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“In human affairs (...) it is pointlessto try to predict the future’

Drucker (1997, p.20)

Strategic foresght has long been consdered a crucid feature of the competent
business manager (Fayol, 1949). In this paper, it is argued that tempord reflexivity may
be viewed as an essentid ingredient of drategic foresight. This happens because new
competitive landscapes demand high-velocity planning and opportunity grabbing as
necessary predicaments for organisational survivd (eg. Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000).
Thus, looking a the future must be complemented with drategising in the present and
learning fast from the past.

When facing high-speed competitive landscapes, organisations have to make an
effort to anticipate what events may turn out to be sgnificant enough to chalenge ther
competitive position. But they aso need to develop the capacity to improvise, i.e. to act
without the benefit of prior planning, in order to take advantage of unexpected
opportunities or to neutraise dgnificant threats. In other words, they need to focus on
both the future and the present. But more than consdering these as independent efforts,
organisations need to manage tempord aticulation. In this sense, organisationd
foresight, indead of being focused exclusvely on the future, may refer to managing the
links between the past, present and future. Hence the double suggestion that
organisationd foresght may be thought of as time travdling and that time traveling
may be conddered as an indantiation of tempord reflexivity, or the awareness of “the
human potentid for reinforcing and dtering tempord dructures’ (Orlikowski & Yates
2002, p.698) through action. This chapter contributes to the organisationd and foresight

literatures by dtressng the importance of tempord reflexivity. Such importance is



illusrated by the multiplicity of “time travels’ in which organisations engage in their
daly practice. To limit foresght to an extrgpolation of the past to the future is to ignore
the sgnificance of tempord reflexivity.

The paper is organised as follows. The initid section discusses the mgor
theoretical issues underlying “time travdling”. Then, the treditiond view of foresght as
prediction is introduced. According to this perspective, organisations should try to
anticipate the shape of the future in order to adjust. Recent developments in the field of
complexity science have suggested, however, that the assumptions upon which the
“foresght as prediction” perspective redts, ae possbly untenable. Based upon
complexity theory, the prediction perspective is then criticdly andysed. Its limitations
leed to the condderation of an dternative view. This dternative is discussed in the
“foredght as invention” section. Here, foresght is not taken as an attempt to devise
what will happen in the future, but rather as an effort for articulation between past
experiences, today’s redities and possble trgectories. The “foresght as invention”
perspective draws upon the concept of emergence and views the future as the
unpredictable outcome of myriad interactions between complex agents. Despite the
agentic nature of organisationd behaviours (Bandura 2001), and even in the face of
genuine efforts for prediction, the influence of previous learning, the need to solve
pressing problems immediady, the complexity of causd chains and the fortuitous
sndl interactions that end up producing sgnificant consequences, dl deem prediction
efforts insufficient to make accurate anticipations. Through emergence, organisations
invent their futures These “inventions’ ae the result of the interaction between
multiple time horizons. peths inherited from the padt, posshilities of the present and
visons of the future. These time horizons are not easy to separate and digtinguish.

People often blend them, circulating from one to another. Organisational foresght may,



as such, be andysed as time traveling. In these travels, as will be discussed in the
following section, every kind of combination between past, present and future is
admissble To grap the complexities of foresght, then, one possbly needs to
understand how the future is a product of the synthess of multiple tempora landscapes

construed through tempord reflexivity.

TRAVELSIN TIME: PREDICTION OR INVENTION?

It is argued here that organisational foresight may be gpproached from two mgor
paradigms, one which is close to the foresght-as-prediction view, the other to the
foresght-as-invention perspective.

The firg paradigm lies a the heat of the forecasting discipline. It views time
dructures as objective and, as such, predictable. The rigour of predictions may then be
understood as the result of the avalability of rdiable technicd indruments. As a
conseguence, traditional research in the domain of forecasting has been directed
bascdly toward the deveopment of andyticd tools aming to improve the potency of
prediction. This orientetion is evident, for example, in Makridakis and Whedright's
(1982a) handbook of forecasting, mostly devoted to the development of andytica
methods such as ARIMA modds, Bayesan forecasting, single equation regresson
models, smultaneous system models, and s0 forth (Fildes 1972). In this perspective, a
forecast is “an edimae of the future based on the past, as opposed to subjective
prediction” (p.572). It could then be assumed that the future is an extragpolation of the
past and that, with the adequate datisticd methods, such extrapolation could be
produced with a reasonable accuracy. A result d the gpplication of the adequate tools is
as follows “Congder the following illugrative scenario about company X. Through

1971 a regresson modd explaining companywide sdes with red GNP peformed well



both detidicdly and as a generd guide to individud product line performance. During
the 1973-75 period, sdes were affected by a number of unusud changes in the
environment.” (Beckengtein 1972, p.261). This view, then, takes organisaiona
foreaght as a subfidd of the management discipline dominated by datistica methods
goplied to historicad data. People, including forecasters, acted within the context of these
structures.

