Measuring and Making the Future: 

The Contribution of Futures Studies to Strategic Thinking in South Africa

PH Spies

Formal futures studies practice started in South Africa in 1974 when a ‘Unit for Futures Research’ was established at the University of Stellenbosch’s Bureau for Economic Research (BER) with the support of private sector funding.  Initially the objective was that the new research unit should focus on long range economic forecasting.  The BER was respected for its work on business cycles in South Africa, and the expectation was that a Schumpeterian–Kondratief type of long range economic cycle research programme would make a useful contribution to the BER’s work.

However, the main concern of the Unit’s private sector supporters was to make sense of the rapidly changing and turbulent business environment in South Africa.  The development of the new Unit consequently followed the route of multi-diciplinary futures studies and strategy facilitation, and not of long range economics studies.  This ultimately produced an intellectual tradition at the Unit that deviated sharply from that of the BER.  
Ten years after its establishment, in 1984, the Unit was reconstituted as an ‘Institute for Futures Research’ (IFR), thus becoming a fully fletched futures research department of the university.  As its practices evolved over the 10 years since its establishment the IFR’s mission also evolved into ‘measuring’ (make sense of the ‘current’ future) and ‘making’ (help to create desirable futures) the future.
Early developments: providing understanding, not predictions

The Unit published its first strategic overview of the South African business environment in 1976, entitled A review of some long-term trends in South Africa (Van Wyk, 1976).  The publication was a synthesis of some 27 bulletins and newsletters, which the Unit collated, researched and published in the two years since its establishment.  These publications never entered open review.  They were part of the Unit’s exclusive (‘secrete’) service to its financial supporters, so-called ‘Associates. 
This type of exclusive service to Associates - ie, multiple perspective reviews followed by a general synthesis of the reviews - is still the practice of the present Institute for Futures Research.  Rias van Wyk’s Review was also a forerunner to what in 1984 became known as the Business Futures publication.  Its purpose was to provide a ‘scan’ of the business environment in ordert to improve strategic thinking in organisations.  Van Wyk’s Review covered only certain aspects of the economic, demographic, infra-structural and physical/natural resource dimensions of the business environment (see Figure 1).
The style and tenor of the Review reflected the general practice at the UFR in the 1970’s.  The focus was on ‘mapping’ changes in the business environment (Van Wyk, 1976:3) rather than on researching ‘key issues’, or ‘global systems dynamics’.  It also steared clear of single focus long-range ‘predictions’ by carefully reviewing the alternatives to, and assumptions, and contingencies of, a particular prognosis – thus laying the ground rules for scenario development. 

In the 1970’s this approach was not always well received by the ‘Associates’.  Corporate planners searched for particular and useful long-range forecasts (or ‘predictions’) in terms of their ‘long range planning’ needs.  They did not like ‘confusing’ alternatives: they wanted future ‘certainties’, not scenarios.
The environmental scanning approach to futures studies nevertheless directed the UFR’s (and later the IFR’s) conceptual and institutional development towards ‘strategic learning’ and multiple perspectives in planning designs.  It also sensitised thinking towards adaptive, more behavioural, concepts of planning, such as scenario development, Brian Quinn’s logical incrementalism (1980) and the social systems approach to change management.  
Concepts such as ‘organisational learning’ (using de Bono’s work), ‘strategic management’ and ‘interactive planning’ were often perceived by the South African corporate planner of the 1970’s as odd-ball planning jargon.  The UFR nevertheless started to apply these concepts in 1980 because they were seen as being a useful link between futures studies practice and corporate strategy formulation.
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Trend-breaks and problems of perception

The human mind is as changeable over the short term as the sailing line of an oil tanker.  The UFR was established at the dawning of a new ‘age of discontinuity’ (Drucker, 1969) - of an emerging ‘post-industrial world’ (Bell, 1973), but perspectives and planning approaches were still hooked on the machine models of organisations, which were functioning in an exponentially expanding world economy.

