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It’s 15 years since The Forum formally reflected 

on the future, in a project we, rather hopefully, 

called Transformational KM.  

As Shimrit Janes suggests it often feels like those 

in Knowledge Management live in a perpetual 

mirror moment, reflecting on what exists now, 

what changes emerge from the current state and 

what other changes need to happen to reach a 

future desired state. That was exactly what we 

did in 2007. This series of reflections on the 

future has given me the opportunity to reflect on 

our reflections and see how far we have come.  

The challenge then (and probably still now) was 

getting others to believe that investing in 

intangibles like knowledge and learning could be 

transformational when tangible elements of 

business, like money and physical resources, 

were so obviously the source of measurable 

economic value. Somehow recent events like the 

Covid pandemic and the absolute societal 

dependence on technology to keep the world 

running smoothly have made the idea of digital 

transformation seem more feasible and 

acceptable; yet it is still just an architecture that 

supports knowledge sharing and learning to 

adapt and improve business. Let’s see how far 

we have come since a group of Forum members 

visualised how organisations might transform 

their modus operandi from an industrial 
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economy model to one that is better adapted to 

a knowledge economy.  

 

Visualising Futures 

Eight organisations were represented in the 

project, and every participant brought 7-10 years 

knowledge management experience. Back then, 

we asked ourselves, what would it be like to 

work in organisations where knowledge activity 

is truly accepted as a powerful route to value 

creation for individuals, organisations and wider 

society? Our hope was that by visualising that 

future we’d see more clearly the possibilities to 

learn adapt and innovate.  

Arguably a knowledge economy creates value for 

society through its intellectual capital – people, 

relationships, structures, processes and ways of 

organizing through advanced technological 

capability that allow organisations to make 

better use of inherently limited physical and 

financial resources. In principle this works more 

effectively when 

• knowledgeable individuals have more power 

to choose where to work, apply their expertise 

where it adds value and are intrinsically driven 

to engage with activities that offer emotional 

and intellectual rewards not just monetary 

ones. 

• organisations operate effectively in an 

ecosystem, pay attention to the diverse and 

flexible networks of knowledgeable 

stakeholders (customers, suppliers, partners, 

research, and educational institutions) and co-

ordinate collaborative activity to share insights 

across organisational boundaries. They 

recognise that this is what gives them the 

power to innovate and adapt.    
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In comparison, the assumptions that traditionally 

drove structures and behaviours in the industrial 

economy are the polar opposite:  

• employment is driven by extrinsic motivation, 

monetary reward for time/effort and even 

presenteeism; in other words, it recognises. 

input rather than valuing knowledge output 

• organising is structured to control resources 

and compete for profit through tangible 

resource value. 

 

Could we really shake up the system from 

within? 

The great futurist Alvin Toffler and his wife Heidi 

once said in their book Revolutionary Wealth:  

“The new wealth systems demand a 

complete shake-up in the way increasingly 

temporary skills sets are organized for 

increasingly temporary purposes throughout 

the economy.” 

(Toffler and Toffler, 2006)  

What could knowledge, learning and 

organisational behaviour activists do to shake up 

the frustratingly stable industrial economy 

mindset from within?  

This new series of Reflections on the Future led 

me to ponder how accurate our reflections were 

then and how far have we come since 2007 – 

what progress have we made towards any of the 

three scenarios that are defined by the 

dimension of knowledge work and organisational 

structuring outline in the previous section?  

We visualised three trajectories, based on 

changes we were noticing already in 

organisational ways of working. Either 

organisations might pay more attention to the 

value of human capital and find new ways of 

engaging knowledge workers in work they 

enjoyed, but still retained an industrial economy 

mindset (top left), or they might move to 

recognise the importance of knowledge and 

learning in their ability to survive and thrive in a 

knowledge economy mindset but retained an old 

employment model (bottom right), or real 

transformation might happen and organisations 

start to work in a diverse and networked 

ecosystem in which knowledge workers with 

temporary skills sets self-organized for 

increasingly temporary purposes as the Tofflers 

expected. 

So, with a brief description of each of the three 

scenarios, let me reflect a little on the 2022 

Reflections on the Future that the authors in this 

book have shared.  

 

We dubbed our first scenario, 

Suburbia, a great place to be. 

Here, traditional organisations really work hard 

on employee engagement; skilled people lucky 

enough to work in such organisations are 

ostensibly valued for their diverse and unique 

contributions. Within the walls of the 

organisation, experts have more autonomy and 

power over what they choose to do, 

volunteering, getting invited, or being head-

hunted to join internal projects that allow them 

to best fulfil their potential.  

