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Executive Summary

“Imagination is not a gift usually associated with bureaucracies.... It is
therefore crucial to find a way of routinizing, even bureaucratizing, the
exercise of imagination.” — The Report of the Commission on the 9/11
Attacks’

U.S. public policy has traditionally been short-sighted. The ability to anticipate,
prepare for, and adapt to the future has long suffered from the pressure to
emphasize today over tomorrow, operations over preparations, tactics over
strategy. The result is policy that often sacrifices long-term needs to short-term
interests. This short-termism not only reduces economic performance, threatens
the environment, and undermines national security—to name but a few
consequences—it also leaves the United States vulnerable to surprise and limits
its ability to manage crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

Unfortunately, this dynamic is likely to worsen. As the world becomes more
interdependent, the degree of systemic complexity will grow, as will the amount
of irreducible uncertainty. There will be more future stuff that simply cannot be
predicted and planned for. In response, policymakers will increasingly focus on
the short term because it is, relatively speaking, more predictable and therefore
more tractable. Amid dizzying change, this short-termism is a coping
mechanism, but it is an unhealthy one that sacrifices future gains for immediate
rewards. Worse, if short-termism is a response to the uncertainty of the future,
then its oft-prescribed remedy—greater emphasis on the future—is nonsensical.

The question, then, is: How can American policymakers adequately value the
long term given the inherent uncertainty of the future and the resulting pressure
to focus on the short term?

This report explores one potential answer: the practice of strategic foresight,
defined as the rigorous examination of imagined alternative futures to better
sense, shape, and adapt to the emerging future. The archetypal manifestation of
strategic foresight is scenario planning, the structured process of envisioning
plausible futures to (among other things) put boundaries around future
uncertainty, challenge assumptions about the present, and facilitate strategy
formulation. Here, a definitional note is in order: although some researchers
conflate the concepts,” this report distinguishes “foresight” from “forecasting,”
which is the prediction of future events. The U.S. government has experimented
with probabilistic prediction,? but this study focuses on its use of strategic
foresight.

Most notably, this report presents findings of a study that examined the U.S.
Coast Guard’s 23-year-old scenario planning program with the goal of
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understanding how such an initiative takes root, sustains itself, and influences
strategy. The report also presents snapshots of new and expanded strategic
foresight programs in other U.S. agencies, and it contrasts such efforts with the
strategic planning that such agencies perform, focusing on those in the foreign
policy establishment. It concludes by proposing a whole-of-government foresight
effort.

Key Observations:

- The root cause of short-termism in the U.S. government is often
misdiagnosed. Short-termism in public policy is usually characterized as
a function of structural factors, such as two-year congressional terms, that
focus policymakers on the present. But short-termism is also a mechanism
for coping with the uncertainty of the long-term future. Even if incentives
are overhauled, short-termism will remain attractive unless policymakers
learn how to better manage the uncertainty of the future. Strategic
foresight is one solution.

Through repeated scenario planning exercises, the U.S. Coast
Guard provided its leaders with a structure for howto think about
the future that has increased how much they think about the future.
This effort, spanning more than 20 years, has given service members and
civilian officials a tool for engaging and managing the uncertainty of the
long term. By giving them the means to address the future, these exercises
both directly and indirectly prompted more attention to the future.

The Coast Guard’s scenario planning impacted not only long-term
thinking but also short-term action. Although a focus on the present
often detracts from the ability to consider the future, the Coast Guard’s
efforts showed that increased attention to the future can empower action
in the present. Different time horizons can be complementary rather than
competing.

Strategic foresight efforts can yield dividends disproportionate to
the resources invested. It is often difficult to measure the return on
investment of foresight efforts, such as scenario planning exercises, but
even skeptics believed the Coast Guard exercises had value, and the cost
was modest. By contrast, not engaging in strategic foresight can have
great costs because an organization may fail to prepare for the range of
plausible futures it faces.

U.S. government agencies, particularly those in the foreign policy
establishment, produce alot of “strategy,” but that strategy is rarely
informed by strategic foresight. Instead, operations often displace
planning, planning rarely informs operations, and contingency planning

newamerica.org/international-security/reports/strategic-foresight-in-us-agencies/



takes the place of scenario planning. The National Intelligence Council
does produce the foresightful Global Trends report, but that report is the
exception that proves the rule, having little direct impact on policy.

. There is a surge in strategic foresight efforts across the U.S.
government. Although difficult to quantify, interest in strategic foresight
appears to be growing in federal agencies. However, these programs are
connected to each other only through informal networks, and their impact
on policy is episodic. There is no whole-of-government effort.

. The president should establish an office to lead strategic foresight
efforts at the national level. Although such an organization could take
various shapes—presidential support, not institutional form, is the key
determinant of influence—this report proposes a structure akin to other
high-level independent advisory bodies that report directly to the
Executive Office of the President. The President’s Foresight Advisory
Board could be led by political appointees and staffed by a rotating set of
officials seconded from federal agencies.
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Introduction: The Need for Strategic Foresight

The U.S. government has long found itself at the mercy* of what Dean Acheson
”5

called “the thundering present.
There is widespread agreement—from scholars and practitioners, from the
private sector and the public sector, from liberals and conservatives—that U.S.
policymakers are too focused on short-term gains at the expense of the long
term. Researchers have observed this bias in a slew of domains—from the budget
to infrastructure to climate change—and cataloged the damage it has wrought.®
Politicians lament that decisions made today are doing a disservice to future
generations, and CEOs remind us that focusing on the short term to the

exclusion of the long term is bad for both national policy and business.” The
tendency to discount the future not only reduces economic performance,
threatens the environment, and undermines national security—to name but a few
consequences—it also leaves the United States vulnerable to surprise and limits
its ability to respond to crises, a failing on stark display in 2020 and 2021 as the
nation has struggled to combat the COVID-19 pandemic after underinvesting in
its public health infrastructure.®

Lest this myopia be seen as a function of government inefficiency or
ineffectiveness, it is worth noting that the situation in the private sector is no
better and by some measures worse. Despite a sense that firms should aim to
create long-term value,” many companies privilege the short term over the long.
For example, to meet quarterly earnings expectations, CEOs often forgo projects
that have a positive net present value.'® Such behavior has prompted decades of
concern about short-termism’s drag on the U.S. economy, and recent studies
show that long-termism does, in fact, improve performance." One such report
found that, if companies were more oriented toward the long term, they could
reap an additional $1.5 trillion in return on invested capital."” Larry Fink, the CEO
of BlackRock, the world’s largest asset manager, has frequently lamented the
dangers of short-termism'3; the Business Roundtable issued a statement in 2018
saying that “short-termism is unhealthy for America’s public companies and

financial markets”*4; and the following year, 181 American CEOs committed to

“generating long-term value for shareholders.”

This complaint of short-termism, public and private, is striking in its persistence,
its breadth, and its unanimity. It is difficult, if not impossible, to find anyone who
thinks that organizations and their leaders are too farsighted, and concern is
growing as the present seems to clamor for evermore attention even as
awareness of long-term dangers rises.'® As the Financial Times put it, “By early
2020, short-termism was being attacked by everyone from executives at Davos to
environmentalists at not-for-profit groups such as the World Wide Fund for

Nature.”"
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The question is, what can we do about it?

To answer that, we must first understand why public and private organizations
choose to prioritize the present at the expense of the future." Business scholars
cite investor priorities, executive compensation, shareholder activism, and
earnings expectations,'® while political scientists note that democracies
incentivize politicians to focus on the costs and benefits of the current electoral
cycle; the concerns of voters, who eschew short-term pain and insist on
immediate results; and the demands of special-interest groups, whose objectives
can undercut efforts at more sustainable policy.*° Researchers also cite the
tyranny of the in-box, the relentlessness of the news cycle, and the press of social
media.”

Advocates of long-termism generally focus on ameliorating such pressures.
Business researchers have suggested changing incentive structures by
eliminating the demand for quarterly earnings guidance® or by altering the
structure of CEO compensation.”® And there are many proposals that would
encourage policymakers to accord greater value to the future: legally mandating
that they safeguard the interests of future generations; strengthening the voting
power of the young, and weakening that of the old (one recent proposal
suggested making the voting age zero)**; and granting legislators more time in
office and requiring them to set long-term goals. There are even proposals to
establish a “Secretary of the Future” or, internationally, a “UN High
Commissioner for the Future.”” These remedies share a common goal:
incentivize decision-makers to pay more attention to the long term by amplifying
its salience.

It is an intuitive solution. Attention to the future would seem to be a prerequisite
for appropriately valuing it. But implicit in these remedies—implicit in the idea
that policymakers would more accurately value trade-offs between the long and
short terms if only they could escape the noise of the present—is the belief that it
is possible to see the future clearly. After all, every policy is effectively a
prediction that a certain government action will have a certain effect, so arguing
that longer-term policy would be better policy assumes the ability to accurately
foresee those effects. The suggested fixes for short-termism, therefore, equate
long-termism with prediction, which is to say they conflate thinking about the
future with knowing the future.

Yet thinking more about the future is obviously no guarantee of accurate
anticipation. One could slow the pace of elections and abolish Twitter, but the
future would still become less certain the further one moved from the present.
Although it is possible to attach meaningful probabilities to political and
economic events in the short term,® the amount of uncertainty increases with
the length of the time horizon,” degrading our predictive abilities to the point
where we are nearly guaranteed to be surprised by some events 10 years or more
into the future.”® (See below: Change Over 10 Years)
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Absent the ability to predict the long run, a focus on the short run is not simply a
function of incentives. It is an understandable, if unfortunate, way to cope with
uncertainty. Organizational scholars Richard Cyert and James March argue that
firms “avoid the requirement that they correctly anticipate events in the distant
future by using decision rules emphasizing short-run reactions to short-run
feedback rather than anticipation of long-run uncertain events.”*” Given the
option, corporations tend to concentrate on exploiting existing capabilities,
engaging in suboptimal levels of exploration—i.e., they concentrate on
incrementally improving the widgets they make at the expense of thinking about
what widget they should make next.>® Put differently, they sacrifice the future for
the present because it is more controllable. As March wrote, exploitation
dominates in companies because its “returns are positive, proximate, and
predictable,” whereas the wages of exploration are “uncertain, distant, and often
negative.”'

