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Andthen is a consultancy that marries 
Design Research and Futures Thinking to 
help organisations with early-stage innovation.



Andthen is a design strategy consultancy 
— we help organisations build innovation 
initiatives which are responsive to the needs 
of their communities, audiences, users, or 
customers. Our approach blends forward 
thinking approaches, such as futures 
thinking, with human-centered design 
approaches such as co-design and design 
research.

We work on early-stage innovation projects 
across sectors, with different types and sizes 
of organisation, with the goal of embedding 
long term thinking within innovation. 



We believe that long term thinking 
benefits everyone

We explore the future to inform 
action now

We understand the world as 
interconnected and non-linear

We believe that innovation should 
be regenerative, not disruptive



It’s more than 
‘What’s Next?’

Futures Research — 
What is it and why does 
it matter?

Santini Basra
Director

Predicting the future doesn’t 
really work.

Historically (and even widely today), 
much of Futures Research has been 
about ‘What’s Next?’, transforming the 
question, ‘How can we predict what’s 
going to happen, and therefore stay 
ahead of the curve?’, into a legitimate 
commercial practice. 

As a result, an assumption has been 
created that the only conversation 
about the future that matters is 
one about prediction. And another 
assumption has been built alongside 
that: that by examining the past closely 
enough, we can consistently make 
accurate predictions about what is 
going to happen in the future. 

The problem is, that time and time 
again we fail at this, especially when it 
comes to predicting changes around 
social behaviours, desires and needs. 
This failure can usually be attributed to 
one, or both, of the following problems.

Firstly, the presence of bias, ego, and 
personal interest. This tends to result 
in the dismissal of certain facts, or the 
obsession with others — think about 
the common tale of the business who 
released a product that completely 
missed the point, or future predictions 
which were completely off the mark. 

I’m sure that many of you may have 
come across clickbait articles which 
are called something like ‘10 ridiculous 
/ shocking / bad predictions made 50 
years ago’. While perhaps seemingly 
trivial, these give a little insight into how 
bias can skew prediction. Some great 
examples include:

You get the point—overcoming bias is 
extremely difficult. We are all biased 
in some form or another, whether 
by our own personal viewpoints, or 
involuntarily media echo chambers 
curating the content that we are served. 
Either way, it is important to understand 
that this bias can significantly distort 
our ability to accurately anticipate 
change.

The subscription 
model of buying 
music is bankrupt.  
 
— Steve Jobs, Rolling Stone, 2003

Next Christmas the 
iPod will be gone, 
dead, finished, kaput. 

— Alan Sugar, 2005
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Black Swan

A rare, large-impact, hard-to-predict, 
and discontinuous event beyond the 
realms of normal expectations. 
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The second big problem with 
prediction has actually been given its 
own name — the ‘Black Swan’. The term 
is used to describe rare, large-impact, 
hard-to-predict and discontinuous 
events—the kind of events that 
consistently pop up and ruin 
everyone’s predictions. From financial 
bubbles, through earthquakes, to 
unexpected Presidential nominations, 
the routine appearance of Black 
Swans ensures that our predictions 
are always disrupted.

In many cases, companies that have 
been banking too heavily on the 
accuracy of predictions have suffered 
costly repercussions in the instance 
that a nasty Black Swan rears its 
head.

‘What Next?’ isn’t the only useful 
question.

Futures Research has come on quite 
a bit over the years. The old approach 
of ‘let’s ask lots of experts what they 
think is going to happen’ is being 
replaced by a new school of thought. 
Now, organisations are realising 
that by anticipating change, and 
having a clear understanding of what 
positive change means to them, they 
can actively play a role in shaping 
future contexts and markets. Aligning 
ourselves with this latter approach, at 
Andthen we believe in a conversation 
about the future that is about 
exploration and possibility; where the 
future is not something we react to, 
but is instead a tool that empowers us 
to change things now. 

(If you want to get into the terminology, 
the prediction-led approach is more 
aligned with ‘forecasting’, while this 
explorative, critical approach aligns more 
with ‘foresight’.)

The future is about changing 
things now 

Here, we start moving past this 
vision of the capital-F ‘Future’—a 
physical place that exists at some 
moment in time—and instead start 
thinking about ‘futures’ — a non-fixed 
set of provocative ideas and ways of 
thinking about change. We also stop 
attempting to affirm the status quo, 
and instead start subverting it and 
encouraging proactive change. This 
happens through a shift in thinking 
within internal culture, married 
with a new approach to exploring 
opportunity.

Internal Culture.

By creating a clear vision of a company 
or product’s preferable role in the 
future, it becomes easier to establish 
a well-defined company culture, to 
mobilise a large workforce, cut across 
silos, and to move towards a common 
goal. Such a vision also contributes 
to an expanded understanding of the 
business environment, where people 
look to the ostensibly unrelated social, 
political, technological and economical 
systemic issues as source material for 
innovation.

The Futures Cone Opportunity

The diagram below, The Futures Cone, 
is a model commonly used to frame 
discussion around futures. It outlines 
a spectrum of futures that could occur, 
ranging from the probable to the 
possible. 

While predictive Futures Research is 
only concerned with the central beam  
(probable futures ),  explorative Futures 
Research looks beyond the central 
beam. 

It searches around the edge of 
possibility, creating a range of possible 
futures, and highlighting opportunity 
areas, danger areas and early warning 
signs. Such an approach overcomes 
what’s called ‘future myopia’ 
(shortsightedness), and helps an 
organisation to identify what type of 
future is ‘preferable’ (for themselves, 
or for others); it empowers them to 
make confident strategic and product 
decisions in order to get them there, 
while minimising risk along the way.

So what is it?

Futures Research is a way of 
understanding change. While it can 
take the form of a suite of tools and 
processes, all adaptable and context 
specific, there are some key attributes 
that are generally consistent across 
all applications.

It is concerned with systemic issues and 
not immediate problems. 

It is concerned with exploratory and 
divergent thinking—its goal is not to 
consider an outcome or final product, but 
instead to give clues about why and where 
something needs to happen or exist. 

It is not concerned with a final product; 
instead, its purpose is inspiration. This 
might be inspiration to make a product, 
fund a venture, or to work towards a goal.

It looks for clues about tomorrow in the 
fringes of what is happening today—
using early adopters and extreme users 
as source material, Futures Research 
explores how fringe behaviour could bleed 
into the mainstream; It uses a healthy 
mix of empirical research and intuitive 
extrapolation to create future visions that 
are both provocative, and informed by 
events occurring today.

Ultimately, we advocate for a shift 
in Futures Research away from a 
reactive approach to change, towards 
an organisation proactively assuming 
a more formative role in its own 
future. 

