
As a strategic policymaker or stakeholder, you can help map out a desired future 
for Malaysia.  
This is an invitation by myForesight to build a collective future. Do you find this 
magazine thought-provoking?  Do you think we could have done better? Perhaps 
you would like us to cover a specific angle in the study of Foresight.   
Or maybe, you would like to contribute articles to the myForesight magazine? 
Send your feedback and articles to foresightinternal@might.org.my

We look forward to hearing from you.
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MIGHT is an independent, industry-driven, non-profit organization created in 1993 
under the patronage of the Prime Minister of Malaysia. Since its inception, MIGHT 
has supported Malaysian industry by bringing organizations into partnerships, 
working jointly on technology development. MIGHT is guided by clear targets, specific 
deliverables and achievable milestones. 

One of MIGHT’s key roles lies in nurturing techno-business innovation in strategic 
areas. This niche role offers the best opportunity to further develop Malaysian growth 
and productivity. Leveraging on our members, networks and experiences, we deliver 
services to achieve our goals by establishing partnerships, competencies and 
technology nurturing advisories.

To stimulate technology-enabled innovation, we have developed a number of key 
products/services to assist the Government, industry and academia. This will benefit 
society in many ways. We will work with entrepreneurs, businesses, research 
organizations and governments to identify new business opportunities and convert 
them into successful outcomes.
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sTeerinG MALAYsiA inTo THe DisTAnT HoriZon

in any attempt to probe the future, we need a vision. 
This will steer us through the many unknowns as well 
as capitalize on hidden opportunities. such vision has 
been variously called foresight, strategic foresight 
or futurology. Within an organisational and national 
paradigm, foresight is the tool through which the 
realities of tomorrow are engineered today. 

from the editor-in-chief 
nik AHMAD fAiZuL ABDuL MALLek

copycat industry models and should instead 
be driven by knowledge and innovation. These 
are the key drivers of the future wave; one 
that will capitalize on Malaysia’s uniqueness, 
multi-ethnicity, biodiversity and geostrategic 
location.

myForesight will support the national 
economic agenda through several levels. 
Meeting the key objectives of Vision 2020 is 
one of them. The transformation of Malaysia 
into a fully-developed nation will not be an 
easy process but an achievable one. The global 
economic downturn has buffeted several 
industrial sectors, which, in turn demands 
new ideas, products and markets for growth. 
Foresighting is needed here for critical inputs, 
scenario planning exercises and judicious 
recommendations. 

Under the rubric of Vision 2020 lies the 
New Economic Model (NEM), which 
emphasizes “high income, sustainability and 
inclusiveness.” as key targets. The NEM seeks 
to leverage the private sector and reduce fiscal 
disparity between the wealthiest and poorest 
segments of our society. Subsequently, several 
National Key Economic Activities (NKEA) have 
been identified to boost the creation of wealth 
and industry. A national foresight intervention 
is critical to our strategic plans. It will ensure 
sustained growth within a robust economy 
and will mainstream and align foresighting as 
a strategic planning methodology in Malaysia.

myForesight intends to be the cornerstone 
of a prosperous, harmonious and dynamic 
Malaysia by 2020 and beyond. It is an 
ambitious, worthy and indispensible goal. 

Our horizons are 
changing fast. Moore’s 
Law epitomizes the 
speed of our techno-
social progress.

Less than 20 years 
ago, cell phones, 
laptops and the mobile 
multimedia were 

a novelty. Now, they are an indispensible 
necessity to everyday life. To paraphrase the 
old American Express advertisement, “you 
can’t leave home without either one of them.” 
The future was supposed to get bigger, better 
and faster as embodied by US soccer moms 
and their SUVs. It was a misguided projection. 
While Detroit reels from its automotive 
downturn, the Tatas of India have rolled out 
their miniature $2,500 Nanos. The future is 
now trending towards customers’ needs -- 
small, economical and practical. 

Lacking foresight can prove costly to 
government investments in national and 
sectoral planning. 

When sectoral foresighting by global 
automobile majors, financial establishments 
and energy giants are delinked from each 
other, it disturbs dynamics in the global 
economy.

This presents an irrefutable case for a 
national foresight programme. Foresight, on a 
national level, is primarily driven by a holistic 
approach -- one that takes into account 
sectoral, national and social imperatives.

National foresight is used to model, rationalize 
and shape the future in order to gain 
competitive advantages through strategic 
decisions. It guides science, technology and 
innovation choices and doubles up as a risk 
management tool against forces outside our 
control. 

We now have our very own National Foresight 
Programme, through the myForesight 
platform. 

myForesight was formed only six months back 
by the Malaysian Industry-Government Group 
for High Technology (MIGHT). It evolved from 
a technology roadmapping exercise that led 
to the National Technology Foresight 2010 
(NTF 2010); a programme commissioned 
by the Ministry of Science, Technology and 
Innovation (MOSTI).

myForesight will focus on supporting 
national and sectoral development for the 
next 10 years -- towards 2020 and beyond. 
Stakeholders in this initiative will include the 
government, industry, academia, NGOs and 
the public. 

It will also track evolving trends and subject 
them to tight scrutiny to ascertain their value 
and longevity. The ultimate goal is to facilitate 
a preferred or desired future – one that 
contributes to the wellbeing and development 
of an organisation or nation. 

Anticipatory intelligence, emerging trends and 
scenario planning conducted by myForesight 
will be constantly checked and balanced by 
the most mundane and pertinent of questions 
– are we meeting local socioeconomic needs 
at every stage of our forecasting? What are the 
existing sources of growth that Malaysia may 
capitalize on? 

myForesight will lay the groundwork to 
converge market forces, national economic 
agendas and public aspirations to propel 
national development. It will collect data, test 
new possibilities and benchmark them against 
international standards. Local peculiarities 
– which also opens up local opportunities 
– will be factored in. myForesight will not 
only support and augment the capabilities 
of current industries, it will scope out new 
avenues of growth that may be uniquely 
propitious to Malaysia. Malaysia should avoid 

nik faizul Abdul Mallek is the Vice President of 
Macro and future studies, Malaysian industry-
Government Group for High Technology 
(MiGHT) and the Programme Director for 
myforesight. 

editor’s note
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IN ANY AtteMpt to proBe the 
future,  we NeeD A vISIoN. 
thIS IS to NAvIgAte through
the MANY uNKNowNS AND 
hIDDeN opportuNItIeS.
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from the high office

t
he future is most uncertain and complex. Very 
few would dispute that. If only we can read the 
future, we can avoid a lot of unnecessary wastage 
in resources and money. The ability to predict the 
future is a much sought after skill. With a good 
knowledge of the future, governments can strategize 
better. Businesses can also plan ahead to capture 
opportunities and navigate away from threats and 
risks. Take Vision 2020 for example. It is only ten 
years away. Many are already asking whether, 

at the rate the country is growing, we will achieve the developed 
country status that we aspire. Can we double our per capita income, 
come 2020? Based on the performance of recent years, with growth 
averaging at between 4 to 5%, economists are not optimistic. Unless 
the country’s GDP growth can average 7% in the coming years, many 
do not see us realizing the targets set under Vision 2020.
 

But how do we maintain a 7% annual growth over the next 10 
years? The answer lies in innovation. Not many disagree with that. 
It cannot be business as usual. Selling low priced commodities and 
manufacturing low value items will not deliver the high incomes≠ 
that we struggle to achieve. The prescription is we have to move 
up the value chain. We need to produce more high value products 
and offer more high value services. This calls for a transformational 
change in the country’s economic endeavors. The government has 
already started on initiatives to stimulate change. National economic 
laboratories have provided some clues on changes that would be 
necessary. Subsidies which encourage inefficiencies cannot be 
sustained. Many have been rattled by the suggestion that the country 
may even go bankrupt if subsidies are not phased out soon! 
 
Both the New Economic Model and the 10th Malaysia Plan (RMK 10) 
speak about the strategic role of innovation. Innovation will be the 

by mohd yusoff sulaiman 
President and Chief exeCutive, 
Malaysian industry-GovernMent GrouP 
for hiGh teChnoloGy (MiGht)
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foreSIghtpArtICIpAte proSpeCtIve

polICY 
MAKINg

The prescription is we 
have to move up the value 
chain. We need to produce 
more high value products 
and offer more high value 
services. This calls for a 
transformational change 
in the country’s economic 
endeavors. 

foresight is a set of approaches to bringing longer-term 
considerations into decision-making, with the process of engaging 
informed stakeholders in analysis and dialogue being important 
alongside the formal products that can be codified and disseminated.
Source: Miles (2005), drawing on Miles & Keenan (2002).

Understanding the future of technology and its impact now has become 
a must for any critical planning. It is even more urgent given the fact 
that the product cycle – from basic discovery to mass marketing and 
replacement with an even better model – has shrunk from 40 years in 
the past to six months or less.
 
 

potent instrument to turn the economy and deliver the high income 
target. Innovation will also help the sustainability agenda implicit 
in the NEM. Admittedly, the strategy is not new. Experts agree that 
innovation has brought success to economies around the world. 
Finland, the home of that global brand Nokia, is one example. Lately, 
South Korea has also been cited as another success story in innovation. 
Even in Malaysia, innovation has been touted as a strategic initiative 
many years ago. Institutions for the entire value chain of innovation 
have been created long ago to champion innovation. The government 
has allocated sizable funding for R&D as well as the commercialization 
of R&D. Though based on GDP, our R&D spending is small by world 
standards, the amount is still substantial. In the RMK 9 alone, close 
to RM2 billion were given for R&D. The concern is that much of the 
findings have yet to reach the market. We still have a poor record of 
R&D commercialization. Why is this so? What are the gaps? How can 
we make innovation work?
 
The reason why innovation has not been truly effective is rather 
obvious to many. We have not been very successful in picking the 
winners in guiding our R&D. Most of our R&D have not been market-
driven. Even our priority areas in R&D have not been systematically 
chosen. The innovation loop of ideas to R&D to market and back 
to ideas is just not looping. There is a serious communication gap 
between the market and the R&D community. As a result, R&D ideas 
do not often reflect market needs. In addition industry players have 
yet to be convinced that investing some of their earnings in R&D will 
help their business. The end result is that institutions do not link, 
scientists do not partner industry, and industry does not engage 
academics. Add to that the fact that the financial and banking sectors 
still operate under the old collateral mode, it would be difficult to 
harbor much hope for innovation. Banks still struggle to assign value to 
the knowledge capital. Even the so called venture capitalists are mostly 
risk averse. This is where technology foresighting may be a useful 
instrument to facilitate innovation.
 
But what exactly is technology foresighting? How does technology 
foresighting help the innovation process? The 21st century is one of 
rapid change and globalisation. Managing the forces of globalisation is 
a major challenge. The pace of change is accelerating. Changes make it 
imperative that leaders and management understand the implications 
and promise that the coming technological upheaval holds. In a 
world of pandemic change, it is all too easy to be caught unprepared. 
Preparedness is always the key to success in a fast changing world. 
Navigating through game-changing technologies is critical to an 
organisation’s strategy. Those who can create and predict the future, as 
well as operate in it with confidence  and knowledge, are the winners. 

Leaders in business, government and universities need foresight as a 
strategic instrument of planning. This is because they often take big 
bets on the future. They have to manage risks. Armed with reliable 
foresight predictions, leaders will be better abled to plan ahead. There 
are many ways to anticipate the future. We can collect a lot of data, 
weigh them carefully and make a wild guess. Or we can try to identify 
trends in global affairs and project where they will lead. Or we can 
use the oldest technique of all: ask someone who we believe to be an 
expert, just like what the Greeks did more than 2000 years ago where 
they consulted the Oracle at Delphi.
 
There is confirmed evidence that we are moving to a more populous 
world that is largely industrialised and intelligent, but that also poses 
unprecedented risks of environmental damage, energy shortages, 
climate change, weapons of mass destruction, and other threats. 
The global population will reach eight billion by 2030. What kind of 
scenarios will emerge in the future? How will such scenarios impact on 
a country like Malaysia? Will there be threats? Will there be economic 
opportunities? MIGHT has taken the initiative to champion foresight 
studies. We are in the process of undertaking a foresight study on 
Malaysia as a whole. Through this study, we hope to come out with a 
better understanding of the likely scenarios for the country in future 
years. We hope to identify key technology areas that the country 
have to invest in to sustain the country’s well being and prosperity. 
Following the country foresight, we hope to undertake foresight 
studies on key sectors of the economy. This will hopefully enhance 
our innovation targeting. This will hopefully contribute to building the 
innovation culture that we dream of. The foresight process itself would 
involve extensive consultation among stakeholders of the innovation 
ecosystem. Therefore, through such foresight studies, we hope to 
invigorate the innovation agenda of the country. We would like to see 
a spread in the foresight culture not only at the government level, but 
also among SMEs and the larger business community.  

 
this article has been published in the new straits times, october 2010

myforesight december 2010 from the high office
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Capturing 
Future Global 
Opportunities 
Through Foresight

insights

P
redicting the future has always been tricky. New tools are developed all the 
time. Now people can use supercomputers to help create a clearer picture of 
the future. They do this by making sense of highly complex data inputs – across 
a mind-boggling variety of fields. Even the peculiarities of human behavior can 
be deciphered using complex simulation systems. The outputs have proven 
valuable to national planners, stock brokerages, defense establishments, bus 
companies and even housewives with the acumen for business. The reality is, 
everyone wants security, efficiency, high returns on investments and a better 
quality of life. 

The science of Strategic Foresight was first pioneered in the 1930s. This was during the limbo 
period of the Great Depression and the outbreak of WWII – a very significant period that allowed 
for the development of many ideas related to planning. It is always in times of stress and challenges 
that foresight receives its perfect 20/20 vision. 

by Mathew Maavak
Understanding the Future is a Key to Effective Planning and 
National Development. Foresight is a Powerful Tool to Visualize 
the Future.  
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 In a 1932 BBC broadcast, author H.G. Wells 
even recommended the establishment of 
“Departments and Professors of Foresight” 
in Britain. However, it took another four 
decades before the study of Foresight entered 
mainstream. Even then, it was primarily used 
by western militaries for their scenario and 
contingency planning exercises. 

Now in 2010 – Malaysia has embarked on its 
very own National Foresight Programme;
one that views technology as a prime enabler 
of national development.

Launched under the auspices of the Malaysian 
Industry-Government Group for High 
Technology (MIGHT), myForesight, as the 
programme is called, has enjoyed six months 
of productive activities and enquiry. From 
conducting in-depth studies as part of its 
flagship National Technology Foresight 2010 
programme, myForesight is set to expand 
foresighting to other strategic areas such as 
security and defence, education and human 
capital development. 

myForesight’s trans-disciplinary approach 
makes this project unique and ambitious and 
may very well turn out to be its forte. Even 
its belated formation under the auspices of 
the Ministry of Science and Technology may 
be a blessing in disguise as myForesight 
can avoid many pitfalls in a world, where, 
compartmentalized or sectoral forecasts have 
proven to be unreliable. 

Delays sometimes allow us to learn from the 
mistakes of others; not from our own. Let 
us recapitulate recent history to see where 
narrow forecasting leads. 

California’s Silicon Valley was, till recently, 
the gold standard of the new, promised 
horizon. Its successes and systems were 
to be replicated in some form or the other 
throughout the world. Here was where 
intelligent homes and neighborhoods were 
conceptualized as an inevitable appendage to 
its hi-tech conurbation.