The same is true of public policy. Political scientist Jonathan Boston asked, “Why
... are policymakers willing to inflict potentially significant costs on those living in
the future for short-term advantage?”*” His answer:

Many policy problems ... exhibit a cost-benefit asymmetry:
governmental action to address them requires the imposition of short-
term costs, yet most of the benefits accrue later. Moreover, while the
costs are often relatively direct, certain, visible, and tangible, the
benefits are less direct, more uncertain, less visible, and perhaps
intangible.®

If a focus on the (more predictable) short term is a mechanism for coping with the
uncertainty of the long term, then attempting to cure short-termism by
increasing the attention devoted to the long term is nonsensical, reinforcing the
very problem it is designed to avoid. Earnest calls for more long-term thinking
are effectively calls for policymakers to take on more uncertainty when
uncertainty is the very thing policymakers are trying to avoid. One might as well
suggest that a house-bound agoraphobe spend more time in open spaces. The
prescription conflates the cure with the disease. To the extent that the challenge
facing policymakers is formulating strategy under uncertainty, encouraging them
to focus on the long term begs the question. The necessary question is not (or not
only) how much to think about the future, but rather how to think about the future
when prediction is not a fruitful option.

It is a question made more vexing by the need to simultaneously attend to the
present. After all, the short term is not merely a refuge from uncertainty.
Surviving the short term is a prerequisite for thriving in the long term. This
challenge, too, is qualitative as well as quantitative. It is certainly true that
organizations must appropriately balance the amount of exploration with the
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amount of exploitation. (Per Daniel Levinthal and James March, “The basic
problem confronting an organization is to engage in enough exploitation to
ensure the organization’s current viability and to engage in enough exploration to
ensure future viability.”)** But, the bigger problem is that these activities are
thought to be in tension: Exploration and exploitation are different activities that
demand different ways of thinking and different organizational structures, and
therefore, the need to do both ostensibly creates a paradox.” In addition to
asking how firms think about the future, we must therefore also ask how they do

so while still attending to the present.

Unfortunately, the disconnect between present and future is only going to widen.
The world is becoming more volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous.*®
There are many reasons for this, including the increasing speed of technological
change and the growing degree of interdependence, whereby the variables that
define our economic, social, and political systems have multiplied and developed
greater potential to affect other variables. This means that the amount of
irreducible uncertainty—the number and range of future phenomena to which
we cannot assign meaningful probabilities—is going to grow. Changes in the
short term are likely to become ever-more salient—the present is not going to
quiet down—even as the long term becomes murkier. Although the sophistication
of predictive technologies may increase, the only certainty is that there will be
surprises.

For American policymakers, then, the question is, how can the U.S. government
get beyond the thundering present? How can it appropriately value and invest in
the long term, given the demands of the short term? How can the U.S.
government deal with the uncertainty of the long-term future, given the inherent
limits to prediction and planning?

This report proposes that one answer is the practice of strategic foresight,
specifically the imagination of alternative futures to better sense, shape, and
adapt to emerging events. Strategic foresight methods, such as scenario
planning, are intended to loosen participants’ assumptions and encourage the
development of more robust strategies, thereby improving resilience to rapid
change. Strategic foresight assumes a high degree of future uncertainty, and by
providing structured methods for engaging with the uncertainty of the long term,
it enables more constructive thinking about the long term, while simultaneously
providing a mechanism for gleaning short-term insights. That is, it addresses
how to think about the uncertainty of the long-term future while also acting in
the present.

Unfortunately, the United States has no whole-of-government mechanism for
strategic foresight. As Leon Fuerth, the national security adviser to former Vice
President Al Gore, has written: “There is no mechanism at the national level for
bringing foresight and policy into an effective relationship. The absence of such a
system impairs the ability of the government to think and act strategically.”?’

newamerica.org/international-security/reports/strategic-foresight-in-us-agencies/
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To illustrate what a successful strategic foresight effort looks like, the next
section of this report examines the case of the U.S. Coast Guard’s Project
Evergreen, a series of scenario planning exercises that have been used to inform
strategic planning. The subsequent section examines strategic foresight—as
distinct from strategic planning—in the U.S. national security establishment. It
maintains that operations frequently crowd out planning, that the planning there
is frequently fails to influence operations, and that much of what passes for
strategic foresight is (less impressively) contingency planning. The chief
exception is the Global Trends report, which the National Intelligence Council
produces every four years. However, as an intelligence community product, that
report makes no policy recommendations, and it is unclear how much influence it
has on policymakers. Overall, the upper echelons of the national security
establishment have seemingly failed to integrate the uncertainty of the future
into high-stakes decisions, even though at lower levels, there is significant
attention to alternative futures, particularly within the Department of Defense.

Although much of this report concerns foresight in national security, many of the
U.S. government’s most promising foresight efforts are occurring in civilian
departments and agencies. The penultimate section provides an overview of such
initiatives, including four snapshots of new or newly expanded foresight efforts
that suggest a growing interest in the method across the federal government. The
report concludes by recommending that the president take advantage of this
momentum to establish a whole-of-government foresight effort through an
advisory body that would report directly to him.

— CHANGE OVER 10 YEARS

One challenge in preparing for the future lies in underestimating the degree
of change that occurs over the long term. Five months before the September
11 attacks, Lin Wells, a Pentagon official, wrote a memo in preparation for the
2001 Quadrennial Defense Review, noting how radically the international
situation changed every decade. Reviewing the past century’s developments,
he noted:

If you had been a security policymaker in the world’s greatest power
in 1900, you would have been a Brit, looking warily at your age-old
enemy, France.

By 1910, you would be allied with France, and your enemy would be
Germany.
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By 1920, World War | would have been fought and won, and you'd be
engaged in a naval arms race with your erstwhile allies, the U.S. and
Japan.

By 1930, naval arms limitation treaties were in effect, the Great
Depression was underway, and the defense planning standard said
“no war for ten years.”

Nine years later, World War Il had begun. ...

All of which is to say, it’s not clear what 2010 will look like, but it’s
certain to be very little like we expect, so we should plan
accordingly.”

In the spirit of that memorandum, consider the following:

If you had been a national security policymaker in the world’s
greatest power in the fall of 1991, you would have been an American,
reveling in the U.S. military’s efficient expulsion of Iraq from Kuwait,
celebrating the collapse of the Soviet Union, and anticipating the
post-Cold War peace dividend.

By the fall of 2001, you would be erecting a new national security
establishment with unprecedented powers at home and abroad
following the deadliest attack on the homeland since Pearl Harbor,
and invading Afghanistan in the first step of a “global war on
terrorism.”

By the fall of 2011, you would be withdrawing from a protracted war
in Irag, you would be only halfway through a 20-year occupation of
Afghanistan, and you would be declaring the age of great power
conflict over.

By the fall of 2021, you would be declaring that a new age of great
power conflict had begun, while fighting a global pandemic that had
claimed over 700,000 American lives.

All of which is to say, it’s not clear what 2031 will look like, but it’s
certain to be very little like we expect, so we should plan
accordingly.

The only way to “plan accordingly” given the tremendous uncertainty of even
a 10-year time horizon is to use a method that accounts for that uncertainty.
That is one reason strategic foresight is crucial.
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Strategic Foresight in Practice: The Case of the U.S.
Coast Guard

The U.S. Coast Guard?® is a maritime military, regulatory, intelligence, and law-
enforcement organization that traces its origins to a 1787 proclamation by
Alexander Hamilton.*® It has approximately 50,000 full-time employees (42,000
active-duty military and 8,000 civilians), and its budget is roughly $12 billion,
making it tiny by comparison with, say, the U.S. Navy. It is led by a four-star
admiral who serves as commandant, but unlike the other military services, the
Coast Guard is part of the Department of Homeland Security.*°

The Coast Guard presents an interesting case study of strategic foresight for
three reasons.

First, the organization traditionally focused on the short term because it is highly
operational. The Coast Guard has 11 statutorily mandated missions, ranging from
fisheries protection to port security, and it is often called upon in emergencies,
such as Hurricane Katrina and the Deepwater Horizon oil spill, forcing it to
maintain a state of constant readiness.*'

Second, foresight practitioners in the U.S. government often refer to the Coast
Guard’s Project Evergreen—a cyclical scenario planning exercise—as the “gold
standard” among federal agencies, not only because it has been in continuous

t,* but also because it has

operation longer than any other comparable effor
demonstrated success in linking future thought to present action. Other
organizations, such as the Federal Emergency Management Agency, have sought

to emulate its work.*?

Third, although a predecessor exercise, Project Long View, was held in 1998 and
1999, Project Evergreen began operating in 2003, at a time when the Coast
Guard was under extreme organizational stress. The Homeland Security Act of
2002 had shifted it from the Department of Transportation to the newly formed
Department of Homeland Security, its budget grew dramatically, and the balance
and scope of its mission set changed radically. The Coast Guard thus represents
an extreme case of an organization addressing future uncertainty while still
operating in the present.

The following case study is based upon interviews with more than 20 people
associated with Projects Long View and Evergreen, most of them current and
former high-ranking Coast Guard officers, as well as upon documents produced
by each iteration of the scenario planning exercise. Where useful, this data was
supplemented with congressional testimony, U.S. government reports,
practitioner articles, and press accounts.

Three principal findings emerge from this research:
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1. By providing a structured mechanism for addressing the uncertainty of
the future, Projects Long View and Evergreen addressed the question of
how to think about the future.

2. By providing a framework for how to think about the future, Projects Long
View and Evergreen helped the Coast Guard increase how much the
organization attended to the future.

3. In establishing a structure to think about the future and increasing how
much the organization attended to the future, Projects Long View and
Evergreen enabled action in the present, including improved
organizational adaptability.

