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Riel Miller is a specialist in long-run strategic thinking, focusing on how to assess and direct the 

potential for socio-economic transformation in the private and public sectors.  He is one of the 

world's leading practitioners of scenario methods and has developed "hybrid strategic scenarios" 

for international clients.  His work covers topics such as the future of money, public services, 

education, the Internet, identity, information technology and the knowledge society.  Riel works 

closely with clients to design and implement scenario processes that reveal the assumptions 

underlying current policies and the potential, often hidden, in the world around us today.  Using 

an approach that Riel calls "rigorous imagining" he helps build new decision making capabilities 

and ratchet-up the innovative output of an organisation.  From sector specific challenges, such as 

the future of cash for financial institutions, to more societal challenges such as the future of 

globalisation in a learning intensive society, Riel brings a wealth of experience, an extensive 

international network and a solid reputation for creativity. 

Why Are We Thinking About The Future? 

 

Dr Miller observed that large countries (like the US, Canada and China) generally have different 

perceptions about the way the future is determined, compared to smaller countries (like Korea, 

Ireland and Finland).  Smaller countries tend to believe that the world will adjust in response to 

the external environment.  Larger countries tend to think that they could determine the future, to 

which the rest of the world would conform.  But in today‟s context, this notion no longer holds 

true.  Dr Miller believes that the present moment is the big moment, and that different points in 

time offer us different opportunities, if we remain at the frontier of change with an open mindset.  

He cited the examples of Korea and Finland, which experienced periods of rapid decline and 

high unemployment, and yet they caught up.  The question is „what‟s next‟ going forth for these 

nations? 

 

Relating to his experience working at the OECD where countries constantly exchange insights 

and good practices, Dr Miller sees opportunities for countries to converge.  He pointed out that 

the old way of achieving results is losing its effectiveness.  We should push ourselves to ask how 

we can be successful through exercising collective choice and convergence of strategies.  

 

That brings us to the question on „what is the role of government?‟, particularly our role as civil 

servants in helping Ministers and leaders of the state shape public policies, as we serve as the 

eyes and ears in anticipating new developments and emerging patterns. 

 

New Motivating Questions for Decision Makers 

 

Ian Davis, worldwide Managing Director of McKinsey, as quoted in March 2009 - “It is 

increasingly clear that the current downturn is fundamentally different from recessions of recent 

decades.  We are experiencing not merely another turn of the business cycle, but a restructuring 

of the economic order....The question is what will normal look like?”.  The global financial crisis 

was a watershed moment; a critical turning point. 
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Carlota Perez, author of the book “Technological Revolutions and Financial Capital: The 

Dynamics of Bubbles and Golden Ages”, shows us that historically, technological revolutions 

arrive with remarkable regularity, and that economies react to them in predictable phases.  The 

Golden Ages follow the big financial collapses, facilitated by enabling regulation and policies for 

shaping and widening markets.  Dr Miller pointed out that technology is not the cause; but an 

enabling condition.  He cited the financial sector, which is effectively a re-allocation instrument 

that channels money from what is failing into what is working.  The global downturn brought the 

financial sector back to basics, forcing them to break away from old ways and innovate.  This is 

essentially „creative destruction‟, the process of transformation that accompanies radical 

innovation.  Dr Miller felt that we fail to adjust very willingly, easily and rationally.  Even in the 

civil service, we try to do things that are less destructive; a profound challenge we face today. 

 

Dr Miller put forth the following „New motivating questions for decision makers‟: 

• Reconcile greater freedom with collective choices? 

• Embrace greater diversity without inviting fragmentation and chaos? 

• Foster greater creativity without increasing burn-out and stress? 

• Inspire responsibility? 

• Motivate change without resorting to fear? 

• Manage risk without hierarchy? 

• Combine respect for complexity while still gaining depth of understanding?  

 

He explained that existing ways of doing things do not offer us the answers.  We may discover 

some solutions if we look at the world differently.  Dr Miller quoted American economist, 

Douglass North, who said, “Rationality works best, that is, we generally get the kind of results 

that we want, in a world where the choices are very limited. Now, the reason for that is very 

simple. When you structure the environment by rules, laws, and tools and techniques, the players 

are constrained in certain directions. It is the constraints on the actors that help the decision-

maker. The more unconstrained the environment, through lack of an effective artificial structure, 

the more difficult it is for people to make choices or to implement their choices in effective 

ways.”  That leads us into the discussion on „Foresight‟. 

 

Foresight Studies Over The Decades 

 

Dr Miller gave an overview of the historical development of foresight studies over the decades, 

and the works undertaken by the European Commission (European Foresight, Europe‟s 

Information Society); World Futures Society; Association of Professional Futurists; and The 

Millennium Project.   He commented that foresight studies have shifted over the last thirty years 

to become more comprehensive and more relevant to society.  

