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There is a deep, meditative peal to the phrase ‘Reflections on the Future’ that reverberates slowly 
away from you before finding its way back, the sound shaped profoundly by its originator, the 
environs through which it travels and by its receiver. When we reflect on the past, we engage with 
memories of what has been. When we reflect on the present, we engage with memories of what is. 
But to reflect on the future? That asks of us to project into that unknown land that is time yet to 
unfold; to ‘remember’ what is yet to be.  
 
It is a fascinating question to ask at a time when the world of work is in a transitional space of its 
own. What do we see when we reflect upon work’s future? Do we see its past echoed back at us, a 
time when organizations have reverted back to what felt safe and known, even if that state was 
broken? Do we see a continuation of what we see in its present, mired in uncertainty and flux and 
never-resolved disruption? Or do we see something else altogether?  
 
This is our mirror moment 
The way to finding that answer may lie in the methods of fiction.  
 
In Write Your Novel From The Middle, author James Scott Bell shares his findings of studying 
commonalties across the midpoint of different novels and movies. Based on his research, he 
identified what he coined the ‘mirror moment’. This is a pivotal phase of turbulence and conflict in 
the story where the protagonist is forced to look at themselves in the metaphorical mirror, and to 
reflect upon who they are and who they need to become, in order to overcome the conflict.  
 
The shape of those reflections will depend on whether the story is character- or plot-driven. In the 
former, the protagonist looks inwards to ask of themselves what type of person they are and who 
they are becoming. What inner demons will need to be beaten in order to succeed? In plot-driven 
stories, the reflections are more external: How are the odds stacked up against them? How can the 
seemingly insurmountable obstacles be overcome? 
 
The answers to these questions set the tone for the remaining half of the story as the protagonist 
embarks upon the path they ultimately choose. This may lead to success or, in the case of a tragic 
hero, to downfall.i 

Reflections on the Future 
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This period of 2020 and 2021 is our mirror moment.  
 
The conflict in which we find ourselves isn’t a new one. Questions about where we work, how we 
work, why we work, who works, and what type of work we do – and the many different answers to 
all these questions – have to a large extent driven much of the progress as well of many of the 
inequalities we find within society. Before 2020, rapid advances to technology had meant that 
considering the future of work often resulted in visions of technology-driven utopias and dystopias. 
Futures that had previously felt real only in science fiction or speculative fiction started to seem 
closer, to come more into focus. At the same time, fears about the climate emergency were 
likewise pulling ever nearer, together with a myriad of other existential concerns. What did these 
all mean for working people and their families? For organizations? For how society itself is 
structured? 
 
It was amidst this already turbulent environment that the catalyst for our current mirror moment 
erupted.  
 
From the global to the local to the personal, the events of 2020 have forced a reckoning of working 
and societal ecosystems at all levels. All these questions about work have become frequent and 
urgent matters of public discourse, discussed passionately around the tables of families to those of 
organizational leadership and government.  
 
What we thought we knew about the changing nature of work has been found not yet to be truly 
written; the future that so many were ‘remembering’ has not yet happened. Rather, there are 
countless futures set out before us within which different working worlds can unfold, for ourselves 
now and for future generations. No one path has yet been definitively chosen.  
 
Now is the time to reflect deeply on these existential questions about the nature of work, at both 
individual and collective levels. Who are we? Who do we want to be? What must we change and 
overcome – both within ourselves and in our surrounding environments – in order to succeed? And 
what does ‘succeed’ even mean? 
 
Our answers will be what shapes how the world of work looks and feels in the future, and how it 
differs from today. To many, this has caused a moment of hope and positivity, that out of this 
moment society can regenerate into something more optimistic, more inclusive, more in tune with 
nature and with the needs of our fellow humans. For others, it is hard to see beyond the pain and 
suffering 2020 has wrought to understand what lies beyond our current horizon. Others still look 
back, yearning to recapture what has been lost.  
 
Over which horizons do you gaze? 
For those in Knowledge Management, it can sometimes feel as though we exist within a perpetual 
mirror moment. Time and again, the death knell has been tolled of the field being ‘dead’. And yet 
time and again, we have found that the practice moves forward to evolve – to regenerate – to help 
meet the overlapping knowledge needs of the past, the present and the future.ii  
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What do those in Knowledge Management and Organizational Development now do when faced 
with today’s collective mirror moment? What futures do we plan for and help mould? 
 
Frameworks such as Bill Sharpe’s Three Horizons Framework (3H) can help us take on three 
different mindsets as a way of choosing which path forward we want to take.iii While there are 
different adaptions of the framework, they largely ask of us the following: 
 

1. The first horizon is focused on the present. It asks us to be the protagonist who wants to 
maintain the status quo and ‘stability’, focusing on what we know and who we are today, 
what we take for granted, and what we assume will always be with us. While history tells us 
that, over time, the status quo is prone to collapse and to degenerate, it is important to 
understand under the current context. 

2. The third horizon is focused on the far future. Here, we’re the visionary protagonist with 
stars in our eyes, imagining distant preferred futures and projecting forward to what could 
be and who we could be. It asks of us what do we see emerging today that is completely 
new, and what do we see if we ‘remember’ a future where that has become the new status 
quo?  