A second foresght paradigm views organistional foresght as the interaction
between the way people smultaneoudy construe and are condrained by the tempord
dructures that are both enacted and changed through practice. This view draws in
Giddens (1984) theory of sructuration. It has been applied to the study of organisations
by Orlikowski and Yates (2002), for example. These authors, suggest that, through
practice, people sustain and change the tempora Structures that are the context of ther
action. In this perspective, foresght is not as much a matter of prediction (“there is a
future out there, waiting to be predicted’), as a matter of invention (“how are human
agents inventing their futures through practice?’).

The implications, theoreticd and practica, of these two paadigms ae
ggnificant. Under the fird paradigm, foresght is a matter of dSatistical forecasting;
under the second paradigm, forecasting is a matter of interpretation. Foresight as
prediction means travelling from the past to the future on the bass of daidicd andyss,
foresght as invention means andysng dl rdations between the padt, present and future,
in order to cultivate awareness of the role of time. Some authors have cdled these
efforts of tempord reflexivity as “operations of fantasy” (Weick & Sutcliffe 2001) or
time sretching (Tsoukas & Hatch 2001). It is argued here that it is possible to integrate
both paradigms under the perspective of time travelling. Such a perspective, then, may

have as much in common with Satigticad andyss as with Jules Verne fantasy journeys.



Severd reasons may be advanced to justify the integration of both perspectives.
These include the limits of human agents in both the production and reading of
forecasts, which were known by authors in the foresight as prediction view. Cognitive
limitations and biases, and politica interests were presented as obstacles to the
implementation of forecasting (Makridakis & Whedwright 1982b). Developments in
complexity theory and in the interpretive literature on organisations, however, exposed
the limits of the datidicdly-based causd andyss and the exisence of an objective
world, which could be andysed independently of human agency. If there are dear limits
to prediction, foresght may be as much a matter of prediction as well as a matter of
interpretation. Extrgpolating the future from the past may be wise, but wise can dso be
the exploration of complementary time travels. The exploration of multiple relationships
may thus help to undersand the human potentid to act upon tempord dructures
through praxis. It is argued, then, that organisstions need to operate within both
paadigms and play with the multiple combinations of time. The following sections
develop the foresght as prediction and as invention paradigms. The discusson then

turnsto time travels as instances of tempord reflexivity.

FORESIGHT AS PREDICTION
This section criticdly discusses the traditiond view of foresght as prediction.
According to this perspective, organisations should try to anticipate the shape of the
future in order to adapt. Traditiond views of organisationd foresght are amed a
predicting the future as reflected in Fayol’'s maxim, that “managing means looking
ahead” (1949, p43). This perspective is ill attractive today, as illustrated by the
subtitle of Laermer’s (2001) book: “Think forward, get ahead, and cash in on the

future’. The most respected means to formdise this look ahead is through drategic



planning. Such formdisation may be deemed unnecessary, however, if a brilliant
visonary is in command. As that does not seem to be the case in mogt organisations,
planning became a fundamenta part of the manager's job. The agpped of the great
designer, however, is Hill dive and revives on those occasons when an organisation
shows above-normal returns. In most cases, that tends to be associated with a brilliant
CEO, ae to bdance discipline and imagination, the two recurrent ingredients of
strategy-making (Szulanski & Amin 2001).

This paper, however, is focused on the role of drategic planning as discipline.
Discipline, as Russl Ackoff (1970) put it, may refer to the design of a desred future
and the means to atain it. Planning, thus, is closdy linked with the capacity to conduct
accurate forecasts. Accurate forecasts, according to models of rationa actors, are a
matter of collecting informetion, developing dtenatives and picking the best
dternative. The period during which a firm can make accurate forecadts, “plus or minus
20 percent” (Ansoff 1964, p.64), is caled its planning horizon. Under the rationd actor
modd, plans and forecasts may be a matter of rationdity, condstency and systems, of
eliminating avoidable errors and treating information adequately.

The problem with planning horizons in contemporary busness environments is
that they have become too short too quickly. Effective planning depends on accurae
forecasts, but long-range forecasts tend to be inaccurate. Therefore, planning activities
must accept the limitations inherent to long-range forecasts. The obviousness of these
limitations attracted criticiam to the planning perspective. Brown (2001, p.113) offered
a good example of this criticism when dating that “plans, in short, are easy. Planning is
imposshle’.