Finding 1: Structured Imaginative Tools Demonstrated How to Think
About the Future

When Admiral James Loy became commandant in 1998, he wanted to transform
the Coast Guard’s culture from one of short-term reactivity to one that
incorporated long-term strategy while retaining a high level of operational
responsiveness. The challenge, as posed earlier, is that short-term thinking is, in
many ways, a mechanism for coping with the uncertainty of the long term, so to
change what members of the organization thought about (i.e., the future vs. the
present), they had to be shown how to manage the uncertainty of the long term.
As a retired commander who worked on Evergreen explained:

[The short term] is our comfortable anchor spot that we will go back to.
So, even if we eliminate those drivers, we are still, as people, hardwired
to look at just the next week, next hour ... and so we have to overcome
that and create a mechanism where they can actually think long-term.**

That was where strategic foresight came in—specifically in the form of a scenario
planning exercise dubbed Project Long View.* Scenario planning is a disciplined
method of imagining alternative futures so as to better sense, shape, and adapt to
the emerging future. Or, as Loy put it, “Can you articulate half a dozen scenarios
that are part of both your daily toil and your long-term future so you can define
the capabilities and resources you will need to do what’s expected of you when
the defecation is in the blades?”*®

To facilitate the exercise, the Coast Guard hired The Futures Group, a strategic
foresight consultancy, which worked with Loy’s Office of Strategic Analysis to
draft scenarios set 20 years in the future—scenarios that were not meant to
predict the future but rather to encompass the range of plausible futures.* To do
this, the consultants led a team of Coast Guard personnel, who first considered
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forces of change that could have a significant but uncertain impact on the
service’s future operating environment. Ultimately, they settled on four: the role
of the federal government (limited or substantial), U.S. economic vitality (strong
or weak), threats to U.S. society (low or high), and the demand for maritime
services (low or high). Juxtaposing the values for these variables yielded 16
different combinations, of which five were selected as representing a diverse set
of potential futures. These combinations were then translated into brief
narratives—each given a name—expounding on what each world would look like
and how it might come about. So, for example, “Balkanized America” described
aworld riven by regional and ethnic conflict, in which terrorists struck the United
States frequently, and “Taking on Water” described a future in which the
American economy struggled amid significant environmental degradation.*®

These scenarios then served as the basis for a series of workshops, where Coast
Guard participants identified 10 “robust” strategies—i.e., strategies that could be
pursued immediately and that would serve the organization well no matter how
the future unfolded. The Coast Guard incorporated those recommendations into
its 1999 Strategic Plan,* but at first, it did not pursue most of them. That
changed after the September 11 attacks, when the Coast Guard leadership
ordered a “Long View review.” That effort found that, had the service
implemented Long View’s 10 strategic initiatives more rapidly, it would have
been better positioned to respond to the attacks and the expanded mission set
that followed.’® With that realization, the Coast Guard institutionalized a
scenario planning process, now dubbed “Project Evergreen,” that runs on a
quadrennial cycle of sensing, envisioning, workshopping, and strategizing. The
first iteration, Evergreen I, started in 2003, and Evergreen V is currently
underway.

By generating plausible far-future scenarios and enabling strategic conversations
about their implications, Long View and Evergreen showed Coast Guard
personnel “how” to think about the future. As a former vice admiral said: “The
whole idea behind Evergreen was to have some sort of structured way to address

these difficult-to-get-your-hands-around uncertainties in the future.”" The

52 »53 54

scenario planning exercises offered a “framework,™* a “tool,”> and a “process”

for grappling with the long-term future.

Finding 2: Tools for How to Think About the Future Increased
Thinking About the Future

By providing a mechanism for how to think about the future, Long View and
Evergreen reoriented the service away from its tight focus on short-term
operations, opening the Coast Guard’s temporal aperture so that it could also
attend to long-term strategy. In other words, it helped resolve the problem of how
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much to think about the future. This change manifested in individuals, programs,
and the organization as a whole.

Over the program’s 23-year history, over 1,000 members of the organization are
estimated to have participated in formulating strategy under uncertainty via
Long View and Evergreen. Their experiences then affected the organization in
several ways. First, those individuals emerged from the exercises with a new
outlook—a new set of cognitive tools—that allowed them to engage the
uncertainty of the future more easily. A command master chief petty officer said
that the process “provided me many more opportunities to continue to look
forward” and then recounted a recent conversation with a colleague:

He and [ were in my office here this morning talking about, 25 years
from now, what is the Coast Guard Reserve component going to look
like? He’s an Evergreen guy. ... I would never have been able to talk to
him about 20, 2§ years down the road because I just wouldn’t
understand how to think that way had it not been for being part of a

couple Evergreens.”

Individuals who had been through Long View and Evergreen also transmitted
their new facility with the future to their colleagues. One retired captain, a former
helicopter pilot and self-described “pointy-end-of-the-spear operator” who
initially doubted the value of Evergreen, impressed the exercise’s lessons on his
subordinates so that future-thinking would become part of the organization:

My opportunity when I got back to the field was to make sure that my
wardroom—my officers and the commanding officers that worked for
me—were starting to think that way. I made them all read Evergreen. ...
I'was trying to make that next generation of guys who worked for me
think strategically, and I think it was perhaps successful because my
senior officers all went on to commands. ... I think that strategic
thinking has [now] become part of the Coast Guard ethos at the

leadership level.5

Evergreen also influenced how much the organization attended to the future. Its
efforts informed a range of policy documents from the 1999 Strategic Plan to the
service’s Arctic strategy (2013), Western hemisphere strategy (2014), and cyber
strategy (2015). Most recently, the 2018 Strategic Plan, issued shortly after
Admiral Karl Schultz became commandant, explicitly highlighted Evergreen as a
“long-term strategic planning effort” connected to management of the service.”
As one former officer who headed the Office of Strategic Analysis and initially
expressed skepticism about scenario planning, said, “For me, the work of

Evergreen—and Long View before that—directly played into our ability to
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ultimately get to the point when the Coast Guard issued enterprise-level
strategies.”®

In sum, by giving Coast Guard personnel a tool for how to engage the uncertainty
of the long-term future, Long View and Evergreen increased how much they did
so, despite persistent operational demands. This break with short-termism
constituted an “inflection point” for the organization as one former Coast Guard
executive put it.>® Of course, per the earlier discussion of the tension between
planning and operations, it is fair to ask whether changing how and how much
the Coast Guard attended to the future actually affected policy. Here, the record
is mixed. Many strategies derived from Evergreen were never translated into
policy. That said, Evergreen has clearly influenced operations in the present.

Finding 3: Structured Thinking About the Future Improved
Operations in the Present

Thinking about the future is not a goal in and of itself. One key purpose of
strategic foresight efforts is to enable better policy in the present, as Long View
and Evergreen intended.®® But, as discussed earlier, organizations often see the
two activities—future thought and present action—as being in tension even
though they must do both. Admiral Thad Allen, who served as commandant from
2006 t0 2010, put the matter bluntly:

The question is, can you walk and chew gum at the same time? Can you
multitask to deal with the tyranny of the present, and then try and
understand the implications of the future and the risk associated with
the future and how you minimize the risk of what might happen in the
future while you’re managing the tyranny of the present. You have to do

both, and if you don’t do both, you’re going to fail.®*

Interestingly, in the Coast Guard, instead of there being a trade-off between
present and future, the two became complementary. As Evergreen managers and
workshop participants returned to the field, resuming their operational
responsibilities, they not only considered the future more, but they also layered
their newfound future-oriented strategic sensibility onto the challenges they
faced in their day-to-day work. One retired vice admiral said: “Smart people that
came back from the Evergreen experience and then were embedded back in
programs would say, ‘Hey, I think there’s some real good that came out of that
that we can take advantage of.’”®

One retired senior Coast Guard leader explained: “I would have to credit some of
what was done with the Evergreen process to the forward thinking I was able to
do in getting the Coast Guard ready for whatever threats we’d have to confront
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out in the Pacific region,”® citing Evergreen I's recommendation to cultivate
. . . . 6
partnerships and increase situational awareness at sea®*:

We forged bilateral relationships with six key Pacific Island countries to
expand information sharing, conduct professional exchanges to
enhance their nascent capabilities, hold regular joint exercises and
operational patrols...

To enhance MDA [maritime domain awareness], we routinely shared
information with the countries aligned through the North Pacific CG
Forum (coast guards of China, Russia, Canada, South Korea, Japan, and
U.S.). As this alliance grew more robust, we coordinated patrol
activities, held joint training exercises, shared sighting information
(especially to track fishing activity), and tackled issues with formally
designated working groups.®

This officer concluded: “Evergreen facilitated my ability to prioritize effort
through strategic intent as adapted to the uniqueness of the western Pacific. ... I
would not have dedicated such energy to outreach and relationship-building
without the benefit of the Evergreen initiative.”*®

Some Evergreen participants applied scenario planning to specific problems. One
rear admiral who first participated in Evergreen as a junior officer ran a scenario
exercise to address how future challenges in the Great Lakes region should
influence procurement. Evergreen, she said, helped her do more than simply
extrapolate from the present:

As you have to replace assets, if you haven’t really done some of that
deeper long-term thinking, then what happens is your replacements
look pretty much like what you had. ... If you have a bigger picture and
you're not constrained by any of that currently, it just makes it so much

easier to come up with the right answers.%

In the most extreme situations, acting in the present demands responding to
radical shifts in the environment. One goal of Long View and Evergreen was to

768 «

improve the Coast Guard’s ability to adapt to “change and surprise to

immunize the organization against a black swan,” as Allen put it.%

Immunization is a high bar, but following the September 11 attacks, the Coast
Guard found itself with new resources, a new organizational master, and a newly
rebalanced mission set. (Previously, port security accounted for 1-2 percent of the
service’s daily operations. In the years after 9/11, it consumed some §0-60
percent.)”® Project Long View had not anticipated the attacks, but it had
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considered a world in which “terrorism strikes frequently and increasingly close
»71

to home.””" Although the Coast Guard did not immediately adopt Long View’s
strategies, the exercise pressure-tested and socialized certain ideas among Coast
Guard leaders, enabling the organization to better adapt to the post-9/11

environment. As the Coast Guard’s former chief financial officer said:

When we had 9/11, we had a binder full of plans and ideas that, from
2003 t0 2010, everyone said, “You're right—that’s exactly what we
need,” and they started funding it. We watched our budget grow from
about $3 billion to almost $11 billion in less than a decade. It was all
after 9/11, and it was, I would say, largely because some of that thinking
and thought that had been done in the Evergreen model before 9/11
that allowed us to roll that out.”

One of those ideas was Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA), defined as “the
ability to acquire, track, and identify in real time any vessel or aircraft entering
America’s maritime domain.””? Long View did not create the concept, but it
clarified that there was no future in which the Coast Guard would not want a
better understanding of who and what was at sea. Long View took an oft-
discussed concept and codified it as organizational strategy. As a result, amid
post-9/11 concerns that the next terrorist attack could come by water and the
resulting imperative to secure U.S. ports, the Coast Guard did not have to waste
time vetting or socializing the idea.

Instead, it was able to take the organizational lead at the national level. In
January 2002, mere months after the attacks, the White House singled out the
Coast Guard’s central role in MDA.”* In December 2004, President George W.
Bush established MDA as U.S. policy,” and the Coast Guard captain who had
managed Evergreen I led the interagency process to develop the first National
Strategy for Maritime Security and the corresponding National Plan to Achieve
Maritime Domain Awareness.”® Ultimately, these led to deployment of the
Nationwide Automatic Identification System for tracking vessels, and today MDA
is central to U.S. homeland security.