Now, many wealthy Californian homes have 
been emptied, repossessed and sold. All in a 
matter of three years! The reversal of fortunes 
was so dramatic that the state of California 
teetered perilously close to bankruptcy on 
a number of occasions between 2007 and 
2009. It was even tinkering with the idea of 
legalizing marijuana to generate much-needed 
tax revenues! 

Only 20 years back, the sole superpower’s 
pole position seemed unassailable. Since then, 
one forecast after another, by some of the 
most flamboyant experts in the field, have 
missed the mark. 

Foresight should be comprehensive in nature. 
High finance cannot be detached from blue-
collared concerns; R&D cannot be detached 
from primary education; and national 
security cannot be detached from integrated 

Delays 
sometimes 
allow us to 
learn from 
the mistakes 
of others; 
not from our 
own. Let us 
recapitulate 
recent history 
to see where 
narrow 
forecasting 
leads. 

healthcare. If we live in an interlinked world, 
our foresight should reflect the complexities 
and opportunities inherent within such links.

Foresight gets emasculated when linkages 
are overlooked. When issues are delinked for 
simplification, forecast models veer badly off 
course. 

Take Francis Fukuyama’s once-lauded thesis, 
The End of History and the Last Man [1], 
as an example. The fall of the Soviet Union 
and communism throughout the world was 
deemed as a vindication of liberal democracy 
and free market capitalism. According to 
Fukuyama, we had reached the zenith of 
societal evolution, leading to western liberal 
democracy as the final form of human 
government. 

As soon as Fukuyama penned his thesis, a 
major civil war broke out in Yugoslavia – right 
at the heart of an expanded, liberal democratic 
Europe. It remains unresolved till today. 

A dot.com bubble would ravage major 
economies from 1995-2000 and it roughly 
coincided with Mexico’s Tequila Effect from 
1994. By the time this cocktail received an 
Oriental blend, it was known as the 1997 
East Asian Financial Crisis. Nobody saw the 
connection until late in the day.
After a brief reprieve, financial houses 
continued to offer Tequila-laced portfolios 
till 2007, when another financial crisis 
kept lowering the bar of what constituted 
“recovery,” “recession” and even an outright 
“depression.” 

What happened? Was this a consequence of 
inadequate foresight? More importantly, were 
basic questions central to financial foresight 
voiced out and studied? 

Why did the US subprime housing crisis rock 
the global economy? 

The United States produces some of the best 
foresight expertise in the world. Its renowned 
think tanks regularly study and publish trends 
relating to the future. The databases of its 
think tanks and universities, combined with 
its research output, are simply unmatched. 

Placing the outcomes of these studies within 
a proper ecosystem is another matter 
altogether. It can only be done through a 
centralized structure.

Where Integrated 
Foresight Leads…
What about nations that maintain a 
centralized Foresight programme? Germany 
is a good example in this regard. Despite 
a wobbling global market, it is on track to 
achieve 16 per cent growth in foreign trade 
to €937bn ($1,307bn) this year [2]. Germany 
remains neck-to-neck with a continental-sized 

It is always in 
times of stress and 

challenges that 
foresight receives 
its perfect 20/20 

vision. 
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The federal 
government 
in Berlin 
acts as the 
gateway to 
Germany’s 
vast 
complex of 
innovation 
and 
foresight.

source : WTo Press release. Major revisions expected for 2010 tally. According to some estimates, Germany 
overtook China as the world’s leading exporter in some months of 2010.

China as the largest exporters in the world.
This is a fantastic achievement for a nation 
that had to clear 5 trillion cubit feet of 
rubble only 55 years back, during the 
immediate aftermath of WWII. By 1955, West 
Germany was experiencing a whirlwind of 
transformation called the Wirtschaftswunder 
(Economic Miracle). 

German exports today include heavy 
machinery, pharmaceuticals, prestigious 
cars, high-end watches, gourmet chocolates, 
Riesling wines and the Bundesliga – the most 
successful and financially viable football 
league in the world [3].

Germany’s national foresight programme is 
unique. It is driven by a consortium of think 
tanks, universities, government agencies and 
scientific R&D centers, the foremost of which 
are the Fraunhofer-Gesellschaft and Max 
Planck-Gesellschaft. (The head of Fraunhofer 
is the de facto national science advisor to the 
Chancellor of Germany).

Synergies between Fraunhofer and Max 
Planck lead to cutting-edge research in a 
bewildering array of fields, ranging from 
electromobility to nutrition to tropical 
diseases and education. The Federal 
government in Berlin acts as the gateway to 
Germany’s vast complex of innovation and 
foresight.

If Germany is reaping the benefits of its rich 
tradition of scientific foresight, so does its 

neighbour France. The French tradition is 
almost 200 years-old and dates back to the 
Napoleonic Code, which, laid the foundations 
of a modern Europe.

The Centre d’Analyse Stratégique is France 
answer to Germany’s foresighting consortium. 
It centralizes a pool of expertise under the 
patronage of the Prime Minister of France and 
concluded a “France 2025” foresighting study 
in a matter of months last year. The study 
tracked national and global trends as well as 
opportunities for France till 2025. 

This achievement is made more conspicuous 
by the Centre d’Analyse Stratégique’s 
history. Formed in 2006 to centralize the 
French government’s promotion of science, 
technology, innovation and foresight, the 
centre has accomplished its mandate with 
finesse.

Being forewarned is being forearmed. It was 
the Franco-German core that held Europe 
together during the financial crises of 2007-
2009. French and German planners had 
apparently factored in weak signals from 
banks and trading houses prior to 2007 and 
initiated contingency plans accordingly. The 
rest is history. The euro remains attractive, 
the European Union is intact and Moscow is 
now knocking on the doors of Berlin and Paris 
for greater European cooperation. 

Another worrying trend for France and 
Germany – and Europe at large – is its 

Rank

- World $12,461,000,000,000 2009 est.

- European Union (minus internal trade) $1,525,000,000,000 2009 est.

1 People’s Republic of China $1,204,000,000,000 2009 est.

2 Germany $1,159,000,000,000 2009 est.

3 United States $1,046,000,000,000 2009 est.

4 Japan $542,300,000,000 2009 est.

5 France $172,700,000,000 2009 est.

6 Netherlands $417,600,000,000 2009 est.

7 Italy $412,900,000,000 2009 est.

8 South Korea $373,600,000,000 2009 est.

9 United Kingdom $357,300,000,000 2009 est.

10 Canada $323,400,000,000 2009 est.

- Hong Kong $321,800,000,000 2009 est.

11 Russia $303,400,000,000 2009 est.

12 Mexico $274,500,000,000 2009 est.

Country Exports Date of 
Information

Geography is on 
Malaysia’s side and 
nothing can change 
that. Where is the 
old entrepôt glory 
of the Malaccan 

heydays? 
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demography. In order to remain economically 
competitive and avoid a looming old-age 
pension crisis, foresight is being used to seek 
technological solutions to replace a shrinking 
manpower base and, boost healthcare for 
senior citizens.

Europe intends to maintain an economically 
productive grey-haired population. The 
alternatives can be stark. Russia’s population 
alone will decline from 146 million in 2006 
to between 80 and 100 million by 2050. 
[4]  Russia’s foresight programme therefore 
is heavily-oriented towards defence and 
security.

Finnsight 2015 is Finland’s foresight 
programme. One of the prime drivers of 
Finnsight 2015 was the worrying national 
demography. Formed in 2005 within the 
national Academy of Finland, it initially 
focused on foresighting Science and 
Technology trends and policy formulation. Its 
focus areas have expanded into 10 strategic 
sectors, including healthcare, education and 
behavioral sciences. 

Malaysia Among 
Giants?
Foresighting is not a complicated process. The 
central question is always rudimentary: “How 
does this trend benefit us?” It then moves to 
another question: “Can we ride on this trend?” 
or “Is there an alternative?”

Answering basic questions such as these 
form the cornerstone of a national foresight 

programme. Expertise may be drawn from 
abroad – from time to time – but ultimately 
solutions would have to be implemented from 
within the nation. 

Germany is exporting high-end industrial 
products while France is expanding its 
military-industrial complex. French haute 
couture still rules the world. 

There is no copycat model here. Each national 
foresighting model is unique to the particular 
strengths of its society.

Where does Malaysia stand?

To answer that question, Malaysian planners 
should first retort with questions such as: 
“What are our natural strengths? Can we 
capitalize on them? Can we…can we…can we?” 
We can if we want to live up to our Malaysia 
Boleh tag!

After all, Malaysia is among the top 12 
“mega biodiversity nations” [5] in a world 
clamouring over climate change, green 
technology and sustainable development. 
Therein lies one natural strength. 
Malaysia is also strategically located at an 
ancient confluence of maritime activity and 
trade. Geography is on its side and nothing 
can change that. Where is the old entrepôt 
glory of the Malaccan heydays? Can we bring 
them back?

Of course we can! The primary function of 
Foresight is to answer these questions and lay 
out a roadmap for national growth. 
mathew@might.org.my

Foresighting 
is not a 
complicated 
process. 
The central 
question 
is always 
rudimentary: 
“How does 
this trend 
benefit us?”
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Future Talent as a
Key Enabler
The education sector contributes 
to 4% of the national gross 
domestic product (GDP). Realizing 
the imperatives of human capital 
development, several measures 
were taken to prepare the future 
workforce for an innovation-driven 
economy. Public spending on 
education is the largest portion of 
the Federal budget. Priority is given 
to improve the education system 
as well as create a multiskilled and 
knowledgeable workforce.

Economics Review 
Bits and Pieces

Recovery at Pace
Amidst the global economic recovery, Malaysia 
registered 7% in domestic economy growth in the year 
2010. The economy is projected to grow by 5% to 6% 
next year. The growth was driven by domestic demand, 
namely private consumption. Positive sentiments in 
private investment activities and a strong business 
climate helped as well. Looking ahead, apart from 
private investment activities, the government also needs 
to fund the NKEAs and the NKRAs.

30.4b 
2010

(RM)

29.3b 
2011

(RM)

14.1b 
2009

(RM)

Multiplying 
Economic 
Values

Robust performance of the ICT industry 
had moved the industry up the global 
value chain. The sector grew 7.3%, up 
from a contraction of 6.0% a year earlier. 
The expansion was due to higher usage 
rates of cellular services as well as strong 
broadband and third generation (3G) 
service subscriptions.

The sector, where technology evolves 
rapidly, must upkeep the growth 
momentum with a renewed focus 
on human capital and knowledge 
development. The government took a step 
in the right direction in restructuring and 
strengthening education and training in the 
sector to ensure an adequate supply of 
experts for the country.

Broadband 
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getting malaysians to 
systematiCally  look 
into the future
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When might was given the task by mosti to undertake 
the foresight study in 2010, we felt honoured. 
as an organization, we had in the past undertaken 
technology roadmapping as well as forecasting. hence 
with our expertise and experience, undertaking this 
was the logical next step. 

We wasted no time making the necessary arrangements 
to undertake this task. We were lucky. international 
partners renowned for their work on foresight had 
already expressed interest in collaborating with us. 
this included representatives from the manchester 
institute of innovation research (moir) as well as the 
korea institute of science & technology planning 
(kistep). We were ready and raring to start.
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changes are governed by market demands 
which in turn are determined by human 
needs. Can’t argue with that… Hence we start 
at the very beginning, basic human needs and 
how these needs can be met 10 years from 
now.

Now all we need to do is ask the right people 
who know the right things on meeting these 
needs?

UniqUeness of ApproAch
With this being the first attempt of getting 
Malaysians to do foresighting, we have to 
ensure that our approach will be foolproof. 
There will be no one correct way to do this; 
hence we have to ensure that we get the best 
results as a combination of methods and 
techniques will be applied and implemented. 
A hybrid; combining the best quantitative and 
qualitative that will enable myForesightTM to 
get the output from the stakeholders.

Experts consultation is a must, industry 
leaders opinions will be sought and policy 
makers involvement is required. Then, you 
can’t ignore the fact that if you talk about the 
future, you must engage the youth. Hence our 
approach must be catered to get these groups 
involved.

People are aware of the benefits and 
importance of scenario planning in foresight.  
Surveys have always been a popular way 
of getting inputs. Specialized focus groups 
have been conducted at various levels to 
sought participants inputs and views. All 
this methods have one way or another have 
been implemented by various organizations 
throughout the country.

However, no attempts have been made 
in Malaysia to combine all these methods 
with the scale that we wish to implement. 
Furthermore, we will also be integrating 
patent scanning; a method of studying 
technology patents trends as well as Delphi 
survey to further synthesize the foresight 
findings.

This is a challenge we relished and once 
we finalized the best approach for the 
stakeholder’s engagement, we were ready.

Making a point: Discussing with Dr. hyun Yim (KIStep)

GettinG stArted
One of the things that have been stressed in 
foresight is the importance of engagement 
with relevant stakeholders. Relevant people 
need to know about what we’re doing and 
what it is for. Looking at the future does 
interest a lot of people, but trying to get them 
to look at it systematically is a wholly different 
ball game.

Though foresight is well established and 
is recognized thoroughout the world as an 
effective policy planning tool, there are still 
a lot of cynics on the topic of foresight in 
Malaysia. One respondent to our attempts to 
eliciting inputs and comments even had some 
nasty words to say about foresight as well as 
other government initiatives.

W
hen the initial 
round of 
discussion 
began, the 
thought was 
“What is the 
time frame? 
Let’s pick a 
sector, three, 
four sectors? 

Why not five?”... We were quietly confident. 
With the resources we have, we would be 
able to complete at least 5 sectors within 12 
months. MiGHT had done a lot of sectoral 
works previously, looking into Aerospace, 
Herbal, Electrical & Electronics, etc. So we 
were made to believe the central issue would 
be determining or prioritizing which sector 
to begin with.  Mind you, we are not the only 
ones who took this view. All along Malaysia 
had always looked at the future of sectors. 
MITI, MOSTI, EPU all looked at sectors 
development, especially their contributions 
to the nation’s coffers. It is just the way the 
nation works.

But wait, why don’t we do a National 
technology foresight?… With no pre-identified 
sectors, no pre-judged notion, why don’t we 
start with a clean slate. We already have the 
methodology and processes in place but the 
problem with a clean slate is where exactly do 
we begin?

How about the New Key Economic Areas 
(NKEA)? We could start from there; just take 
the areas that were identified in the NKEA 
and look at the technology that’s required to 
support these areas. That will be the easy way 
out.  A few intense brainstorming sessions 
came to the conclusion that although we will 
take the NKEAs into consideration, it will 
not be the one driving the foresight exercise. 
Instead, this exercise will identify technology 
areas which will not only include those in 
the NKEA, but also those that may not bring 
immediate economic benefits now but will 
be of strategic importance to Malaysia in the 
future.

Rounds of talks with our internal teams 
as well as external experts resulted in the 
necessity to look at the very basic of human 
needs which in theory should translate into 
the collective needs of the nation. Maslow 
anyone? The argument is that technology 

Our thoughts were; this was not a hit 
on foresight itself, but rather people are 
disillusioned about the whole planning and 
effective implementation mechanism.
“A systematic process can only work in a 
systematic government” quipped a prominent 
personality in one of our workshops.

Mind you, there were a lot people who 
think that this (foresight) is the way to go, 
understanding the benefits of foresight and 
wondering why such exercises and processes 
was never sewn into the fabric of Malaysia’s 
national planning. These categories of 
stakeholders were easy to engage and they 
were itching to participate.  However we 
also had to deal with the non-believers out 
there. We knew we had a fight on our hands. 
Some won’t even give us a time of their day, 
whereas there were those who gave us the 
chance to explain and dare we say reluctantly 

Foresight methods 
attempt to provide 

a systematic way of 
solving this, looking 
into the scenarios 

developed, anticipating 
the needs and wants of 

Malaysians...
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gave us a chance, answering our surveys, 
attending the focus groups and workshops 
that were held.