Black Swans ruin 
everyones’ predictions 

ANDTHEN JOURNAL
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Mindfulness Everywhere is a company best known for their digital 
mindfulness products, and the world of meditation apps has been 
increasingly influential on the mediation industry; meditation 
apps offer simple, low friction routes into mindfulness practice. 
However, this massive adoption of meditation apps is having 
a profound impact on the space — more and more people are 
identifying with meditation as an activity which is done alone, 
with a phone and headphones. This project —named ‘Post-App 
Mindfulness’ — focussed on identifying and understanding 
business viable innovation opportunities within the mindfulness 
space which are not app-led, and instead promote social forms 
of meditation, and which consider the next evolutions of the 
mindfulness industry.

Identifying long term 
innovation opportunities in the 

mindfulness space

CASE STUDY

Rohan Gunatillake 
Founder and Director, Mindfulness Everywhere

"The project created a trove of valuable insights about the behaviours 
and future social opportunities within the emerging mindfulness 
marketplace. Additionally Andthen’s future-oriented design approach 
has given us a framework to better understand our current work as well 
as the basis of how we develop new products in the future."
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Parallel to the project’s primary goal, there was also a capability-
building component. 

For parts of the project, we embedded ourselves in the Mindfulness 
Everywhere team, and a significant part of the project’s 
deliverables were structured around communicating our process 
and methods. Mindfulness Everywhere had traditionally used 
research insight to refine their products, and not define them; we 
focussed on upskilling their team in future-oriented early-stage 
design approaches, and helping them build out a cycle of thinking 
around medium to long-term innovation opportunities.

Process

Using a mixture of desk and field research techniques, we 
developed an understanding of key groups and archetypes who 
engage in mindfulness, or are ‘mindfulness-adjacent.’ Across 
these groups, we built a robust understanding of people’s journeys 
towards, and into mindfulness, outlining what attracts them to 
mindfulness, where they enter the mindfulness space, and how 
their relationship with mindfulness evolves over time. 
 
We were able to broadly map the typical life journeys these groups 
of mindfulness-engaged and mindfulness-adjacent people have, 
with focus on how they find out about, move towards, enter, and 
grow within the mindfulness space, as well as identifying the key 
drivers and pain points on these journeys.

While the research phase concluded with a large body of insight, 
there were four key learnings which emerged:

Meditation apps are an attractive entry point

Especially when approaching mindfulness after periods of self-
help, mindfulness apps are the most accessible and attractive 
point of entry into meditation and the general mindfulness 
world. The ability to meditate in your pyjamas, without needing to 
emotionally open up to others, reinforces a much needed sense of 
safety and control. 
 
Beyond the App

In many cases, at some point people find that meditation apps 
aren’t satisfying their needs, and start looking ‘beyond the 
app.’ Most commonly, this comes down to one or a mixture of 
three reasons; finishing, or exhausting the material in the app; 
concerns around their meditation technique; desire to share their 
experiences with peers. 

 The Leap of Faith

Moving from the security of meditating on your own, in the safety 
of your home (using apps), to meditating with strangers in an 
unfamiliar space (attending classes or retreats) is a huge leap, 
and little exists in-between to ease the journey.

Make other entry points attractive 

While the most obvious opportunity is to try and facilitate the 
‘leap of faith,’ another approach might be to focus on making 
other beachheads more attractive or accessible, by for instance, 
integrating them within contexts and spaces which people are 
already comfortable with.

Surrounding these four learnings, we developed a series of design 
opportunities, from which we developed, prototyped, and tested a 
series of product and service concepts for Mindfulness Everywhere.

Rohan Gunatillake 
Founder and Director, Mindfulness Everywhere

"It was so impactful that 
it inspired to one of my 
team actively looking to 
deepen their own design 
skills as part of his 
career development."

IMPACT

Innovation Opportunities
 
The design opportunities and concepts which were 
outlined at the end of the project have been de-risked 
through a round of prototyping and testing, and are 
now being further explored. Beyond specific design 
concepts, we have also created a process template for 
Mindfulness Everywhere to supplement their short 
term innovation approach by building out more formal 
medium and long-term innovation cycles.

Research outputs

 The body of knowledge generated throughout the 
research phase of the project has been assimilated 
into other parts of Mindfulness Everywhere’s business 
— new terms to describe concepts, challenges, pain 
points, or types of meditator introduced throughout the 
project have now been assimilated into the company’s 
shorthand. 

Embedded learning 

 Our emphasis on embedded learning throughout the 
project has affected Mindfulness Everywhere team’s 
way of working, introducing them to human-centric, 
systems-centric and futures oriented approaches to 
innovation 

CASE STUDY
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Futures Thinking:
A Mind-set, not a Method

Zoë Prosser, Researcher
Santini Basra, Director 

     

Embedding futures thinking within design practices
     
Design practices are becoming increasingly future-focussed, reflecting the 
complexities of the design challenges that we face. Futures thinking can offer us 
tools and methods to help with this, but more than that, it might offer us a new 
way of seeing the world that we design for.
    
Service designers operate within a user-centred world, where design challenges 
are driven by human behaviours, attitudes, needs and wants. However, people 
are always changing; they are shaped by the socio-cultural, technological, 
political and economic influences of the surroundings they live in. Some of these 
influences might be predictable or obvious, such as the reduced possibilities to 
live and work abroad for UK citizens, following their country’s departure from the 
European Union. They might also be unexpected or subtle, such as changes in 
online social behaviours following a privacy scandal involving a tech giant.
     
User-centred designers are masters of researching and understanding the ways 
in which people behave right now, but design challenges are often complex, ever- 
changing, and rarely do they only exist in the ‘now’. We argue that designers tackle 
challenges best by considering not only how people behave now, but how external 
influences change these behaviours and needs over time. In contexts where the 
pace of change is increasing, service designers must respond by thinking in even 
longer terms. By exploring futures thinking, designers can create services that are 
more resilient to potential change, and may even take an active role in shaping 
the change that affects them.… 

This is an excerpt from an article published in the Service Design 
Network’s journal Touchpoint: Vol 10. No 2. ‘Designing the Future’ 
and is available in print and digital format. 

The rest of this article can be found at 
service-design-network.org/touchpoint

ARTICLE EXCERPT
TOUCHPOINT  – SERVICE DESIGN NETWORK
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What Would Jes–, I Mean Elon, Do?
An outcome-oriented approach to Futurism.

There is a tension or paradox in futurism; it isn’t very good at 
predicting the future.

Considering that I regard myself as a futures practitioner, the above 
opening statement sounds like I am foolishly trying to write myself 
out of the job. What I imply is that there is a misunderstanding and 
misappropriation of Futurism as a profession. Allow me to explain.

The business of prediction is fatally flawed. Take for example the 
last 4 political earthquakes to shake the UK-US centric world: the 
2015 General Election, followed by Brexit, then Trump, and rounded 
off by the 2017 General Election. As explored in David Runciman’s 
excellent Talking Politics podcast, each one was predicted wrongly 
by all 5 associated interests: politicians, pollsters, political scientists, 
pundits and prediction markets. If such events — that are mostly binary, 
highly watched, and highly invested-in in its outcome — can be so 
spectacularly misunderstood, then how so for the rest of the messy 
world we live in? In short: prediction is a mug’s game.