On the people side of things, diversity is valued; 

there is more opportunity for self-organising 

systems because technology supports an internal 

marketplace for skills and expertise. Within the 

border of Suburbia people connect widely in 

spaces and activities for creativity and recreation 

as well as work, but they don’t stray outside the 

organisational strategy. They stay with the 

business because it is an exciting and fulfilling 

place to work until they retire, so knowledge 

retention is high. However, the organisation 

itself still operates as a discrete entity, 
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outsources low paid work and largely recruits 

skilled employees that they look after well. Thus, 

people only cross the border into Suburbia if 

they fit with the pre-existing vision of the 

knowledge needed to generate profit. Lots of 

new knowledge markets get overlooked, 

opportunities for new products are neglected 

and the really novel experimentation happens 

outside Suburbia’s borders. It’s not a place 

where temporary skill sets are used for 

temporary purposes, but more one where skills 

sets are developed through experience and 

increasing depth in existing areas.  

 

How far has 15 years taken us towards this 

scenario?  

If we examine John Hovell’s activities on the 

periphery in his Reflections of the Future, we see 

that several of the activities John highlights are 

still on the periphery now in 2022, they are still 

just possibilities for transforming the value of KM 

– the priority for diversity and inclusion, the 

value of conversational leadership, more 

advanced self-organising systems, and more 

orchestrated group dynamics through large 

group interventions. What our Suburbia scenario 

probably missed is the enormous disruptive 

potential of really novel digital technologies, like 

Artificial Intelligence (AI), which could change the 

ways of working even for knowledge workers.  

In some ways Suburbia is the epitome of David 

Gurteen’s ideas about tribal thinking. It’s hard to 

change our beliefs about what is valuable when 

community ties blinker our vision and the 

organisation is such a great place to be.  

The downside of close community ties is that the 

creative value of dissonance and tension, which 

Esmee Wilcox suggests is so important for 
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learning and innovation, can be suppressed, 

unless there are mechanisms to connect 

disconnected groups and harness their 

differences. In the Suburbia scenario internal 

harmony is high, most creative disruption 

happens offshore of the tranquil island of 

knowledge ownership, and connections to the 

external world are regulated by border controls 

that admit those valued for knowledge that is 

exploitable now.  

  Possibly then new technology interventions like 

AI might well be resisted and the holographic 

and conversational software might be less valued 

when everyone lives and works on a cosy island 

of like-minded people. We still haven’t solved 

the work-life balance issues, although recent 

developments such as the so called ‘Great 

Resignation’ post pandemic may suggest that 

people are seeing the possibilities of changing 

the way they think of work as a place to be.  

 

We named our second scenario the 

Trust Conundrum.    

Here we are looking at an ecosystem of much 

more enlightened organisations. Some more 

traditionally structured ones at the heart of the 

KM district and some off the grid entrepreneurial 

enterprises, all collaborating and working 

together both virtually and physically.  

What holds the network together is 

communication and performance measures that 

pay attention to the value of intangibles such as 

employee well-being, environmental impact, 

social equality in the region, rather than purely 

profit. The shared environment in intellectual 

capital valley means that organisations innovate, 
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adapt and co-evolve together in a dynamic 

ecosystem, gaining increasing returns from the 

network of relationships that they participate in. 

The diversity and richness of the connectivity 

fuels greater innovation in the cluster. The 

organisation is good at partnering with clients, 

customers, NGO’s and other institutions, but the 

strongly held belief that ‘what gets measured 

gets managed’ is the legacy of the industrial 

system of control.    

The problem with this is that the openness to 

sharing and collaboration can hit up against a 

variety of reputational problems and threats to 

survival. Conversations can go too far and 

intellectual property can leak and damage an 

organisation’s position in the ecosystem. Spin in 

weak ties can distort communications; the power 

of information and social media can mislead and 

damage reputation in the ecosystem. New 

Technologies can measure and monitor what 

everyone is doing and make actions and 

measures transparent.  

But for anyone who has seen the Top Hanks film 

the Circle, based on the eponymous book by 

Dave Eggers, they will quickly recognise that 

however enticing complete transparency in living 

your life online might seem, however useful it 

might be to track people’s activity, sharing 

everything and closing the circle, there are some 

significant problems with privacy of information 

and the ethics of information usage that create 

issues of trust in large organisations, trust in 

relationships and concern for personal freedom. 

 

How far has 15 years taken us towards this 

scenario?  

Katrina Pugh highlights many of these challenges 

in her Reflections on the Future through the eyes 

of Digital Natives. The polarisation that David 

Gurteen points to is present as a result of social 

media and our inability to deal with conflicting 

beliefs and managing diversity in an inclusive 

way. Our deep tribal habits can be re-enforced 

without the capacity to work with constructive 

disagreement in dialogue. We still don’t have all 

the answers to this conundrum and much more 

work is needed. Even more so when we consider 

the potential of AI to interpret patterns in 

information and reach quick and perhaps 

dangerous conclusions in ways that humans 

cannot understand.   

The BBC Reith Lecturer for 2022 Professor 

Stuart Russell touches on this very issue. He is 

not reticent in calling AI the biggest event in 

Human History, the first time that control could 

be wrested from the hands of humans if we 

don’t reflect carefully on our future when 

designing these systems. This thought-provoking 

series of 4 podcasts are a challenge for us to 

think about the very real ethical and moral issues 

given how AI could transform our world and 

what it means for the future of work.  