Significantly, Malaysians are not very obliging 
when it comes to answering surveys.  We’ve 
tried enticement, personal calls, tried to evoke 
their patriotic nature, etc. Still the result was 
less than encouraging. They are more likely 
to participate in group discussions then be 
stuck in front of a computer screen answering 
questions.

Hence we have adapted our approach to 
have as many focus group discussions as we 
can. We have made Tuesday, every fortnight, 
a regular brainstorming session for those  
interested to talk about foresight and the 
future. These sessions, which at one time can  
accommodate up to 30 people, conducted at 
MiGHT’s very own foresight open space, allow 
participants to talk and listen to ideas and 
issues brought up by those present.  We have 
also conducted larger, seminar-sized sessions, 
aptly named Foresight InterConnectTM.   This 
was held at a leading hotel in Putrajaya where 
we had a larger number of participants.
 

LookinG into fUtUre 
scenArios
It is of vital importance to remind the 
participants at our sessions to think forward; 
to have them to think and look into the future 
and not to get pre-occupied with issues 
of today. It involves a change of mind set, 
envisioning themselves in the future, placing 
them in the middle of 2020 and beyond. This 
proved challenging at times. There were times 
when a heated exchange developed in a group 
discussion. We were required to intervene 
and remind the participants on whether the 
cause of their argument will still be an issue 
10 years from now!

It is worth noting that interest in foresight and 
what we were doing spiked up what we were 
conducting scenario planning workshops. 
Hence it is safe to presume that this is 
the most receptive of foresight tools and 
methods, made popular by the likes of Shell. 
Participants were curious to know where the 
future lies and how they would embark in 
creating the scenarios.

Unrealistic expectations were also bubbling to 
the surface, thinking that solutions to issues 
that were identified through the foresight 
process would be available once the whole 
exercise is completed.

Hence we preached caution to participants,  
reminding them of the objectives of the 
exercise as well as its expected outcomes. In 
times like this, Joseph Coates definition of 
foresight comes in handy.

During the course of our work, we  established 
a prioritized list of issues afflicting the 
country as well as their associated drivers.  
It was a no brainer; everybody agreed on 
the future drivers for the country, and what 
will affect changes. The challenges were, 
however, evident during the attempt to rank 
the importance of each driver of change. 
Interesting arguments were made by each 
participant on the reasoning why one driver 
was more important than another and vice 
versa.

Then there was also the issue of what is 
certain and what is not. Participants took 
some time warming to this concept; of 
knowing a drivers’ importance and its 
likelihood of happening. Identifying these 
uncertainties of the future forms the central 
theme and backbone of the scenarios to be 
developed.

During this session, the creativity juice 
was flowing in abundance. In fact we felt 
very encouraged. From our observation, 
Malaysians are an animated lot when it comes 
to sharing their ideas on the future. This 
ranges from the mundane to the extraordinary 
with each depicting a plausible future of 
Malaysia.

At the end of the exercise, four scenarios of 
Malaysia’s future were successfully developed. 
However, we can’t help noticing that the 
level of cynicism continues in the scenarios 
developed. The causes and consequences 
contain elements of scepticism in the ability of 
the powers that be to carry out the proposed 
initiative that is spelt out in the scenarios.

Foresight is a process 
through which one 
comes to a fuller 
understanding of the 
forces shaping the long-
term future. It should 
be taken into account 
in policy formulation, 
planning and decision 
making… 

WhAt is WronG With this 
pictUre? 
It’s funny how a lot of people have many 
things to say about the malaise (if indeed 
it is a malaise) that’s affecting our country. 
However when it comes to prescriptions, 
nobody is willing to take a stand and commit 
on what the actual solution is.

Foresight methods attempt to provide a 
systematic way of solving this, looking into 
the scenarios developed, anticipating the 
needs and wants of Malaysians depicted in 
the scenarios, envisioning the products and 
services required to meet the needs and 
wants. Since we were actually looking into 
this from a technology perspective, we will be 
identifying technology areas that will enable 
the creation of these products and services.

Inputs from stakeholders varied in identifying 
the needs and wants of Malaysians in the 
future. This came as no surprise since the 
stakeholders came from a diverse background 
and were looking at it through at their very 
own perspective. Refinements and further 
discussions followed, whereby, a common 
theme rose out of the exercise.

insights
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Each participant was hopeful about the future 
being sustainable; this includes economically, 
environmentally as well as the continued 
availability of the necessary infrastructure to 
support this growth. All these were envisioned 
to contribute towards a high quality of life 
enjoyed by Malaysians with the availability of 
quality education and human capital.

To date, MiGHT has compiled a list of 
more than a hundred technology needs 
that were segregated into 15 technology 
areas to support the vision of the future. 
It is worth to note that subsequent steps 
are well underway at the time of print to 
further filter and prioritize this list.  This will 
be done by looking into its attractiveness 
factor; contributions towards the country’s 
socio economic development as well as 
the feasibility factor; and the availability of 
resources and infrastructure to support the 
uptake of this technology.

During our course of work, we have also 
undertaken the task of looking into Malaysia’s 

A foresight interConnectTM session

This will then require the involvement of 
stakeholders with specific areas of interest 
and expertise.

This cycle will need to be continued. 
Malaysians of various background and 
expertise needs to be engaged to reflect 

the inclusiveness announced by our Prime 
Minister. Our countrymen must have the 
ability to foresight.

If all goes according to plan, as gleefully sang 
by Timbuk 3 “The future’s so bright, I have to 
wear shades”.

common foresiGht methods

Source: Adapted from popper et al (2005) and Keenan et al (2006)
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A lot of people have 
many things to say 

about the malaise…
when it comes to 

prescriptions, nobody is 
willing to take a stand 

and commit on what the 
actual solution is.

competitive edge, taking stock of the country’s 
resources and infrastructure as well as 
matching it to the needs and wants identified.

Upon concluding this exercise, we can safely 
state that these are technology areas which 
are critical to support the socio economic 
development of the country until the year 
2020. However, we believe there is still work 
to be done in each of the areas; foresight 
initiatives required at the sectoral level to 
ensure continuity of the previous effort.  

insights
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It is an honour for us to have an article in the inaugural issue of the myForesight magazine.  The launch of this publication is important for 
Malaysia as it brings together best practices on how to conduct foresight.   The two of us have been fortunate to witness Malaysia’s commitment 
to forward looking policy as we work towards increasing foresight literacy in Malaysia under the Brain Gain program,   and in being part of many 
other foresight and insight related initiatives in this country.

The two of us Jack Smith (as the former Chief Foresight Officer for Canada), and  Dr. Calof  (as recipient of Frost and Sullivan’s life time 
achievement award for his work in foresight and intelligence and fellow of the society for Strategic and Competitive Intelligence Professionals) 
have been fortunate to view foresight around the world,  both in our capacity as academics studying it and consultants helping governments 
and companies benefit from it.  We have created foresight leader forums, discussion groups, helped plan conferences and conducted numerous 
workshops. It is the knowledge we have gained from these experiences that we wish to share with you in this your inaugural issue. 

If any one of these four does not occur, then 
the program will fail – and the government 
will not control directly any of these 
prerequisites. So they need tools that will 
enable them to understand these four 
elements and their associated drivers.

Foresight is a tool to help understand these 
elements of the external environment. In fact 
with proper understanding, programs can be 
designed that would address these concerns.  
For example, scenario analysis would help 
the government identify key drivers for 
nanotechnology over the next 20 years, 
thereby pointing the way to more attractive 
areas to focus the policy on.  Perhaps given 
Malaysia’s strengths, the focus should be on 
materials nanotechnology? Maybe it should 
be on health-related nanotechnology? There 
are many different areas in nanotechnology 
that could be focused on and as a country 
you do need to focus. Foresight looks long 
term, recognizing that for the Malaysian 
nanotechnology industry to grow and thrive 
requires looking not at today’s markets 
but tomorrows  as it will take time to do 
the research, design the products, build 
the capacity. Russia’s time frame for their 
nanotechnology policy was 20 years. We 
get industry ready for the environment of 
tomorrow, not the environment of today. 

Foresight and its sister field, competitive 
intelligence also recognizes the need to 
better understand the specific “players” in 
the environment. This is a more short term 
focus than classic foresight but is generally 
more in depth. So, for the nanotechnology 
program, the intelligence component would 
be to profile the banks to see what type of 
guarantee would encourage them to accept 
nanotechnology proposals. For the company, 
it would be profiles to see what technologies 
are competitive, whether companies would 
be willing to be participants in the program, 
and so forth. Canada set up a technology 
intelligence unit within the National Research 
Council to assist these types of enquiries.

So by use of foresight and competitive 
intelligence, a nanotechnology program 
would be designed that in understanding 
the drivers of how the banks and companies 
operate (competitive intelligence) and where 
technology is going (competitive intelligence 
and foresight), sets out a program of financing 
and research that positions Malaysia for the 
future of the industry (foresight).

“Foresight is a set of strategic tools that 
support government and industry decisions 
with adequate lead time for societal 
preparation and strategic response by 
assessing the external environment.” (Smith 
and Calof, 2010).

Why foresight? A government’s or a 
company’s success depends on factors 
that are outside their direct control.  For 
example, as a government, Malaysia could 
look at developing a program designed to 
encourage the development and growth of 
nanotechnology companies (similar to what 
Russia is doing). Among the instruments of 
this program could be a loan guarantee or 
other financial instruments.  The intent of 
the policy would be to create and support a 
viable and successful nanotechnology sector.  
While the government can certainly create 
the program and provide the loan guarantees, 
success hinges on a few factors beyond a 
government’s control:

1The actual nanotechnology industry 
globally being a profitable/attractive one. If 
the industry becomes unattractive, Malaysian 
companies may not do well in it. 

2Malaysian companies developing 
appropriate innovative products/services that  
would require loan guarantees.

3 That the companies apply for loan 
guarantees.

4 That the banks accept proposals with 
loan guarantees.

insights
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For a program or strategy to succeed 
therefore requires not only a fundamental 
understanding of the forces that can affect 
it, but also what are likely to be the most 
uncertain aspects of these forces and how they 
might change the game . If you are a company 
this means understanding the likely reactions 
of customers, competitors, governments 
and regulators for example.  If you are a 
government, it is about understanding how 
the intended audience of the policy will react.

Foresight and competitive intelligence, are 
both fields that focus on providing depth 
of insight and a forward orientation – key 
attributes required to deal with this dilemma.  
These fields use a variety of profiling and 
environmental assessment techniques to 
understand companies, markets, technology 
trends etc. They have proven to be very 
useful for providing the insight required to 
understand these external forces.  Policy 
which is based on analysis of the environment 
of today will rarely succeed unless the 
environment of tomorrow is identical to it. 
Policy which is not based on analysis of the 
players that it is intended to impact can also 
not succeed. 

Foresight has been used by organizations to 
provide numerous benefits to decision makers 
and stakeholders to:

n	 Reveal prospective new issues, 
challenges-threats, stakeholders, or shifts 
inalignments of influential players;

n  Identify needs for new skills, knowledge 
and capabilities;

n  Highlight new, weak signals that can 
become pivotal in the future, and signal 
potentially disruptive surprises, emerging 
technologies that will be critical for the 
organization’s future;

n  Demonstrate current regulatory 
weaknesses – zones where failure to 
prepare can bring severe consequences;

n  Determine S&T, R&D priorities, strategic 
technology investment domains and 
critical sectors;

n  Expose the limits of current policies and 
gaps that should be filled;

n  Deliver intelligence on emerging business 
and market opportunities, new foreign 
strengths and players;

n  Provide alerts about threats, complex 
situations and organizational 
vulnerabilities – allowing time to adapt

In short, foresight contributes to better 
decisions, more robust policies, precision 
in research choices and insightful analysis.  
Further, as we have noted, many of the most 
prosperous countries in the world have used 
foresight as a tool to enhance their policy 
making.

What are 
the keys to 
successful 
foresight?

We have been working on a research program 
designed to identify the requirements for 
successful foresight programs.  We did a 
study on this question two years ago by 
interviewing the directors of the top foresight 
programs in the world. Last year, we gave the 
list of these success factors to a roundtable of 
foresight program directors that had gathered 
in the United Kingdom. The list starts with an 
assumption that your foresight program has 
used the appropriate methodologies. This is 
what we learned from the successful units.

Focus(es) on a clearly 
identified client:  
 
Successful functions were housed within 
a ministry responsible for innovation. In 
Ireland this was the Industry Ministry while 
in Thailand it is the National Science and 
Technology Development Agency (NSTDA).  
In Finland, the Parliamentary Committee on 
the Future is supported by a national fund 
for R&D (SITRA- government investment, 

Future is not nessarily continuation of the past

What happens when humans 
predict their future?

Source: 2007 world economic froum/roland Berger Strategy Consultants

augmented by a significant Nokia share 
sale in the 1990s) as well as by government 
science and technology focused agencies such 
as the TEKES, VTT, (Ministry of Trade and 
Industry) and the Academy of Finland, part 
of the Ministry of Education. Not only were 
they housed within the correct ministry, this 
was identified as the primary client for the 
foresight results.

Clear link between foresight 
and today’s policy agenda: 
 
A key requirement is to develop foresight 
capacity amongst senior decision makers 
so that they can integrate the important 
tools of technology foresight into advice to 
government. The UK seems to have developed 
this capacity the most where the Science 
Advisor has repeatedly been able to engage 
key ministries as joint sponsors and receptors 
for the results. However all interviewees 
talked about the link between what they were 
doing (foresight exercises) and actual policy.

Direct links to senior policy 
makers: 
 
To have a better understanding of policy 
needs, to get much needed budgetary 
resources and so forth, the foresight capacity 
and stakeholder organizations must be 
linked with and provide regular briefings 
to senior policy makers. This also helps in 
getting recommendations implemented.  
Many reported that this was either a normal 
practice or an ongoing challenge and that 
indicated progress was being made. A recent 
Canadian foresight project had over a dozen 
Deputy Ministers and Assistant Deputy 
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To have a better 
understanding 
of policy needs, 
to get much 
needed budgetary 
resources and 
so forth, the 
foresight capacity 
and stakeholder 
organizations 
must be linked to 
provide regular 
briefings to senior 
policy makers.

Ministers as sponsors and mentors for the 
project. It’s no wonder that the projects 
results are being integrated into new policy 
and programs.

Public-private partnerships: 
 
Most program experts extolled the good 
relationships they had developed with 
industry leaders, advanced technology firms 
or private sector advisors connected in some 
way to the national policy agenda and/or 
senior decision makers.  The actual form 
of the linkage varied from collaborative to 
cooperative to consultative, but the clear 
message was that a successful foresight 
had to connect in some meaningful manner 
to private sector actors. Foresight must be 
outside in, that is starting with the private 
sector perspective and translating it to 
government requirements. After all, the policy 
being developed is designed to impact the 
external environment.

Develops and employs 
methodologies and skills that 
are not always used in other 
departments: 

For example, Forfas came into being to 
address a government gap – i.e. there was a 
recognized need to use new and more forward 
looking approaches to help in policy setting. 
Thus, they brought to the table intelligence 
and foresight methodologies. APEC CTF in 
Thailand has had its strategy planning and 
scenario approaches used by their host 

department to help the Government itself 
establish its longer term strategies. In all 
cases, the new function was bringing much 
needed methodologies that had previously not 
been fully exploited within the mainstream 
Departments of the government.