From this, one can conclude that the discipline of organisational forecasting faces

a paradoxica dtuation. This paradox can be exposed in many ways, including the



following: (1) foresght exists to hdp managers in meking accurate predictions, its
experts, however, warn prospective users to the imposshbility of obtaining accurate
long-term predictions; (2) formd anayticd tools, such as those offered by drategic
planning, hep to overcome the flaws of unaided human judgment; plans, however, may
dimulate the “wishful thinking” they intended to avoid in the firgt place.

Given the imposshility of reiable prediction, the foresght aea has
“repodtioned”’, gpproaching the emerging fidd of organisationd learning. Efforts of
prediction have been substituted by the andyss of trends, characterised by Drucker
(1997) as the future that has dready happened, and scenarios, which am to identify and
describe a set of possble future states. Scenarios will be useful to the extent that they
dimulate the organisation in its efforts of learning, providing a more informed reading
of possble future(s), and helping to make sense of the desred end date a a given
moment in time. They help the organisation to reflect about possble futures and may be
consdered useful independently of their accuracy. Scenarios are important because they
cdrcumvent the insurmountable obstacles to accurate forecasts. These include the
following: (1) the future cannot be anticipated except under the form of regular and
generd patterns and (2) given the influence of cycles of pogtive feedback,
organistiona  ecosysems may move towards norrequilibrium.  Moreover, as
demonstrated by complexity theorigs, the evolution from a present state to a future one,
seems to be less a sequentid process controlled by the organisation, and more the
product of a number of interactions between events tha taeke the organisation into new
and sometimes unexpected directions (Fonseca 2002). As such, when trying to respond
to uncetan events and atempting to influence the environment in a cetan way,
organisations are contributing to the cregtion of a dynamic that they cannot contral.

Examples of the emergence of complex dynamics ae avaldble in the literature,



exposng the posshility of both beneficd and harmful dynamics — from the
organisation’s point of view. The unfolding of a vicious circle has been discussed by
Perrow (1984), who showed that the successon of free will actions may escaate to
become what he caled a norma accident. The case of Honda's dominance of the US
motorcycle market provides an eoquent example of a virtuous arcle, with the company
reaping unexpected outcomes from an unplanned strategy (Pascale 1990).

It is not possible, though, to assume that the future can be read as an extenson of
the padt, but as an outcome of the competitive moves of complex, multi-agent systems.
As argued by Stacey (1996), foresight efforts are only reliable when, in a given system,
a cause produces a limited number of effects and the relaionships between causes and
effects can be followed over a long period of time. The practical problem is that, in most
complex systems, such as organisations and ther environments, there are too many
causes and effects to alow close scrutiny. The lack of accuracy aggravates the fact that
ggnificant effects may be caused by the accumulaion of a grest number of smdl and
goparently negligible causes. Smdl causes may amplify and end up producing large-
scde effects. The impossibility of consdering dl potentid smdl causes, as wel as the
interactions among them, qudifies any attempt of accurate prediction as fdlible. The
more the organisation’ s environment changes, the more this inaccuracy will be exposed.

When we teke organisations as complex responsve sysems that compete in
changing environments, it becomes dear tha environments are moving targets, whose
characterigics are in congant flux, while agents interact with other agents that are,
themsalves, complex and responsve (Stacey 1996). Many of these interactions can
gppear to an externd observer as trivid, but they may nevertheless escalate and produce
major consequences. The impact of “small causes’ that combine with one ancther, leads

to the creation of surprising and unpredictable futures in an emergent fashion (Thiéart
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& Forgues 1997). In other words, through their actions, organisationd actors create
contexts. These contexts, in turn, develop a dynamic of ther own which escapes their
control. The future then, cannot be predicted, and organisationa foresight techniques
should not am a prediction, but a the fadilitation of learning about the mgor trends,
framing the debate on how the changing dates of the world may be dedt with. The
irrevocable unpredictability of organistional sysems should invite the organisation to
creste competencies for deding with changes & the moment in which they occur, i.e
heping them to plan in red-time and to influence the future through action. The role of
foresght may then be less of prediction and more of invention through action, as will be

discussed in the following section.

FORESIGHT ASINVENTION

This section introduces the foresight-as-invention perspective. In this case,
foresight is not taken as an effort to devise what will happen in the future, but as an
atempt of articulaion between past experiences, today’s redities and possble
trgectories. The foresght-as-invention perspective is based upon the concept of
emergence and concelves the future as the unpredictable outcome of endless
interactions between agents. As Eisenhardt and Bhatia (2002) have pointed out, in many
indudries efforts of adaptability imply the loss of control and the recognition of
unpredictability as agiven. This stimulates discovery through practice.

