


ABOUT THE NETWORK
The Network for Social Work Management is a professional, international organization focused on
strengthening and advancing social work management within health and human services.

Our Mission
As a group, we work together to develop and
create a future in which all social
organizations across the U.S. and overseas
can become purposed, high performing
systems of service and influence. The goal of
the Network is to bring together prominent
managers and leaders, aspiring managers, and
students within the field to share ideas and
discuss challenges to enhance their skills.



INVEST IN 
YOUR CAREER 

Join a community of like-
minded managers

Be mentored by top 
leadership experts

Access the latest professional 
development and training 
opportunities
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A thought…

The greatest existential challenge facing the human 
species, can in part be traced, to the fact that we have 
underdeveloped practices for thinking possible worlds out 
loud.    

Stuart Candy



What are the 
best ways of 
thinking about 
the future?



Are you an optimist or a pessimist about 
the future?

� Things are better than they’ve ever been

� Things are quite bad

� Things could get much, much worse

Yuval Noah Harari 





What is a “Futures Lens”

� Philosophy

� Set of skills and techniques

� Both intervention and “way of being”

� Used by communities internationally

� Creative, courageous, disruptive thinkers and active in sharing, making and connecting 
with each other

� Indigenous lens though not widely acknowledged this way (we need to correct that) 



Principles of the Future

� The future is plural (many scenarios 
possible)

� The future is a combination of alternative 
futures: possible, plausible, probable and 
preferable

� The future is open (not fixed)

� The future is fuzzy (of course we can’t 
“know” exactly how the future will unfold, 
and our foresight is imperfect, limited).

� The future is surprising (not always smooth 
or continuous). Sometimes it arrives in 
unexpected ways.

� The future is not surprising (sometimes the 
future is boring).

� The future is fast (the future is always 
accelerating).

� The future is slow (accelerating change 
gets all the attention, but a balance of 
the future is also slow, plodding and 
predictable). 



Principles of the Future (continued)

� The future is archetypical (or generic) – refers to the way that we “think” about the 
future.  Studies in the area tend to reflect four general generic ways of thinking 
about the future: continue, collapse, discipline and transformation.

Daniel Bengston (2018).  Principles for thinking about the future and foresight 
education.   World Futures Review, 10(3), 193-202.



What is futures work?

� “The ability to see through the apparent confusion to spot developments before they become trends, to see 
patterns before they emerge, and to grasp the relevant features of social currents that are likely to shape the 
direction of future events” (North Whitehead, 1967, p. 89).

� “Not the ability to predict the future…but a human attribute that allows us to weigh the pros and cons, to evaluate 
different courses of action and to invest possible futures on every level with enough reality and meaning to use them 
as decision making aids” (Slaughter, 1995, p. 1). 

� “Penetrate and transgress established boundaries and seize the opportunities overlooked by others” (Chia, 2008, p. 
27).

� “An iterative dance between past experiences, today’s realities, and possible trajectories” (Karlsen, Overland & 
Karlsen, 2010, p. 64).

� Cultivating “organizational foresightfulness,” (a social practice involving novelty, improvisation, and the potential for 
change) beyond a one-time intervention (Sarpon, Maclean & Alexander, 2013).  Developing “future literacy” 
(Frame, 2018).

� The incorporation of the existence and needs of future generations.
� Ethics management in a changing world



What is futures work?  (Continued)

� “An iterative dance between past experiences, today’s realities, and possible trajectories” 
(Karlsen, Overland & Karlsen, 2010, p. 64).

� Cultivating “organizational foresightfulness,” (a social practice involving novelty, 
improvisation, and the potential for change) beyond a one-time intervention (Sarpon, 
Maclean & Alexander, 2013).  Developing a collective “future literacy” (Frame, 2018).

� The incorporation of the existence and needs of future generations.

� Ethics management in a changing world.

� Collective imagination and co-creation of the organizations and systems of the future.



Both Sides of the Brain

� Use of data, quantitative information, 
linear progression of thought, rational and 
orderly sensemaking, logical futures lens

� Use divergent thinking, creativity, stretch 
exercises and their results, qualitative 
information, ”undiscovered” and 
“nondominant” futures possibilities, more 
speculative

� Equally essential to engage in futures 
work.



Civic and Government Futures Work

While these ideas are being used in business and science – they are also being used by governments and major 
government agencies.  A handful of universities in the u.S. are starting to gear up in futures mode.

� Sweden and the Ministry of the Future

� Wales and the Future Generations Act

� Scotland's Futures Forum

� Canada 2030C

� UAE

� Australia

� European Policy Lab Project - Future 2030

� U.S. Army Futures Command

� Proposal for a US Department of the Future (from 2016)

https://motherboard.vice.com/en_us/article/ezp4am/swedens-minister-of-the-future-explains-how-to-make-politicians-think-long-term
https://motherboard.vice.com/en_us/article/ezp4am/swedens-minister-of-the-future-explains-how-to-make-politicians-think-long-term
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-wales-44073725
http://www.scotlandfutureforum.org/
http://www.canada2030.ca/
https://government.ae/en/about-the-uae/strategies-initiatives-and-awards/federal-governments-strategies-and-plans/uae-strategy-for-the-future
https://www.australianfutures.org/
https://blogs.ec.europa.eu/eupolicylab/tag/futuregov/
https://armyfuturescommand.com/
https://www.politico.com/agenda/story/2016/12/department-of-future-trump-000258


A Look at the Future Through New Language

� Computational propaganda

� Transhumanism

� Post Capitalism

� Algorithmic Racism

� Fourth Industrial Revolution

� Managed Retreat

� Meme-osphere

� Precariat Class

� Black Swan Events

� AI Augmented Professions (Law, Medicine and many others)