Despite such examples, many interviewees noted that Long View and Evergreen
struggled to translate the concepts and strategies that emerged from the
exercises into actionable policy. One Coast Guard official lamented that, too
often, the Evergreen reports were seen as “shelfware.” As a recent RAND report
put it: “Project Evergreen has not had as great an impact on the Coast Guard as
might be desired. A key reason for this appears to be a long-standing disconnect
between Evergreen and the processes that it aims to influence.””” It
recommended adjusting timing so that Evergreen produced recommendations in
time to influence relevant decisions.
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The managers of Evergreen V, the most recent iteration, have addressed that
critique by instituting “Pinecones”—rapid scenario exercises sponsored by an
individual Coast Guard leader to address a specific strategic question. The goal,
as one officer explained, has been to generate recommendations that address
problems the service’s leadership is facing now—in other words, to more closely
link future thought with present action. For example, a Pinecone held in the fall
of 2020 examined the future of the Coast Guard’s workforce, finding that,
instead of putting service members on a specific track for their careers, the Coast
Guard should emphasize both technical know-how and continuous learning to
improve employee adaptability. “This is not shocking,” the officer said, “but it is
different for the Coast Guard.””®

The workshop’s findings caught the eye of Admiral Shultz, who then asked if it
was possible to implement some of the recommendations in 2021. As of this
writing, the Coast Guard is formulating a strategy to transform its antiquated
human resources system into a modern talent management system. Said the
official, “I think this is the first [Evergreen] cycle, from what I can tell, where you
have a fairly quick return on investment.””’

— LESSONS LEARNED

What can other agencies learn from the Coast Guard’s experience? Some
observations about the conditions that have led to the organization’s success:

e Top leadership support is key ... at the start. Admiral Loy initiated
Project Long View, and Admiral Thad Allen, who served as chief of
staff and then became commandant, championed Project Evergreen.
Their early efforts were essential to establishing strategic foresight in
the Coast Guard. However, even though not all their successors have
been as supportive, the program has endured. Evergreen persisted
partly because its alumni—some of whom became flag officers—have
supported the program, keeping it going even during times of reduced
support from top leaders. That said, at one point, Evergreen
apparently survived because a single mid-level officer reconfigured the
exercise to match the commandant’s interests. Today, the program is
enjoying a renaissance.

e You don’t need to be a foresight expert ... but enlist one. Evergreen
program managers often had little to no experience with scenario
planning before being told to run the program. Most, if not all, had
operational backgrounds—as pilots, ship drivers, etc. They learned on
the job, and they rotated back to the field after their tour at
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headquarters. That was possible because the Coast Guard hired
outside consultants to advise each iteration of Long View and
Evergreen. They played a key role in constructing scenarios and
facilitating workshops, and contractor skill influenced how successful
any given cycle was.®

Strategic foresight need not be expensive ... but strategic myopia
is. Although skeptics often question the return on investment of
strategic foresight efforts, the investment can be quite small.
Evergreen traditionally required two full-time employees (out of
50,000) and approximately $500,000 a year in contractor fees (i.e.,
less than one hundredth of one percent in a budget of about $12
billion). As one officer put it: “The amount of organizational effort
required to do Evergreen is tiny. ... | think they spend more time
figuring out how to do parking permits at headquarters.”®' Yet the
return is significant. As one interviewee said: “Imagination is a
tremendous capability for an organization to have. For the most part, it
doesn’t cost any'ching.”82 By contrast, several interviewees pointed out
that it is far more expensive to invest in the wrong capability—e.g., to
purchase the wrong aircraft—because the organization failed to
anticipate its future mission.
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Long-term Thinking in U.S. National Security

The case of the U.S. Coast Guard shows how strategic foresight can inform
strategy, which can in turn influence operations. But foresight, strategy, and
operations are distinct activities, whose symbiotic relationship is by no means
assured. Organizations may conduct foresight activities but fail to derive strategy
from them, and even carefully articulated strategies may have little connection to
operations. Based on interviews with current and former U.S. officials, as well as
a review of primary and secondary documents, this section disaggregates these
activities by examining the American national security establishment, the
collection of organizations responsible for protecting the United States at home
and advancing its interests abroad. It shows that even a plethora of “strategy”
does not necessarily yield policies that connect visions of the future to actions in
the present.

The national security establishment stands out in the federal government not
only because it is huge—by one estimate the United States spends $1.25 trillion
annually on national security®—but also because, to function properly, it must
make an unusual number of high-stakes, long-term decisions without a clear
view of what the long term looks like. Cultivating diplomatic arrangements;
assuring basing and overflight rights; developing, testing, and fielding military
forces; and training and developing a federal workforce that has the appropriate
skills are all long-term propositions demanding long-term plans.** As a result,
national security practitioners, especially Pentagon officials, are often forward-
looking. But long-term plans are only as good as the accuracy of long-term
predictions, and as management scholar Henry Mintzberg wrote, it is a fallacy to
believe that the world will “hold still while a plan is being developed and then
stay on the predicted course while that plan is being implemented.”®

The geopolitical far-future is particularly uncertain because of the complexity of
the international system, and foreign policy experts have a lousy predictive
record.®® As Robert Gates said in 2011, while he was serving as President
Obama’s secretary of defense, “When it comes to predicting the nature and
location of our next military engagements, since Vietnam, our record has been
perfect. We have never once gotten it right.”®” The U.S. intelligence community
has tried to predict the future since Sherman Kent led the Office of National
Estimates in the CIA’s early years.88 Yet, despite the allocation of significant time,
money, and effort, the intelligence community has often failed to anticipate the
near-term future, let alone the long-term future. In 1973, Gates—then a young
intelligence analyst—wrote for the agency’s in-house journal: “We failed to
anticipate the construction of the Berlin Wall, the ouster of Khrushchev, the
timing of the invasion of Czechoslovakia, and other events of importance.”
Later surprises would include the Iranian revolution, the fall of the Berlin Wall,
and the collapse of the Soviet Union.
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(Ironically, when he served as deputy director of the CIA, Gates himself erred on
one of the most important judgments the agency faced: whether Mikhail
Gorbachev was a reformer.)®°

The point is not that the foreign policy, defense, or intelligence communities are
inept. The point is that, as discussed above, quantity of thought does not
necessarily equal quality of thought, let alone accuracy of anticipation. After all,
one can think about the future, but think about it badly. In his study of the highly
structured “strategic planning” programs that guided large agencies like the
Pentagon in the postwar years, Mintzberg asked, “Does formal recognition of the
future, let alone formalizing how it is dealt with, necessarily mean the future is
properly taken into account?”®" It does not. Richard Fontaine, the CEO of the
Center for a New American Security, gave one conspicuous example, pointing
out that thinking about the long term did not yield foreknowledge in the run-up
to the Iraq war:

Key movers in the Bush administration did think long-term, but about
the wrong things: the potential for a democratic Iraq to spread its
political system to other Middle East autocracies, making the region
ultimately more democratic, less ridden by terrorists, and better for
both the U.S. and people in the region. Their failure was in not thinking
about and planning for the other, less attractive scenarios, which were
much likelier.”*

In some ways, the contention that the U.S. national security establishment fails to
adequately account for the uncertainty of the future seems questionable. After
all, as sprawling as it is, the departments and agencies that comprise it house
multiple policy offices ostensibly dedicated to considering the long term, such as
the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff. They are required by Congress to
produce various strategic documents, such as the National Security Strategy, that
are intended to account for the long term. And the Pentagon uses scenarios to
produce one of the most high-profile of those documents: the National Defense
Strategy. Besides, there is the National Intelligence Council’s Global Trends
report, an explicit example of strategic foresight that is widely praised within the
foresight community.

Yet, in examining these potential objections to this report’s thesis—namely, that
the U.S. government suffers short-termism in part because it fails to use strategic
foresight—four cautionary themes emerge:

- Short-term demands often crowd out long-term planning, even in units
ostensibly dedicated to the latter;
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- Strategy documents often fail to affect policy—i.e., they do not link future-
thinking to present-doing;

- Contingency planning, which prepares for a single, well-defined future,
often substitutes for true scenario planning, which addresses uncertainty;
and

- The Global Trends reports are, in many ways, the example that proves the
rule, being foresightful but also disconnected from the policymaking
process.

These themes are not universal. Any enterprise as complex as the U.S. national
security establishment defies easy generalizations. Nevertheless, these dynamics
reinforce the case for a whole-of-government approach to strategic foresight.

Operations Crowd Out Planning

In the executive branch, the urgent has long been the enemy of the important.
Even when it is not battling crisis—and during the 2020 presidential campaign,
Joe Biden said that the United States faced no fewer than five crises”>—the grind
of daily operations in national security tends to crowd out long-range thinking,
even though policymakers have considered long-range thinking vital at least
since the United States became a global power at the end of World War I1.94

In 1947, seeing that day-to-day demands were diminishing opportunities to
address broader issues, Secretary of State George C. Marshall established the
Policy Planning Staff as a discrete office, instructing its inaugural director,
George Kennan—who essentially outlined the U.S. Cold War strategy of
containment in his “Long Telegram”®® and the “X Article”*—to “avoid trivia,”
an injunction that became the office’s motto. In his memoirs, Dean Acheson, who
succeeded Marshall as secretary of state, wrote that the purpose of the office was
“to look ahead, not into the distant future, but beyond the vision of the operating
officers caught in the smoke and crises of current battle; far enough ahead to see
the emerging form of things to come and to outline what should be done to meet
or anticipate them.”%’

Although this is the very sort of organizational arrangement that supposedly
enables an organization to both “exploit” and “explore”®®*—that is, to operate and
plan simultaneously by separating the one function from the other—Marshall’s
experiment did not work. At least not according to Kennan. In 1949, he quit,
dubbing Policy Planning “a failure, like all previous attempts to bring order and
foresight into the designing of foreign policy by special institutional
arrangements.”® The reason was that, although separating his office from the
“line of command” gave Kennan and his staff the freedom to think; it also
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deprived them of influence—of the ability to transform their insights into actions.
100

As a result, many of Kennan’s successors have involved themselves (and their
staffs) more deeply in the department’s day-to-day operations. How operational
Policy Planning is varies, depending on the director and their relationship with
the secretary. But, at times, the Policy Planning Staff has found itself signing off
on the reams of paper—speeches, talking points, policy directives, etc.—that
emanate from the secretary of state’s office. The Policy Planning Staff’s mission
remains “to take a longer-term, strategic view of global trends and frame
recommendations for the Secretary of State to advance U.S. interests and
American values.”'®" That said, Policy Planning staffers and outside observers
have continued to note that operations often dominate planning.'* At best, the
twin risks that Acheson identified—of being “lured into operations” on the one
hand, and of succumbing to “encyclopedism” on the other—continue to stress
the staff.'*

Nor is this problem confined to the State Department. Despite the manifest
importance of long-term vision to rational policymaking, operations take
precedence within the national security apparatus, both in terms of resources
devoted and respect accorded. “Doers” are more likely to be promoted and attain
leadership positions than “thinkers.”*°* As Aaron Friedberg, a Princeton
professor and former adviser to Vice President Dick Cheney, put it:

In this world, the most important people are usually those who are
perceived to be most directly involved in the making and
implementation of policy on the most pressing issues of the day. Such
people are intensely busy with meetings, phone calls, and travel; their
focus is on operations rather than planning and on tactics rather than
strategy.'”