This is understandable, seen within the context of how people tend to react to trend-breaks. Our ‘probable’ future is often an extrapolation of our past experiences (De Bono, 1979). 
The 1970s were the beginning of the final chapter of the old order in South Africa, and the first chapter of the emerging post-industrial age in the world. It was difficult times for analysts.  Although we observe the unfolding events, we struggle to interpret their implications because we lack the required insight into the true (ie, not our perceived) context of the changes.  Business forecasting tended to accept cyclical change around a stable trend line, which is exemplified in the concluding remarks of the Review (Van Wyk, 1976:70): 
As far as the projected growth in economic activity is concerned, various possibilities were considered. Under given conditions it is suggested that possible future growth rates in GDP at constant prices could range from a low average of 4,66 percent per annum to 5,75 percent per annum from 1973 to 2000.
This prognosis reflected a consensus point of view at the time.  The government’s Economic Advisory Council, with its substantial research resources, published a similar prognosis three years later in 1979.  It was a well-considered view, based on the best insights and knowledge of the time.
However, the actual economic growth performance in South Africa did not even touch the low growth scenario.  After 1976 the South African economy experienced a structural long-term decline that was more severe in its general impact on its society than the so-called ‘Great Depression’ of the 1930s.  

It was a question of wrong assumptions and an incomplete understanding of the real South African situation.  It was also an example of a very poor scoping of the governing issues - which were the shifting global order outside South Africa, and the rising new socio-political order inside South Africa. 

Scoping is important in futures studies.  A long view needs a broad view - a sense of history, and a thorough understanding of the society that is producing future history.  Without an understanding of the broader, deeper, underlying systems and dynamics, which are shaping our future history, we tend to ride blindly towards the future on the ‘beam’ of our recent experiences, hopes, fears and expectations - ie, our assumptions of reality. 
As the scenario planner Pierre Wack noted in 1985, the task of the futurist is to bring the decision maker’s world of perceptions towards the world of ‘reality’ (Wack, 1985), but this is well nigh impossible if you cannot escape from your ‘reality’ - from the system that is to be studied. 

The future history of the last decades of the old South Africa was in the making during the early 1970s. Slow but persistent socio-economic change inside South Africa produced a slow but persistent stress build-up in South African society.  A ground shift in the South African political power equation was in the making.  Thus serious social and political instabilities suddenly emerged in 1976 over a seemingly trivial issue: the teaching of the Afrikaans language in black schools. 
Moreover, the emerging new world order was changing world views, old loyalties and, in general, the rules of the game for acceptable (and moral) governance.  This at a time when the South African government decided to flex its muscles in a no-win Angolan war - thus siphoning scarce development finances at a time when the economy went down, and the social demands on the economy went up.  The war was, in turn, a consequencs of a 20 year de-colonisation process - itself a product of the changing times driven by technolgical changes.  Wheels are turning wheels.
Soon South Africa would be facing growing isolation and crippling sanctions - all this, while many South Africans were acting like a frog relaxing in tepid water over a slow flame.  Futurists need a sense of history and an understanding of systems.
Scenarios and ‘surmising forums’

In order to understand the broader implications of the trends and issues shaping South Africa a more holistic, systemic approach, such as scenario development, was needed. Therefore, in 1977 the Unit initiated the first comprehensive scenario development exercise in South Africa under the direction of Andrew Spier, who was specially contracted to carry out this task.

Spier designed a consultative process on South Africa’s future, which involved a large number of leaders in the then political and business establishment of the country. The methodology that he applied resembled the reflective interview process, which is used today to condition participants during the initiating stages of scenario development (Van der Heijden, 1996:145-154). 
He published his conclusions from these consultations in 1979.  It showed that the turbulence in the country produced feelings of hopelessness, isolation, and alienation - generally, a feeling of incompetence to solve the problems facing the country.  

There was a growing need for a national forum on the future of South Africa.  The worker-strikes of 1973 in Durban, South Africa’s involvement in the Angolan war since 1975, and the Soweto uprisings of 1976 heralded two decades of severe social and political instability; a period of endemic insurrection and increasingly tense economic conditions.  It produced a societal pathology, which slowly poisoned the spirit of South African society, laying the foundations of its season of madness during the 1980s. 
Spier was astute enough to recognise the need for networking and interaction during a period of confusion and alienation. Futures forums - or what Bertrand de Jouvenel (1967) called ‘surmising forums’ - are essential instruments of futures studies when an organisation, or a nation, faces turbulence and uncertainty.  With the breakdown of community in human affairs, futurists must design community into their practice.