The perspective of foresight as invention argues that organisations cannot be fully
described by traditiona theories and approaches, which are based upon a Newtonian,
mechanigic view of the world. Under this view, the future could be anticipated with
reasonable accuracy, provided that the organisationd foresight system recelved a proper

input and conducted the foresght process in a technicdly adequate manner. As such,
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the future could be discovered through anayss and technique. Recent developments
tend to relax the Newtonian script and to emphasise the non-deterministic nature of
organisations and their environments. Strategy can then be conceived, among other
possihilities, as guided evolution (Lovas & Ghoshad 2000). Organisational complexity
scholars rgected the former linear view and pointed out the role of emergence: the
future cannot be predicted, because it is being congtructed through interaction (Tsoukas
& Chia 2002). Under this view, organisations may be thought of as complex feedback
systems that co-evolve into an operrended evolutionary space. These complex systems
ae indeerminigic and impossble to “capture’ in formd plans regardiess of how
carefully prepared. When the speed of change increases and comptitive effects spread
quickly, the evolution of busness landscapes seems to escape human  agency.
Expressons like “vird marketing” or “vird organisng” have been coined to maich
these new redlities and to reflect the emergent ethos of organisationd and environmenta
change.

The impact of the concept of emergence on the fiedd of organisationd foresight is
noteworthy. It shows that there are festures of organising and of organisationd foresight
that the traditiond mechanisic mindsets and instruments do not dlow us to grasp.
Recent research suggests that two concepts may be central to this nascent view of
foresght: (1) improvisation, and (2) tempord reflexivity. Below, they are discussed and

thar potentid usefulness to the theory of organisationd foresght is analysed.

Improvisation. Organisations improvise when they contract planning and action,
i.e. when they plan in red-time with the available resources (Cunha, Cunha & Kamoche
1999; Miner, Basoff & Moorman 2001). Improvisation is an emerging topic in the

organisationd fidd. Its conceptud discovery is rdaed to criticisms of traditional
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planing modes (Mintzberg 1994) and to the recognition that, in high-veocity
environments, occurrences teke place a a rae of change that dlows little time for
planning. This is egpecidly evident in the information technology sector (eg. Bourgeois
& Eisenhardt 1988), but may aso be crossng other industries as well, due for example
to the exploration of e-business modds (Kanter 2001), where speed and innovation are
major features.

While improvisng, people and organisations lean from red events and test
imagined solutions on the spot. In this way, improvisation facilitates the synthess
between learning and imagining, two essentiad components of organisation development
(Cdori 2002). Improvisation has dso been shown to develop intuition (Bourgeois &
Eisenhardt 1988), interrupt smplification (Miller 1990) and favour discovery (Weick
1990). The hias for action and for reflecting-while-doing, which is centrd to the concept
of improvisation, is important because it gptly deds with the imposshility of accurate
prediction. If, as pointed out by Godet and Roubelat (1996), certainty is death, then to
ded with uncertainty, improvisation is vitd. Therefore, and as it is impossble to predict
the future — it is open-ended — techniques for foresght and prospective andyss are of
limited vaue. Thus efforts a prediction should be combined with simulus for
discovery-driven action. Action and sense-making, in turn, may help to shgpe the future
whileit unfolds.

In this sense, to improvise is to conduct “red-time foresght’. This paradoxicd
suggestion is a consequence of the observation that people in organisations improvise
when they mugt act immediately, in order to take advantage of unexpected opportunities
or to neutrdise threstening moves from competitors. Through improvisaion,
organisations invent unplanned futures. That is why Kanter (2001, p.132) pointed out

that “a culture oriented toward tomorrow is a culture of improvisation”. The invention
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perspective is greetly influenced by a developed senstivity to the importance of smdl,
local events. These events are often unpredictable and must sometimes be tackled
immediady. Organisttiona improvisation, thus, dters foresght's time horizon: it
suggests that a focus on the future must be complemented with attention to the present.
The focus on the future will be usdess unless the organisation shows its ability to ded
with here-and-now chdlenges. The future and the present are therefore inextricably
linked. The future, being a continuation of the present, builds upon it. As such, present
and future should be aticulated instead of detached. It is then needless to say that the
past is criticadl when deciding what to do in the present. O’ Shea (2002) observed that
“both the past and the future are important not as determined or deterministic points but
as wha may enable, and be redisable through, action in the present moment” (p.119).
In concluson, foresght may have to do more with tempord articulation as with the
prediction of the future. The crucid issue of tempord reflexivity through articulaion is

introduced below.