Richard Haass, himself a “thinker” (he headed Policy Planning under George W.
Bush and now runs the Council on Foreign Relations), put it more bluntly: “[A]t

the end of the day government is an operational enterprise. It is not a university.”
106

That may be, but given that every policy is effectively a prediction, policymaking
without a serious attempt to anticipate the range of plausible futures is
nonsensical or worse—a situation that has led to exasperation at the tyranny of
the day-to-day. In 2016, Julianne Smith, the former deputy national security
adviser to then-Vice President Biden and the current U.S. ambassador to NATO,
wrote that, because of operational pressures, “the incredibly talented individuals
advising the President find it virtually impossible to think strategically.”*®”
Michele Flournoy, who served as President Barack Obama’s undersecretary of

defense for policy, and Shawn Brimley, who served in the Obama White House,

newamerica.org/international-security/reports/strategic-foresight-in-us-agencies/ 26



echoed this sentiment: “The reality is that America’s most fundamental
deliberations are made in an environment that remains dominated by the needs

of the present and the cacophony of current crises.”**®

In short, instead of a bureaucracy that links fluid expectations of the future with
concrete actions in the present, the national security establishment risks
becoming an adhocracy that deals with the future only as it becomes the present.

Strategy Documents Often Don’t Affect Policy

To counteract the pull of adhocracy, Congress has, at various times, mandated
the production of strategic documents. For example, the Goldwater-Nichols Act
of'1986, which legislated comprehensive national security reform, required that
the White House annually produce a national security strategy, with the idea
being that strategic goals would be linked to the budget process, thereby
institutionalizing a connection between the future and the present. Similarly, in
1997, Congress required the Department of Defense to submit a Quadrennial
Defense Review (QDR)—and, later, the National Defense Strategy (NDS)—that
laid out a strategy with an eye toward determining military force requirements
and informing the annual budget process.

Emulating the Pentagon’s efforts, other departments with national security
responsibilities have conducted quadrennial reviews of their own.'*® As a result,
between 2010 and 2020 alone, the White House produced three National
Security Strategies (2010, 2015, 2017); the Defense Department produced two
Quadrennial Defense Reviews (2010, 2014) and a National Defense Strategy
(2018); the State Department produced two Quadrennial Diplomacy and
Development Reviews (2010, 2015); and the Department of Homeland Security
produced two Quadrennial Homeland Security Reviews (2010, 2014).

By some measures, then, Washington’s national security policymakers would
seem to be soaked in strategic thinking, suggesting a healthy respect for the long
term. Reviewing all these documents and the processes that produced them is
beyond the scope of this report. However, the key point is this: at best, their
impact on policy is unclear, and at times they may reinforce rather than repair the
divide between the future and the present.

A conspicuous example is the National Security Strategy. As Rebecca Friedman
Lissner, currently the National Security Council’s director for strategic planning,
wrote in 2017, “The NSS is supposed to map out a strategy, but over time, the
project has devolved into a rhetorical exercise, characterized by grandiose
ambitions and laundry lists of priorities.”*'® For grandiose ambitions, few
documents top President George W. Bush’s emphasis on “ending tyranny” in the
2006 National Security Strategy."" And many national security strategies read

like a laundry list. For example, President Bill Clinton’s 1999 strategy concluded:
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Our international leadership focuses on President Clinton's strategic
priorities: efforts to promote peace and security in key regions of the
world; to create more jobs and opportunities for Americans through a
more open and competitive trading system that also benefits others
around the world; to increase cooperation in confronting security
threats that threaten our critical infrastructures and our citizens at
home and abroad, yet often defy borders and unilateral solutions; to
strengthen international arms control and nonproliferation regimes; to
protect the environment and the health of our citizens; and to
strengthen the intelligence, military, diplomatic and law enforcement
tools necessary to meet these challenges.””

A large gap separates such lofty goals from the detail needed to translate them
into action. Paul Lettow, who served as the NSC’s senior director for strategic
planning from 2007 to 2009, reviewed the national security strategies issued
since the beginning of the Cold War, finding that many failed to connect planning
with operations.' Contrasting recent efforts with those of President Eisenhower,
who emphasized the need to link day-to-day problems with an overarching set of
principles, he concluded that recent national security strategies had emphasized
style more than substance. As a result, even those who complain about the lack of
strategic planning often do not consider the NSS helpful."'# As Lettow wrote, the
national security strategy is produced “primarily for public consumption, and
mostly disconnected from rigorous planning processes—a cross between a
speech and a check-the-box exercise.”*” Lissner concurred: “Rather than forcing
the U.S. government to engage in serious strategic planning, it has become a case
study in the failure to do so.”"*®

The quadrennial departmental reviews also often fail to connect strategy to
action. In a comprehensive study of the reports produced by the departments of
Defense, State, Homeland Security, and Energy, Jordan Tama, a professor of
international relations at American University, concluded that while the four-
year exercises were forward-looking, they emphasized vision over action. Some
were intended to serve as guides to subsequent reviews that would tackle
implementation, but those follow-on efforts rarely happened. As Tama
explained, “Strategic planning fatigue often sets in after the completion of a
quadrennial review, and the effort to operationalize the review’s ideas is often
rushed and far less robust than the review process.”""”

Former officials have been particularly withering in their critiques of the QDR. In
2015, Flournoy, who was the principal author of the 1997 QDR, testified to the
Senate that strategic planning is essential but that the QDR had become a “glossy
coffee table brochure written primarily for outside audiences,” in part because it
was publicly released as an unclassified document. She said: “Over the years, the
QDR has become a routinized, bottom-up staff exercise that includes hundreds
of participants and consumes many thousands of man-hours, rather than a top-
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down leadership exercise that sets clear priorities, makes hard choices and

"8 Defense expert Anthony Cordesman wrote the QDR was “a

allocates risk.
document decoupled from a real-world force plan, from an honest set of
decisions about manpower or procurement.”"** Former Sen. John McCain
agreed, writing in December 2017 that “defense strategy documents [had
become] increasingly divorced from the strategic realities confronting the United

States.”**°

That month, Congress charged the Pentagon with producing the National
Defense Strategy to address these and other issues, but while the NDS may
resolve some of the QDR’s problems—among other things, its contents are
largely classified, ostensibly permitting a more honest assessment—it did not
address one of the most fundamental: the importance of incorporating
uncertainty into national security planning.

Contingency Planning Is Not Scenario Planning

The U.S. national security establishment has traditionally failed to adequately
account for the uncertainty of the future—a shortcoming that prevents it from
generating strategy that will provide advantage over a full range of plausible
futures.

This failure may be the most conspicuous and, paradoxically, the most difficult to
discern in the Department of Defense. On the one hand, the Pentagon embraces
strategic foresight in many initiatives that use scenario planning to explore
uncertainty through alternative futures. (See below: Strategic Foresight Within
the Pentagon) On the other hand, its principal strategic document, the National
Defense Strategy (and, previously, the Quadrennial Defense Review), does not
incorporate scenario planning in this way, even though scenarios play a role in its
formulation. In these documents, Pentagon leaders have used scenarios less to
formulate strategy than to assess the capabilities needed to implement existing
strategy in situations they consider most likely. In short, they are doing
contingency planning rather than scenario planning.

Pentagon officials regularly acknowledge the uncertainty of the future,
suggesting they would benefit greatly from scenario planning, which stretches
participants’ imagination by challenging their assumptions and helps them
formulate strategy robust to many futures. As defense analyst Michael
Fitzsimmons has written, “Scenario planning should be one of the Department of
Defense’s (DoD) most important tools for developing strategy under

”21 And, in 2002, the department did formalize a process for

uncertainty.
generating scenarios to inform strategic planning. The problem is that it then
used the same process to identify the capabilities the U.S. military would need to
prevail in those situations. That calculation required the scenarios to be highly

detailed, making them arduous to produce and limiting the number that could
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reasonably be considered. So, Pentagon leaders would choose a limited set of
scenarios based on their understanding of strategic aims and anticipated
obstacles to them. A 2019 RAND Corporation study explained the process this
way:

Traditionally, the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) identifies its
defense strategy and investment priorities. OSD then selects scenarios
that reflect the central elements of the anticipated security
environment, the chosen defense strategy, and office priorities. The
results of the analysis of the selected scenarios inform OSD on the size
and mix of forces and capabilities called for to implement the chosen
defense strategy within expected fiscal limits."*

Put differently, the key difference between the way that the drafters of the QDR/
NDS have used scenarios and the way that, say, the Coast Guard conducts
scenario planning is that strategy spawns scenarios rather than the other way
around.

Admittedly, this seemingly backward process, in which strategy drives scenario
selection, is partly a function of logistical and organizational necessity. The
Pentagon needs to make minutely detailed decisions about force structure, and
that is difficult absent a clear idea of what that force will be used for.
Nevertheless, as it exists, the process worsens the very problem strategic
foresight is designed to ameliorate: the tendency to make decisions based on
prior assumptions about the future absent due consideration of alternatives.
Fitzsimmons explained the tension:

A consensus view of the future is actually vital because you have to
make all these choices about policy and programs. But the place where
it’s weak is in the robustness of the policy to uncertainty in the future.
That’s where everything falls apart. That’s where the weakness is:
planning for a singular future versus planning for a range of plausible

futures."