Instead of predicting   we should be anticipating the future: which 
means employing creative thought and analytical rigour to uncover 
the unexpected “as a tool that empowers us to change things now.” 
This is hopefully recognisable. We have seen this for decades in the 
profession of economists, who don’t make predictions, but present 
scenarios.

If companies and organisations hire Futures practitioners to 
anticipate the future (rather than predict it with the certainty that the 
finance department and shareholders love) then what is its purpose 
and outcome?

To this question there are three options that can be taken: a passive, 
reactive, or proactive approach. Let’s delve into each.

Will Brown
Futures Associate

ANDTHEN JOURNAL
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Passive approach to futures

The first option, a passive approach 
to futures, could be referred to as the 
‘wait-and-see’ approach. This involves 
defining what the signs are that 
help us foresee whether a number 
of generated alternative futures of 
dubious probability are becoming 
more probable of coming true. 
We might call these signs Portents. 
They are indicators of how quick the 
trajectories of change that compose 
a future are accelerating or maturing 
into the present day.

Reactive approach to futures 

Alternatively, one can take a reactive 
approach to futures. Here, we are 
using alternative futures to spot 
opportunities and/or threats that 
are of high impact. Doing nothing is 
simply not an option. An organisation 
should position itself in a ready 
stance, like a tennis player poised 
to return a serve, to capture the 
inevitable windfall of an unfolding 
future. A downside of this is that the 
more probable a future is, the more 
likely that it will be widely known and 
competed for.

Proactive approach to futures 

Finally, the third option is taking a 
proactive approach to futures. This 
approach admits that there are 
shamelessly optimistic visions of 
the future which are beneficial to 
people and place. Yet, they might 
be improbable due to the current 
trajectory of change. Rather than 
waiting around for them to happen, 
or dismissing them entirely, the 
proactive approach is to use the 
prophecy as a self-fulfilling one. 
This means creating the conditions 
for the prophecy to fulfil itself, which 
can be defined as Reflexivity.

All three approaches are acceptable 
options for organisations and 
companies to implement, depending 
on the specific situation at hand. 

However, in this article, I am going 
to focus on the third, since it is the 
most overlooked (and powerful) in my 
opinion.

Before exploring my definition of the 
term that forms the centre point of the 
third option, Reflexivity, I shall briefly 
touch on the original usage to add 
colour and context. Pardon me for a 
moment as I get a bit theoretical and 
meta on you, then we can return to 
the fun.

Reflexivity

Reflexivity originates in social 
theory as an epistemological term 
(knowledge about knowledge). 
It is similar to the observers effect, 
whereupon observing a situation 
alters the phenomenon being 
observed — however for the act of 
theorising which influences that 
which is being theorised about. 
(I warned you it would get meta.) 
From there, it found its way into wider 
usage as the underpinnings of George 
Soros’ theory of market dynamics. 
Everyday examples of this might be 
treating drug addicts as criminals 
creates criminal behaviour; or a lack 
of faith in government’s dealing of the 
economy creates a dip in the stock 
market and consumer spending. 
Whilst Soros’ focus here is quite 
negative, this cuts both ways. Positive 
interpretations of some phenomena 
can influence it to positive ends.

Leaving the land of theory and 
returning to the subject, Reflexivity 
in the context of Futures. How might 
we identify purposeful visions of 
the future that are practical in their 
application, and proactively create 
a path from Now to Then? There 
are three principles for leveraging 
Reflexivity that I shall explore over the 
rest of this article:

01 Understand The System
02 Approach At An Oblique Angle
03 Change Should Be Emergent

To bring these three principles to life, 
I thought it useful to use the case 
study for each principle of a renowned 
futurist who represents the most 
practical and least pontification-with-
no-action persona I could think of: 
Elon Musk. Some might question my 
label of Musk as a futurist. 

However, in my opinion, Musk is 
arguably more of a futures oriented 
change-maker than he is a business 
man (but no less than an excellent 
business man). Looking at his ventures 
since the acquisition of PayPal, 
each seeks to completely reinvent 
an industry towards an overarching 
goal of reducing the risk of human 
extinction: 

SPACE X: Make humans interplanetary to 
spread the risk of genetic wipeout. Like a 
backup drive, but for humanity. 

TESLA:  Kickstart the auto industry to 
renewable fuel sources. 

SOLAR CITY: Expedite the transition from 
fossil fuels to renewables. 

HYPERLOOP: Replace short-haul flights 
with fuel efficient alternative. 

OPEN AI: Mitigate existential threat of AI. 

NEURALINK: Upgrade human intelligence 
to be able to operate in same level as 
machines 

THE BORING COMPANY: Create greater 
transport capacity by embracing third 
dimension of underground as opposed to 
only the 2D land surface.

When listed in context of their 
purpose, it becomes apparent that 
what is common across these 
ventures is that Musk sees and uses 
businesses as a means of leveraging 
change. In particular, I will use Musk’s 
surprisingly successful entry into the 
Automotive market as a case study for 
these three principles of reflexivity.
 

ANDTHEN JOURNAL
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1.  
Understand the 

system

To be able to influence that which you 
are a part of is an acknowledgement 
that you are part of a system. 

A structure that is systemic in nature 
is one in which the whole can not be 
reduced into individual elements, as 
they are interconnected. The inability 
to isolate the individual elements from 
the overall system makes it challenging 
to analyse through conventional 
thinking. This is because over the past 
few hundred years we have diversified 
and siloed specialisms of knowledge 
into in disciplines, departments 
and professions. We are dependent 
on ever more complex systems, yet 
our knowledge is becoming ever 
more specialised, reducing our 
understanding of them.

This interconnected relationship 
between the elements of a system 
also results in unpredictable and 
unexpected outcomes. These can be 
caused by feedback loops, which can 
create exponential outcomes — such 
as the melting of snow which creates 
a feedback loop of reflecting less light 
which absorbs more heat which melts 
the snow more quickly.

The unpredictability and difficulty in 
casually observing a system highlights 
the importance to take the time to cut 
across disciplines to understand the 
wider system that surrounds an issue 
or problem at hand. Doing so uncovers 
the unspoken rules of the game, 
revealing the power dynamics and 
motivations at play which can make or 
break the success of releasing an idea, 
product or business into the world.

The risk of not taking the time to 
understand the underlying mechanics 
of a system means that a well-
intentioned idea can be rejected. 
This is eloquently explained by Conway, 
Masters and Throrold in the excellent 

RSA paper, From Design Thinking 
to Systems Change, through an 
analogous system familiar to us all, 
the human immune system:

"This immune response sees the 
promising innovation rejected in the 
same way that the body would resist a 
pathogen. The current system releases 
antibodies (barriers to change) to 
neutralise the pathogen (the innovation). 
To proactively counter this immune 
response, innovators should not just 
focus on user needs (although this is 
key to developing effective solutions), 
they must also comprehensively map 
the system which they hope to change, 
employing a range of techniques to 
appreciate the complex dynamics at 
play." 

What Would Elon Do?