Temporal reflexivity. Organisationa improvisation must not be equated with
ghort-term thinking. In fact, improvisstion suggests that the articulation between padt,
present and future is possble, as demongrated by Brown and Eisenhardt (1997) in their
empirical research with computer firms. These authors identified severd mechanisms of
tempord aticulation tha may have more to do with foresght and tempord reflexivity
than is usudly acknowledged. One of the mogt relevant of those mechanisms is the
cregtion of rigid time intevas for launching new products. These intervads once
interndised, influence the rhythms of the organisgtion in such a way tha they get

“entrained” (i.e. enmeshed, articulated) with the pace of other organisationa processes.
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Interndised and pressing organisationd rhythms limit the posshbility of musing
around the future, and invite the organisation to think about it as a dynamic and papable
projection of the present. In other words, given the iterations between successve
generations of products or projects, the future is not separated from the present, but is
taken as the sequence and consequence of it. In this case, knowledge and action flow
from one project to the next, and the future should not be understood as independent of
the present. The future, in fact, is created through reflection-in-action, or the articulation
between past knowledge and events, present circumstances and imagined posshilities.
The future, therefore, is the result of the integration of present-focused action and
future-centred interaction.

Future-centred interactions involve a st of agents that will potentidly help in
devisng open ways. These agents may be ingders or outsders to the organisation.
Indgde agents include people involved in contacts with cusomers (eg., front-line
employees, sdesmen), R&D, project leaders, and other potentid “vison-shapers’.
Outgde agents may include futurists, lead users and technology experts. All these
agents may help the organisation in its effort to make sense of the future. The future,
thus, is not conceived as an abgiraction, i.e. as something independent of present action,
but as the outcome of multiple organisationd interactions, some them taking place in
the present and aming to solve locd and immediate problems, others trying to
materidise adrategy, vison or intent (e.g. Hamd & Prahdad 1994).

The articulation between the past, present and future, should then be thought of as
reflection (eg. drategic planning), but dso as action (amed a solving loca problems)
and reflection-in-action (making sense of the present, reflecting on how the past can be
extragpolated to the future). Indead of exclusvely focussng on the future, organisationa

foresght may thus be viewed as rooted in the capacity to undersand how multiple time
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horizons interact and eventudly merge, in the sense tha every future is dedtined to
become past. The importance of tempora articulation for the practice of foresght has
been pointed out, for example, in Drucker's (1997) view of foresght as a synthess of
future and padt. It is this merging of time horizons that will be discussed in the next

section, in order to exploreitsimplications for organisationd foresight.

TIME TRAVELS: FORESIGHT'S TEMPORAL LANDSCAPES

Through action, organisations invent ther futures. Invented futures are, as such,
an outcome of the interaction between multiple time horizons. lessons from the past,
possihilities of the present and visons of the future. These time horizons are not easy to
sepaate and diginguish. As indicated by Bradbury and Manemeis (2001), the
experience of organisationd transformation involves dements of action and reflection
in a didecticad rdationship. People and organisations, through action and reflection,
combine the padt, present and future - circulating from one to another. Organisationa
foresght may, as such, be viewed as time travelling. During time travels, every kind of
combination between padt, present and future is possble. To grasp the complexities of
foresght, then, is to undersand how the invention of the future is a product of the
combination of multiple tempora landscapes.

One of the potentia contributions of the concepts of improvisation and emergence
to the organisationd foresght literature is to show how the separation of time, SO
common in the forecasting literature, may cause more harm than good. Improvisation,
while teking place in the present, synthesises time to plan and time to act (Crossan et d.
2002). It provides an example of how, as reflected in Table 1, past, present and future
may be intetwined in dl possble combinations or “time travels’. Beow, these

tempord relationships, which operate within both foresight-as-prediction and foresight-
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as-invention paradigms, will be discussed. Only brief sketches of each case will be

presented for the purpose of illustration.

Past to Past. Many organisationd actions have taken place in the past and will not
recur. Routines that were once useful may lose their vaue for severd reasons. One of
the more powerful reasons is the evolution of technology cycles, which may introduce
dgnificant changes in organisations and whole indugtries (Tushman & O'Relly 1997),
rendering old routines obsolete. Episodic improvisations used for solving non-habitua
problems may vanish once the problem is solved. Experimentd behaviours may be
forgotten because they have not worked wel enough to be kept active. Thus, many
organisationd behaviours may smply “di€’ after having been used, either successfully

or unsuccessfully (Cunha, Kamoche & Cunha, forthcoming).