Associates reacted to these conditions during in-house discussions and meetings, alternatively expressing feelings of disbelief and of deep concern. 
Their feelings of disbelief produced an attitude of defensive avoidance, namely efforts to reject the reality, the possible meaning and the implications of what was observed.  They compared the developments in South Africa with their experience during the 1960s and early 1970s - an era of economic prosperity, notable for average long-term economic growth rates of around 5 percent per year. “For sure” they said, “this former situation must be the normal state of affairs - the real South Africa. What we are experiencing is certainly temporary in nature, ie, something linked to the normal cyclical movements of the economy”.
This perspective on the state of the South African economy was supported by the elegant arguments of economists who focused on macro-economic cyclical analysis.  Moreover, with the rise in the price of gold and minerals during 1980, and the consequential temporary improvement in South Africa’s economic growth rate, the cyclical perspective seemed to have been vindicated.  But then, after 1981, the slide down economic decline and political instability continued, increasing in intensity after the 1985 Rubicon speech of former President PW Botha. 

Instability also produced a feeling of urgency in the futures perspectives of Associates. There was a desire to design some kind of collective initiative that can turn the direction of events in South Africa around.  Consultative meetings and processes started to appear throughout South Africa from 1978 onwards. 

Two routes for consultative practice evolved during the 1980s. The one followed the course of negotiation and compromise.  The other followed the course of scenario development, which produced the preconditions for a desired, or ‘High Road’ rather than a “Low Road’, South Africa (Sunter, 1987). 

The Unit for Futures Research discussed its second set of scenarios with its Associates in 1983 at its AGM in Somerset West, near Cape Town.  Four scenarios were presented, two based on defensive avoidance approaches, one on extrapolative thinking (‘surprise free scenarios’), and one on re-creative thinking.  A review of trends was presented which pointed towards the un-sustainability of the situation in South Africa, with a prognosis of a likely trend-break by 1990.  Two other sets of scenario workshops followed during the 1980s in which an argument for an ‘alternative revolution’ and the creation of a ‘New South Africa’ was mooted.  These were presented and debated at meetings around the country during in-house planning exercises with Associates, with the South African State Security Council and with other clients.
A number of South African organisations also initiated major scenario exercises during the 1980s, for example Anglo American Corporation, ESKOM (an electricity utility company), the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research, Shell (South Africa) and Nedcor-Old Mutual corporation (Tucker & Scott, 1992).  The Anglo American and Nedcor-Old Mutual scenarios were discussed and debated at a large number of forums and meetings throughout South Africa.  Anglo American’s Clem Sunter, who is a bright and highly effective communicator, infused his ‘High Road/Low Road’ scenarios into the minds and psyche of South Africans: pointing towards alternative road maps - towards courageous action for a better future or defensive avoidance (fortress South Africa) towards a disastrous future. 
In 1992 the government in waiting, the ANC/COSATU Alliance, also participated in the Friederich Ebert Stiftung and Swiss Development Agency Mont Fleur scenario exercise, which prepared four scenarios:  ‘lame duck’, ‘ostrich’, ‘icarus’ and ‘flight of the flamingo’.  This scenario exercise produced a strong argument against the kind of populist economic strategies that are often favoured by revolutionary movements.

Notably, all of these scenario exercises were initiated by non-governmental organisations.  They represent an argument for the power of the mind over the power of the state.  South Africa must have been one of the first nations who successfully applied nation-wide scenario-based discourses on its future.  
One can only surmise about the positive role of these scenario development exercises between 1979 and 1992 - in spurring the transformation process on during the late 1980s, or in the formulation of more rational, less ideological, policies when a new democratic government took over in 1994, or in contributing towards a relatively smooth transformation towards a broad-based democratic dispensation in South Africa..