This might be less concerning if the U.S. military had a better track record of
anticipating the next major conflict. But it does not."** To the extent one is eliding
uncertainty and instead operating based on assumptions, however well-founded,
one is engaging in contingency planning, not scenario planning. That is, one is
preparing for a challenge one has already imagined. As one defense expert
explained, “Scenarios [for the QDR/NDS] are not a mechanism for preparing for
a wide range of possible futures. ... It’s more, under the rubric of the possible

future, there are various contingencies.”**
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Consider the 2018 National Defense Strategy, which showcases a particular
vision of the future in which the chief threats to the United States are China and
(to a lesser extent) Russia—most notably the danger that China will seize Taiwan
or that Russia will invade the Baltics, presenting the United States with a fait
accompli to which it cannot respond effectively.126 The document itself
acknowledges the uncertainty of the future,"”” but the NDS presents a consensus
about the world the U.S. military will face over the long term. To its credit,
contrary to many “strategic” documents, the NDS prioritizes threats,
acknowledging that the United States will have to make trade-offs in military
commitments and spending. But this focus also means that the United States is
doubling down in its preparations for a particular future—one in which it must
counter the “fait accompli strategy,” most notably vis-a-vis China. As Elbridge
Colby, an author of the 2018 NDS, testified to the Senate in 2019, “The NDS is
specifically designed to deal with this challenge.”**®

The point is not that this diagnosis is wrong but rather that, over the long term to
which the document refers, the geopolitical situation could change radically. To
be sure, it would be foolish to ignore the threat that China seems to pose today,
but the country’s ascendance is not assured, nor are its leaders’ goals immutably
expansionist.'”® Rather than address this uncertainty, the report effectively
codifies the current conventional wisdom. To the extent that it considers multiple
futures, they are variations on a theme: regional aggression by China.”® In 2018,
Mara Karlin—then a defense expert at the Brookings Institution and currently the
assistant secretary of defense for strategies, plans, and capabilities—wrote: “The
NDS’s diagnosis of the future security environment is consonant with today’s
commonly accepted analysis across the defense community, as is its prescription
for operating in it effectively.”**" It is a diagnosis that Karlin, who is in charge of
the 2022 NDS, has brought to the Pentagon: “I believe that the force planning
construct should prioritize and focus on China unless and until the security

environment changes dramatically,” she wrote in August 2021."%

Pentagon planning for the future is therefore characterized by homogenization
rather than imagination. To be sure, the conventional wisdom is often right,
extrapolation is often an accurate method of anticipating the short-term future,
and many indicators suggest that China is a threat. But, over time, the United
States will almost certainly be surprised by a different threat. And it must be
prepared to respond with agility.

Global Trends Is the Exception (That Proves the Rule)

The Global Trends report, which the National Intelligence Council (NIC) has
produced every four years since 1997, is perhaps the closest thing that the United
States has to a national foresight document. Other, more predictive products,
such as the CIA’s Annual Threat Assessment, analyze short-term dangers.
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However, when it comes to sketching a range of plausible scenarios about what
the long-term future might look like—which is to say, when it comes to producing
foresight products aimed at the U.S. government broadly (as opposed to a single
department)—there are few, if any, equivalents to Global Trends.

In March 2021, the NIC released Global Trends 2040: A Contested World.'* The
report analyzes potential large-scale changes, running from the highly likely
(demographic shifts and climate effects) to the less certain (increasing economic
complexity). The report wrestles with the question of how such trends might
interact within societies, among states, and in the international system,
predicting a “more conflict-prone and volatile geopolitical environment.”"3*
Finally, it presents five alternative far-futures, ranging from “Renaissance of
Democracies,” in which the United States leads a wave of economic growth and
technological development that rests on strong and open public institutions, to “A
World Adrift,” in which the West is locked in competition with China in a largely
anarchic international system, leaving global problems like climate change to
fester. In short, Global Trends 2040 is an archetypal example of foresight. The
School of International Futures, a non-governmental organization that recently
published case studies of foresight efforts in eight countries, deemed Global
Trends “a bedrock document for American foresight work...used by systems
across the world.”"®

That said, although officials throughout the U.S. national security establishment
are often quick to laud Global Trends, they also tend to downplay its influence—or
at least its direct influence—over strategy and policy. The Pentagon, for example,
does not incorporate the NIC’s scenarios into its work,"*® nor does the White
House use them to guide policy."”” As one defense analyst said, “It does get
people thinking. But there’s no evidence to say that it has made a difference to
U.S. planning or policy.”*3®* The degree of abstraction—the distance between
imagined tomorrows and the demands of today—is too great.

The NIC’s work may be most valuable in encouraging policymakers to consider
trends outside their area of expertise and in lifting their gazes to more distant
time horizons. For example, late in his second term, President George W. Bush
established the National Security Policy Planning Committee to focus on issues
that lay “beyond the near term,” to monitor emerging trends, and to examine
“plausible, high-impact scenarios.”**® Supported by Stephen Hadley, then the
national security adviser, the committee consisted of representatives from across
the U.S. national security establishment, including the lead author of the 2008
Global Trends report. The committee met twice a month, and its work reportedly
encouraged consideration of the long-term future, both by National Security
Council staff as well as the high-level officials who read the committee’s
products, which included a strategy paper and a set of contingency plans.
According to one committee participant, those documents did not directly
influence policy, but by emphasizing long-term trends, like demographic shifts
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and climate change, they helped reorient how policymakers saw future national
140

security challenges.
Because the Global Trends reports, while valuable, do not seem to alter top-level
decision-making, the reports have sometimes anticipated developments that
policymakers failed to address. After the NIC released Global Trends 2040, which
highlights the potential threat from China,'*" Mathew Burrows, the principal
author of three previous reports, wrote, “I wish that the warnings about an
independently minded China, particularly in Global Trends, had been heeded a
decade or more ago, when there was good reason to worry.”'#* Although the
purpose of scenarios is not to predict the future,'* this example shows how the
Global Trends reports are the exception that proves the rule: The report is the
federal government’s most comprehensive strategic foresight exercise—an
attempt to deal with the uncertainty of the long-term future by detailing trends
and painting a range of plausible futures—but its foresight is a function of'its
freedom from both operations and planning. It is separated not only from the
need to act in the present, but also from the need to develop an “official” view of
the future because it does not represent the views of the administration or the
Intelligence Community."** It is a thought exercise, not a strategy document.

Global Trends, then, would seem to support the notion that “thinking” comes at
the expense of “doing.” To “explore,” the U.S. government not only had to
separate thought from action, but it also had to downplay the goal of influencing
action. (Global Trends 2040’s modest ambition is to serve as an “analytic
framework for policymakers.”'#) Yet, as we see in the Coast Guard case, it is
possible for future-thought to impact present-day action. Indeed, there are signs
that foresight is becoming increasingly connected to policy throughout the U.S.
federal government.

— STRATEGIC FORESIGHT WITHIN THE PENTAGON

Notwithstanding the pale version of foresight that drove the Quadrennial
Defense Review and that now animates the National Defense Strategy, the
Department of Defense is a hotbed of foresight activity at lower levels—
within the services, at various commands, in specific offices, and among the
military schools. The problem is that these efforts are not necessarily linked
to policy. A (non-exhaustive) list would include Army Futures Command and
Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC), which has published a series of
reports on the future operating environment, based on analyses of alternative
8 TRADOC also houses the Mad Scientist Laboratory—a
“marketplace of ideas” that features speakers, hosts conferences, and

" The Air Force has Air Force Futures,

future scenarios.

maintains a blog on the future of war.

newamerica.org/international-security/reports/strategic-foresight-in-us-agencies/

33



which recently published a report featuring alternative geopolitical futures."®
The Pentagon is also home to the storied (if secretive) Office of Net
Assessment, which says it “has continually provided long-term comparative
assessments of trends, key competitions, risks, opportunities, and future
prospects of U.S. military capability to the Secretary of Defense.”"* Courses
that address foresight have recently been taught at the Air Force’s School of
Advanced Air and Space Studies, the Army’s School of Advanced Military
Studies, and the National War College.'°
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Green Shoots of Strategic Foresight

The U.S. government’s interest in strategic foresight has waxed and waned over
the decades, and today there are signs of a renewed interest in exploring
alternative futures to make sense of the present. As foresight expert Amy Zalman
wrote in 2019, “Foresight activities once again [have] emerged into national

security and Federal Government consciousness.”* A 2018 study found

evidence of strategic foresight at 19 federal agencies:
- Bureau of Prisons (Department of Justice)

- Bureau of Safety and Environmental Enforcement (Department of the
Interior)

- Central Intelligence Agency

- Department of Veterans Affairs

- Environmental Protection Agency

- Federal Bureau of Investigation

- Federal Emergency Management Agency

- Forest Service (Department of Agriculture)
- Government Accountability Office

- National Aeronautics and Space Administration
- National-Geospatial Intelligence Agency

- National Guard Bureau

- National Intelligence Council

- Office of Management and Budget

- Office of Net Assessment

- Office of Personnel Management
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- U.S. Air Force
- U.S. Coast Guard
- U.S. Marine Corps™?

However, the fortunes of strategic foresight efforts can shift abruptly, often when
an organization’s leadership changes, so some of these programs no longer exist
or now find themselves in institutional limbo. For example, the status of the
Marine Corps’ Futures Assessment Division, which had produced the creative
report Science Fiction Futures: Marine Corps Security Environment Forecast: 2030~
2045,*is now in flux, pending a decision on the future of foresight within the
service.

Nevertheless, in the past three to four years, several organizations have started
strategic foresight programs or accelerated existing efforts. Drawing principally
on interviews with federal officials, this section chronicles the recent history of
programs at four federal agencies: the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health, the Office
of Personnel Management, and the U.S. Secret Service. These snapshots suggest
the spread of foresight methods throughout the federal government, but they
also show the challenges such efforts face. As Mathew Burrows has written,
“Strategic foresight has gained prominence and greater popularity in the U.S.

bureaucracy, but, so far, attempts to fully incorporate foresight have failed.”’”

— FEDERAL FORESIGHT COMMUNITY OF INTEREST

One reason for—and one reflection of—the proliferation of government
foresight efforts is the establishment and growth of the Federal Foresight
Community of Interest (FFCOI), a network through which government
officials, as well as scholars and private-sector practitioners, convene to
“share best practices, foster cross-agency support, and develop new and
innovative ways to apply and improve the use of Strategic Foresight within
the Federal Government.”*® The FFCOI was founded in 2013 by James-
Christian Blockwood, whom the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) had
hired in 2011 as the director of strategic studies and charged with creating a
foresight capability. At the time, the department was unsure how to care for
the increasing number of veterans returning from the wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan,157 and Eric Shinseki, then the secretary of veterans affairs,
wanted to extend the organization’s planning horizon from one or two years
to10 or 20 years.158 To jumpstart and inform his work, Blockwood searched
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for similar initiatives around the federal government and founded the FFCOI
as an informal network, initially gathering only a handful of representatives to
share their work.” In 2015, to promote the nascent organization, the VA
joined forces with the Justice Department’s Bureau of Prisons, which had had
a foresight effort since 2000."° Today, hundreds of foresight experts, from
both within government and without, attend the FFCOI’s meetings, which
feature guest speakers, trainings, and opportunities to learn about other
initiatives.