Past to Present. It is possble that some past behaviours may be transferred to the
present. This process of transference may dislay both postive and negative effects.
Some of these effects will be discussed in this “travel”, which leads people to see the
pagt in the present (Gilovich 1981). This happens, for example, when a solution tha
worked wdl in the past is perceived as adequate for solving a current problem.
Organisationd  knowledge is then stocked in memory and retrieved when necessary
(Wash & Ungson 1991). Another influence of the past in the present is the
development of experience-based interpretive schemas that inform individuas about

how to act in a given circumstance (Ford 1996).
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Other effects of the past-present influence include the deveopment of frames of
thought and action. Frames of habitua thought and action narrow the range of likey
behaviours in familiar organisationd sdtings (Gioia & Poole 1984). This tendency
tends to be reinforced by the fact that schemas, once “vdidated” in the organisationd or
inditutiona contexts, are likely to be gpplied as standard procedures. The perception of
competency that they entall may increase an organisation’s vulnerability to competency
trgps, with more experience with an inferior procedure leading to a growing desre to
use it, ingead of learning different and more adequate procedures (Levitt & March
1988). This pervasve and harmful influence of previous knowledge on present results
has dso been documented by Miller's research on the Icarus paradox (e.g. Miller 1990),

or the over-commitment to known and tested courses of action.

Past to Future. Some knowledge used in the past may be considered so vauable for a
potentia future that a proactive effort is made to keep it avaladle in some form. In this
case, knowledge was origindly developed to ded with an exigsting problem. For one
reeson or another, this knowledge became unnecessary. For example, medicad or
technological advances may have rendered some knowledge or practices obsolete. The
possihbility, however, remains that they may be needed in the future. The eradicaion of a
disease may render knowledge on it irrdevant. But a possble resurgence of the disease
as a consequence of terrorist intentions or naturd reasons may suggest the need to
protect existing knowledge. In this case, organisations creste ways to protect and encode
such knowledge, in order to retrieve it if and when it should become necessary.
Davenport and Prussk (1998) mentioned this practice as an instance of knowledge

managemen.



18

Present to Past. Some organisationd practices may be taking place in the present,
having dready sarted their journey to the past. This may be due to obsolescence or
organistional change. While making a present decison, managers may find themsdves
recdling a previous dtuation with amilar characteristics (George 2000) or recurring to
“tried and trug’ paths. Travels from the present to the past are often due to the fact that
people who have successfully used a certain method are not likely to readily switch to
another one. They tend to search out the roots of present decisionsin past successes.

To make sense of the present, people often return to the past. The past provides
experience, tested assumptions and vauable learning. But it may dso lead to erroneous
cause-effect associations,  superditious  learning  and  illusory  perceptions  of
psychological safety. The advantages of this “time travel”, thus, may not be enough to
ensure the quaity of present decisons. It is this web of effects that led Schoemaker
(1995) to say that looking at the past is a double-edged sword. Other examples of travels
from present to past include the use of a discredited and passing organisationa fad or
fashion, or what has been cdled organisationd nodagia, a “time trave” tha leads
people to look for safe psychologicd havens in a golden past that contrasts with a less
bright present. As Gabrid (1993) has remarked, nostagia tells us more about today’s

discontents than about yesterday’ s contents.

Present to Present. This corresponds to the ongoing improvisation: an action is taken to
solve a problem that is important and pressng enough to invite people to tackle it while
it is occurring, and for which there was no edablished or tried solution. “Pure’
improvisations are not taken with the intention of learning for the future, but smply for

the sake of immediate problem solving (Cunha, Kamoche & Cunha, forthcoming). They



19

exig in the present due to some present problem. Mot of them will possbly be
forgotten and travel back to the past. Practitioner-orientated literature is darting to
explore some implications of this type of agpproach under such labels as red-time

strategy (Beinhocker & Kaplan 2002) or just-in-time strategy (Bryan 2002).

Present to Future. Traditiond foresght issues are concerned mainly with this case: how
can an organisation prepare the future in the present? As discussed, the capacity to
transfer the present to the future has been described as a digtinguishing feature of the
competent manager. This skill has recalved severa names, such as planning or drategic
intent: the art of anticipating the future in the present. Its benefits have been and Hill are
vigoroudy presented by management scholars (e.g. Kim & Mauborgne 2002). Planning,
involving the systematic study of issues, may hep organisations to make better, more
informed decisons. As such, despite its limits, the practice of planning, more than the
at of making plans, can be of enormous vaue to organizations. This does not preclude
the posshbility of making poor use of the planning process. Langley (1995) provided
severd examples of how the misuse of planing may lead to negative consequences,
induding the symptoms that the author aggregated under the label “paradyss by
andysis’ (eg. paper fights and decision vacuums).