Back in pre-2006, before Musk 
founded Tesla, deciding to enter the 
automotive market was a crazy idea. 
It was an industry dominated by a 
small number of heavyweight global 
players that were defensible from 
entry to the market by new players 
through the capital required to 
benefit from the economies of scale, 
which incumbent car manufacturers 
enjoy. To justify entering such an 
impenetrable industry, Musk must 
have been able to understand the 
systemic dynamics at play. There 
were two key dynamics that was 
holding back the industry from 
actively innovating forwards — despite 
the ecological urgency to do so.

The first dynamic is the incentives 
at play in the elaborate supply 
chain that forms the hidden bulk 
of the iceberg that goes into the 
manufacture of a car. The supply 
chain of a car is a 3 tier pyramid 
structure that culminates with 
the OEM (Original Equipment 
Manufacturer) — such as Toyota, Ford, 
BMW, etc — at the top. 

The competitive nature of this 
structure means that innovation is 
highly incremental, each individual 
parts manufacturer aiming to 
optimise the efficiency, performance, 
safety and design, to beat competing 
parts manufacturers. This intense 
focus on competing in a bloody red 
ocean means that you end up not 
seeing the bigger, transcendent 
technological leaps.

Second is the incentives of the 
dealership. The business model of 
the dealership is highly dependent 
on post-purchase ancillary services. 
Using Penske Automotive Group as 
a proxy for the dealership industry, 
according to an analysis by Forbes 
auto industry writer Jim Henry, 
service and parts represented 13 
percent of annual revenues, but 44 
percent of the gross profits. Since 
electric vehicles have significantly 
lower maintenance cost due to the 
reduced number of parts (from 2000 
for an combustion engine to 20 for 
an EV), it is not in the dealerships 
interest to welcome the development 
of the EV with open arms.

Musk surely understood both these 
dynamics (as you would expect 
of one making investments of 
$7.5m, $13m, and $40m into the 
company in 2004, 2005, and 2007 
respectively), and so knew that 
despite the foundational technology 
of EVs — batteries, electrification and 
digitisation — being on the cusp of 
feasibility, no car manufacturers were 
even close to developing an electric 
vehicle, for fear of cannibalising parts 
of their own value chain. This justifies 
heavily investing in a company that 
he would then actively lead, to enter 
a market that conventional wisdom 
for 40 years had been viewed as 
untouchable.

2. 
Approach from an 

oblique angle

Having taken time to understand the 
dynamics of the system, the way in 
which one must intervene to bring 
around the intended future needs 
some thought. As demonstrated in 
taking a system view of a problem, 
not considering the dynamics at play 
in the environment into which an 
idea is supposed to live sets oneself 
up for failure. Therefore, the most 
obvious way of intervening is likely to 
trigger feedback loops that attempt 
to self stabilise since the intervention 
is anticipated. Everyday examples of 
this are trying too hard to impress 
the opposite gender, or Bic’s "for her" 
ballpoint pen debacle — both result in 
failure of the intended goal.

ANDTHEN JOURNAL
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A counter-approach is Obliquity, a term 
coined by economics professor, John 
Kay to describe when complex goals 
are best achieved when you are not 
trying to achieve them directly. Simply 
put, sometimes the obvious answer is 
not the correct answer.

When interventions fail, it is often 
attributed to what feels like a higher-
order force that overrides any attempts 
to intervene. Systems theorist and 
environmental scientist, Donella 
Meadows, writer of the seminal book 
‘Limits to Growth’, posits that there 
is a hierarchy of influence within a 
system. This can serve as divergent 
food for thought to uncover oblique 
approaches to a challenge. Indeed, 
she points to twelve leverage points 
to intervene in a system that puts the 
mindset, goals, rules and information 
flows of a system as among the most 
influential, as opposed to the basic 
parameters of it (parameters being the 
core units that compose a system). 

A good example Meadows gives 
is when Mikhail Gorbachev came 
to power in the USSR and opened 
information flows (glasnost) 
and changed the economic rules 
(perestroika), and look what happened 
[the collapse of the soviet union].…

The leverage points at the top of the 
list are sometimes harder to see 
than the basic building blocks that 
they influence. This is why the more 
powerful approach to a problem can 
be perceived as coming from an 
oblique angle since it is less tangible 
to foresee. The effort to uncover and 
confidence to embrace due to its 
counterintuitive nature might be 
greater, but the payoff makes it worth 
it.

What Would Elon Do? 

Having determined that there was an 
opportunity to enter the auto market 
to shake it up and bring around a 
transition to electric vehicles, then 
next question is how. 

The direct approach would be to create 
a low cost, mass-market electric 
vehicle. From a market dynamic 
perspective, this makes sense, 
however, culturally it doesn’t. 

Electric vehicles had two major 
hurdles to get over: a shift in mindset 
towards one’s vehicle and the 
cultural perceptions towards EVs. 

First, was the barrier of range. 
Internal combustion cars have a 
range of roughly 300–400 miles 
before needing refuelled — a process 
which can take around 5 mins. 
Whereas, early models of mass-
market EVs had a range of around 
70–100 miles, with that figure quickly 
increasing with each new model. 
Despite the fact that the average 
commuter drives little more than 
30 miles per day to and from work, 
creating the possibility of charging 
the vehicle at home. While it is 
possible to wait for technology to 
improve to make a move into the 
market, this would lose any 
headstart of entry.

ANDTHEN JOURNAL
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This range anxiety could be 
overcome, would it not be for 
the second hurdle: car culture. 
A half century of incremental 
innovation has created a car culture 
of petrolheads that celebrate 
technological specifications such 
as performance that are measured 
in number of cylinders, or drive 
handling. These cultural insiders 
are a form of gatekeeper in the car 
market, setting the bar of what 
is and is not acceptable.  Unable 
to take a step back to take a step 
forward, these gatekeepers have 
been unreasonably bullish towards 
EVs — perhaps by the threat of 
irrelevance from an entire new way 
of thinking about cars. They branded 
EVs as being restricting, slow and 
just downright unmanly.

These two reasons were likely 
driving factors in the poor consumer 
reaction to General Motors’ EV1 in the 
late 90s.

Similarly, it is for these reasons 
that Musk enters the market 
with the Roadster. As mentioned 
already, rather than launch with a 
mass market car, the Roadster was 
positioned to make a point to the 
petrolheads: EVs can be convenient, 
fast and cool as hell. Using the 
cultural yardstick of the car world, it 
could hit 0–60 in under 4 seconds, 
beating many other typically fast 
cars at their own game. This strategy 
was fundamental in winning over the 
car enthusiasts essential to keeping 
the brand afloat on the road to mass 
market.

 
 

3. 
Change should be 

emergent 

As we have established in the 
previous two principles: systems are 
complex and resistant to change. 
Therefore, it is necessary to think 
about how to approach change. There 
are two approaches: top-down, and 
bottom-up.

Top-down change happens under 
direction from a central power from 
above. An example of this is when a 
new law in enforced in society, such 
as the 2006 smoking ban in public 
places in Scotland (followed by the 

rest of the UK in 2007). This kind of 
change has the benefits of being 
relatively fast to implement. 