Snapshots
The CDC Gives Staff the Tools to Explore Futures

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) is part of the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services. As the nation’s health protection
agency, it has a wide array of responsibilities, from combating infectious disease
to ensuring occupational safety. The COVID-19 pandemic has naturally focused
attention on the agency’s forecasting abilities, particularly Congress’s recent
creation of the Center for Forecasting and Outbreak Analytics, which will use
quantitative models and other epidemiological tools to predict and track disease
outbreaks, rapidly providing data to decision-makers.’* However, the CDC has
also been experimenting with foresight. Inspired by the United Kingdom’s use of
strategic foresight at the national level and by the National Institute for
Occupational Safety and Health’s experimentation with the method (see below),
the CDC’s Office of the Associate Director for Policy and Strategy (OADPS)
initiated an organization-wide effort in 2019 to train personnel in futures

methods. ®?

A real-world example had provided early proof-of-concept. In 2018 and 2019, an
increase in head injuries and deaths caused by the growing use of e-scooters took
the public health community by surprise, according to a senior OADPS official.
The office approached the Association of State and Territorial Health Officials, a
nonprofit organization representing local health agencies, and in scanning the
academic literature and popular media, they discovered that the “weak signals”
of e-scooter use—that is, early signs of an incipient trend—were present in 2014,
years before e-scooters had become a public health concern. That meant officials
had missed an opportunity to stave off the problem before it manifested in visits
to the emergency room. This realization prompted OADPS to ask what other
topics might catch public health officials off-guard and whether strategic

foresight could identify them.'®3
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In September 2019, the CDC held an event attended by several hundred staff
members, featuring Andy Hines, a strategic foresight expert who runs a
certification program at the University of Houston. Hines’ presentation struck a
chord with CDC leadership, according to the official, and subsequently, OADPS
sponsored an online version of his Houston course for 80 people, including
several CDC leaders. (An additional 50 people learned only about “scanning,”
which Hines has defined as “an effort to uncover emerging trends and issues that
may have important implications” for an organization.'*%) As part of the course,
participants identified 10 potential strategic foresight projects the agency could
explore, suggesting an opportunity to leverage the method to the CDC’s
advantage.

To begin to institutionalize foresight at the CDC, OADPS established a “Strategic
Foresight Learning & Action Network,” which began work on two of those
projects: one on the future of evidence amid the proliferation of information
online, and one on the future of emergency lab preparedness.'® Throughout the
spring and summer of 2021, teams of 10 to 12 staffers met regularly and generated
scenarios using the four-archetypes method, a technique by which the future is
explored under four general conditions: continuation, collapse, new equilibrium,

and transformation. %

The Center for Preparedness and Response managed the
lab-preparedness exercise and, according to the CDC, is already using the results
to inform its strategic thinking.'®” Other ongoing foresight projects include a
scanning effort to explore the future of agency grantmaking. (The CDC provided
$19.5 billion to support public health initiatives last year.168) The OADPS official
noted that the use of strategic foresight is spreading more quickly than expected
among CDC offices, which took to the technique once given the language and the

tools to think systematically about the future.'®

National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health Explores the Future of Work

The mission of the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health
(NIOSH), which is part of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC),
is to research worker health and safety and to translate findings into practice."”®
Though both organizations were established in 1970, NIOSH is distinct from the
Occupational Safety and Health Administration, which is a regulatory agency.

NIOSH has traditionally been a forward-looking organization, identifying
research priorities in 10-year cycles, as reflected in its National Occupational
7' Well before the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated such

concerns, NIOSH leaders recognized that the nature of work had been changing
172

Research Agenda.

radically, requiring new thinking about the best ways to protect employees.
According to one NIOSH official, the institute’s interest in strategic foresight
emerged “almost organically” in 2019 as NIOSH was establishing its Future of
Work Initiative."”? Around that time, NIOSH Director John Howard also
established the Office of Research Integration (ORI) to promote collaboration
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among and maximize the impact of communities researching occupational safety
and health (OSH)."*

ORI became home to a new NIOSH strategic foresight unit, led by the NIOSH
associate director for research integration and the ORI deputy director, both of
whom completed the University of Houston’s strategic foresight certification
course. That unit, in collaboration with internal and external scientists,
systematically reviewed future-of-work scenarios in the academic and popular
literature, publishing a paper which noted that future workers were likely to face
“longstanding hazards in new jobs (e.g., psychosocial stress due to technological
displacement); and new hazards in new jobs (e.g., collisions with robots,
discriminatory monitoring of workers through wearable sensors, and human-
machine role ambiguity).”"”* In a subsequent paper, NIOSH officials wrote that
many organizations had used scenarios to explore the future of work, but few had
focused on strategic foresight’s potential contributions to occupational safety and
health: “This future-oriented way of thinking and planning can help OSH
professionals more actively anticipate, and even shape, the systems influencing
the future of worker safety, health, and well-being.”'7®

In September 2020, University of Houston instructors conducted an abbreviated
virtual version of their strategic foresight training for some 30 NIOSH senior
leaders and scientists. ORI then began a pilot exercise whereby a range of subject
matter experts constructed scenarios around the future of occupational safety
and health. ORI completed those scenarios in September 2021, and according to
institute officials, NIOSH plans to publicly disseminate them through
presentations and publications, beginning in January 2022. NIOSH has also
engaged the University of Houston, the RAND Corporation, and the Oxford
Scenarios Programme as collaborators to derive strategic lessons from the
scenarios, linking visions of the future to actions the institute might take now."””
ORI hopes to institutionalize foresight efforts and build a more robust
organizational ability to explore possible futures and their impacts for
occupational safety and health.””® According to Sarah A. Felknor, the NIOSH
associate director for research integration, “One of our major objectives is to
promote and sustain capacity in foresight at NIOSH...to get us to pivot and think
more broadly about what might be coming, and to find a way to systematically
organize that information so we can more proactively prepare for the future.”"”*
ORI aims to create a cadre of foresight supporters within NIOSH. “A year from
now, certainly, we hope to have a core group of foresight practitioners at NIOSH
who can apply strategic foresight principles to identify strategic options for
OSH.”*® At the same time, according to Felknor, NIOSH also hopes to encourage
the use of foresight techniques within the broader OSH community and, to that
end, is assembling an instructional toolkit for anyone interested in using

foresight to advance worker health and safety.'*"
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OPM Shows How Future Thought Can Quickly Influence Present Action

The Office of Personnel Management (OPM) created a Foresight and Methods
Division in 2014 to monitor topics affecting the future of the federal workforce.
But uneven leadership support for foresight and fluctuations in staffing resulted
in only fitful efforts, the high point of which was a conference on the future of
work that OPM held in 2017.*

In 2018, OPM hired its first full-time strategic foresight program analyst to inform
strategic planning within OPM and across the federal government. Although his
remit is broader, the analyst’s primary task over the past two years has been to
lead a foresight project for the U.S. Chief Financial Officers Council (CFOC)."®
Congress established the CFOC in 1990 to improve financial management
throughout the government.'®* It is chaired by a senior official from the Office of
Management and Budget (OMB) and comprises the chief financial officers of 24
federal agencies, ranging from the Small Business Administration to the
Department of Defense. In 2019, with the 30th anniversary of its founding
approaching, the group noted that “national and global events, the rapid
advancement of technology, and a shift in financial mindset have radically
altered how the Federal Government addresses fiscal challenges.”"® The
financial management workforce needed the skills to adapt to those changes, and

the CFOC needed “a roadmap for navigating an uncertain future.”**

So, working with the OPM analyst, the CFOC developed a set of seven strategies
by conducting a scenario exercise based on the University of Houston’s strategic
foresight methodology.187 Specifically, it developed a 2x2 matrix to envision four
plausible future worlds based on two uncertainties: how the government would
collect and use data (efficiently or inefficiently), and how it would implement new
technology (slowly or rapidly). This generated a range of futures—from one in
which the financial management community leveraged the COVID-19 pandemic
to develop a world-class data analytics capability, to one in which political
appointees did not prioritize technologically modernizing government systems.
Working independently, the teams that had built each future world then
identified strategic goals, defined as “an insight or course of action that if
pursued, would make the FM [financial management] workforce successful in
the context of the scenario.”**® The council then identified which goals were most

important and actionable.

When President Joe Biden took office in January 2021, the White House froze
many Trump administration efforts," pending review and release of the
President’s Management Agenda (PMA), an initiative started by President
George W. Bush to make government more efficient and effective.'”® However,
anticipating that the new PMA would likely include efforts to modernize the
federal workforce, OMB chartered an executive steering committee to
implement the goals that the Workforce Modernization Working Group had
identified.”" Efforts underway as of this writing include launching a data
analytics training program and calling for outside vendors to create a “Career
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Planning & Training Initiative”—an online portal to enable continuous learning
for financial management employees, and (ultimately) all federal employees.**
OPM’s work with CFOC—much like the Coast Guard’s recent “Pinecone”
exercise—shows that it is possible to move quickly from foresight to strategy to
implementation, providing a clear example of future thought influencing

present-day action.
The U.S. Secret Service Leverages Foresight to Inform Strategy

The U.S. Secret Service (USSS) was founded in 1865 as an arm of the Treasury
Department to investigate currency counterfeiting, which was rampant after the
Civil War."? It was not until the assassination of President William McKinley in
1901 that Congress tasked the Secret Service with protecting the president.
Today, the agency, which is now part of the Department of Homeland Security
(DHS), continues to investigate financial crimes and to protect political VIPs.

In the early 2010s, several high-profile incidents called into question the Secret
Service’s effectiveness, leading to the director’s resignation and multiple audits
of the agency’s performance.’* A 2015 bipartisan report by the House
Committee on Oversight and Government Reform portrayed the Secret Service
as an agency “in crisis,” resistant to change, and beset by personnel shortages,
low morale, and poor leadership.'®> According to a report issued the following
year by the National Academy of Public Administration (NAPA), an independent
advisory agency established by Congress, the Secret Service had begun to
address its shortcomings, including what a DHS panel termed the need for
“dynamic leadership that can move the Service forward into a new era and drive
change in the organization.”** According to NAPA, one important reform was
the establishment of the Office of Strategic Planning and Policy to “focus the
agency on the mission moving forward as it evolves and needs to respond to new
and emerging threats.”*” In short, external criticism prompted the agency to
consider the longer-term future in a more structured way.