Other travels from present to future are identifiable One is the Stuation that
Weick (1993) described as vu jadé, which occurs when one is confronted, in the here
and now, with a completely novel dStuation that transports him/her to what can be
thought of, by andogy and through the collapse of previous knowledge, as an unknown
and unimagined future. This indantaneous legp from the present to the future, forces the
person to make an extra effort of sensemaking, in order to comprehend what is going on

in the present.



Future to Past. Future-past travelling may occur when, while scanning possble futures,
organisationd foresight leads to Stuations of déja vu: there is a pattern, whose contours
ae recognissble in advance. Time may dapse momentarily, with past and future
becoming one and the same thing. Pattern recognition or previous experience is
certainly important, because organisationad cycles repeat. This is dso why intuition is 0
vaduable it ingantaneoudy blends a projected future with accumulated knowledge (eg.
Mintzberg & Westley 2001). The tacit knowledge it rests upon is an important, but often

ignored, ingredient of organisationa foresght.

Future to Present. Thisis a classc of time travelling. Ackoff (1981), for example, urged
managers to be “future-oriented” by imagining the direction of the company and
working backward from that future. The wel known drategy for bringing the future into
the present is perhaps scenario planning (eg. Kleiner 1994; Wack 1985). In this case,
the organisation makes an effort to put itsdf in the future in the present. The effort may
be more vauable for the learning that ensues than from the real capacity to anticipate
what occurrences will materidise. It can depat from a future perfect (Rura-Polley,
Pitds & Clegg 2000) or from a multiple scenario approach, but the learning output is a
fundamenta part of the process. In the above-mentioned or any other forms, scenarios
become one of the more prominent developments in the fidd of organisationd
foresght. They show how important the art of planning-in-reverse may be for traveling
from the future to the present.

Ancther form of traveling from the future to the present is through “simulationd
marketing”, which refers to the creation of a postive demand for a product where none

currently exigs. The introduction of the pocket-sized transstor radio by Sony, provides
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a good illugration of gimulationd maketing in action: the company imagined a
product that did not exist at the time, and Sarted to create demand for this through
imagination. The initid users were Sony sdesmen, whose shirts had pockets dightly
larger than norma pockets. These were perfect to dip the “pocket-szed” radio into until
technologicd advance dlowed for the manufacture of truly pocketable radios

(Varadargjan et d. 1992).

Future to Future. Some organisationd practices do dways have an eye on the future. In
this sense, they are in the future looking for an even more digant future. This is the case
of R&D activities. These are important for their longterm impacts, not for immediae
consequences. Research  activity, while cumulaive and past-dependent, is aways
forward-looking. When an issue is solved, another will arise. R&D thus represents the

future looking forward.

Beyond binary time travels

Organisations may actudly be involved in more complex moments of tempord
coordination than the above divison suggests. This may occur, for example, when the
three tempora sections are present a the same time. The use of learning histories, as
discussed by Klener and Roth (1997), conditutes an example. Learning histories are
written narratives of past criticd episodes. These episodes are retrieved in order to help
people move forward. This is expected to hgppen due to the uncovering of the
underpinnings of a paticular dtuation. In this case, people re-experience an event
together, learn its meaning and apply the lessons learned in forthcoming episodes.
Learning histories are powerful learning processes because they dlow time dretching.

As noted by Tsoukas and Hatch (2001), naratives are tempordly sendtive and alow
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multiple connections of events across time. They synthesse psychologicd time and
clock time, accommodate multiple tempordities, introduce a component of
“complication” that is absent from propogtiond thinking and connect what Weick and
Roberts (1993) described as longer dretches of time. As these authors have noted,
connections between the past, the present and the future complicate the collective mind.
If, as noted by Tsoukas and Hatch (2001), “our understandings of complex systems and
their properties will dways be grounded in the narratives we condruct about them”
(p.1007), naratives poor in tempordity will not give rise to rich understandings of

complex systems.

Examples of complicated time travels can be taken from Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991)
and Isabdla (1990). In ther sudy of drategic change in a public university, Gioia and
Chittipeddi concluded that the initiation of the change process involves both
sensemaking (travelling to the past in order to ascribe meaning to relevant information)
and sensiving (travdling to the future on the wings of a vison derived from the
previous process of sensemaking). These two processes took place in an iterdive,
sequential, and reciprocal fashion. Isabdlas ressarch on evolving interpretations of
managers during a change process dso contributes to an understanding of the role of
tempord reflexivity. The author concluded that managers initidly congrued change
andogicdly (by drawing on past experiences) and, as change unfolded, symbolicaly

(their guide for the future being the symbols coming from senior management).