3. The second horizon sits between the first and second, asking us to step back and think 
through how that emerging future challenges our assumptions about the present, and what 
risks and opportunities we can see to inform incremental changes. These changes can either 
feed back into maintaining the status quo of the first horizon, or they can help create the 
stepping stones to the third horizon.iv  

 
To an extent, we’re currently living through what feels like a second horizon, in that liminal space 
between what was and what could be.  
 
For example, the immediate conversations currently taking place around how the world of work is 
changing are heavily focused on ‘where’ work takes place for those who previously predominantly 
worked within offices. Will people return to offices, will they remain at home, or will a hybrid ‘work 
from anywhere’ model emerge? The answers to these questions have huge knock-on implications, 
such as the impact on organizational culture, on learning from tacit knowledge, collaboration, 
knowledge sharing, recruitment, wellness, population demographics, levels of digital literacy, the 
health of high streets, salaries, housing… the list goes on.  
 
But they’re not the only challenges surrounding us during this mirror moment. We can also see, for 
example:  

• the immediate and long-term mental and physical health implications of a global pandemic, 
as well as the economic ones, and the need to help people not only survive but in time 
thrive, including through supportive and fulfilling work environments; 

• the climate crisis, and the need to develop regenerative economies and practices across 
organizations; 

• social inequality and society’s ‘wicked problems’, and the need to create more inclusive, 
adaptive organizations whose health flows from their diversity and collaboration; 
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• the role of AI, machine learning and robotics in the workforce, and the need to create 
solutions that seek to address the coded-in biases of makers and think through the systemic 
impacts of potentially displaced workforces. 

 
As protagonists, the odds feel stacked against us. But if we stop to imagine that third horizon, we 
can ‘remember’ a future that will help to guide our actions now and over the coming years.  
 
Seeing beyond the mirror 
If you look to that third horizon, what do you see? And in which direction is your mirror moment 
going to take you within the world of work? If you take a moment to pause, close your eyes and 
allow yourself to dream, what do you see?  
 
At the further reaches of imagination, perhaps you see a Solarpunkv or Afrofuturistvi world, where 
technology has been harnessed to help us live in greater harmony with each other and with nature. 
Through shared purpose, we’ve been able to harness collective knowledge to finally create that 
utopia often depicted in the art of this cultural movement.  
 
But even if we dream smaller, I would imagine there are commonalities across what we all see 
emerging from our current changing world of work. 
 
Diverse, inclusive work communities of healthy, strong, collaborative relationships focused on 
working together adaptively to solve emergent problems, in both shared physical and virtual 
spaces. Mindful use of thoughtfully designed technology that augments our knowledge and 
capabilities as a tool we use for ‘good’. Regenerative practices that help us better manage the finite 
resources available to us, meaning ourselves as well as nature. Healthy, thriving organizations that 
help not only to bring us the services and products we need, but also themselves live within a 
healthy, thriving work ecosystem of mutualism with suppliers, communities and providers. And, 
ultimately, healthy, thriving people, across all fields of work, who aren’t made to feel ‘less than’ by 
the practices of their organization or by society’s norms.  
 
It may not feel as if there’s that much ambition there, really. Where are the smart offices? The 
holographic meetings? The augmented reality meeting notes? But it gets to the heart of our mirror 
moment. Yes, we could imagine a changing world of work that’s infused with hyper-technology. 
But, for me, if that future arrives without the above people-focused evolution, we will still be living 
in the past; our reflections on the future would have served only to keep us where we are today. 
This is why Nature of Work: The new story of work for a living agevii, the book I have recently co-
authored with Paul Miller, is so focused on the above beliefs about what the nature of work can be 
if we have the courage to make it so. 
 
This future isn’t far-fetched; like any good speculative fiction, it reflects back to us elements of what 
already exists today. We don’t have to look too hard to already see that future’s seeds taking root, 
and how people in organizations are moving towards it.  
 
Within Knowledge Management, we have the expertise, the tools and practices to help connect 
people together with each other and with ideas, to create something that is bigger than each of us 
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individually. Like beavers in the wild, who play an integral role in ecosystems through the way they 
influence water flow, we can help ease and direct the flows and networks of knowledge within our 
organizations. We have within our field the ability to nurture collective knowledge through creating 
structure and supporting relationships, out of which new possibilities can be discovered.  
 
To get out of this current mirror moment, we need to focus our efforts on building our relationships 
across the organization and to work together with fellow functions to understand how we want to 
move forward, creating both a shared future and the language to describe it. Together, we can 
visualize that third horizon and think through the paths we’ll take together to get there. If we 
succeed in this, we will have faced our current reckoning and emerged that much closer to who it is 
we want to be.  
 
Questions to reflect on: 
In order to help create the changing world of work you want to see, work through the following 
sets of questions three times: for yourself, for your team and for your organization or work 
community: 

• How would you tell the story of your current state and context of work? Even if things are in 
a state of flux, how would you describe the status quo? 

• What will the impact of maintaining the status quo be in the long term? 

• What changes can you see emerging that challenge this current state?  

• What changes would you like to see emerge – and why? 

• What are the incremental changes that need to take place to push things from status quo to 
the future desired state? 

• What do you commit to doing to help bring that future desired state closer? 
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