Clear communication 
strategy:  
 
A strategy is needed that serves to keep key 
stakeholders aware of ongoing projects and 
activities.  Excellent foresight is both time 
sensitive and attractive to those motivated 

to detect change ahead of its appearance- 
hence it has significant media value and 
communications reach – but also must be well 
described so the context of change, including 
both its challenges and opportunities, can be 
appreciated.   All of the Agencies ontacted 
realized how critical this aspect of forward 
readiness has become. There was a range of 
creative communication approaches ranging 
from newsletters and websites devoted to 
key stakeholders to an approach of getting in 
the elevator with key decision makers to give 
them 60-second elevator speeches.

Integration of stakeholders 
into programs:  
 
The agencies investigated all made use 
of key stakeholders in processes such as 
project selection, information gathering 
and assessment, and provision of key 
recommendations.  This factor while obvious 
has not always been easy to fully accomplish, 
and so many experts indicated that this 
presented constant hurdles to creating the 
levels of appreciation and support necessary 
to assure strong policy impacts.
 
Furthermore, many indicated that it was 
necessary to retain these involvements 
beyond the period of the actual projects or 
initial foresight program – because they were 
an important part of validating the value of 
foresight to new clients and new topic areas.

Existence of a national-local 
academic receptor and 
training capacity:  
 
A clear need at the start is a national-local 
academic receptor capability for foresight  
skills and training – hiring from abroad is 
fine for the start up phase, but participants 
consistently stated that one needs a local 
sounding board that can be aligned with the 
policy needs- capacities, through providing 
training, intelligence and policy ideas relevant 
to future challenges; (PREST-MIoIR as an 
example). Academics that can connect with 
stakeholders, provide legitimacy and know 
the methodology are a distinctive asset, and 
they provide a steady source of new ideas, 
intelligence and international foresight 
connections. These skills are needed to build 
a country’s foresight literacy and includes 
training decision makers to understand the 
importance and use of foresight.

Our involvement in Malaysia’s foresight 
is limited. We have provided training to 
personnel from various departments as well 
as reviewed foresight project plans. It is based 
on these limited views that our preliminary 
opinions are formed.  Using the previous 
critical success factor framework as the 
analytical methodology, we have identified 
several strengths in the Malaysian foresight 
program and a few areas that need to be 
worked on.

Foresight and its 
sister field competitive 

intelligence also 
recognize the need to 
better understand the 

specific “players” in the 
environment.
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Our 
observations 
from being in 
Malaysia and 
our hope for 
your future 
foresight 
initiatives

Strengths:

We were impressed by how attune the 
Malaysian government is to the concept of 
forward looking policy. This is evidenced by 
recent developments in Malaysia.  Having 
the unit housed in MOSTI makes sense as 
it is responsible for providing innovation 
and science-based advice.  By looking at the 
projects currently under way, there is no 
question that foresight in Malaysia is focused 
on the government priorities.  We also saw a 
commitment to developing methodology and 
skills not in evidence at other departments. 
In fact, while we were providing our initial 
training for MiGHT, SIRIM and MOSTI, we 
noted that they were also getting training 
in scenario analysis, a very important 
foresight method. Further, the Department 
had sponsored a foresight conference in the 
previous year that focused on developing 
foresight skills.

The weaknesses: Rather than highlight the 
weaknesses directly, we instead choose to 
offer a few carefully chosen recommendations 
designed to enhance Malaysia’s foresight 
capacity. 

1Integrate other government departments, 
private sector and academia in each foresight 
project. Today’s policy issues are too complex 
to have foresight only generated within the 
framework of only one department. We would 
like to see more stakeholders being brought 
into the foresight process.

2 Bring foresight to the senior management 
level. In companies and top government 
agencies, foresight reports to Presidents, 
Ministers, Deputy Ministers or vice presidents. 
Make sure that there is a direct link between 
foresight and senior decision makers.

3 Make sure you have a relevant time frame 
for foresight. While the government talks 
about 20-year time horizons, it appears to us 
that policy making around foresight results 
is but a 2-year horizon. While some foresight 
can be short term oriented, some must -- by 
definition -- focus on laying in the decisions 
today which will not bear results for 10+ 
years.

4 Increase foresight literacy amongst 
senior managers. To help foresight grow 
will require acceptance and understanding 
from key ministers.  In Canada, each Deputy 
Minister has been challenged to develop 
forward- looking policy using the tools we 
have talked about in this paper.

5 Enhance the countries foresight 
capacity. It would be useful to sponsor the 
development of University curriculum in this 
area. This is how China and the United States 
has been growing capacity.    

6 Take advantage of unique collection 
opportunities such as conferences, workshops 
and tradeshows.  The personnel at our 
our training programs attend a significant 
number of events. Yet, there appears to be no 
coordinated collection plan for these events. 
Several foreign countries use these events to 
collect the information needed for foresight 
and intelligence initiatives and we strongly 
encourage Malaysia to similarly embark on an 
event intelligence program.

We look forward to sharing more of our 
insights with Malaysia in the years to come. 
Yours is a wonderful country with much 
potential.  We are amazed with your innate 
competitive advantages including geographic 
and cultural proximity to key markets, 
resource strength and knowledge base. 
Foresight provides an important tool for using 
this potential.

S&T PIOnEErS

Planck was born in Kiel on April 23, 1858 
into a Swabian family that 
had produced important 
theologians and lawyers.

In 1879 Planck was awarded 
his doctorate in Munich for 
his thesis “Über den zweiten 
Hauptsatz der Wärmetheorie 
[On the Second Law of 
the Mechanical Theory of 
Heat]”. He earned a senior post-doctorate 
qualification at the young age of 22, and 
lectured unpaid as a reader at the University 
in Munich, where he continued working on 
the theory of thermodynamics. Later, he 
became a tenured professor in 1892 and in 
1894 became a full member of the Prussian 
Academy of Sciences. His scientific career 
received significant momentum with the 
publication of his award-winning work “Das 
Prinzip der Erhaltung der Energie [The 
Principle of Energy Conservation]”.  His most 
important scientific achievement was the 
discovery in 1899 of the natural constant, 
“Planck’s constant”, from which he developed 
his law of radiation and founded quantum 
theory, which revolutionized modern Physics. 
He received the Nobel Prize for this in 1918.
Source: www.archiv-berlin.mpg.de

Max Planck

Joseph von Fraunhofer Fraunhofer-
Gesselshaft takes its name 
from Joseph von Fraunhofer 
(1787-1826), the illustrious
Munich researcher, inventor 
and entrepreneur.
Born of a family of modest 
means, Joseph von Fraunhofer 
was a glass-grinding 
apprentice when discovered 
by the privy counsellor Joseph 
von Utzschneider. He took up employ in the 
latter’s Optical Institute and, at the age of 22, 
became the director of glass manufacturing. 
He was responsible for the development 
of new methods of glass production and 
processing.

The optical instruments he himself developed, 
including the spectrometer and the diffraction
grid, allowed Fraunhofer to conduct 
fundamental research in the fields of light 
and optics. He was the first to measure 
the spectrum of sunlight and characterize 
the dark absorption strips it contains: the 
»Fraunhofer lines«.

His independent, autodidactic work won him 
great acclaim from industry and government. 
The former apprentice became a full member 
of the Bavarian Academy of Sciences. 
(Source: Fraunhofer Gesselshaft)

Joseph von Fraunhofer
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“A man makes a decision 
for two reasons  – the 
good reason and the real 
reason.”  J.P. Morgan

Henry Ford is famously quoted as saying if 
he’d asked his customers what they wanted, 
they would have asked for a faster horse. 
The quote is often used as an illustration of 
how bad customers are at telling companies 
what they want. Every entrepreneur knows 
that business success stems from meeting  
Customer needs , and all know how difficult it 
is to do the job well.

whAt CuStoMerS 
reAllY wANt: the THree 
CuStoMer eSSeNtIAlS –

by Darrell Mann, 
Ceo, SYSteMAtIC INNovAtIoN ltD,

PrinCiPal Consultant, 
IpIC INtegrAteD SDN. BhD. 

ouTCoMe, 
ouTCoMe AnD 
ouTCoMe.
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A
sk any potential customer 
what they want, and the 
best they can tell us is a 
better, faster and cheaper 
version of what they 
already know. And more 
often than not, ‘cheaper’ 
comes top of the list. 
Which is a problem 
for anyone thinking of 

entering a market, because ‘cheaper’ very 
often also means ‘low profit’. And worse, if 
there’s someone already in the market, your 
new ‘low cost’ entrant is very likely to start a 
price war in which ultimately everyone loses.

By learning to ask customers better questions, 
we can massively increase our chances of 
long term business success. One of the best 
questions to ask customers is ‘why?’ Ask the 
customer who just asked for a faster horse, 
why they want a faster horse, and you are 
about to learn something important. Knowing 
that customers want a faster horse is to all 
intents and purposes meaningless. Knowing, 
on the other hand, that the faster horse will 
allow the customer to get to the store and 
back more quickly is starting to be something 
you can do something about. Ask them why 
they want to get to the store more quickly and 
hear that the reason is so they can spend more 
quality time with their family, and you’re on 
your way to innovation gold-dust.

Customers pay money for things that allow 
them to get jobs done. Getting a job done 
is an ‘outcome’, and the really nice thing 
about outcomes is that they stay pretty much 
constant. Solutions change, but the outcomes 
they  deliver stay the same. We all want to 
spend more quality time with our families, but 
we don’t necessarily need a faster horse to 
achieve it.

Paradoxically, some of the most successful 
entrepreneurs learn at this point that it is 
often better to not go and ask the customer 
about what their needs. The underlying 
thinking is this: if outcomes stay the same, my 
job is merely to identify those markets where 
the Customers outcome needs are not being 
served well, and to then go and find a way 
to do things significantly  better than what’s 
already on the market. The most famous 
advocate of this route is Steve Jobs. The 
iPod, for example did not come from market 
research. It came from recognising that the 
outcome customers craved was easy access to 
the music they wanted, and then putting 
together an ‘insanely great’ (to use 
Steve’s words) business infrastructure 
(i.e. iTunes) to enable that outcome to be 
delivered. Net result, a comfortable 80% 
market share and the envy of every MP3 
manufacturer in the world.

Defining the outcomes your prospective 
customer is trying to achieve, and 
then deliver them better than your 

We

Me

Tangible intangible

This next why means we start to get to 
the real underlying outcomes that drive 
customers. This next why starts to get us to 
the underlying intangibles that really drive 
what customers do. A really good way to think 
about this is to divide the world of customer 
outcomes as shown in the figure:
 

Customers outcome 
needs are not being 
served well, and to then 
go and find a way to 
do things significantly  
better than what’s 
already on the market. 
The most famous 
advocate of this route is 
Steve Jobs. 

competitors is pretty much the start and the 
end of the innovation story.

Not quite the end though, because there 
comes a point where the additional benefits 
accrued from getting to the store a few 
seconds faster, or getting a few more seconds 
of family quality time ceases to make any 
meaningful sense.  This kind of law of 
diminishing returns is universal. When you 
got your first mobile phone it was probably 
a big, clunky thing weighing half a kilogram. 
Minimizing weight was an outcome you were 
interested in. Now phones weigh less than 
100g and no-one cares anymore. Same with 
the life of the battery. Same with queuing at 
the grocery store. Deliver the outcome better 
than a certain value, and the customer doesn’t 
care anymore. What you need to do when this 
happens, is ask the next why and get to the 
next level outcome that the customer is really 
interested in.

By way of example, let’s imagine we’re about 
to set up a new taxi business. We know this 
is already a highly competitive, low margin 
business, so it doesn’t immediately strike us 
as particularly appealing. When we observe a 
business like this, it is highly likely that all the 
current outcomes are being well-served by the 
current providers. So, what outcomes does a 
taxi deliver? Well, if we look at the bottom left 
box in the matrix, its main tangible function 
is to deliver me from A to B. What else does a 
taxi do? It carries my luggage, and, moving up 
to the top-left box, it carries anyone else I’m 
travelling with. But that’s about it. What about 
outcomes in the bottom right hand box? What 
‘intangible’ outcomes does a taxi  deliver? 
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Probably not many. Perhaps, if I’m lucky, I get 
a taxi-driver who has a few good stories to 
tell and I get to enjoy a pleasant conversation 
during the journey. Maybe, if it is a limousine 
taxi I get the additional intangible benefit of 
feeling like I deserve the reward for all the 
hard work I’ve done during the day. 

If those are all the things I can think about, 
then, and all of those outcomes already seem 
to have been served well enough by the other 
taxi companies, then there is no space for me 
to make a successful new business. If, on the 
other hand, I can find a new set of outcomes 
that customers would like then I have at least 
the start of a chance.

So, what other outcomes might customers 
like to achieve? What about different types 
of customers? What ‘intangible’ outcomes 
might multiple customers (top right hand 
box of the matrix) want? An excellent recent 
example of a taxi company thinking in this 
important box are the pink-roofed taxis that 
started operating in Dubai at the start of last 

year. What outcomes 
do they serve that no-
one else thought about 
serving? Well, firstly 
the service is aimed 
at women and young 

families and hospitals. The intangible outcome 
being served? ‘Peace of mind’:

Why do you want a taxi? Answer to pick the 
children up from school.

Why do you want to pick the children up from 
school? Because I can’t be there and I want to 
be sure they get home safely.

Why do you want to be sure they’re home 
safely? Peace of mind.

As we can see from the success of the concept 
– not just in Dubai but also in Tehran, London 
and Moscow, and no doubt several hundred 
more places around the world within the 
next few years – people are prepared to pay a 
significant premium to get their higher level 
outcomes achieved.  

move family/friends
protect family/friends
entertain occupants
minimise 
environment damage

move me from a-b
transport goods 
protect me isolate me

‘save family’
‘peace of mind’

reward myself my 
safety
empathetic-
conversation
‘woman’s touch’

peace
of Mind

Top Tips For Budding 
Entrepreneurs/Start-Ups:

1. Identify who your prospective customers are
2. Identify the outcomes those customers are 

trying to achieve
3. Ask ‘why’ they want these outcomes to get to 

the higher level intangibles
4. Examine how well your potential competitors 

deliver these outcomes
5. Find a way to deliver them more effectively

Teleporting
The ultimate travel wish 
list – the ability to be 
transported from place to 
place instantaneously has 
caught the imagination 
of people ever since it 
appeared in “Star Trek.”

Jet Packs
The idea of gas-filled 
backpacks came into 
vogue in popular culture as 
depicted in James Bond’s 
“Thunderball” as well as in 
the movie “The Rocketeer.”

Flying Cars
The movie “Back to the 
Future II” featured a flying 
car named DeLorean. So 
does The “Fifth Element” 
and loads of other movies. 
Indeed, the flying car is 
depicted in most fictional 
future worlds. We have 
cars. We have planes. 
Hence flying cars isn’t that 
far-fetched, is it?
 

Space Cities
Visions of the future often 
depict continuous population 
growth. Hence the need 
for space cities!  The latest 
incarnation is depicted in 
Disney’s WALL-E.

Bionic 
Capabilities
Remember the “6 Million 
Dollar Man” & “RoboCop?” 
Though efforts in robotics 
have come a long way, we 
have yet to realize visions 
depicted in the popular TV 
series.