IMPLICATIONS
The emergent naure of organisationd environments, the inseparability of time

horizons and the fdlibility of human judgment provide a setting for the study of
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organisationd foresght that differs dgnificantly from what is generdly portrayed in the
literature. Some implications, theoreticd and managerid, aisng from the perspective
developed in this paper, which is informed by the perspective of tempord reflexivity,
are dgnificant and will be briefly presented in this section.

A firg implication is that the past is an inexcgpable presence in the present.
Therefore, its influence needs to be explicitty managed, in order to avoid the
organisation repeeting its actions over and over. The past provides experience and
perhaps vauable learning. But when the past is taken too serioudy, an organisation
risks becoming prisoner of organistionad memory and incurring sngle loop learning
(Argyris 1992; Moorman & Miner 1998).

The risks of being trapped by the present are wel captured in the cognitive
phenomenon of avalability bias The avalability bias (Tversky & Kahneman 1973)
suggests that people may attribute an excessve importance to avalable information
amply because it is avaladle. Given the difficulty of envisoning how the future may
unfold, people may overemphasse what is going on in the present. Thus the
organisation may make a certain decison not because t results from a reflected choice,
but as the outcome of a process of cognitive overconfidence (Russo & Schoemaker
1992).

Another implication has to do with the likey consequences of dreams of the
future. It is certainly important for an organisation to consder where it wants to go, or
whet vison it intends to enact. Beautiful visons of the future, however, should not
digract the organisation from the conditions of the present. Therefore, it is as important
to prepare the future as to aeate conditions for aptly responding to the chdlenges of the

present.
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Severd remedies have been proposed to dea with the problems discussed above.
Mog of them have to do with the need to develop time-mindful, complicated
understandings (Bartunek et a. 1983; Weick & Sutcliffe 2001; Cunha, Cunha & Cabral-
Cardoso, forthcoming). Complicated understandings refer to the voluntary avoidance of
automatic and mindless perspectives, through the andyses of an issue from multiple
points of view. Means for developing complicated understandings that may contribute
to avoiding time traps, include the didinction between experience and learning
(obsarving that time breeds experience but not necessarily learning), considering that
organisationad memory is both friend and foe, not taking good old recipes as adequate
for new dtuaions activdly searching for potentidly podtive as wdl as negdive
consequences of drategic decisons, and taking visons as gimulus for action, not as
pauses for reflection. These examples are nothing more than a sample of possbilities for
avoiding the negaive consequences of the interaction between different tempord
horizons. It should be noted, however, that it is as important to regp the pogtive

conseguences of tempora coordinaion asit isto avoid the negative ones.

CONCLUSION

This paper discussed organisationd  foresght as tempord  reflexivity. The
concepts of emergence, improvisation — a concept that takes emergence serioudy — and
tempora coordination, or the necessty to aticulate the past, present and future, have
been related. Foresght was then presented as a field that deals with “time travels’, more
than with the “Imple’ anticipation of the shepe of the future By taking foresght as
time travelling and accepting that sometimes it is necessary to look back to see ahead
(Brown 2001), an dternative view of foresght emerges foresght as the need to

understand how the past, present and future interact, merge, and constran each other.
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This perspective enriches the study of foresght by articulating reflection and action,
prediction and comprehension, anticipation and sensemaking. In this sense, the paper
contributes to the literature on the emergent sde of organisng. This change in
perspective does not mean that traditional gpproaches to foresght were wrong or that
planning has become usdess. In fact, recent empiricd evidence suggests otherwise, i.e.
that firms perceive a growing pressure to plan (Harris 2001).

The foresght-as-time-travel perspective suggests that, as recent developments in
the organisational sciences have pointed out, the path towards the future may be
impossible to understand unless the exploration of the future is deeply rooted in past
learning and present action. This paper has offered a preiminary glimpse of a possble

theoretica future through the reading of past research.
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Travelsintime Foresight'stempora landscapes

Tablel

Past Present Future

Past Past-Past Past-Present Past-Future
(e.g. Former (e.g. Organisationa | (e.g. Organisationd
practices) memory) retrieval)

Present Present - Past Present - Present Present-Future
(eg.Dedining (e.g. Improvisations) | (e.g. Planning)
practices)

Future Future-Pest Future-Present Future-Future
(eg.Intuition) (e.g. Scenario (eg. R&D)

planning)