Developing a service structure for Associates

This author, being a trained economist, had little knowledge of corporate strategic planning procedures or, for that matter, of futures studies and business futuristics in general, when he was appointed as head of the UFR in 1979.  It was nevertheless clear from the changed attitude of the Unit’s supporters that three aspects should receive immediate attention, viz
· The nature of the UFR’s relationship with its client Associates;

· The relation between the UFR’s environmental scanning approach and the strategic planning procedures of its clients; and,

· The particular approach to, and emphasis on, futures studies that would best suit the abovementioned two facets of the UFR’s activities.

During the first six months after his appointment he set out to visit all the Associates, attended short courses on strategic planning and studied books and articles on strategic planning and futures research. 

The UFR’s relationship with its Associates was somewhat problematic in 1979. They had serious misgivings about their continued commitment to the futures studies project when the initial 5-year (1974-79) support agreement had expired in April of 1979.  It was necessary to complete a client survey in order to find out what will renew their commitment.  Associates expressed clear preferences regarding the type of service that they require, i.e.:

· More small group interaction with the UFR, which suggested that the forum idea of Spier was appreciated as an important instrument for communicating the UFR’s research results.

· There was now a need to study the dominant issues that were shaping South Africa’s development.

· There was a need for short courses on the methodologies of futures studies and their applications in strategic planning.

· There were also a number of requests for the UFR to become directly involved in the strategic planning processes of Associates.

From the readings and course work on strategic planning during 1979 a somewhat narrow perspective regarding the role and potential contribution of a futures research institution emerged, namely to make mind-expanding contributions to the initiating SWOT-analysis process.  Corporate strategic planning was then dominated by portfolio analysis, inter-firm comparisons and financial (including budget-based forecasting) analysis. Transformation management was still at a conceptual phase.  The work of Brian Quinn on logical incrementalism (Quinn, 1980) was part of an avant garde debate on organisational renewal, the importance of systems thinking in strategic planning was an unknown outside the Ackoff-Churchman circle of systems thinkers, and organisation learning theories (as an extension of corporate scenario development) were still being tested in the planning laboratories of Royal Dutch Shell in London. 

An even greater concern for this author was to scope the relevant boundaries of the practice of futures research at the UFR.  In other words, what kind of futures research would be most relevant in terms of its function to provide information of value to corporate strategists?  A thorough reading of one of the most outstanding books on practical foresight, viz, Bertrand de Jouvenel’s “The art of conjecture” (1967) produced the following enduring insights:

· The future does not exist, its evolution is inherently uncertain and ruled by a large number of ‘conditionals’, and it can therefore not be foreknown or predicted.
· From a clear understanding of the structures (including culture) and (causal) processes of social organisation one can develop some insight into and understanding of the limits of future possibilities, of how things may evolve, and of how society may react to changing circumstances.
· People who are acting purposefully in terms of their ‘projects’ (or visions) are participating in the creation of a more desirable future.

· Change is systemic, therefore systems thinking should form an integral part of all futures research programmes.

· The future is complex - its evolution is governed by the rules of complexity, which requires of futures researchers to have a sense for ethics, great humility in practice and a tolerance for ambiguity.

The broad framework that emerged from these reflections suggested a rather unique approach to futures research: the focus should be on change and transformation management, and the methodology applied should be based on both futures studies and systems thinking.  The task is to research the factors driving change, to support a dialogue on the future, to stimulate awareness of, and consciousness regarding, the reasons for and implications of change - and to develop appropriate competencies in the management of change.  In other words, the task is to ‘measure’ amd ‘make’ the future.
Therefore, a decision was made in 1980 to follow a ‘strategic management’ approach, rather than strategic planning approach, in the design of our service structure for Associates. This concept was derived from insights gained from a series of taped lectures by Russell Ackoff, then of the Wharton School in Philadelphia, USA.  These tapes were forerunners to his book on ‘creating the corporate future’, which was published in 1981 (Ackoff, 1981).  Ackoff argued that interactive (participative) planning processes are prerequisites for effectiveness when managing a ‘multi-minded’ social system (his description of organisations). Thus, what is being learned during this type of planning process is more important than the plan: planning is learning.
The service structure for Associates that evolved from the concept of ‘futures studies for transformation (or change) management consisted of the following:

· An annual multiple perspective overview of long-term changes in the business environment, called Business Futures, which updates the research material of the IFR and provides a basis for a discourse on the long-term changes in the business environment of South African organisations.