Near-Lightspeed 
Travel
Near-Lightspeed Travel has 
the ability to significantly 
dilate time, sending an 
accelerating traveller rapidly 
forward in time relative to 
those left behind before the 
journey. The closer to the 
speed light, the further into 
the future one travels.

human beings have always been fascinated with visions of the future. these 
visions have been depicted in countless books, graphic novels as well as 
movies. But these visions – cool ideas that they are – often have not panned 
out. myforesighttM takes a look at 5 visions of the future we’ve been waiting 
for and have yet to arrive.

Fictions & Visions of 
the Future 

 
Why weren’t we the people to come up with 
that concept? Why aren’t we the ones busy 
selling the franchise all around the planet?

Most likely answers: because a) we 
thought this was a mature business 
with no growth potential, b) we weren’t 
thinking about the outcomes customers 
are trying to achieve that aren’t yet being 
adequately served.

This same kind of thinking can be applied 
to any other business we like, from the 
the smallest corner grocer to the biggest 
multi-national ; what are customers 
trying to get done?  What outcomes are 
they really trying to achieve? All we have 
to do is ask “why one more time than 
your” competitors and you’re over half 
way to a breakthrough business success 
your own.
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Q: hOW DO yOu ThinK ThiS WiLL FiT in 
ThE NEM AnD ThE NKEA?

Datuk Mahani 

A: this is what i consider as the cross cutting issue. In 
the NeM, we deal with cross cutting issues like human 
resource, investment and technology. So what is 
being done now is giving the details or the substance 
into the broader issues. 

Also I think it’s very important to identify the 
technology that is needed for the projects 
identified by the NKeA. So without specifying and 
understanding, and evaluating the technology I think 
both the strategic initiatives under the NeM and NKeA 
will not take off.

myForesightTM 

Q: hOW EFFECTivE DO yOu ThinK 
ThiS FOrESiGhT ExErCiSE iS  in 
DETErMininG ThE FuTurE TEChnOLOGy 
DEvELOPMEnT AnD iTS COnTribuTiOn 
TO ThE COunTry’S DEvELOPMEnT?

Datuk Mahani  
A: As foresight is just starting, I have an open mind on its 
outcome. for me this technology foresight is very important 
because we need to set or understand what would be the 
technology path in the future and as we can see for any 
country to move up to a higher level economy, technology 
is the key ingredient and even though we have the people, 
without the technology we can’t do it. 

So mapping out and understanding what would be the 
technology direction is very important. In that sense i highly 
welcome this technology foresight workshop.

myForesightTM 

Q: DO hAvE COMMEnTS On hOW 
MyFOrESiGhTTM, bEinG A nEuTrAL 
bODy On A PArTnErShiP PLATFOrM, 
CAn ExTEnD iTS FOrESiGhT MiSSiOn in 
MALAySiA? 

Datuk Mahani

A: Certainly what is being done today is to set or map 
out the technology foresight but what is important 
after that is how to explain to all the people. Now only 
a small number of people are involved in foresighting, 
but I think it’s important then to explain to the industries, 
other stakeholders, researches and policy makers about 
what is the likely technology that is going to be needed 
in the future. I think what you are doing today is just the 
beginning.. After this there will be a lot more work to do..

You have my word that ISIS would love to participate in 
the upcoming myforesighttM activities. we are certainly 
looking at ways on how to contribute in terms of ideas 
and actually disseminate and share our own ideas.

26

national teChnology 
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wIth DATuK Dr. MAhAni
zAinAL AbiDin

Chief exeCutive, 
INStItute of StrAtegIC AND 
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* The title of this article 
comes from robert Lewis 
Stevenson, who wrote that 
“Everybody, soon or late, 
sits down to a banquet of 
consequences.”

BY ALex soojunG-kiM PAnG, ph.D.
ASSoCIAte fellow, SAïD BuSINeSS SChool, oxforD uNIverSItY
fouNDer, future2. ASK pANg@future2.org

scholar’s corner

feasting at the 
“banquet of 
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1Alex Soojung-Kim pang, “futures 2.0: rethinking the Discipline,” 
foresight: the Journal of futures Studies, Strategic thinking and 
policy 12:1 (Spring 2010), 5-20.

2 raymond williams, Keywords: A vocabulary of Culture and Society, 
revised edition (oxford: oxford university press, 1983). futurists have 
spent little energy analyzing unanticipated consequences, but an 
important exception to this generalization is the work of richard 
henschel: for an overview, see paul Dragos Aligica, “Social predictions, 
institutional design and prestige loops: richard henshel’s contribution 
to futures studies,” futures 41 (2009) 147–155.

3 Shishir Nigam, “the era of unintended Consequences,” Daily 
Markets (June 14, 2010), online at http://www.dailymarkets.com/
stocks/2010/06/14/the-era-of-unintendedconsequences/. Nigam’s 
use echoes financial advisor Michael panzer, “An era of unintended 
Consequences,” Safe haven (2 December 2006), online at http://www.
safehaven.com/article/6421/an-era-of-unintended-consequences.

h
oW Do We CoMe To 
unDersTAnD what 
is knowable about 
the future, and how 
much responsibility 
we should assume for 
correctly anticipating 
the impacts of our 
actions? Futurists have 
argued for decades 

about the limits of prediction, and the values 
of different kinds of methods and tools, 
in creating products that can be useful in 
strategic planning, policymaking, and other 
forward-looking activities. But the popular 
expectations and the attitudes of our clients 
are just as important in shaping both our work 
and the opportunities our work has to affect 
the world. Futures is defined, evaluated and 
used within a framework of understanding 
and expectations that we negotiate with our 
clients. This framework, in turn, is influenced 
by an environment made up of cultural and 
social norms that define how we think about 
the future: what we believe can and cannot 
be said about the future; what kinds of future 
events people are able to anticipate; and how 
accountable leaders should be for anticipating 
disasters and creating good futures. So if 
something in this environment changes, it is 
worth thinking about how it affects our work.

In a previous essay, I discussed how futurists 
could use recent insights from behavioral 
economics, neuroeconomics, and tools 
from social media to develop new ways of 
researching and communicating our work1.  

Here, I want to map recent changes in our 
larger environment. To do this, I will look 
at important “keywords” of the future: 
the concept of unintended consequences2.   
Unintended consequences seem to plague 
our best efforts to plan these days. Financial 
writer Shishir Nigam declared in mid-2010 
that “one of the biggest themes in this current 
investment environment and in the next few 
years will be the dominance of unintended 
consequences - an environment where the 
unintended consequences of actions will 
speak much louder than the intended actions 
themselves.3”  

The concept of unintended consequences has 
been around for a long time, but nonetheless 
Nigam’s claim that we live in an “era of 
unintended consequences” is striking. The 
term seems to have made its first appearance 
in English in the 1820s, but over the last 
twenty years its popularity has exploded 
(see Appendix 1). Traditionally, it served to 
warn against hubris, and to recognize the 
fragility of our efforts to make sense of and 
improve the world. As T. S. Eliot put it, “For 
every life and every act consequence of good 
and evil can be shown and as in time results 
of many deeds are blended so good and 
evil in the end become confounded;” more 
familiar is the saying that the road to Hell is 
paved with good intentions. In other hands, it 
presented a vision of a mechanistic, uncaring 
and amoral universe: the brilliant but cynical 
Thomas Huxley declared that the “Logical 
consequences are the scarecrows of fools 
and the beacons of wise men,” and Huxley’s 

American contemporary, Robert G. Ingersoll 
(like Huxley, a social reformer and agnostic), 
said, “In nature there are neither rewards nor 
punishments; there are only consequences.” 

All events or decisions have consequences: 
as Joseph Addison declared three centuries 
ago, “There is not any present moment that is 
unconnected with some future one.” But that 
does not mean that we are at fault if we fail 
to account accurately for every consequence 
of every “present moment.” Indeed, there are 
several things that unintended consequences 
are not. Unintended consequences do not 
exist in the natural world. They are not 
merely failures or defeats: a loss, whether 
on the playing field or battlefield or market, 
is not an unintended consequence. Causes 
and effects that are very distantly-related 
are not generally considered unintended 
consequences. Even historians concerned with 
exploring the long-term, often contradictory, 
consequences of actions and innovations are 
suspicious of work that draws those links 
too sharply: James Burke’s “infamous but 
entertaining” Connections was excoriated 
by professional historians for presenting 
“facile but historically questionable linkages” 
between distant events4.  Even sociologist 
Robert Merton, who wrote the first scholarly 
study of unintended consequences and 
described much of his later scholarship as 
reflecting a similar interest in complex chains 
of cause and effect, but did not use the term 
“unintended consequences” when describing 
things like the impact of Puritan philosophy 
on the rise of modern science5.  

scholar’s Corner
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4 philip f. rehbock, “globalizing the history of Science,” Journal of 
world history 12:1 (Spring 2001), 183-192, quote on 189; John M. 
Staudenmaier, “recent trends in the history of technology,” American 
historical review 95:3 (June 1990), 715-725.

5 robert Merton, “the unanticipated Consequences of purposive 
Social Action,” American Sociological review 1:6 (1936), 894-904; 
Merton, “unanticipated Consequences and Kinded Sociological Ideas: 
A personal gloss,” in Merton et al, robert K. Merton and Contemporary 
Sociology, 295-298; Merton, “A life of learning,” American Council of 
learned Societies occasional papers 25 (1994).
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so uninTenDeD ConsequenCes MusT 
BeGin with conscious actions taken by 
individuals with a particular aim in mind. 
They may yield results that are the opposite of 
what creators intended, work to the detriment 
of their creators’ interests, or have impacts far 
beyond those originally envisioned. Or they 
may result in consequences that could have 
been forseen but weren’t, because they fell 
outside a decision-maker’s responsibility or 
planning horizon. 

In 1847, the British Spectator claimed that 
Parliamentary anti-slavery legislation had 
resulted in “an immense increase in the 
mortality of the slave-ships: to judge of causes 
by their effects, therefore, Parliament has for 
so many years been passing acts to increase 
the mortality in the slave-trade6.”  Since then, 
the identification of actions of policies that 
generate results opposite those their creators 
intended have become a commonplace. They 
are especially visible in environmental and 
foreign policy, because of the complexity of 
the problems states are trying to address in 
both cases. Sometimes they are the result of 
inadequate or outdated knowledge. Scientists 
recently have criticized traditional forest 
management programs that take a “zero 
tolerance” approach to small fires, because 
they have the unintended consequence 
of leaving forests vulnerable to rare but 
catastrophically destructive blazes7.  

In other cases, critics use unintended 
consequences to attack an opponent’s political 
philosophy. Critics of auto mileage standards 
argue that the rise of the SUV “was partly 

the result of the unintended consequences 
of fuel economy standards supported by the 
environmentalists” that made station wagons 
uneconomical to produce while allowing 
automakers to classify SUVs and minivans 
as light trucks that were exempt from those 
standards8.  Biofuel subsidies intended to 
stimulate the growth of renewable energy 
sources are blamed for encouraging farmers 
to switch from growing food to fuel plants, 
driving up commodities prices, causing 
famines in the Third World, and creating 
incentives for converting previously-
untouched (and carbon-sequestering) forests 
and pasturage into biofuel farms9.  In both 
cases, libertarian commentators see these as 
proof that government regulation is always 
self-defeating, and cannot rival the wisdom of 
the marketplace.

Unintended consequences can also 
be a product of short-sightedness or 
incompetence. Criticism of American foreign 
policy and military intervention in the Middle 
East and Central Asia often follows this line. 
According to critics, the CIA’s support for 
Afghan rebels fighting Russian invaders 
ultimately made America less secure, because 
those forces morphed into the Taliban in the 
1990s. America’s prosecution of the war in 
Iraq, others argue, ultimately emboldened 
America’s enemies, led to the proliferation 
of nuclear weapons among rogue states, and 
left the United States less secure10.  In these 
cases, these critics argue, policymakers’ 
focus on the immediate aims of rolling back 
Soviet expansionism or toppling Saddam 
Hussein blinded them to the potential 

long-term downsides of their actions. 
Robert Merton called this “the “imperious 
immediacy of interest,” a concern “with the 
foreseen immediate consequences [that] 
excludes the consideration of further or other 
consequences of the same act.” 11

These kinds of unintended consequences 
often have specific lessons: less regulation is 
good, imperial overreach is bad. Occasionally, 
though, one still sees examples that reflect 
a tragic view of life without offering specific 
policy lessons. For example, a recent history 
of the Holocaust argued that “the more 
openly anti-Semitic the ‘Aryan’ neighbours, 
customers, and co-workers were at the 
beginning of Nazi rule, the faster the victims 
were able to take the decision to flee and 
ultimately save their lives. If their Christian 
acquaintances and friends were friendly and 
helpful, the persecuted were more likely 
to opt to stay, thus cutting their chances of 
survival dramatically.” As one commentator 
notes, in this upside-down situation, “enemies 
of Jews inadvertently save Jewish lives and 
friends of Jews become their gravediggers.”12  
This observation does not suggest an easy 
solution—one cannot conclude that well-
meaning Christian Germans should have seen 
the Holocaust coming and pushed their Jewish 
friends to get out while they could—but it 
captures all the difficulty and ambiguity of 
situations in which unintended consequences 
flourish. But this nuanced, tragic view of 
unintended consequences is becoming rarer. 
Today, the concept more commonly signals 
the growing complexity of the world and the 
growing “wickedness” of the problems we 
must confront.13  

Types of unintended 
Consequences

2

6 “Mischiefs of our railway legislation,” the Spectator (21 August 
1847), 805, online at http://c19index.chadwyck.com/fullrec/fullrec.
do?id=ak39-1847-000-99-029360&resultNum=1&entries=2&area=peri
odicals&forward=quick&queryId=../session/1274849274_20154#.

7 Jonathan r. thompson, thomas A. Spies, lisa M. ganio, “reburn 
severity in managed and unmanaged vegetation in a large wildfire,” 
proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 104:25 (19 June 
2007), 10743-10748.

8 Ben eisen and Kenneth green, “how green regulations helped create 
the Suv,” the Calgary herald (June 5, 2010), online at http://www.
calgaryherald.com/cars/green+regulations+helped+create/3115653/
story.html.

9 rich trzupek, “unintended Consequences: Battling ‘Climate Change’ 
Creates famine,” Big Journalism (16 february 2010), online at http://
bigjournalism.com/rtrzupek/2010/02/16/unintended-consequences-
battling-climatechange-creates-famine/; Jim efstathiou Jr., “forests, 
Deserts in Climate Measure May Spawn ‘energy Sprawl’,” Bloomberg 
News (26 August 2009), online at http://www.bloomberg.com/apps/
news?pid=newsarchive&sid=afhflJgedv2g.

10 peter w. galbraith, unintended Consequences: how war in Iraq 
Strengthened America’s enemies (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008).

11  Merton, “the unanticipated Consequences of purposive Social 
Action,” 900.

12 eckhart fuhr, “evil and the upright citizen,” Sign and Sight (2 April 
2008), online at http://www.signandsight.com/service/1649.html.

13  the term “wicked problems comes from horst rittel and Melvin 
webber, “Dilemmas in a general theory of planning”, policy Sciences 4 
(1973), 155-69.
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WHAT Does THis MeAn for LeADersHiP, 
for the responsibility politicians and 
corporate executives have to think about—
and defuse—unanticipated consequences, 
and for the futurists who assist them? Making 
difficult choices in the face of complex and 
uncertain problems is part of professional 
life and leadership, and every profession has 
its understanding of what kinds of mistakes 
are “normal” or unavoidable, and which ones 
aren’t. As medical sociologist Charles Bosk 
put it, one of the critical tasks surgeons must 
master is an ability to confront mistakes, and 
learn which ones are the results of diagnostic 
or technical inexperience; which ones reflect 
the inherent uncertainty of medical practice; 
and which are acts of incompetence or 
malpractice14.  What we are seeing today is 
a conscious attempt to shift the norms for 
failure in a very striking way: to reclassify 
most failures to see the future as forgivable, 
while reclassifying the missed events as 
so rare as to offer no lessons or require 
leaders to change. Rather than “forgive and 
remember,” as Charles Bosk describes the 
process of learning how to classify mistakes in 
surgery, we have “forgive…” as its own end.