To oversimplify, all it took was over 
half of MPs to vote for smoking in 
public places to be made illegal. 
However, the dictatorial nature of this 
makes it similarly hard to enforce 
should it go against the grain of the 
system — in this case, society — which 
can therefore decide to resist it. If the 
government had tried to implement 
a top-down ban on smoking in the 
70s when most people were for or 
ambivalent to smoking for example, it 
would likely have failed.

In truth, the smoking ban was the 
result of a long game of encouraging 
bottom-up change. Since the link 
between smoking and lung cancer 
were brought to attention in the 
1950s, there has been a myriad of 
activities to shift public opinion 
through highlighting health issues, 
positive campaigning, and restricting 
the power of advertising and product 
marketing. Picture the difference of 
the 1950s and today, where smoking 
was a rite of passage to being ‘cool’,
A reinforced by films stars such as 
James Dean and Audrey Hepburn 
rarely seen without one hanging from 
their lips. It was the culmination of 
the shift of opinion caused by these 
interventions that actually motivated 
the top-down shift in the first 
place — those MPs would never choose 
to enact a wildly unpopular piece of 
legislation, despite their labelling of 
themselves as the people’s ‘leaders’.

The bottom-up approach asks how 
to use the natural behaviour of the 
system to encourage change. Instead 
of asking for ingrained behaviours to 
be changed, it creates the conditions 
to allow preferred ideas, interactions 
and behaviours to flourish. This 
is called emergence. It is much 

slower to enact than the top-down 
approach, however it is much more 
powerful and hard to resist once it 
builds enough momentum. This is 
an incredibly powerful thought in 
futures for two reasons: often there 
are conflicting actors within a system 
that would seek to resist a future 
preferred to some; and not everyone 
has the resources or power to enforce 
top-down change. Working with the 
dynamics of the system to facilitate 
change is like the act of using an 
opponents body weight against them 
in a bout of jujutsu.

What Would Elon Do?

In June 2014, Musk proclaimed 
in a blog post, ‘All Our Patent Are 
Belong To You’ (the weird grammar 
referencing a retro-gamer meme), 
which declared 200 Tesla patents 
open to the public. In doing so, he 
enabled anyone — including his 
competitors — free use of Tesla’s 
technologies, such as vehicle 
components, battery charging and 
energy storage.

This enabled the emergence of 
emergent EV companies to fill out 
the markets niches and geographies, 
as seen in the massive jump in the 
number of new EV startups of around 
40 per year in 2014 (the year of the 
patent release) and before, to 95, 
119 and 212 in the years 2015, 2016, 
and 2017 respectively. What it also 
encouraged was independent EV 
infrastructure companies to adopt 
the Tesla standard, encouraging 
adoption of Tesla whilst enabling 
other companies bring about an 
accelerated future of vehicles no 
longer dependent on oil.

Musk’s joint Tesla and SpaceX team 
orchestrated a similar sharing of 
patents for the Hyperloop concept. 
This turned an engineering challenge 
that might have taken a single 
team a long time to overcome into a 
competition between a number of big 
name and well funded companies. 
The first full scale tests of the 
hyperloop have been successfully 
carried out in July 2017, with progress 
being swiftly made.

The proclamation that Musk is driven 
by those futures-oriented end goals 
listed earlier, as opposed to making 
sheer profit from his businesses, 
becomes especially apparent from his 
actions relating to this principle of 
emergence.
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Painting Vivid Futures
You don’t have to be a child prodigy, polymath 
maniac to succeed in changing the world 
(although I guess it helps). What does matter is 
realising that the future is more malleable than 
you might think, and just because it might seem 
improbable, it doesn’t mean that it is impossible.

The world needs visionaries who aren’t fatalistic 
about the world (and there is plenty to be 
fatalistic about!) or complacent techno-utopians 
who think tech will just solve it all. By believing 
that a positive future is possible, we are spurned 
into action, as concluded by Margaret Atwood, in 
an interview with Slate Future Tense:

“If you tell people it’s all doom and 
gloom, they’re going to say, “Well, 
in that case I’m just going to party.” 
But if you say there is something 
practical that you can do, nine out 
of 10 people will do it.”

This is exactly what Musk is so good at. He creates 
these positive and vivid visions of the future 
that motivates others to coalesce around him. 
Vivid futures are not just visual, but emotionally 
captivating through language and aspirations that 
create ideas for people to latch onto. 

This certainly accounts for the tremendous 
fandom that cheers him on and embraces his 
product releases — creating a halo effect of 
confidence that has inflated the market cap 
valuation of Tesla Inc. as pretty much equal to 
110 year old General Motors, despite the fact that 
Tesla has produced around 100,000 cars last 
year versus nearly 10 million from GM (at the 
time of writing). The stock market pundits believe 
in the future dream that Musk is putting forth.

So rather than trying to predict the future, let’s 
take a systems and reflexive approach to imagine 
those positive alternatives, painting vivid futures 
to galvanise others and make them happen.
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Named ‘Near Future Teaching’, the project seeks to identify a 
shared vision for digital education at the University and deliver 

a strategy to help realise this vision. All while asking how 
teaching should be designed in the near future as technology, 
social shifts, mobility developments and new forms of media 

continue to shift what it means to be at University. 

Shaping the digital education 
strategy for the 

University of Edinburgh

CASE STUDY
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Process 
 
Andthen was invited to join the project following a ‘community 
scoping’ phase, which included a series of workshops and 
interviews with staff, on-campus, and distance students. 
Initially we worked with the Near Future Teaching (NFT) team 
at the University to turn the collected knowledge into a series 
speculative future digital education scenarios. These surfaced 
some of the key challenges around the developing role of digital 
education in higher education, and have been informing the 
formation of a vision and strategy dealing with such challenges. 

Our continuing role in the project aims to help refine the 
University’s digital education vision and strategy through further 
collaborative engagements with staff and students around the 
emerging themes and challenges that they cover. 

Values as a Filter of Preferability  

Data from the community scoping phase was synthesised 
into a set of ‘values.’ These represent dominant viewpoints in 
relation to digital education of those who work and study within 
the University. Since, they have become a way to measure what 
‘preferable’ means to staff and students. 

World Building Workshops 

Two workshops were conducted with the Task Group of the 
project: a group of diverse staff and students from across the 
University. Using contextual trend reviews written by the NFT 
team, we extracted key macro drivers that are shaping the 
education sector and transformed these into four plausible 
yet diverse futures. These futures were used during the first 
workshop and prompted the Task Group to discuss, appraise, 
and collaboratively build speculative future worlds that explored 
the impact of specific digital education trends on a variety of 
themes, such as creative learning approaches, data ethics, 
AI and automation, and the relationship between humans and 
technology, to name a few. The Task Group communicated 
their insights by creating fictional future media in the form of 
speculative University news headlines.  