 

The question is how do we think about the future which doesn‟t exist yet?  The challenge is in 

the quality of our thinking about the future.  He quoted another economist, Kenneth Boulding, 

who said “The human condition can almost be summed up in the observation that, whereas all 

experiences are of the past, all decisions are about the future. The image of the future, therefore, 

is the key to all choice-oriented behavior. The character and quality of the images of the future 

which prevail in a society are therefore the most important clue to its overall dynamics.”  

 

Improving The Way We Think About The Future 

 

Dr Miller elaborated on the following three ways to improve the way we think about the future: 

1. Living with fundamental indeterminacy – an emergent paradigm for anticipatory systems; 
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2. Rigorous Imagining – a framework for describing changes in the conditions of change; 

3. Hybrid Strategic Scenario (HSS) Method for developing futures literacy.   

 

1) Living with Fundamental Indeterminacy – An Emergent Paradigm for Anticipatory Systems 

If we change the way we think about the future, it shapes the way we act in present.  Dr Miller 

cited from the book „The End of Certainty: Time, Chaos and the New Laws of Nature‟ (1997) by 

Nobel Laureate, Ilya Prigogine - “Mankind is at a turning point, the beginning of a new 

rationality in which science is no longer identified with certitude and probability with 

ignorance. … science is no longer limited to idealized and simplified situations but reflects the 

complexity of the real world, a science that views us and our creativity as part of a fundamental 

trend present at all levels of nature.”   

 

Being human, we are creative. We possess the ability to think ahead in time.  But how could we 

improve this anticipatory system?  Dr Miller drew insights from the work by Robert Rosen‟s M-

model of anticipatory systems to explain that the way in which we anticipate the future matters, 

because it is a fundamental determinant of the quality of our decision making. 

 

He went on to present the following three dimensions of the future: 

(a) Contingency futures – exogenous chance or wildcard situations (examples include a 

tsunami, winning the lottery); where the anticipatory system involves simulation and 

practice, sensing, transparency; 

(b) Optimisation futures – imposed order (examples include chess, farming, assembly line); 

where the anticipatory system involves better calculation – models, projections, clarity 

and familiarity of rules, agility options, reform strategies; 

(c) Exploratory futures – “hyper complex” creativity; where the anticipatory system involves 

imagining changes in the conditions of change, constantly reinventing the potential of the 

present. 

 

He cautioned that we do not confuse these three dimensions as each dimension involves different 

methods for analysis and different consequences for action.  This distinction is necessary because 

we live in different contexts. 

 

Referring to the diagram on the left, he 

explained that context makes a difference in 

anticipation.  One way of looking at the 

different contexts is to describe them in terms 

of two variables – degree of complexity; and 

degree of openness.   

 

In an optimisation context, the future is like a 

game of chess.  It may be complicated but 

not complex, open to different ways of 

winning (losing) but closed within its own 

specification of rules, resources and goals. 

In an exploratory context, the situation is multi-dimensional and non-linear.  Unlike the chess 

game analogy, the rules, resources and goals are partly or completely open-ended.  Exploratory 

futures require imagining the potential of the present.  This happens if people in communities 

and societies behave in a very open way, with respect and tolerance for diversity.  The problem 

is that we are very accustomed to hierarchy, particularly so in the civil service.  The opposite of 

hierarchy is heterarchy - where there is no scale for measurement or comparison.  For example, 
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one cannot say that their happiness is better than another person‟s happiness.  What we are 

accustomed to may create difficulties in imaging futures that are radically different from what we 

know. 

 

 

2) Rigorous Imagining – A  Framework for Describing Changes in the Conditions of Change 

 

Dr Miller went on to explain that the language used to imagine a future context (or a changed 

world) is limited by the terms and practices of the present.  Furthermore, in exploratory futures 

thinking, there can be changes in the conditions of change.  Meeting this challenge calls for 

„rigorous imagining‟ – which is to become aware of the assumptions used to make decisions 

today.   

 

He pointed to emerging forms of social 

organisation that break significantly 

from industrial society.  One version of 

this is „The Learning Intensive Society‟ 

which is comfortable with ambiguity.  

In this society, the familiar dualism of 

supply and demand becomes marginal; 

and the old ways of establishing social 

cohesion give way to new ones, based 

on values that are heterarchical.  In this 

society, learning is intensive, occurring 

everyday throughout a lifetime, as 

people exercise their freedom to create 

value.   

 

 

He elaborated that this societal change involves compositional change in the weight of different 

sources of wealth creation as we shift from the agricultural society to industrial-information 

society, toward becoming a learning intensive society.  In a learning intensive society, the 

predominant type of economic activity is called “unique creation”, which becomes the leading 

source of wealth.  The learning intensive society becomes the “next stage” of market economy, 

beyond mass-production and mass-

consumption. 