· A monthly multi-dimensional scanning publication, called SCAN, which provides abstracts of articles with potentially important strategic implications for Associates.

· Occasional Papers, which report on particular IFR-studies on trends, structures and issues shaping South Africa’s future.

· Monthly Strategy Insights, which serve as monitors on long-term changes in aspects of the political, economic, social/demographic, technological and natural/physical environments of South African organisations.

· Weekly Friday at Noon which aims to monitor (and contextualise) current events in terms of important long-term trends in the business environment.

· Regular meetings and conferences with Associates which present them with an opportunity to listen to specialists, and to review and discuss important issues and trends.

· Short courses on futures studies, systems thinking, and applications of social systems studies in change management and strategic transformation.

The objective was to change the planning paradigm and world-views of Associates, first, by interpreting the short-term (the weekly and monthly services) in terms of the long term (Business Futures and Scan) and, secondly, by providing Associates with a basic competence in futures studies, systems thinking and strategic learning through regular short courses and meetings.

Establishing a structure for long-term prognostics

In order to provide a framework for long-term prognostics in scenario development (i.e., establishing the ‘driving forces’, ‘ scenario logic’ and ‘predeterminants’) it was decided in 1980 to develop five programmes, namely demographic studies, technology futures, economic structure studies, socio-political futures and natural resource studies. These five ‘structural programmes’ were to provide the IFR with the necessary basis for scenario work in particular, and for its services in ‘business futuristics’ in general - as the applications of futures research in business planning later became known. 

Demographic studies:

Demographic changes - such as population growth, migration, urbanisation, labour force growth, growth in the demand for social services and age cohort changes (‘generation changes’), etc. - form the basis of long-term social prognostics. 

Technology studies:

Technological change is the driving force behind long-term socio-economic change and global transformation.  It is therefore obvious that it should be an integral part of any futures studies programme. 

Economic structural studies:

The Institute for Futures Research (IFR) shifted its focus in 1981 towards analysing long term socio-economic structural trends and applications of input-output analysis in regional and national economic analysis.  It later expanded this programme towards developing a social accounting matrix simulation model (SAMSIM), which was used to simulate the impact of different social policies on economic growth and job creation.  These studies provided an understanding of the structural determinants and dynamics of South Africa’s long-term economic growth prospects.

Political futures:

Political instability in South Africa during the 1980s meant that the UFR had to give more attention to the long-term trends in the political environment, the forces shaping these trends, the interpretation of political events and issues in terms of these trends and forces, and the implications of it all.  Consequently, the IFR launched, and participated in, a number of political surveys between 1984 and 1986 in the hope of establishing a few trends that can be used in socio-political forecasting.  However, in terms of money and effort spent, the rewards were mostly very disappointing, as far as providing a useful basis for long-term socio-political forecasting was concerned. It nevertheless formed the basis for a socio-political monitor series (SOPOMO), which continued into the 1990s. 

Political change and instability during the 1980s were not only the result of political forces such as opposition to the apartheid state, revolutionary processes, shifting attitudes, international sanctions, and so forth.  Low economic growth, income inequality, high unemployment, a low-skilled labour force, growing poverty, malnutrition, rapid urbanisation and poor human development in South Africa, had at the very least as much to do with the political turbulence in the country. These factors were seen to be the main driving forces in the transformation of South Africa, and were thus applied in the scenario development exercises of the IFR (as previously discussed).
Natural environment studies:

Some of the earliest reports of the UFR in the 1970s reviewed the growing water shortage in South Africa, the long-term role and importance of South Africa’s mineral industry, pollution and environmental threats and the energy resources of South Africa. An interesting report of Dostal suggested the existence of an 8 to 10 year drought cycle in South Africa, which could be linked to the El Niño phenomenon in the Southern Pacific Ocean (Dostal, 1979). However, most of associates considered her conclusions to be somewhat ‘Buck Rodgers’ in nature.