Nevertheless, Covid has certainly provided the 

impetus to move many organisations towards 

the sort of networked world represented in this 

scenario. Global resource hubs for information, 

digital platforms for co-ordination and 

mechanisms to harvest local knowledge and 

enable agile learning are all present in Yemisi 

Songo-William’s tale of ADRA’s experience of 

adapting to the crisis. She even raises the issue 

of leadership walking the talk to sustain the 

knowledge ecosystem that developed to cope 

with Covid. Crisis can prompt useful action 

towards working at scale in a complex network 

of organisations, but learning the lessons from 

that crisis and embedding them permanently 

requires leadership trust that the investment will 

deliver long term benefits. 

 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m001216k/episodes/player
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m001216k/episodes/player
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  The final scenario we envisaged, 

was the State of Mine. 

This scenario is closest to the Tofflers’ vision of 

temporary workers with temporary skill sets and 

open minds following the currents and eddies of 

knowledge interest across a values ocean. People 

regularly take time out to invest in learning and 

update their skill sets, self-organising their work 

across different islands of activity in an 

archipelago, supported by ubiquitous open 

access connectivity and advanced technology.   

This scenario inherently relies on the sort of 

complex, social and procedural dynamics that 

Chris Rogers suggests we need to take seriously. 

It’s not an easy place to thrive because it lacks 

the formal structures for measurement and 

control, that were implicit in industrial 

organisations, and depends far more on the 

patterning of interactions, the conversations and 

social dynamics that construct the future. It is 

complex and indirectly co-ordinated through 

diverse actions based on access to knowledge 

and information.  

 

How far has 15 years taken us towards this 

scenario?  

You have only to look at Eddie Obeng’s 

Reflections on the Future to get a sense of what 

to do to reach this new productive world of 

knowledge activity. In Eddie we might catch a 

glimpse of one of the rare citizens of the State of 

Mine. To my knowledge he has been living the 

dream for many years now. What is interesting is 

the way that Covid seems to have pushed many 

more knowledgeable individuals, particularly the 

Digital Natives to want to follow him, 

abandoning the security and control of the old 



Reflections on the Future  

82 © The Henley Forum 2022 

corporate structures, and the cities and 

metropolises in search of more flexible careers 

where they can follow their passion and use their 

knowledge to better effect. 

Yet, although the State of Mine is premised on 

the sort of ‘diverse and high impact ecosystem’ 

that Cara Antoine conjures up in her reflections, 

sadly, we are not there yet. By excluding the 

technical knowledge and lived experience of 

various facets of society, including high potential 

women, we risk perpetuating some of the 

inherent biases in economic systems that were 

founded on the power of physical strength or 

monetary value. The danger when we think of AI 

is that we build these biases into systems that 

learn and develop on their own, and create 

further barriers to inclusion. There have already 

been examples of AI systems that sift CVs of job 

applicants that exclude female applicants 

because of bias in the algorithm.    

Judy Payne made the point in your opening 

remarks in this series, that the Forum has always 

been ahead of its time. Do I agree. Yes and No. In 

all these scenarios, we were implicitly 

considering the complexities and strategic value 

of knowledge and learning and organisational 

development activity and how it could contribute 

to innovation, adaptation, and a more relational 

inclusive and flexible society. Thinking about 

future trends has allowed the Forum to remain 

agile, knowledgeable and innovative throughout 

the period. Yet, in some ways, you could say the 

simple answer to how far we have come in the 

past 15 years is plus ça change, plus c'est la 

même chose!  

The general consensus from all the collective 

Reflections on the Future is that no-one can 

really predict what is going to happen. The 

ecosystem is too complex to even try. Yet, as 

Sharon Varney points out in her reflections, 

perhaps by imagining the ‘wiggly paths’ a 

complex system could follow, taking into account 

historical forces and hindsight, we can become 

more sensitive to future possibilities.  

Certainly, many of the tools and techniques for 

managing knowledge and learning the lessons of 

history that Chris Collison’s describes in his 

reflections were available back in 2007. 

Hopefully they are more deeply embedded in 

organisational practice now, but it’s how we use 

them to learn and stay awake to the clues about 

where change may emerge that really makes a 

difference.  

As Sharon Varney suggests, paying close 

attention to the signals in the here and now is 

something we can all do. Knowledge leaders co-

ordinating diverse and often contradictory 

perspectives are better prepared to recognise 

opportunities and integrate different 

perspectives into a more complex and adaptable 

view of what the future might hold.   

But the striking thing in all the 2022 reflections is 

the way both individuals and organisations have 

seized the opportunity to really advance digital 

working and give more autonomy and 

independence to knowledge workers when 

confronted with the sudden disruptions from the 

Covid pandemic. As Jaimini Lakhani says these 

may be Black Swan events that occur out of the 

blue but hopefully looking forward, they become 

a powerful catalyst for moving more quickly 

towards a new more adaptable and resilient 

model of knowledge work.   

It just requires that we learn the lessons of 

these Reflections on the Future and continue 

to trust that they will have benefit for 

everyone in the longer term. 

 