The hallmark of this position is the claim 
that “nobody could have predicted” 
some cataclysmic event, or the negative 
consequences of a decision. These 
explanations were popular during the Bush 
Adminstration. In 2002, U.S. Secretary of 
State Condoleezza Rice said, “I don’t think 
anybody could have predicted that these 
people would take an airplane and slam it 
into the World Trade Center.” In 2005, after 
Hurricane Katrina and the flooding of New 
Orleans, President George W. Bush said, “I 

don’t think anybody anticipated the breach of 
the levees.” The next year, while reflecting on 
the progress of the Iraq War, Vice President 
Dick Cheney claimed, “I don’t think anybody 
anticipated the level of violence that we’ve 
encountered.” Later, Cheney said of the 
financial crisis, “I don’t think anybody saw 
it coming.”15  Indeed, so common did this 
type of argument become, political writer 
Jon Perr suggested that historians will refer 
to the Bush administration as the “Nobody 
Could’ve Predicted Presidency,” while Arianna 
Huffington dubbed it the “Who Could Have 
Known Era” instead.16  

Such claims are not confined to the political 
world, however. A number of Wall Street 
executives declared that nobody saw the 
Great Recession looming.17  In 2008, Alan 
Greenspan observed of the financial crisis that 
“extraordinarily capable people were unable 
to foresee the development of this critical 
problem.18”  Two years later, former Treasury 
Secretary Robert Rubin said, “I think all of us... 
in the industry failed 
to see the potential 
for this serious 
crisis and failed to 
see the function of 
the multiple factors 
at work.”19  Early 
in the Deepwater 
Horizon oil spill, 
BP spokesman 
Steve Rinehart 
said, “I don’t think 
anybody foresaw 
the circumstance 
that we’re faced with 
now.”

The “nobody Could 
have Predicted Era”
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14 Charles Bosk, forgive and remember: Managing Medical failure 
(Chicago: university of Chicago press, 1979).

15 Amanda terkel, “Cheney: No one Could have predicted the 
financial Crisis, Just As No one foresaw 9/11,” think progress (9 January 
2009), online at http://thinkprogress.org/2009/01/09/cheney-911-
economy/.

16 Jon perr, “Cheney Defends the ‘Nobody Could’ve predicted’ 
president,” Crooks and liars (11 January 2009), online at http://
crooksandliars.com/jon-perr/cheney-defendsnobody-couldve-
predicted-p; Arianna huffington, “will the Madoff Debacle finally end 
the ‘who Could have Known?’ era?” huffington post (15 December 
2008), online at http://www.huffingtonpost.com/arianna-huffington/
will-the-madoff-debaclef_
b_151219.html

17 Bradley Keoun, “Citi’s prince Says No one Saw CDo losses Coming,” 
Bloomberg News (8 April 2010), online at http://www.bloomberg.
com/news/2010-04-08/princerubin- say-they-didn-t-recognize-
citigroup-s-cdo-risk-before-crisis.html.

18 Christopher hayes, “greenspan’s Delusions,” the Nation (15 April 
2010), online at http://www.thenation.com/article/greenspans-
delusions.

19 Cheyenne hopkins, “No one was Sleeping as Citi Slipped,” American 
Banker (9 April 2010), online at http://www.financial-planning.com/
news/citigroup-prince-dugan-2666445-1.html.
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The “nobody could have predicted” defense 
does three important things. First, it insulates 
leaders and experts from accountability 
for their failure. It argues that if experts 
failed to see even the biggest unintended 
consequences, and that the responsibility for 
failing to see it is a collective one; it would 
be unfair to punish an individual. Second, it 
isolates the surprise, turning into a one-off 
freak event that need not prompt reflection 
or reform: in particular, the use of the words 
“could have” underlines the idea that a crisis 
or unanticipated consequence was missed 
not because of incompetence, but because it 
could not possibly have been forseen. Finally, 
it suggests that those who actually did warn 
of impending dangers—and there are always 
such figures—are actually marginal, irrelevant 
characters. After all, the claim that “nobody 
could have predicted” is never literally true. In 
the cases of 9/11, Hurricane Katrina, and the 
subprime mortgage crisis, there were plenty 
of people who offered warnings, and even 
found ways to profit from the coming financial 
disaster (a good sign of how confident they 
were).20   As Paul Krugman wryly notes, “In 
recent, rueful economics discussions, an 
all-purpose punch line has become ‘nobody 
could have predicted....’ It’s what you say 
with regard to disasters that could have been 
predicted, should have been predicted and 
actually were predicted by a few economists 
who were scoffed at for their pains.”21  When 
“nobody could have predicted,” those who 
actually did predict aren’t vindicated; they’re 
transformed into nobodies.

20 James K. galbraith, “who Are these economists, Anyway?” thought 
& Action (fall 2009), 85-97.

21 paul Krugman, “how Did economists get It So wrong?” New York 
times Magazine (2 September 2009), online at http://www.nytimes.
com/2009/09/06/magazine/06economic-t.html

sourCe
http://en.wikipedia.org 
http://spiritualchange.blogsome.com
http://www.pauliddon.net
http://www.methodsofhealing.com/
http://stj911.org/blog
http://www.theurbn.com

In nature there are 
neither rewards 

nor punishments; 
there are only 
consequences



myforesight december 2010

34

THe sPreADinG inTeresT in uninTenDeD 
ConsequenCes presents an opportunity for 
futures. The growth of the “nobody could have 
predicted” mindset, in contrast, is a serious 
threat to the field. How should the agenda and 
work of futures change in response? 

First, futurists should also explicitly map the 
limits of what can and cannot be anticipated. 
Just as our cultural norms that shape our 
understanding of the future can change over 
time, so too can advances in science and 
technology change what we can forecast; 
change the reliability of our forecasts; or 
create conditions that render old models 
obsolete. 

Second, we should work more explicitly 
with clients to narrow the universe of 
unanticipated consequences. We should 
help them explore the landscape of future 
decisions, and in particular identify the 
circumstances under which the impact of a 
strategy may be the opposite of what they 
intend; this is the nightmare scenario of 
unintended consequences, and the one that is 
most unambiguously bad. We should also help 
them understand how otherwise forseeable 
consequences are missed: how psychological, 
organizational, and political factors can 
prevent institutions from seeing what Michael 
Watkins and Max Bazerman call “predictable 
surprises.”22  Public health offers a good 
example of a field that integrates the study of 
unintended consequences into its research 
and practice: it has a well-developed literature 
exploring “boomerang effects” in which public 
health campaigns to reduce smoking, alcohol 
consumption, or risky sexual activity “produce 
effects opposite to those intended.”23  (Socially 

responsible companies, who are particularly 
susceptible for criticism over unintended 
consequences of well-intentioned policies, and 
organizations that operate on very long time 
scales, are likely to be the most enthusiastic 
audiences for such work.)

Not only will such efforts yield better 
risk management and mitigation. Once 
understood, yesterday’s unintended 
consequences can become tomorrow’s 
strategic or policy tool. Some of the 
most brilliant examples of unintended 
consequences transforming into policy tools 
have been in international development. Girls’ 
education, for example, is now recognized 
as a powerful lever to reduce population 
growth, improve women’s economic and 
political power, strengthen local communities, 
and raise living standards—all unintended 
consequences of earlier programs that 
emphasized the religious and parenting 
benefits of women’s literacy. As Nicholas 
Kristof argues, “[E]ducating girls probably has 
a greater transformative effect on a country 
than anything else one can do…. It’s cheap, 
it opens minds, it gives girls new career 
opportunities and ways to generate cash, it 
leads them to have fewer children and invest 
more in those children, and it tends to bring 
women from the shadows into the formal 
economy and society.”24  

Finally, we need to fight the “no one could 
have predicted” argument, which is often 
wrong, and always dangerous to futures. 
Futurists know better than anyone that many 
people (including futurists) make faulty 
forecasts, but that does not mean that we 
should abandon all accountability. There 

are people who make accurate forecasts 
and anticipate negative consequences of big 
decisions and policies; we should do better 
than to ignore such people, and we should 
have the ability to judge when leaders and 
experts should be accountable for unintended 
consequences. Hedge fund manager Michael 
Burry (who saw the subprime mortgage 
crisis coming), declares, “we cannot afford to 
live with Mr. Greenspan’s way of thinking” 
about the financial crisis. “The truth is, he 
should have seen what was coming… [and 

The role of 
Futures
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22 Michael watkins and Max Bazerman, “predictable Surprises: the 
Disasters You Should have Seen Coming,” harvard Business review 
(March 2003), r03030e
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now] should use his substantial intellect and 
unsurpassed knowledge of government to 
ascertain and explain exactly how he and 
other officials missed the boat.”25  It may 
require us to back away from our traditional 
claim that accuracy is irrelevant to the utility 
of futures, and that we bear no responsibility 
for how clients use our work. But if leaders 
are excused from accountability for failing to 
anticipate, and they believe that no expert can 
possibly anticipate unintended consequences, 
then a large rationale and clientele for our 
work disappears. There can be no market 
for futures if leaders believe they can’t—and 
don’t need to—see the future clearly enough 
to prepare for it. 

The work of futures, like all cultural activities, 
is defined by ideas about what practitioners 
can and cannot do. The rising popularity of 
arguments about unintended consequences, 
and the concurrent growth of arguments 
that big events are unpredictable, changes 
popular thinking about the future in ways that 
futurists cannot ignore. This new environment 
has threats, but it also presents opportunities. 
We can sharpen the profession by mapping 
the boundaries of what can and can’t be 
known. We can better serve our clients by 
helping them do a better job of anticipating 
consequences, converting unintended 
consequences into tools, and understanding 
the boundaries of the knowable. And we can 
serve society by holding leaders accountable 
for performing well within those boundaries.

25 Michael Burry, “I Saw the Crisis Coming. why Didn’t the fed?” 
New York times (3 April 2010), online at http://www.nytimes.
com/2010/04/04/opinion/04burry.html?_r=1

The table and graph below chart the use of the term “Unanticipated Consequences” in 
English-language newspapers, trade publications, and popular magazines indexed in Lexis-
Nexis and published between 1990 and the first nine months of 2010.

APPEnDix 1

the numbers show a regular, occasional use 
of the term through the 1990s, and then a rise 
beginning in 1999 (perhaps thanks to articles 
about or inspired by the new millennium). 
Within three years the popularity of the term 
“unintended consequences” triples; by the end 
of the decade, it doubles again.

While this is highly suggestive, one should note 
that this is not a comprehensive or statistically 
rigorous analysis: in particular, it does not 
include synonyms, and it does not assume that 
the exact phrase “unintended consequences” 
replaced an equally popular antecedent.

Year  Number of 
appearaNces

2010  112
2009  144
2008  109
2007  92
2006  91
2005  70
2004  54
2003  62
2002  44
2001  35
2000  26
1999  22
1998  13
1997  17
1996  17
1995  14
1994  14
1993  10
1992  6
1991  10
1990  6
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CANADA
The Green aviation market holds 
an enormous revenue potential 
and is expected to grow to $412.1 
billion  by 2020. The global aviation 
industry annually contributes 
around 2-3% of carbon dioxide 
emissions worldwide.

US
Ford Motor Company has announced 
it’s suppot of the National Biofuel
Energy Laboratory’s efforts at Wayne 
State University, Detroit, where R&D 
is being conducted on the potential of 
algae oil as a fuel source for internal
combustion (IC) engines.

White House is embarking on plans for a 
$1.8 billion research and
development program aimed at 
broadening the application of 
nanotechnolgy.

BRAZIL
Brazil’s second city, Rio de Janeiro, is 
tipped as a property hotspot in 2011. 
The R$ 8 billion regeneration project 
known as Morar Carioca, will see vast 
improvements in infrastructure and 
modernization of housing by 2020 in the 
metropolitan regions of the city including 
Copacabana, Leblon and Maracanã. 
In addition the R$ 34 billion bullet train 
connecting Sao Paulo to Rio has been 
given the green light. (Property News,  
Nov 21, 2010)

the world moving forward

UK
Hybrid electric locomotives will be 
making inroads into the global rail 
markets between 2015 and 2020, 
according to a new report from Pike 
Research.

Scientists across the globe are 
examining climate change impacts 
on the north and east coastlines of 
Scotland following major landslides.
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russia

ITALY
Researchers in Naples have discovered 
that the use of polymers from renewable 
sources for food packaging is steadily 
growing. However these polymers 
present problems when processed with 
traditional technologies & show inferior 
performances in terms of functional and 
structural properties.

RUSSIA
Russia targets to increase its 
global nanotechnology market 
share to more than 3% by 2015 
– –and become a major player in 
the sector.

CHINA
Chinese consumers rate food safety 
as the second gravest risk to health, 
with only earthquakes triggering more 
anxiety, according to a recent  report
from an insurance company. Fears over 
food contamination rated  higher
than cancer, unsafe water supplies and 
drivnk driving.

SINGAPORE
Maintenance, repair and overhaul (MRO) 
industry is grappling with engineer 
shortages, according to the Singapore 
Institute of Aerospace Engineers

MALAYSIA
Proton Holdings will launch a hybrid 
vehicle next year. It is now developing 
hybrid as well as electric engines with 
British company Frazer-Nash Research, 
South Korea’s LG and its Britain-based 
subsidiary Lotus.

Malaysia & the US forge cooperation 
on medicine, science & technology with 
the signing of 3 MoUs in conjuction with 
the visit of US Secretary of State Hillary 
Rodham Clinton

JAPAN
Honda Motor Co, Japan’s 
second-biggest automaker 
announced in July plans to 
launch a plug-in hybrid and a 
pure electric car in 2012.

KOREA
‘Wearable computers’ and next-
generation 3D displays, robot 
nurses, multi-purpose vaccines 
and next-generation nuclear 
reactors have been tipped by 
the Korea Institute of Science 
and Technology Evaluation 
and Planning (KISTEP) as the 
top 10 promising futuristic 
technologies.   
Source: Korea Times

UAE
Another major effort to develop an 
economies of scale production of 
biofuel; in this case derived from the salt 
water crop salicornia. This is being done  
at the Masdar Institute of Science and 
Technology, UAE with support from MIT, 
Boeing Etihad Airlines and UOP.
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Imagine life without energy. Consider this: One 
morning you wake up feeling groggy. After a few 
stretches, you stumble out of  bed, walk towards the 
coffee maker to brew a hot cuppa and find out – to 
your chagrin – that the machine refuses to start. 
When you reach for a glass of  milk from the 
refrigerator, you realize that the internal light does 
not turn on and everything inside reek of  staleness.  
Feeling frustrated, you now move to the stove to 
boil water and guess what? When you turn on the 
controller, there is no flame!

u
nconsciously, you start 
dialling your telephone 
and as you place the 
receiver near your ear, 
you are shocked by the 
machine’s total silence. 
In panic, you run out 
of your house, head 
to your car while still 
in your pyjamas. Your 

most precious car also doesn’t start. Why 
doesn’t anything work? It may sound like a 
science-fiction movie, but this could be real 
indeed in years to come!