During the second workshop, the Task Group continued to 
develop their future worlds using playful props. They were 
challenged to create a vision of the University of Edinburgh 
that would exist in each world; cross referencing this with the 
values that had emerged during the community scoping phase. 
This exercise allowed us to uncover scenarios within the worlds 
and start to identify which of them might be preferable for the 
University. 

Vision and Strategy
 
The future University of Edinburgh visions that the Task Group 
created have been captured as illustrated ‘thought experiments’. 
Instead of serving as a ‘preferable vision’ they will be used as 
source material to provoke further discussions about various 
probable futures at the University, and their respective risks 
and opportunities. As the project continues, and discussions 
evolve, insights will be extracted from a wide audience across 
the University and contribute towards the formation of a final 
preferable vision. Further testing will allow us to sense check the 
vision and collaboratively create a strategy for the University of 
Edinburgh to enact it. 

For more information about the project methods and outcomes 
as we continue, check the project website and blog:  
www.nearfutureteaching.ed.ac.uk
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Is ‘trend’ a dirty word?
My internal struggle with all that is ‘trendy.’

Santini Basra
Director

The Pre-Introduction

In my line of work, I seem to come 
across the term ‘trend’ on almost a 
daily basis; I read my fair share of 
‘trend reports’, often find myself in 
‘trend briefings’, and find several news 
items coming my way discussing 
the next big trend in any given field, 
covering everything from the smart 
office to millennials filling their lonely 
lives with houseplants. 

When I first got involved in futures 
work, it seemed that spotting, 
analysing and mapping trends would 
be an integral part of the practice. 
However increasingly, the term ‘trend’ 
has started to make the hair on the 
back of my neck stand up, and for a 
long time I couldn’t quite figure 
out why. At first I thought I had issues 
with the word itself, the term ‘trend’ 
is a much too neat word to refer to 
the messy process of change, and it 
also encourages people to focus on 

superficial factors — that is, things 
that are ‘trendy,’ or even ‘on trend.’ 
But at some point, after months 
of internal turmoil, I came to the 
conclusion that the term itself isn’t 
really the issue. I think the stimulus 
for my angst was more related to the 
neverending deluge of trend reports 
and articles about the ‘next big 
thing’ that were assaulting my inbox 
(recently I got one about cauliflower). 

The issue is that all these articles are 
in some dimension about ‘the future,’ 
and at Andthen exploring futures is a 
cornerstone of our methodology, yet 
our philosophy and mindset seems 
so misaligned with those producing 
these trend reports and articles about 
the future of cauliflower. For the 
purposes of simplicity, I am going to 
refer to those cauliflower futurists 
and trend report authors as ‘trend 
forecasters,’ although in reality it 

should be noted that only some of 
them would refer to themselves as 
professional forecasters. 

Trend forecasting is a huge industry 
(the Telegraph valued it at £35bn in 
2011), and is historically associated 
with fashion, although more recently it 
has taken a foothold in other sectors, 
such as FMCG, hospitality, and other 
more experiential and service driven 
sectors. 

In essence, while we champion 
anticipation of the future, trend 
forecasters champion prediction of 
the future; which has subtle yet crucial 
differences.
 
One of my main niggles about this topic 
is that embedded in trend forecasting 
is a laughable assumption that the 
future can be predicted. 

ANDTHEN JOURNAL
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Is ‘trend’ a dirty word?
My internal struggle with all that is ‘trendy.’

Santini Basra
Director

I’m not going to delve much deeper 
into this point here, but if you want 
more on my thoughts about the 
hopelessness of predicting the future 
read my previous article ‘It’s More 
than What’s Next,’ although I think the 
following appropriately summarises 
my sentiment: 

Instead, I am going to talk about three 
‘trend forecasting attitudes’ that I 
find problematic, and which I feel are 
a) pillars of an outdated approach to 
futurism, and b) have no place in the 
world of innovation.

Problematic Attitude 1 (Appetiser) 
Lets just call it a trend.

The term ‘trend’ is itself very fluffy, 
and is often used to describe a really 
broad range of things. Meanwhile, 
there is little rigour behind the 
process of identifying a trend. 

Problematic Attitude 2 (Main 
Course) How can we make some 
money off this new thing?

Burying ourselves in trend analysis 
can often encourage a focus on a 
limited range of factors, and actually 
push us towards thinking about 
the short-term gains that can be 
made from an emerging trend, and 
forgetting about longer term strategic 
goals. 

Problematic Attitude 3 (Dessert) We 
are really, really clever, and if you 
don’t work with us, you are going to 
miss out on the future. 

All too often, FOMO is used to sell trend 
forecasting services — ‘the future is a 
terrifying place that you can’t possible 
handle on your own. You are lucky to 
have us by your side.’

However, before I start unpacking 
these three points in any detail, I think 
it is important to briefly frame what 
I am talking about when I refer to the 
term ‘trend.’

The actual Introduction

At the beginning of the 20th century 
the term ‘trend’ was more familiar to 
economists or mathematicians who 
would use the term to describe some 
kind of data correlation. Over the 20th 
century, the term also crept into the 
sphere of innovation and design, and 
has started to be associated with 
softer cultural and psychological 
observations about human behaviour. 

Colloquially, the term has become 
attached to consumer culture — i.e. 
something is ‘trendy’, or something 
is ‘on trend.’ One of the issues I will 
explore in this post is the lack of 
tight definition for the term, but for 
now, this will do:

Just to be crystal clear, for the 
purposes of this article we are going 
to be talking about trends in the 
context of design and innovation 
— so mainly socio-cultural trends 
about how people behave, what they 
believe, and how they interact with 
the world.

So, now that’s over, let’s continue 
the rant...

“No serious 
futurist deals 
with ‘predictions’. 
These are left for 
television oracles 
and newspaper 
astrologers.” 

— Alvin Toffler, Future Shock, 1970 

"It is not, as some people think, 
a term exclusively associated 
with the world of fashion. Nor is 
it a term that simply refers to 
processes which affect physical 
or aesthetic changes in our 
culture. A trend can be emotional, 
intellectual and even spiritual. 
At its most basic, a trend can be 
defined as the direction in which 
something (and that something 
can be anything) tends to move 
and which has consequential 
impact on the culture, society or 
business sector which it moves 
through."

—Martin Raymond, The Trend 
Forecaster’s Handbook

Anticipating the future (Foresight) Predicting the Future (Forecasting)

Done by a group of people/collective Done by a solo expert/small group

Knowledge is shared Knowledge is guarded

Exploring Divining

Helps you shape change Helps you react to change

Long term impact Short term impact

Possible Impossible
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Problematic Attitude 1. 
Lets just call it a trend.

This is a pretty basic place to start, 
but is probably the most important 
point to make. ‘Trend’ is used to 
describe a really wide range of things, 
and it’s application is at best, fluffy. 
Forecasters seem to call absolutely 
everything a trend, regardless of 
scope and size, and have confusing 
narratives around ‘trends shaping 
change,’ which aren’t quite correct. 