Other natural environmental issues that were discussed with Associates during the early 1980s included the growing insect threat due to pesticide resistance (Giliomee, 1980), the decline in genetic variability (Allan, 1980), the disappearance of the tropical rain forests (Giliomee, 1980), and the long-term impacts of the increases in atmospheric carbon dioxide levels (Giliomee, 1981). As from 1984 the physical environment was annually reviewed and updated in the Business Futures publication. Topics that were covered included global and national trends in land resource use, forestry resources, water resources, ocean resources, mineral resources, energy resources, atmospheric resources, climatic change and environmental threats. 

An Energy Futures programme was established in 1987, and the first Energy Futures publication was completed in December of 1988. Fanie Cloete and Joan du Toit co-authored this publication. Fanie worked on this publication until two weeks before his death at the end of December in 1988. Thereafter Jan Doppegieter joined the Energy Futures programme on a part-time basis as coordinator for energy studies, and helped Joan and Jos Liebenberg to establish an expertise in energy futures studies at the IFR, which today is second to none in South Africa.
Making the future: Designs for desirable change

The IFR’s involvement in planning and change management started when a number Associates invited it to participate in their planning processes.  This contribution was initially confined to environmental scanning during the initial stages of their planning process.  Following this, the IFR was also requested by two Associates to design their planning process.  This resulted in another round of pre-study in order to discover the leading proponents of business futuristics in the world. 

A review of the literature highlighted three institutions, all from California. The first was the Stanford Research Institute at Palo Alto with its leading-edge work in environmental scanning, stakeholder analysis, issue analysis, vision formulation and scenario development for strategy formulation.  The second was Roy Amara’s Institute for the Future, also at Palo Alto, with its structured strategy support service to selected clients.  The third was Burt Nanus’ Center for Futures Research at the University of Southern California in Los Angeles.  
The work of the Stanford Research Institute (SRI) on futures studies in business practice was outstanding, but it did not provide a suitable model for the intervention of a small institution, such as the UFR. The SRI is a large international consultancy with approximately 3 000 highly qualified consultants.  
The Institute for the Future worked as an ad hoc private sector consultancy, with some ongoing support from a few clients.  Its operational profile did not fit that of the IFR. Nevertheless, the idea of the IFR’s Business Futures publication came from Roy Amara’s own annual long-range review for his clients.
Burt Nanus’ institute was in a number of respects similar to the IFR.  It also worked with ‘Associates’, it was a university institution and it also participated in small in-house consultancy activities with its ‘Associates’.  Moreover, it developed a simple procedure, QUEST (Quick Environmental Scanning Technique), for its strategic planning exercises (Nanus, 1982).  QUEST seemed useful for the IFR’s participation in the strategic planning processes. It consisted of four stages, viz, a preparation stage, a divergent planning session, a planning review and scenario development stage, and a scenario review stage.
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Between 1983 and 1984 an adapted QUEST was used in an inquiry into the future prospects of the former KwaZulu-Natal region of South Africa.  The study was conducted under contract with the Natal Town and Regional Planning Commission.  The objective was to facilitate a consensus between the former Natal and KwaZulu administrations with respect to the real challenges facing the region, the actions needed to resolve the differences between the two administrations, and then to design cooperative programmes which could improve the long-term prospects of the region. 
The study was successfully completed when the Ulundi Accord of 1984 was signed.  This accord stipulated specific structures and processes for the future governance of the region.  However, this promising initiative was corrupted when it was transformed into the KwaZulu-Natal Indaba. The Indaba was a futile exercise in regional constitutional horse trading. 

The adaptations to Nanus’ QUEST-methodology were based on applied systems thinking in planning - especially with respect to the processes that were used during planning.  A five-dimensional change management model was developed (see Figure 2) which formed the basis of the KwaZulu-Natal exercise. 
This application model is based on an initiating process that focuses on developing supportive conditions for re-creation (or change management), inter alia by means of conflict dissolving strategies and sound communication strategies (ie, the first two dimensions).  The second step is to develop insight and understanding of the context of the current situation, and its long-term implications.  The third step is to design highly desirable but plausible alternatives to the current situation, and the fourth step is to develop programmes of participation, which involve all stakeholders.  The successful implementation of each of these dimensions, seen separately, is dependent on the successful (and simultaneous) implementation of all the other dimensions collectively.

