on the issue when it
first emerges, instead monitoring and ‘reactivating’ it once it starts to
enter the public arena some ten years hence. This strategy, however, does
not equate with financial security for the Futures activist.

Further, in some instances I may have inaccurately diagnosed the cur-
rent EIA step for a particular issue. For example, in the case of ‘Aborigi-
nal deaths in custody’ and ‘International Futures Masters’, I initially placed
these issues in EIA step (3)->(4); it now appears more likely that they
were in step (2), with at least another five years before coming to public
attention and action. This underlines what the table showed - that I ap-
pear best able to pick issues when they are at step 3. T have found that I am
less efficacious at forecasting when issues will move to step (4).

Having become aware of a number of emerging issues, and with the
knowledge that my own practice tends to lead to identification at Stage2/
3 (approximately ten years before wide public awareness), the key next
question becomes: Who is capable of taking the appropriate action to
ameliorate issues before they become mainstream?
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Australia’s political climate is increasingly designed around three year
time frames (elections both federally and in most states are held every
three years). As a consequence, the focus of political parties has tended to
appear more and more media-driven. In this climate, issues that are iden-
tified more than three years out (as is the case for the majority of those I
report on in this paper) are unlikely to experience either attention or
amelioration through strategic political action.

Further, universities and academia - which one might imagine func-
tioning with longer lead times - have experienced significant restructur-
ing which has resulted in less time for the pursuit of ideas. For example,
Australian academics (even at senior lecturer level) may mark up to six
hundred assignments each year, undertake student administration, face-
to-face lectures and email student contact, and spend vacation time de-
veloping new course material. Put simply, academics often have negative
time available for such futures oriented ‘action’ research.

The only other group operating at this depth is the private or politi-
cally linked ‘think tanks’. Australia has a number of these institutions (which
proliferated from the mid-1980s), including The Evatt Foundation, The
Sydney Institute, The Institute of Public Affairs and The Brisbane Institute.
However, since almost all such institutions are financially supported by
lobby groups of one sort or another, their output is effectively partisan
and generally limited to words, not action.

Perhaps there is a need for ‘action #nd think tanks’. Futures Activists
are essentially without support from any such body. One possible response
may well be an Association of Independent Futurists (perhaps a chapter
of WESF). Such an organisation could be modelled on other organisations
of independent thinkers, such as the Australian Association of Indepen-
dent Scholars (AAIS) of which I am a member. Continuing reliance, by
the author and others, on the political and even academic systems to ad-
vance the message is unlikely to bear fruit.

The foregoing discussion, of course, ignores the contribution of the
generational or even millennial horizon (EIA step 1) of the grand mae-
stros of futures. This group is even more poorly served by existing
structures.

Conclusion

For futurists, spotting potential issues before they become mainstream
is our core business. Understanding what we have seen, and taking effec-




142 Journal of Futures Studies

tive action needs to follow. This article has sought to outline one futures
activist’s practice: forecasting and anticipating; using emerging issues analy-
sis to identify trends and issues up to 10 years before they become socially
obvious; providing warnings; offering new futures; and recording out-
comes in order to learn. Emerging Issues Analysis has provided a valuable
tool for the exploration and explanation of this practice. In identifyin
and understanding better my own futures activism, I have been able to see
patterns and opportunities for change, both in my own work, and in the
wider application of futures research.

The all-pervading power of Time
Drives each of us without mercy
Into the Future,
While at the same time
Hurling us into the motionless past,

And in our illusion of the present

Time Deceives Eternity

” ---- Hidayat Inayat Kban

Notes

1. This article in a sense is a celebration and acknowledgment of the great work
done in FIA by its founder Graham Molitor. Consequently some background,
supplied by Graham Molitor, about the origin of these charts of the dimen-
sions of change may be interesting to the reader. Graham writes:

‘After working in Congress, for Presidential candidates, and lobbying major
issues of the times a profusion of intuitive impressions evolved. I found it
most difficult to lobby 535 Members of Congress, thousands of media
contacts, influence peddlers and all the other trappings and institutions of
democratic policy making. 1wanted to get back to the “fountainbead” or
the “wellspring.” If I could identify a few basic persons or institutions
giving rise to problems abroad in society, I could exert a much more pow-
erful influence over the trend and direction of change. Immersion in thou-
sands of issues, led to a clearer and clearer identification of specific patterns.
One of those involved communications that provided a sustained and per-
manent part of the ongoing dialogue. As I applied those observations
(beginning in the 1960s) to issues, it became evident that there was a
sequence of engagement by the issue through various media.’
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The most interesting and important part of the series is, of course, its practical
application. Bibliometrics is an artform used to described the classic S-curve
pattern of growth in literature. The literature plots follow a definite pattern. I
would like to add that literature searches typically span 20-35 years, 50-100
years for those who look more closely, and even longer for those who care to
probe in a scholarly mode. I've never researched an issue that I couldn’t find
media plots of 100 years or much, much more’ (personal communication, May,
2001).

. Over the past decade there have been fundamental shifts in the Australian

labour market including the advent of jobless growth, industry restructuring,
decline in middle management and blue-collar jobs (particularly but not exclu-
sively for males). This has led to a rapid increase in the number of Australians,
especially mature ones, being retrenched, made redundant, and accepting Vol-
untary Early Retirement. These people, their families and communities are the
human casualties of this restructuring. Further, many of these people find it ex-
tremely difficult to regain suitable employment.

In this overall process the expectations of many would-be labour market re-en-
trants regarding employment changes significantly. No longer is the 9-5 by 5 the
ideal job. Many people at this stage in their working-life (and young people who
are alert to these changes in their work futures) prefer to work less than 5 days
per week. Further they often wish to volunteer time to various community projects
even mentoring emerging small businesses or young peoples projects, or work
for themselves (often from home). Further these folks can also work as an em-
ployee and be self-employed, undertake formal and informal training and learning,
provide leadership development, while ensuring adequate quality time for family
and friends.

This is in short a New way of Working, hence NeWork.

It is this NeWork lifestyle we seek to respect and enhance through self-help
projects, public education, provision of corporate opportunities and awareness,
Government policy advocacy, integrity and leadership development, training
and development, mentoring, NeWork experience, and publication. We be-
lieve that over the next decade this workstyle will be of great importance in
the overall welfare of the Australian labour force.

3. SEV - Self Employment Scheme - providing small amounts of venture finance

4.

(up to $10,000ea) to unemployed people with no security.

Mainstreet is a revitalisation program for the main streets of small towns -
Services to Regional Business - Project Mainstreet: Commerce & Trade. A
community development program designed to assist regional communities
revitalise and promote their town centres. <http://www.commerce.wa.gov.aw/
industries/rbs/mainstreet.htm>

. CED materials resulting from this process include Wildman 1993a, 1993b,

1993c, 1993d, 1993e; Wildman and Banks 1993; Wildman and Hubley 1993.
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6. Massachussetts Institute of Technology in the United States has recently made
‘MIT course materials that are used in the teaching of almost all undergradu-
ate and graduate subjects available on the web, free of charge, to any user
anywhere in the world. MIT OCW will radically alter technology-enhanced
education at MIT, and will serve as a model for university dissemination of
knowledge in the Internet age.” <http://web.mit.edu/newsoffice/nr/ 2001/ocw.
htm]>
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