If you aren’t learning about how your 
work intersects with AI, Blockchain, and 
Climate Change – you are behind…







Deep breath…



Institute of the Future’s Work (Just a 
sample…) 

� The future of work/work skills (handout)

� The future of leadership (handout)

� The future of media and communication

� The future of organizations

� The future of various sectors (health, education, energy, tech and others)

� The future of social change

� The future of climate change

� The future of technology

� The future of trust



VUCA - Leadership

The ability to flip from the frightening VUCA 
(volatility, uncertainty, complexity and 
ambiguity) to a hopeful VUCA (vision, 
understanding, clarity and agility) will be the 
ultimate dilemma for leaders in the future.
Bob Johansen 



How I got here…

� Came to PSU in late 1999 to bring and run a national initiative of the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation (Reclaiming Futures) – supposed to be a 5-year 21-million dollar juvenile 
justice/addictions national demonstration project.  

� We were able to hire a futurist twice – at RWJF’s suggestion.

� Deep forecasting, imaginative scenario development, and creative mixing of all of these 
things into multidimensional strategic plans that rendered us agile and adaptive.   The 
reality is that some aspect of ALL of our scenarios came true (no single story…but parts of 
each).  We were MORE READY as a result.

� Reclaiming  Futures is still around all these years later – though changed.  I attribute this 
fact to that particular work.

� Shaped me deeply – impacts how I conceptualize and solve problems 



What I’ve been learning and doing… (Part 1)

LEARNING

� Adjusting to the reality that most people are seeking gradual, logical, orderly and just change in an era 
where disruption is much more the norm (thus we have a consistent and widespread “disorientation” 
challenge).   Not everything is disrupted…but many things.   Constant “predicting” of which things will 
change and which will stay the same is exhausting and anxiety-provoking.  Anxiety distracts and impacts our 
ability to make thoughtful, rational, and ethical decisions/moves.

� Professions and institutions themselves are changing – dramatically – even (especially) higher education

� AI, climate change, post-capitalism, block chain – all are drivers in what comes next.  Balancing a study of 
history and “the now” with a look ahead.  

� Many new ways to think about complex challenges/also new risks

� Preparing for disruption in new ways – keep people “awake” to the realities around them, engaged, 
participating, creating and where necessary protecting.

� Hope still matters – but a critical hope.   Cynicism takes time and energy we need for other things.  

� Ways of thinking and tools exist to help us think more imaginatively about challenges and opportunities, as 
well as bring more agility to the way we act on them.



What I’ve been learning and doing… (Part 2)

DOING
� Returning to futures work
� Institute for the Future 50th Anniversary Conference in Palo Alto this past fall (Mind blown –

mental software updated)
� Foresight Practitioner training (Lots of learning games and engagement techniques)
� Immersion in futures literature and dialogue with futurists around the world - generous
� Sharing these ideas with fellow social work deans around the U.S. and exploring how these 

models fit some of the social change aspirations that we care about
� Building and shaping what ”futures literacy” means to me and what is valuable about the ways 

it can be used for good in the spaces I travel in – especially interested in community 
vulnerability and survivance in the face of these dynamics 

� Started a blog (www.socialworkfutures.com)



Futures Process for Organizations 

� Appreciate the past

� Understand the present

� Forecast aspects of the future (different sectors look at different things – we focus on both 
our disciplinary sectors AND the future of higher education)

� Experience four alternative futures (growth, collapse, conserve, transform)

� Envision the preferred future but consider all four instructive

� Create the future – understand the future as an unpredictable confluence of the 
discovered possibilities

� Institutionalize futures team



Why It Matters

� Change is the norm – and its accelerating.

� We don’t just want to “survive” in the future – we want something more.

� We bring gifts and passion to sort it out together but we will have to learn new tools, take 
chances and risk together.

� A basic assumption of these frameworks is that our chances of thriving increases to the 
degree we build capacity to take advantage of opportunities and escape the worst risks 
than if we simply dwell in dread.   Replicating what we’ve always done…probably won’t 
get us there.  



Thoughts about thinking/talking about the 
future in social work

� Goes places where we are less “expert” 
(way beyond – though connected to –
our particular issue, e.g. child welfare) 

� Can be depressing/scary

� We are overwhelmed and busy as it is

� “Incrementalist” tradition, rather than 
making “leaps”

� Requires humility and a breaking down of 
boundaries between us and 
community/other professions

� Spaces for these discussions don’t really 
“live anywhere.”

� Trying to get to a place of professional 
proficiency has limited our imaginations 
(competency vs. excellence)

� Has enormous potential to energize and 
engage us and the communities we are 
part of and/or represent

� We have so much to offer these 
conversations.  Our expertise and 
commitment to equity, justice, healing, 
sustainability could be invaluable if we 
chose to participate as co-thought 
leaders.



Possible Takeaways for Social Work   
(continued)

� Artificial intelligence, the internet and the future of ”helping.”

� Climate change and ongoing US and international suffering and destruction.  

� ”Blockchain” (the next wave of the internet) as it impacts our worlds in social work.

Are we ready?  Are we contributing?  Are we leading?  Are we participating?

A few easy steps:

1) Urge/amplify social work scholarship re: the future of “your issue” – in my case the future of 
addictions studies for example.

2) Build on the “grand challenges” framework by amplifying the “future of” 
scenarios/explorations for each GC.

3) Develop, advance and implement “futuring” skills as core competencies for every social 
worker.



Things are 
getting better 
and better and 
worse and worse, 
faster and faster.

Tom Atlee



T hank you for your participation

Contact us
213.553.1870
905 E. 8th St.
Los Angeles, CA 90021
info@socialworkmanager.org