The main lesson from the KwaZulu-Natal study, and from a few smaller (organisation-based) studies that followed the KwaZulu-Natal study, is that severe problems cannot be solved at the level of the system where they are co-produced.  The best one can look at is a compromise, which can only produce a temporary respite.  In other words, compromise is not the most appropriate instrument for change management.  The aim of futurists should be to design, and communicate, alternative, plausable and exiting futures.
The Natal-KwaZulu Indaba was a case in point, because its failed constitution-making process was essentially an exercise in horse-trading.  With the level of mistrust, political divisions (the Indaba was not completely inclusive) and socio-economic divisions in the KwaZulu-Natal region, it succeeded only to clarify some of the issues that must be solved.  Even more incongruously, the Nationalist Party government decided to start its own parallel Indaba initiative in the region. 
This contrasted sharply with the sentiments at the Ulundi Accord, which had as its objective a redesign of the functions, processes and, ultimately, the socio-political structures of the region. It could have been an example of a ‘process constitution’ for South Africa, namely an emerging constitution, and the first chapter of South Africa’s own Magna Carta.  The ideal is to design problems out of existence - to dissolve them by creating new conditions, new circumstances.  

Therefore, IFR scenarios that were developed after 1986 emphasised the concepts of an ‘alternative’ revolution, and the creation of a ‘New South Africa’.  The challenge is to design and implement a better future, not to negotiate compromises on the ‘current future’.  From then on the IFR steered clear from give-and-take processes and developed a healthy avertion for compromise.
Another important development came when the IFR received a contract in 1987 to evaluate the application of development theory in South Africa.  The challenge was to use some kind of ‘meta-theory’ to evaluate another theory, namely development theory. The decision was to use the applications of systems thinking in planning and organisational development as a ‘meta-theory’. 
It was the IFR first opportunity to do basic research on the applications of systems thinking, and it produced a number of valuable spin-offs for the Institute.  It opened a larger discourse on systems-based planning with the Associates, inter alia, through the exposure they received during the Measuring and Making short courses of the IFR.  It brought two ‘gurus’ of the application of social systems thinking in planning, Jamshid Gharajedaghi and Russell Ackoff, to South Africa to present short courses, and to participate in planning exercises with the IFR’s Associates.  Peter Senge, of MIT in the USA, is another influential thinker in this field who visited South Africa.  Louis van der Merwe (then a manager at ESKOM) invited him to South Africa after he was introduced to Senge’s work at one of the IFR’s Measuring and Making courses in Johannesburg.

Conclusion

The 17 years at the Institute for Futures Research were for this author a period of great fulfilment. The challenges were exciting, not only because of the turbulence of the 1980s in South Africa, but also because the subject of futures studies is exciting.  Linking futures studies with systems thinking and design-based planning, resulted in the ‘measuring and making’ approach to futures studies, which the IFR propagated over the past 15 years.  The challenges facing Africa and South Africa today requires a new commitment to continue this work.  The challenge of South African futurists is to contribute towards dissolving (not solving) Africa’s and the country’s endemic problems of conflict, poverty, unemployment and AIDS.

From the South African experience a few simple rules for futures work emerged, namely:

· Know which questions to ask before starting to search for answers.

· Build an understanding of the interrelated set of problems (the problematique) that these questions have placed before you, rather than to tackle the problem you are facing.

· The problem to be tackled is always of a higher order than the problems you are facing, namely the conditions sustaining the problems you are facing.

· One of the keys to changing these conditions is to discover an exciting ideal – a vision of hope, and the other is to discover new ways of doing things.

· The route towards discovery runs through re-creative design, which starts with ideals and specifications, and ends with a model (a construct) for excellence.

· Nothing will happen unless there is sufficient creative stress in an organisation, or society, and this requires that key actors develop a keen understanding of the un-sustainability of the current state of affairs (the threats of the ‘current future’), and a great desire to move towards the desirable future which they designed.

· Such level of understanding and commitment is only possible if these key actors participated in the discovery and planning process.

· To paraphrase De Jouvenel, people who are acting with sustained commitment to achieve their visions of hope are the creators of their future.

The future is waiting for our making, not our taking.
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Figure 1: The environmental hexagon
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Figure 2:	The five dimensions of interactive change management
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