Look at our Planet’s historical use of energy. It 
is estimated that the Earth’s total endowment 
of crude oil -- before humans began to 
capitalise on it -- was two trillion barrels 
of recoverable fuel. Prior to the Industrial 
Revolution in the 1890s, human energy needs 
were miniscule. Humans discovered fire for 
cooking – and as a form of protection – around 
1 million years ago. The Polynesians, around 
1200 BC, were the first to use wind energy to 
navigate their boats. Sailing made its advent 
then!

The Chinese discovered new uses for coal 
around 1000 BC and henceforth it became 
a staple fuel source.  From the Industrial 
Revolution-era onwards, the need for energy 
in the form of oil resulted in the rapid 
production and consumption of fossil fuels.
Along with the growing world population 
and urbanisation, the demand for energy is 
expected to increase rapidly. Present demand 
for oil is 1.7million barrels per day (2010 
Short term energy and Winter Outlook EIA). 
But oil, like any other natural resource, is 
finite. Global energy shocks in the 1970s, 
1990s and late 2000s caused the peaking of 
oil production in major industrial nations as a 
result of embargoes by oil producing nations.
In hindsight, these crises should have given 
us a greater appreciation of our precious and 
finite energy resources. These energy crises 

had impacted our economy and induced 
recessions in many countries. In addition 
to this, rising costs of electricity generation 
resulted in higher manufacturing prices. As 
for the consumer, rising prices of gasoline 
(petrol) and diesel led to reduced consumer 
purchasing power and confidence, higher 
transportation costs and general increase in 
the cost of living.

To compound matters further, no major oil 
discoveries have been made in the past 30 
years. We have consumed almost half of our 
global crude oil reserves within the last 100 
years.  If such uncontrolled extraction and 
consumption persists, the scenario depicted 
earlier in this article may become a reality one 
day in the future.

Energy services have a profound effect on 
health, productivity, mobility, education, safe 
water and communication services. Therefore 
it is no surprise that access to energy has a 
strong correlation to social and economic 
development indices such as life expectancy at 
birth, infant mortality, maternal mortality and 
GDP per capita.

So how do we create a desirable future for the 
energy sector -- and the existence of mankind?
It is very interesting to note how electricity 
usage is so deeply ingrained in our daily lives.  
It is clear that our efforts should focus on 
energy resources that are abundant and clean 
for national development. 

Energy services 
have a profound 
effect on health, 

productivity, mobility, 
education, safe water 
and communication 

services. 
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Source: Short-term energy outlook, october 2010

In this context, diversification of energy 
resources has to be promoted to reduce our 
overwhelming dependency on fossil fuels. An 
increasing number of nations are embarking 
on renewable energy projects, which, are 
expected to contribute significantly to a 
sustainable energy mix. Royal Dutch Shell 
predicts that 50% of global energy needs will 
be met by renewable sources by 2040.

Based on the Renewable 2010, Global 
Status Report, approximately 19 per cent of 
the world’s energy supply will come from 
renewable energy resources, especially 

biomass (13 per cent) and hydropower 
(3.2 per cent) in the near future.  Recent   
developments in the solar and wind industries 
signify further breakthroughs from the 
renewable energy sector. The price of wind 
power is competitive to that of conventional 
electricity, while solar power is expected 
to get there around 2015. A Virginia man 
recently installed a windmill at his home, and 
we may soon be roofing with solar cells.

It is said that an hour of sunlight that reaches 
the earth could be harnessed for global energy 
needs for an entire year!

From the viewpoint of clean energy, nuclear 
power is in the limelight again as it can 
generate electricity with little or no CO2 
emission.  Equipped with better safety 
measures, many countries are moving ahead 
with the modernization and expansion of their 
nuclear power industries. 

According to an IEA forecast, some 300 
nuclear power plants will be constructed 
by 2030. Nuclear power plants can produce 
electricity on a continual basis, 24 hours a 
day, seven days a week regardless of climate 
vagaries. A renaissance of nuclear power is 
expected throughout the next few decades 
until renewable energy is fully developed and 
sufficiently efficient to replace fossil fuels.

Other energy sources, gaining in prominence, 
are hydrogen, fuel cells, algae, wave, ocean, 

thermal and artificial 
photosynthesis. 

NASA has been using 
liquid hydrogen 
since 1970s to power 
its space shuttle’s 
electrical systems. 
It is expected that 
hydrogen could be 
used to fuel vehicles and aircrafts. In the 
not too distant future, hydrogen, along with 
electricity, may store, move and deliver 
energy in an efficient manner to users.

Through artificial photosynthesis, energy 
from sunlight can be converted to chemical 
energy. This produces a clean, efficient and 
sustainable source of energy. Researchers at 
the Berkeley Lab (University of California) 
have discovered that when chlorophyll 

molecules absorb more solar energy than is 
needed, molecules of zeaxanthin (within the 
plant) carry away excess energy. 

By emulating nature’s techniques and creating 
artificial versions of photosynthesis, the 
potential to tap energy from the sun are much 
brighter.

Although technological breakthroughs are 
fundamental to the development of new 
energy resources, we have to recognise 
that technology alone will not be sufficient 
to fill all dimensions of an energy system. 
Energy efficiency, policy and regulation and 
awareness form key instruments in shaping 
energy’s future.

Sustainability policies must be part of a 
coherent policy framework. Without these, 
imagine the future we are creating for our 
children...Never take energy for granted!
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t
he 21st century is one 
of rapid change and 
globalisation. The pace of 
change is accelerating. It 
is imperative that leaders 
and management must 
understand its implications 
and promise. In a world 
of pandemic change, it is 
all too easy to be caught 

unprepared. Preparedness is always the key 
to success in a fast changing world.  Those 
who can create and predict the future, as 
well as operate in it with confidence  and 
knowledge, are the winners. Understanding 
the future of technology and its impact now 
has become a must for any critical planning. 
It is even more urgent given the fact that the 
product cycle from basic discovery to mass 
marketing and replacement with an even 
better model, has shrunk from 40 years in the 
past to six months or less. 

Leaders in business, government and 
universities need foresight as a strategic 
instrument of planning. This is because they 
often take big bets on the future. They have to 
manage risks. Armed with reliable foresight 
predictions, leaders will be better able to plan 
ahead. There are many ways to anticipate 
the future. We can collect a lot of data, weigh 
them carefully and make a wild guess. Or 
we can try to identify trends in global affairs 
and project where they will lead. Or we can 
use the oldest technique of all, ask an expert, 

just like what the Greeks did more than 2000 
years ago where they consulted the oracle 
at Delphi. There is confirmed evidence that 
we are moving to a more populous world 
that is largely industrialised and intelligent, 
but that also poses unprecedented risks of 
environmental damage, energy shortages, 
climate change, weapons of mass destruction, 
and other threats. The global population 
will reach eight billion by 2030. What kind 
of scenarios will emerge in the future? How 
will such scenarios impact on a 
country like Malaysia? Will there 
be threats? Will there be economic 
opportunities?

Malaysia has for years been 
using science and technology 
to create wealth and provide 
socio-economic well being for 
the country. Ever since the 
introduction of the IRPA R&D 
funding during the fifth Malaysia 
Plan till now, the exploitation of 
R&D outputs for wealth creation 
has been dismal. Much remains locked 
up within the confines of universities and 
research institutes. Innovation has been a big 
disappointment. Despite the establishment 
of the relevant institutional support 
infrastructure and funding to motivate 
innovation, the innovation performance 
has been disenchanting. Many experts have 
offered views explaining the failures. New 
strategies have also been promulgated in 

revised plans and policies. But effective 
implementation has been the other challenge.
 
Some opinions on the poor performance 
point to the lack of forward planning and 
foresight. Others blame it on the fact that 
there is no proper institutional body which is 
given the authority and resources to drive the 
innovation agenda. 

Take the issue of climate change. We all 
know international climate 
conferences can be pretty 
tough affairs. Participants at 
such meetings like the one 
recently held in Copenhagen 
would testify to this. There 
politicians negotiated over 
reduction targets. But the 
proposed numbers came 
from a great deal of complex 
‘behind the scene’ scientific 
research. Often, experts do 
the preliminary work for 
the negotiators so that any 

potential targets are based on realistic facts. 
Whatever the outcome of such meetings, 
many countries have begun preparing for 
any eventualities of climate change. In the 
EU, the Fraunhofer Institute for Systems and 
Innovation Research ISI recently took the 
lead in producing a report on global change 
on behalf of the European Commission. In the 
report entitled “ADAM 2-degree scenario for 
Europe- policies and impacts”, ISI researchers 

BY Dr AhmAD IbrAhIm
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Some opinions on the poor performance 
point to the lack of forward planning and 
foresight. Others blame it on the fact that 
there is no proper institutional body which 
is given the authority and resources to drive 
the innovation agenda. 

Chronological List of Notable 
Foresight Programmes Undertaken 
by Various Countries

worked together with experts from a number 
of other institutes and countries to gaze far 
into the future to the year 2050, and find 
answers to such questions as “What will 
Europe have to do in the interim to limit 
global warming to 2 degrees?” and what 
effects will the efforts have on individual 
countries’ economies and labor markets?”

Scientists and politicians agree that the 
Earth’s temperature must not be allowed to 
rise more than 2 degrees above pre-industrial 
levels. Anything higher may exceed the 
tolerable limits in terms of effects on mankind. 
Since industrial nations produce the bulk 

of the global 
greenhouse gases, 
they must cut 
their emissions 
by a far greater 
amount than 
the developing 
and emerging 
countries. There is 
talk of a reduction 
target of 80% by 
2050 compared 
with the base year 

of 1990. The study produced by the ISI has 
shown that Europe is  capable of achieving 
this without any detrimental effect on the 
economy. It was not an easy exercise. 

Trying to forecast so far into the future is 
like trying to solve a complex equation with 
numerous unknowns. It was particularly 
difficult to amalgamate all the different 
models on which the study is based, because, 
as project manager Wolfgang Schade of the 
ISI explains: “We had to find an integrated 
modeling system for all the 27 countries.” 
Pre-existing models dealt with individual 
sectors such as transport, energy supply or 
private households, but now, because they 
were seeking a more comprehensive outlook, 
all the various interdependencies had to be 
worked in. Converting from coal-based power 
to wind and solar power for example has the 
knock-on effect that less coal is transported, 
which in turn means less energy is required 
for transport. 

The overall conclusion of the study is that 
the 80 percent reduction target for the 
EU is achievable. But massive efforts will 
be required, not only to expand the use of 
renewable energies, but also to save the 

energy overall. A great deal is still being 
wasted. Savings can be made in all sorts of 
ways, for example by ensuring buildings 
are better insulated, by improving material 
efficiencies, or by using electrical equipment 
that draws less power. These are the 
potential opportunities that climate change 
presents. The study also makes it clear that 
polluters must pay for the harm they inflict 
on the environment. A suitable price must 
be attached to carbon dioxide in order to 
increase the pressure to make changes. 
Incentives such as labels and standards 
must be created for products with low CO2 
emissions. These should help accelerate 
their launch into the market. And last but 
not least, significant sums of money must be 
invested in research, so that new, climate-
friendly technologies can be developed and 
commercialized.

As things stand at present, the biggest CO2 
emitter is the energy sector. It is to blame 
for roughly half of all greenhouse gases. But 
this is also where the greatest potential for 
savings can be found. An estimate puts the 
savings at a colossal 90 percent. In the study’s 
2-degree scenario, coal would have to forfeit 
its central role among energy sources, while 
the renewable energies sector could expand 
to provide as much as 75 percent of Europe’s 
electricity within the next 40 years. Experts 
predict that wind power, in particular, will 
continue to experience substantial growth. 
If energy-saving measures also begin to take 
effect, Europe could not only stop expanding 
its highly controversial nuclear power 
industry, but also do away with the current 
carbon capture and storage policy- and still 
achieve its climate targets.

The Fraunhofer study demonstrates the 
power of foresight to better understand 
the future opportunities that climate 
change presents. It is based on a number 
of assumptions. But the future is always 
full of surprises. The financial crisis of 
recent years certainly showed us that. Even 
in the technological sphere, we may see 
breakthroughs over the next forty years that 
no one can imagine right now. But one thing 
is certain; foresight is a powerful tool to help 
plan the future. And this EU study on climate 
change provides excellent clues on the future 
choice and opportunities in energy.         

YEAR COUNTRY

1971 Japan
1991 Japan
 USA
1992 New Zealand
 Germany
1993 South Korea
 Germany
1994 UK
 France
1995 France
1996 Japan-Germany
 Austria
 Japan
 Australia
1997 Spain
 Hungary
 Netherlands
 Finland
1998 South Africa
 Germany
 Ireland
 New Zealand
1999 UK
 Sweden
 Spain
 South Korea
 Thailand
2000 Japan
 Brazil
 Brazil
 France
 Portugal
2001 Venezuela
 Chile
 Germany
 Czech Republic
2002 Turkey
 Colombia
 UK
 Cyprus, Estonia
 Denmark
 USA
2003 China
 Greece
 Norway
 Sweden
2004 Japan
 South Korea
 Ukraine
 France
 Venezuela
2005 Colombia
 Brazil
 Romania
 Finland
 Luxembourg
 USA
2006 Finland
 Poland

Scientists and 
politicians are now 

agreed that the 
Earth’s temperature 
must not be allowed 
to rise more than 2 
degrees above pre-

industrial levels.
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Demographics AND 
Population Trends 
IN MALAYSIA

trends and issues

Malaysia, as a nation, was born in 1963. The population then was about nine million. 
The total population reached more than 10.8 million in 1970. By 1980, it increased to 13.7 
million.  The rate of  growth slowed down gradually from a high of 3.0 per cent per annum 
in 1966 to 2.30 percent in 1980. There was a high influx of immigrants during the period of  
1980-1991. This raised the average annual growth rate to 2.64 per cent per annum,  increasing 
the total population of Malaysia in 1991 to more than 18.5 million. According to the 2000 
population census, the population stood at 23.3 million, growing at an annual growth rate of  
2.60 per cent per annum for the period 1991-2000 (Table 1, see next page).  

BY AzMIl MohD AMIN
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TABLE 1 

Population Size and Age Structure
Malaysia, 1980 – 2020

Source: Department of Statistics, Malaysia 

TOTAL POPuLATiOn
(million)
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Age wise, the current population can be 
described as “youthful”. This can be ascribed 
to the  high fertility rate of the last two 
decades, as well as declining mortality. It is 
estimated that, as many as 33 per cent of the 
current population is under 15 years. The 
current median age of the population is less 
than 24 years. On the other side of the ageing 
equation,(65 years and older), there has 
been a clear trend towards an increase.  The 
proportion of those above 65 years currently 
stands at 4.0 per cent. It was 3.7 per cent 
in 1991. The overall dependency ratio has 
decreased from 69.2 per cent in 1991 to 59.1 
per cent in 2000. This is  expected to further 
decline to 57.8 per cent in 2020.  

The drop in the dependency ratio was due to 
the increase in the proportion of the working 
age population of 15-64 years as well as 
slower growth of the population below 15 
years. 

The decline in fertility and mortality levels in 
Malaysia has been consistent with the rapid 
economic growth that the country has been 
experiencing. While there has been general 
awareness of the need to integrate population 
factors within the broad framework of 
development, the vision of attaining an 
industrialized and developed nation status 
by the year 2020 would necessarily require 
closer understanding of the implications and 
consequences of future changes in population 
trends and dynamics.