I haven’t found a ubiquitous and 
tight definition for the term within 
futures, so I think a good place to 
start is by making a clear distinction 
between a ‘driver’ and a ‘trend,’ a 
distinction that is often forgotten or 
confused. 

A driver is a factor causing some 
kind of change, while a trend is the 
movement in a particular direction 
over time (which generally has some 
kind of lifespan). A good way to think 
about it is that a trend bubbles up 
to the surface as a result of a driver. 
Trends dont shape change, drivers 
do. (Adapted from the Forward 
Thinking Platform’s Glossary of terms 
commonly used in futures studies)

This might seem like an overly 
dogmatic point to make, but failure 
to adhere to proper standards makes 
the whole futures industry look like 
a mess. 

…

On the subject of rigour, a 
phenomena I see all too often 
(unfortunately in the work of 
professional forecasting agencies) 
is something I call ‘off the shelf 
futures.’ This is where someone 
sees something that is extremely 
niche but slightly futuristic, and 
immediately identifies it as a trend. 

Problematic Attitude 2. 
How can we make some money off 
this new thing?

Trend reports, forecasts, and 
briefings, at first glance appear to 
be about the future; about being 
forward thinking and preempting 
change. But look a little closer and 
you will noticed that hidden under 
the disguise of long termism, trend 
forecasting is a wolf in sheep’s 
clothing, and it has at its heart the 
same old short-termist thinking 
that is in vast supply across much 
of the business world. 

Trends are often talked about as 
having lifecycles. A trend is ‘born’ 
and a trend ‘dies.’ Martin Raymond, 
co-founder and owner of the Future 
Laboratory, states in his book ‘The 
Trend Forecaster’s Handbook:’

"When forecasters see a trend becoming 
ubiquitous in the ‘Late Majority’ group, 
they know that days are numbered."

He is referring here to a measure 
with which forecasters can identify 
the lifespan of a trend. Implicit in 
this comment is an assumption 
that a trend is ephemeral. That all 
you can hope to do is surf the wave 
while it’s around, and then look to 
the next trend cycle. 

Of course, it is important to 
balance short term goals with 
long term direction, but all too 
often organisations get caught 
up in superficial trend cycles, 
and forget to make considered 
progress towards a strategic goal. 
In the end, working with trends and 
commissioning a myriad of trend 
reports becomes a way to excuse 
yourself from doing deep, critical 
research while still convincing 
yourself that you are forward-
thinking and future-oriented.

Problematic Attitude 3. 
We are really, really clever, and if 
you don’t work with us, you are 
going to miss out on the future. 

This problematic attitude is all 
about ‘the future’ being framed as 
an extremely privileged place, and 
the related manipulative tactics 
used to encourage businesses to 
commission forecasting services. 

There tends to be an assumption 
that a forecaster must be a certain 
type of person — the lone expert, 

The most common template I have 
seen is one where a prestigious 
brand, or famous artist/designer 
creates a concept product or project. 
That concept product has something 
slightly unusual about it, perhaps 
Nike have produced a pair of concept 
shoes that are connected to your 
smart home, or an artist has grown 
or surgically implanted an ear into 
their skin. Suddenly these incredibly 
niche concepts are packaged by a 
forecasting agency as compelling 
evidence that trends akin to 
connected clothing and bodyhacking 
are soon to become ubiquitous. They 
are then filed away, ready for the 
next client who comes along to learn 
from the wisdom of the revered trend 
spotter. 

Here’s a template for you to make up 
your own baseless trends:

[insert brand/designer/artist name] 
made a [insert concept product/artwork] 
that is [insert description of one unique 
characteristic]. 

Therefore we expect [unique 
characteristic] to be a prominent force 
in the next [insert arbitrary number] 
years.

“By calling everything a trend, we 
(...) lead the business community 
to believe that futurism, as a field, 
is no better than a room full of 
chimpanzees throwing darts at 
pages of buzzwords. This loss of 
faith in the value of futurism in 
turn, leads to increased short-
termism among businesses which 
inevitably leads to unforeseen 
problems.“

— Doug Stephens
Trend Forecasts Are Trending. 
And That’s A Problem.

"Suppose for a moment there’s 
an asteroid heading for earth. 
You’d likely want to know a few 
things. How big is it, how likely 
is it to impact the planet and if 
it does, how much devastation 
will it cause? Fortunately for us, 
NASA tracks exactly this sort of 
information in excruciating detail, 
avoiding the chaos and panic that 
might otherwise accompany this 
kind of event.

Unfortunately, the same level of 
rigor is less frequently applied 
to consumer trend forecasts 
and the degree to which they 
may impact businesses.  And as 
you’ve undoubtedly noticed, there 
are literally thousands of trend 
forecasts being published and 
the degree of research discipline 
they’re built with varies wildly, so 
separating reality from hype and 
the truth from the trite can be 
difficult."

— Doug Stephens, 
Trend Forecasts Are Trending. 
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attuned to all types of change and 
embedded in groups of people at the 
cutting edge of innovation (usually 
‘innovation’ in this context refers 
to westernised, business-driven 
innovation, and not any kind of 
bottom-up change). These people 
are positioned almost like classical 
Greek Oracles — one must make a 
pilgrimage to the temple and make 
an offering to be blessed with the 
valuable knowledge of what the 
future (might) hold. 

By maintaining forecasting as the 
preserve of the elite few, it becomes 
acutely apparent that the source 
material used for ‘trend spotting’ 
comes from observations about 
behaviours, attitudes, products and 
services of the elite.

As if that weren’t enough, forecasting 
agencies rub it in further by 
employing FOMO tactics in their 
marketing. The general message is 

that ‘the future is a really scary place, 
but don’t worry, if you work with us, 
your organisation won’t become 
irrelevant.’ 

Once you buy into that message, 
you’re screwed, because guess what? 
The future is always changing, the 
goalposts are always moving, and 
there is always a trend around the 
corner ready to ‘disrupt’* the present. 
You are doomed to forever suck from 
the teat of the trend forecaster.

*Side note: Trends are always ‘disruptive,’ 
rarely constructive. Even if they are 
constructive, they are framed as 
disruptive. I wonder why...
 
To conclude

While I started this journey with 
the assumption that there was 
something wrong with ‘trends,’ I have 
discovered that isn’t the case. Trend 
analysis is a useful tool to keep on 
the toolbelt, and I will occasionally 
look to identify the odd trend or two 
in my own work at Andthen. 

Here I’ve ranted at length about my 
issues with forecasting, but taking a 
step back the real point I am trying 
to make isn’t about forecasting at all. 

On reflection my frustration really 
just stems from the fact that trend 
analysis is such a narrow part of 
what the futures thinker can do, yet 
so often it becomes the focus. 

Futures thinking is about so much 
more than gathering a little business 
intelligence. The bigger game here 
is not just to examine the next few 
things which might happen in a 
sector, but to build a new mindset, a 
new way of understanding the world, 
and a new approach to innovation 
which is more comfortable with 
managing change.  Recently, a 
member of a client’s team (who will 
remain unnamed), mentioned to me 
that thinking about the future was 
becoming infectious:

This, is the goal. While it is important 
to deliver a successful project, which 
can make impact in the near future, 
the bigger win here would be to 
foster a new pre-emptive approach 
to innovation which can permeate 
across layers of the organisation. 