In 2016, the Office of Strategic Planning and Policy reached out to the
intelligence community to help it assess the future security and economic
environment.'® As Gregory Try, then the acting chief for net assessment,
explained: “People come up constantly with different ways of harming other
individuals. ... As we look at the future, those threats are going to continue to
evolve. People are going to continue to find different ways of manipulating either
environments or the types of tools that could harm somebody.”**® Similarly,
currency issues have evolved from the counterfeiting of paper money to financial
cybercrime. Ultimately, the office produced a strategy document looking 10 years
into the future, examining a range of trends, which it presented to the chief
strategy officer. According to Try, the document used an analogy to help agency
leaders understand the need to continuously anticipate the evolving nature of
threats:
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When you think about physical protection of people or facilities, you
think about it in terms of concentric rings. We built an analogy for
strategic foresight that uses the same type of thought process.
Essentially, what we did is describe strategic foresight as our outer ring,
and then that helped people understand that we were dealing with a

time and space challenge.**°

In 2019, Try, now the organization’s chief strategy officer, hired a strategic
foresight specialist and scenario planner to head the Enterprise Strategy
Division. The Secret Service now has a speaker series focusing on future trends,
such as the metaverse and cryptocurrency, as well as a foresight newsletter,
through which it is socializing strategic foresight concepts throughout the
organization. It also partnered with the Army Cyber Institute and Arizona State

University to host a “threatcasting” event on the future of financial cybercrime.
201

Most significantly, in October 2021, the Secret Service conducted a scenario-
based planning exercise modeled after the Coast Guard’s Project Evergreen, in
which it examined four drivers of future change: the USSS budget (abundant vs.
insufficient), USSS technology (leading vs. lagging), U.S. privacy concerns (strong
vs. weak), and U.S. government effectiveness (high vs. low). By juxtaposing
combinations of these drivers, the Secret Service created four possible future
worlds, ranging from “A Legacy of Resilience” (in which a post-pandemic United
States is thriving economically, socially, and politically) to “Smoke and Mirrors”
(in which the United States is politically polarized, economically struggling, and
locked in conflicts abroad that undermine law enforcement efforts at home).***
The Secret Service says it intends to use the results from the scenario-based
planning workshop to shape its upcoming strategic plan. According to Try, the
long-term thinking done in strategic foresight will feed into the medium-term
strategic plan, which in turn informs the annual budgeting process, thereby

connecting future anticipation to present action.*3
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The Future of U.S. Foresight

Over the past decade, scholars and practitioners have called for the U.S.
government to institutionalize strategic foresight at the highest levels. In 2012,
Leon Fuerth published a detailed proposal for restructuring the U.S. government
to link foresight with policymaking, including establishment of a dedicated
component within the Executive Office of the President.”** In 2016, the National
Academy of Public Administration called for the incoming White House team to

integrate foresight with policymaking government-wide**

—an idea that Jordan
Tama echoed in his report on quadrennial departmental reviews. He
recommended establishing “new offices and positions throughout the
government dedicated to conducting long-range analysis, and creating a position
or unit based in the White House with responsibility for promoting the
development and coordination of government-wide foresight activities.”*°® Also
in 2016, in a report on fragile states, William Burns, Michéle Flournoy, and Nancy
Lindborg called for the establishment of a strategic foresight cell within the
National Security Council. In their 2017 book, Warnings, Richard A. Clarke and
R.P. Eddy suggested creating a National Warning Office in the White House that
would scan the horizon for dangers, drawing on future-oriented officials from
every cabinet agency.””” And, in 2019, futurist Amy Webb called for the president
to create “a centralized office championing strategic foresight,” focused on

scientific and technological developments.*®®

In addition to these suggestions, other countries offer a plethora of institutional
models for incorporating foresight into policymaking.*®® For example, Policy
Horizons is a federal organization whose “mandate is to help the Government of
Canada develop future-oriented policy and programs that are more robust and

resilient in the face of disruptive change on the horizon.”**°

Finland has foresight
processes tightly linked with the legislative and executive branches, including via
the Foresight Centre in parliament, and the government is required to produce a
report on the future that articulates long-term strategy.*" Singapore has perhaps
the world’s most well-developed strategic foresight system in its Center for
Strategic Futures, which uses scenario planning and other tools to influence
national policy.”"* Also notable is the European Commission (EC), which issued
its first strategic foresight report in 2020, emphasizing the role that foresight
could play in improving resilience to disruptions like the COVID-19 pandemic.*
The EC’s Directorate-General for Research and Innovation issued a report in
August 2021, providing not only a set of scenarios, but also a guide to “future-

proofing” policies.”*

It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that the United States lags many of'its friends
and allies in leveraging strategic foresight to improve policymaking. Fortunately,
for the moment, there appears to be less reason for concern that the United
States is falling behind its competitors. Setting aside flawed caricatures of a long-
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term Chinese strategy to achieve global hegemony,*” Beijing’s foresight
capabilities significantly trail those of Western nations, including the United
States. Analyst Paul Charon reports that there are apparently no political or
military organizations dedicated to strategic foresight: “[T]his reluctance to
engage in foresight research can be ascribed in large part to the weight of the
Chinese Communist Party’s ideology which discourages such speculation about

the evolution of the international system.”>®

By contrast, Russia has a strong
interest in foresight, incorporating it into planning documents that have 10- or
even 20-year time horizons, but policymaker consensus seems to have converged
on a single future in which the West declines over the medium to long term, with
the United States struggling to retain primacy.””” The point, then, is not that there
is a “foresight gap” but that the United States is unnecessarily leaving itself

vulnerable to surprise and disruption.

That sets the stage for strategic disadvantage, particularly amid international
crises. Fuerth argues that the United States needs to stop bouncing from crisis to
crisis and instead find a way of dealing with modern challenges and the
uncertainty of the future: “The United States is confronted by a new class of
complex, fast-moving challenges that are straining the capacity of national
leadership to ‘win the future.””*'8 Washington is failing to exploit the benefits that
institutionalized strategic foresight provides. According to Flournoy, a national
foresight function could provide the White House a “low-cost, high-value” way
to “look over the horizon and try to anticipate what’s coming ... and [it] might
give them a much broader and more effective set of options to engage early,
rather than waiting until it hits them in the face and it’s a crisis.”*"

This report proposes formalizing such efforts through a President’s Foresight
Advisory Board (PFAB)—an entity resembling other external commissions, such
as the President’s Intelligence Advisory Board (PIAB), which Dwight Eisenhower
established in 1956 to provide institutionally independent advice on U.S.
intelligence, or the President’s Council of Advisors on Science and Technology

220
In

(PCAST), which can also trace its lineage to the Eisenhower administration.
such a model, the president would appoint the board’s members, who could be
staffed by officials seconded from throughout the U.S. government. Although, as
discussed earlier, the White House national security staff has at times
incorporated foresight into its work, institutionalization increases the chance of

influence. An advisory board offers several structural benefits.

- A PFAB would have a direct line to the president. The strength of that
connection would be a function of the president’s interest in foresight, but
that would be true of any effort to institutionalize imagination: it will be
only as valuable as the president wants it to be. An advisory board
structure eliminates the organizational layer that would exist between,
say, a strategic foresight cell on the NSC and the president.
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- As an advisory board, the PFAB would be able to avoid operations,
avoiding the push-and-pull of tactics and strategy. That said, to improve
its effectiveness, the board would need to remain apprised of operational
issues, whether through regular briefings or liaising with operational staff.

- Unlike the National Intelligence Council, which produces the Global
Trends reports, the PFAB would be able to make policy recommendations.
It could therefore more explicitly tie conceptions of the future to decisions
in the present.

- Although much of this report has focused on foresight in national security,
the future is not simply a national security issue, and foresight can aid
domestic policy formulation, as demonstrated by the four snapshots in the
previous section. Putting a foresight cell within the National Security
Council staff would restrict its scope. While a lot of surprise lurks abroad,
the United States has encountered many surprises at home, too.

- Over the years, rotating the staff of the PFAB would create a cadre of
government officials who have had direct strategic foresight experience.
Project Evergreen showed both that it is not necessary for such staffers to
have prior experience and that, once they have that direct experience,
they often bring it back to their home institutions.

Presidential advisory boards do not present a perfect model. The PIAB’s
influence has varied over the years, it has occasionally been used as a convenient

*! and its productivity is

place for presidents to stash unqualified political patrons,”
difficult to measure because so much of its work is classified. That said, one
thorough academic analysis found: “[T]he board has made important
recommendations—the establishment of the DIA [Defense Intelligence Agency],
the CIA’s Directorate of Science and Technology, and the Defense Attaché
system—that have clearly improved the intelligence community. At times the
board’s recommendations have been important factors in intelligence-related
policy decisions.”*** One reviewer for the CIA’s in-house journal wrote, “the PIAB
has a reputation for providing insights into National Security decision-making

and producing useful assessments on the future of intelligence.”**

Ultimately, the institutional form that a national-level strategic foresight body
takes matters less than presidential support of it. The White House is constantly
beset by the press of current events, so it will take leadership from the Oval Office
to look up from “the smoke and crises of current battle,” as Dean Acheson put it.
?24 But looking up—peering beyond the present—is sensible only if one has the

instruments to penetrate the fog of the future—the cloud of uncertainty that
encourages a return to the relative clarity of the present.
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Strong forecasting practices can help transform much short-term uncertainty
into probabilistic risk, but policymakers must make many decisions under
conditions of irreducible uncertainty, at which point they require foresight. It is
neither true nor useful to say that anything could happen—nor is it feasible to
prepare for every conceivable eventuality—but policymakers need tools for
building guardrails of plausibility around potential futures. Strategic foresight
provides the tools needed to imagine alternative futures. By using them—indeed,
by coordinating their use among the federal agencies already using and
experimenting with them—the U.S. government would find itself far stronger.
Scenario planning and other foresight techniques offer no guarantees, but the
costs of avoiding the long-term future are manifest and manifold: lost GDP,
higher unemployment, failing infrastructure, environmental catastrophe,
weakened security, and increased susceptibility to surprise. Given the modest
cost of foresight efforts, the return will therefore almost certainly dwarf the
investment. Imagination has traditionally been a woefully undervalued strategic
resource, but there is no reason the United States need continue that tradition.
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