According to the Statistics Department, the 
population of Malaysia, which was 23.3 
million in 2000, is expected to grow to about 
33.4 million by the year 2020. The increase 
in population size for the next two decades is 
due to the in-built momentum of population 
growth arising mainly from the maturing 
of the young age groups of the last few 
decades into a larger productive age groups. 
The future age structure of the population 
will have considerable implications on the 
country’s social and economic development. 

In the next two decades, Malaysia will still 
have a moderately “young” population, with 
those within the age 0-14 group constituting 
30.5 per cent of the total population. 
This implies that much of the country’s 
development resources will still need to be 
devoted to cater for the needs of the younger 
age groups, particularly in terms of child care, 
education and other social services. While 
attending to the needs of the younger segment 
of the population, there is also concern for 
the steady increase of older persons, both 
numerically and in proportionate terms. 

However, recent forecast analysis by Bank of 
America Merill Lynch, Malaysia’s relatively 
high population growth rate will see the 
country remaining comparatively young over 
next two decades. Unfortunately, the analysis 
indicated that the economic growth is not 
expected to keep pace with the population 
expansion. By 2015, Malaysia is forecast 

to have an elderly dependency ratio (EDR) 
– population aged above 64 divided by 
population aged between 15-64 – of 10 with 
a GDP per capita calculated on purchasing 
power parity (PPP) basis of US$20,000.00 
(RM64,950), whereas the current “young and 
rich” countries such as Australia, Singapore 
and the US have EDR’s of between 15-25 with 
a GDP per capita of between US$50,000 to 
US$70,000.00. By 2030, Malaysia’s EDR is 
expected to be about 15 with a GDP per capita 
of about US$50,000 while Australia, Singapore 
and the US are expected to have an EDR of 
between 30 and 40 and per capita GDPs of 
US$110,000 and US$160,000.00

The National Vision Policy envisages 
Malaysia as a developed country by the year 
2020. It will be highly industrialized, high 
technology society with an economy driven 
by knowledge, skills and diligence. In a society 
with such an economy, fertility is likely to 
be low. Experience shows that there are no 
wealthy countries with a high fertility rate. 
Malaysia is unlikely to be an exception. In an 
urbanized, complex and competitive society 
with excellent employment opportunities for 
better-educated women, the desire for smaller 
families will be more prevalent.

The Malaysian population is highly mobile 
largely due to both the pull factors of 
economic opportunities in urban areas and 
the push factors of the traditional agricultural 
rural areas.  These migrants are age and area 
selective, with those in the age group of 20-
29 years having a greater tendency to move 
and settle in more urbanized and developed 
areas to escape the poverty of the rural and 

under-developed areas. Females have become 
more prominent in internal migration since 
1970s, a trend related to the increasing 
levels of education and growing employment 
opportunities for women. 

Over the long term, it is likely that a spatially 
dispersed pattern of internal migration will 
emerge as development spreads more widely 
over the country and as de-urbanization 
replaces urbanization. The flows of internal 
migration will also be determined by the 
success and pace of particular states in 
restructuring their economies, as the present 
trend seems to indicate the preponderance 
of economic factors as reasons for migration. 
Excessive urban-bound migration in the past 
had imposed further strain on the ability of 
urban authorities to meet the basic needs 
of their fast growing population. Future 
patterns and trends of internal migration 
in Malaysia will therefore require more 
careful monitoring as it will affect not only 
the total number of people in the ‘receiving 
and sending’ areas but also, in the case of 
out-migration, the viability of community 
life. High in-migration can pose unexpected 
needs for basic facilities such as housing and 
infrastructure.

International migration has emerged as 
an important factor affecting population 
trends in Malaysia. Over the 1980 – 1991 
periods, international migration has 
altered population growth adding about 0.4 
percentage points to the growth. During the 
boom period of 1991 – 1996, varying figures 
have been quoted ranging from 1.5 million 
to 2.5 million including both documented 

According to the 
Statistics Department, 

the population of 
Malaysia, which was 
23.3 million in 2000, 

is expected to grow to 
about 33.4 million by 

the year 2020. 
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and undocumented migrants in Malaysia. 
However, with a slowdown in the overall 
growth of the economy arising from the 
regional financial crisis beginning in mid – 
1997, a registration exercise of illegal foreign 
workers was conducted and a tightening of 
the policy on the hiring of foreign workers 
was implemented.  

Since the 1960s, Malaysia has entered a 
demographic transition stage where rapid 
reduction in mortality was accompanied 
by a steady pace of fertility decline. Given 
prevailing demographic trends, it is projected 
that, by the year 2020, those aged 65 and 
above will constitute about 7 per cent of an 
estimated total population of 33.4 million that 
will put Malaysia into the ranks of countries 
having aged population. In terms of absolute 
numbers, the population of older persons will 
increase from about one million in 2000 to 2.3 
million by the year 2020. This represents a 

more than two-fold increase within the span 
of 20 years, or an increase of 65,000 older 
persons per year.

Although Malaysia still lags behind in the 
ageing process when compared to the more 
advanced countries, the early sensitization 
and consciousness-raising efforts of the 
government on the issue of ageing is reflective 
of its awareness on significant changes taking 
shape in the demographic process. One such 
change is the clear trend towards declining 
family sizes. As care for older persons has 
traditionally been performed within the family 
system, further decline would ultimately 
reduce the number of family members 
available for care of their aged dependents.  
Care of the elderly within the family system is 
fast becoming a problem owing to the fact that 
the extended family structure is slowly being 
undertaken by nuclear family. Such problems 
are compounded as more women participate 

serious shortage of young people and skilled 
labour. From 2020, the numbers of people of 
employable age in Germany will likely fall by 
more than 1% per year on average. A similar 
development is expected for Europe as a 
whole. With the labour force getting older 
on average, there is an increasing danger 
of erosion of the knowledge base and a loss 
of innovative capacities. This demographic 
development is speeding up changes in 
demand structures. 

in the labour market and with increasing 
mobility of young family members.
While the world’s population continues 
to grow and looks set to reach almost 9 
½ billion by 2050 (currently 6 billion), 
population growth is negative in many 
industrial countries – above all in Europe and 
Japan. The European population is forecast 
to shrink after 2015. By 2050, it will have 
declined by 40 million.  Moreover, countries 
will have to deal with the effects of ageing 
societies. In some industrial countries, the 
active population will equal the number 
of pensioners in only a few decades’ time.  
According to Deutsche Bank Research 
Report, many industrial countries will face a 

TABLE 3 

Mortality indicators (Malaysia)
1970 - 2000

Source: Department of Statistics, Malaysia 
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In conclusion, population trends are already 
causing enormous challenges to the country. 
Owing to major interdependencies these 
trends are bound to have drastic effects on 
the labour market, human capital, potential 
growth, the financial markets, infrastructure 
and, above all, the social-security system. 
This means we must start early, i.e. while 
the population structure is still favourable, 
to implement the necessary measures. 
Efforts to deal with the complex problems of 
demographic change will require a number 
of measures and, above all, a clear strategy in 
economic policy, which can basically address 
the issue in these areas.
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Foresight is one of the 
tools that we want to 
see highlighting to us 
opportunity, issues 
and challenges that 
are approaching and 
need to addressed.... 
Bringing together 
various stakeholder, 
it should be be 
continuous process to 
help us understand and 
plan for the future...

Dr. Shaharuddin Muslim
Chief Executive Officer 
TM R&D Sdn Bhd

The current economic 
movements is highly 
depending on science 
and technology 
(S&T), therefore in 
order to excel the 
Government needs to 
read and understand 
myForesight findings 
before translating and 
adapting them into their 
policy and strategies. 
The technology areas 
that are being identified 
must be taken in 
consideration!”

Dr. Shukri Ab Wahab
Chief Executive Officer,
Akademi Sains Malaysia

Foresight is important 
every where in the 
world because there is 
a need to learn from the 
past and the present 
in order to shape the 
future. Forecasting by 
imagination is 
insufficient... 
This attempt 
is just a start 
and must be 
continued...”

Tan Sri Dato’ Dr Ahmad 
Mustafa Babjee
Senior Fellow,
Akademi Sains Negara

The basic human weakness is we tend 
to overestimate the short-tem impact 
but at the same time under estimate the 
long-term impact. The Government nees 
to consistently ask question. But the fact 
that we are going through the process 
myForesight, we at a good start...”

Dr. Kamarulzaman Mohd Zin
Chief Executive Officer
Siltera Malaysia Sdn Bhd
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Foresight is not mere 
fashion, it is an effective 
instrument for those 
who wish to predict, 
understand and react 
to technological 
futures...they must 
comprehend drivers 
of change which 
go far beyond the 
domains of science and 
technology... It is good 
to see the Malaysian 
government initiating 
this exercise, to look 
into the possibilities 10 
years and beyond...

Rafael Popper
PREST Manchester Institute 
of Innovation Research, 
University of Manchester
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InterConnect
20

10
The

The Foresight process requires the engagement of relevant stakeholders 
who provide inputs and reach a consensus. Hence the need for human 
interaction, exchange of knowledge and the connectivity of ideas. 
This gave birth to myForesight InterConnectTM which enabled 
participants to do this and more. Below is a list of events carried out by 
MIGHT through the myForesight platform:

July 
15
National Technology 
Foresight 2010: Future 
Trends and Drivers Survey

27
National Technology 
Foresight 2010: Focus 
Group – Introductory 
Sessions 

29 
Foresight Interconnect 
Conference – The 
Strategic Navigation 
Towards Sustainable 
Future

August
17 - 18
National Technology 
Foresight 2010: Scenario 
Planning Workshop

26 & 2nd Sept
National Technology 
Foresight 2010: Vision 
Building Workshop

October
7
National Technology 
Foresight 2010: Technology 
Areas Identification 
Workshop

17
National Technology 
Foresight 2010: 
Renewable Energy 
Roadmap

25
myForesight Dialogue: 
Jonathan Calof and Jack 
Smith

28
myForesight Dialogue: Low 
Carbon Economy
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InterConnect

20
10

Series
November
3
National Technology 
Foresight 2010: Key 
Technologies Delphi Survey

16
National Technology 
Foresight 2010: Focus 
Group - ”Solid Waste 
Management – Critical 
Technology Prioritization”

16
myForesight Talk: R&D 
Evaluation and Performance 
in Korea (In Collaboration 
with KISTEP, Korea)

22
National Technology 
Foresight 2010: Focus 
Group - “Food Security 
– Critical Technology 
Prioritization”

23
myForesight Dialogue: Youth 
as Catalyzer for National 
Development (Session 2)

8
myForesight Dialogue: 
Youth as Catalyzer for 
National Development 
(Session 1)

11
myForesight Talk: 20/20 
Foresight – A Senior 
Executive Discourse on 
Navigating the Future
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Sandton, 
South Africa 
The Economic Outlook 2011 - predictions 
of what is likely to play out in the South 
African economy in the coming year.
JANUARY 26, 2011

The Haque,
Netherlands 
World Foresight Forum (WFF) -
World Foresight Forum (Creating 
Tomorrow),
APRIL 11-15, 2011

Kuala Lumpur,
Malaysia
Asia Foresight Conference (AFC 2011)
OCTOBER, 2011

Spain 

The 4th International Seville Conference on 
Future-Oriented Technology Analysis (FTA)
FTA and Grand Societal Challenges 
– Shaping and Driving Structural and 
Systemic Transformations
MAY 12 & 13, 2011

Foresight on Future Demand for Forest-based 
Products and Services: Scenario Building 
FEB 2011

Bulgaria 

Save the Planet – Waste 
Management and Recycling
APRIL 13-15, 2011

Turkey 
Yeditepe International Research 
Conference on Bayesian 
Learning (YIRCoBL’11)
JUNE 15-17, 2011

Around the globe
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bookclub
title: futuring: The exploration of 
the future
paperback: 313 pages
Author : edward Cornish
publisher: world future Society; 1 
edition (october 3, 2005)
language: english
 ISBN-10: 0930242610

the most important thing happening 
today is not reported in newspapers 
or on the tv news. It’s a global 
transformation of technology and 
society that is creating an age of 
hyperchange.

Since the future is hurtling toward us 
at breakneck speed, foresight is the 
great need of our times. we must 
think ahead if we are to cope with 
the hurricane-force changes now 
bashing at every aspect of our lives. 
this acceleration of change brings 
enormous opportunities as well as 
great dangers.

this is where futuring can help.
futuring is the art and science 
of exploring the future. It offers 
methods and techniques that can 
help you understand trends, identify 
opportunities and avoid dangers. 
futuring can help you understand 
possible future developments, make 
better decisions, develop worthwhile 
goals, and find the means to achieve 
them. futuring is a powerful way to 
help you and your organization to 
create a better future.

title: future savvy: identifying 
Trends to Make Better Decisions, 
Manage uncertainty, and Profit from 
Change
hardcover: 304 pages
publisher: AMACoM (September 24, 
2008)
 language: english
ISBN-10: 0814409121

there’s no shortage of predictions 
available to organizations looking 
to anticipate and profit from future 
trends. Apparently helpful forecasts 
are ubiquitous in newspapers 
and business magazines, and 
in specialized sources such as 
government and think-tank forecasts, 
consultant reports, and stock market 
guides. these forecasts are important 
for navigating to future success, but 
they are also of very mixed quality. 
what information from the endless 
sea of sources is valid? how does 
one know which predictions to 
take seriously, which to be wary of, 
and which to throw out entirely? 
future Savvy shows readers how to 
discern quality in forecasts and future 
thinking. It views the predictions as 
a crucial resource, but sharpens the 
critical tools in the hands of forecast 
readers and users.

In a colorful book with many 
examples, Adam gordon synthesizes 
information-assessment skills and 
future studies tools into a single 

By 2020 technology, globalization, 
demographic changes, the rise of 
China and India, ageing populations 
in the west and the state of energy 
sources will come together to shape 
a world unmatched by anything in 
history.  watch the end of uS military 
hegemony and new superpower 
rivalry between China and the united 
States. expect to find that Mexico 
and turkey are producing most of 
the world’s cars and as China begins 
to offer developing countries a new 
model of political and economic 
success, Japan and europe move to 
the periphery of word power.

title: fuTure CAsT 2020 A Global 
Vision Tomorrow
Author: robert Shapiro
format: paperback
publisher: profile Books (24 April 2008) 
ISBN-10: 1861979681 

title: Future Files: The 5 Trends That 
Will Shape the next 50 years 
Author: watson, richard, 1961-
publisher: london ; Boston, 
Mass. : Nicholas Brealey, 2008.
ISBN: 9781857885149 (pbk.)
format: Book

British writer richard watson advises 
organisations on the future, focusing 
on innovation and scenario planning. 
he is the author and publisher of 
what’s Next, a quarterly report on 
global trends and writes about 
trends for a number of people and 
publications including fast Company. 
his clients have included IBM, virgin, 
toyota, McDonald’s, tesco, News 
limited, westfield, unilever, Coca-Cola 
and the Department of education. A 
regular visitor to the uK, he maintains 

template that allows managers to 
apply systematic “forecast filtering” 
to reveal strengths and weakness 
in the predictions they face. the 
better leaders’ view of the future, 
the better their decisions - and 
successes - will be. future Savvy 
empowers both business and policy/
government decision-makers to 
use forecasts wisely and so improve 
their judgment in anticipating 
opportunities, avoiding threats, and 
managing uncertainty.

a website and blog at http://toptrends.
nowandnext.com and is Chief futurist 
at the future exploration Network , 
and a member of futures house.
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