So I think my troublesome (and 
unnecessarily dramatic) relationship 
with the ‘trend’ ends here. While at 
one point, I seemed to be locked in 
a western showdown with the term, 
now I have finally understood the 
role of ‘trends’ and ‘trendiness’ in the 
wider landscape of futures practice. 

"I hadn’t ever really engaged in 
futures or futures approaches, but 
since we started this project, I find 
that I am applying that kind of 
thinking to everything I do!"“ 

— Unnamed Client
“‘Cross-cultural analysis’ is 
the term used by forecasters 
to describe how they ‘graze’ 
across cultures and different 
industry sectors to determine if 
a trend spotted in one industry is 
beginning to emerge in another.
[...] The Hella Jongerius lamp, Land 
Rover’s LRX car and the Miguel 
Ángel Llácer salon in Valencia 
were brought together using this 
process.“

— Martin Raymond, The Trend 
Forecaster’s Handbook
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 Introducing our 
Pro Bono service

Every six months we will take a fixed percentage of our 
revenue, and offer the equivalent worth of services on a 
pro bono basis — this might translate into discounted, or 
completely free services for not-for-profit organisations, 

depending on the scale of the project or engagement.

If you want to register interest or find out a little more about 
how it works, head to our site for a detailed breakdown –

www.studioandthen.com/probono

NEWS
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The Service

We are starting small, offering the 
equivalent of 5% of our revenue as pro bono 
services. The plan is to slowly increase this 
percentage as we become familiar with 
pro bono work, and built a more nuanced 
understanding of how much we can 
manage.

We’re structuring it a little like a funding 
call; once every six months not-for-profit 
organisations will be invited to register 
their interest in our pro bono services — 
once the organisations register, and after 
a couple of rounds of reviewing, we will 
choose one organisation, or a select few to 
be the benefactors of our services.

In this post, we’re going to delve a little 
into our reasoning behind starting this 
service, covering not only why we want to do 
pro bono, but also why we think a futures 
approach has a unique type of relevance for 
not-for-profit organisations.

A brief intro to Pro Bono

Before we start talking too much about 
ourselves, let’s take a jaunt back to the 
1800’s and delve a little into the history and 
traditional context of pro bono work.

‘Pro Bono Publico’ is a latin phrase, 
meaning ‘for the public good,’ and 
represents the distribution of services 
for public use, free of charge or through 
reduced rates. The term and practice 
has usually been associated with those 
working in legal practices; indeed the most 
commonly cited example of the birth of 
pro bono is the Legal Aid Society of New 
York, which was founded in 1890 after the 
German Society of New York launched an 
organisation whose goal was to protect 
German immigrants from exploitation in 
the States. Some might trace this kind 
of thinking back even further — there are 
traces of it in the Magna Carta, a peace 
treaty drafted in 1215 between the public 
and the crown. It attempted to compensate 
for a feudalist society by proposing the rule 
of law and with it free access to justice; 
an essential move towards contemporary 
democracy.

Unlike volunteering, which is traditionally 
non-skill specific, pro bono work is a duty 
felt by professionals to provide skills to 
the public in circumstances where they 
are unaffordable. While it’s roots are 
heavily planted in the legal and healthcare 
industries, in recent decades pro bono 
services have become more commonplace 
amongst the creative industries — in 
particular within graphic design. Whether 
designers feel that pro bono is part of their 
professional responsibility, or engage with 
it for reasons of exposure, experience and 
increased ownership in the face of client-
based work, the benefits can outweigh the 
lack of financial gain.

Andthen — balancing profit and impact

To discuss why we believe in pro bono 
service, it helps to understand our 
perspective on what a business is. We 
define a business as a group of people 
working together to achieve something, 
and in particular, we equate a ‘good 
business’ with the pursuit of ‘something’ 
that is more than just financial profit.

The ‘something’ we want to achieve at 
Andthen — our mission — is to encourage 
long-term, sustainable thinking within 
the innovation industry. While we are 
a for-profit organisation, our goal is 
to balance profit and impact, while 
understanding that the two factors 
influence each other.

However, the services we deliver are (for 
the moment) relatively niche, highly 
bespoke, and require a significant amount 
of time spent on R&D (i.e. R&D of methods 
and methodology) — with all that comes a 
high operating costs, and rates which are 
prohibitive for many.

Put simply, we often feel that those (often 
precarious organisations) who can’t afford 
our services have a great need for them. 
Foresight and futures work assumes a 
level of privilege; it is extremely difficult 
to justify thinking in longer term cycles 
when an organisation is in a precarious 
position in the present. When the major 
concern is about securing the next 
package of funding, it seems impossible 
to start thinking about the horizon, 
despite this being one of the very ways 
to safeguard an organisation and make 
pathways to a preferable situation. We 
feel that there is significant opportunity 
for deploying a futures approach to social 
entrepreneurship.

Futures for Social Entrepreneurship

The for-profit organisations that we 
work with tend to have internalised the 
attitude that thinking about the horizon 
is essential to their business. They are 
often founded with an aspiration at their 
core, and moving towards their aspiration 
depends on their ability to handle, or even 
leverage, change.

For instance, the traditional VC funded 
startup will have innovation coded into its 
DNA, and will have hope and aspirational 
thinking woven into its values.

In contrast, social enterprises, more often 
than not, are brought into being through 
something that has already occurred. 
They are formed due to some trauma of 
the past; the heart of the organisation is 
characterised by a reaction to something.

We are by no means suggesting 
that reaction to the present state is 
unimportant, but simply arguing that 
a balance must be struck in social 
entrepreneurship between looking 
forward and looking back, of proactive 
and reactive action.

What’s in it for us? 

While our pro bono services are 
offered at zero financial cost, we 
feel that there is potential for other 
forms of value exchange, and that 
it is important to be clear that 
Andthen will likely benefit through 
non-financial means. Pro bono offers 
significant scope for adding to our 
portfolio, building experience, and 
developing our network.

While these aren’t the driving reasons 
for our pro bono offering, we think 
it is helpful to be clear about the 
benefits for all parties in this form of 
engagement.

Questions

For any organisations who are 
interested in our services, head to our 
site to learn more or drop us a line at:

probono@studioandthen.com

"Social entrepreneurship is 
almost always too late.

As practitioners of social 
enterprise, we hold 
the assumption that 
our responsibility is to 
exclusively act post-
crisis in order to gradually 
chip away at a persistent 
problem, or to maintain a 
state of peace. The art of 
reaction is necessary, but 
the expectation of post-
traumatic innovation as the 
singular starting point for an 
entire industry is limiting. 
What if social enterprise 
was also responsible for 
preemption? What if social 
entrepreneurs were also 
futurists?" 

— Matthew Manos, Toward a 
Preemptive Social Enterprise
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