 

 Referring to the diagram on the right, he explained that in a 
socio-economic ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ōȅ άǳƴƛǉǳŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴέΣ ǘƘŜ 
critical value-added comes from the ideas and insights that each 
person generates, through a process that is inherently 
interpersonal and networked.    This process brings about a 
shared set of tastes that gets refined gradually through 
experience (learning by doing), and in turn progressively adding 
value to the identity of the inventors and their community. 
 
5Ǌ aƛƭƭŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǉǳƛŎƪ ǘƻ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ψ[ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ LƴǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ 
{ƻŎƛŜǘȅΩ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŀ ǿay to reframe the way 
we view the future.   
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Starlings Flying in a Flock – “Murmuration” Metaphor 

 

A clip from YouTube was screened 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MIzlcH2q6Vo showing “murmuration” of 300,000 starlings.  

In this phenomenon, each bird strives to fly as close to its neighbours as possible, instantly 

copying any changes in speed or direction. As a result, tiny deviations by one bird are magnified 

and distorted by those surrounding it, creating rippling, swirling patterns.  Murmuration is used 

as a metaphor to describe heterarchical communities that are continually restructured and 

recombined – as seen in social networking sites like Facebook.  Dr Miller pointed out that 

murmuration is actually a simple system (rather than a complex system as generally perceived), 

but the challenge lies in creating the conditions for it to exist.  Starlings change positions all the 

time – this shows that lots of sensemaking is involved.  Similarly, in governance, we need to 

create that capacity for spontaneity through continuous experimentation and learning; and 

making choices from the viewpoint of collective action (public policy). 

 

3) Hybrid Strategic Scenario (HSS) Method for Developing Futures Literacy 

 

Dr Miller presented a short introduction on the Hybrid Strategic Scenario (HSS) method for 

developing Futures Literacy or FL. FL is defined as the capacity to think about the future.  It is 

not about predicting the future, nor planning the path from A to B.  The HSS method is one 

example of a multi-step, multi-method scenario development process, involving rigorous 

imagining, and uses values and expectations to assess today‟s choices.   This method facilitates 

the design of policies appropriate for different contexts.   

 

 

Conclusion  
Dr Miller concluded the lecture by posing the challenge to policymakers to develop the capacity 

for thinking about the future by applying the concept of murmuration, and staying away from 

path dependency.  

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MIzlcH2q6Vo
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Question & Answer Segment 

moderated by Keith Tan, Director (Foreign Economic Policy Division), MTI 

 

Mr Keith Tan opened the segment by sharing his takeaways from the learning of two new 

concepts – murmuration and heterarchy.  He found these concepts useful in challenging our 

thinking that we could control our future, and our tendency to fall back on hierarchical structures 

to manage risks. 

 

The following questions were raised by participants: 

 

Question #1:  Today‟s organisations are very comfortable with hierarchy.  How do we encourage 

them to embrace heterarchy? 

 

Dr Miller shared that the key is to adapt practices according to different contexts.  One example 

is a high school-related project called “Secondary Futures Programme”, which involves the 

sharing of responsibility between the education ministry and enforcement authority (police) in 

observing student behaviour.  In this case, the education ministry must be prepared to give up 

some power and allow responsibility to be shared.  Another example is the “Future of Ireland” 

project, which aims to build capacity for shaping the future through tapping on murmurations of 

people at the ground. 

 

 

Question #2:   In the context of complexity and uncertain futures, forming teams comprising 

people from diverse background could be one way to better anticipate the future using scenarios.  

How do we generate true value from such diverse teams? 

 

Dr Miller explained that the key lies in problem definition in order for scenarios to be linked to 

actions.  If the problem is not defined correctly, even the best technique will not get us the 

answers we are looking for, and shared about a process which helps to reveal the systemic 

conditions we work with. This requires the team to go through the learning curve to develop the 

openness to reconsider their assumptions.  Our assumptions constrain our conditions greatly, 

with a tendency for people to be task-oriented, and without clarifying our intentions. Diversity in 

the team is good, but there is a need to distinguish what we can or cannot achieve.   

 

 

Question #3:  Many organisations remain hierarchical. What are your thoughts about 

organisation structure? 

 

Dr Miller commented that we could have cross functional teams to some extent, but territorial 

power could still exist.  Another way is to create safe zones where we bring in multiplicity of 

constituents (this is not referring to public consultation), away from hierarchy.  One example 

from New Zealand was cited, where appointed guardians (people known in various arena such as 

sports and the arts) with interest in society converge independently of the Minister for a definite 

five-year period to form “temporary islands” to develop new ideas used to shape public policies. 

 

Recorded by: Yee Lai Fong 

  Senior Researcher, Centre for Governance and Leadership 

  Civil Service College 

 

 


