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The deceptive economic and geopolitical calm of the past decade has 
been an aberration, brought about by unprecedented global monetary 
stimulus to hold at bay the deflationary forces that have been building 
in the global economy. Thanks to central bankers’ efforts, volatility has 
remained low, and organizations have not had to worry too much 
about disruptive risks beyond those posed by rapid technological 
change. That is about to change: Brexit, the election of Donald Trump, 
the emergence of a new US-China Cold War, and nearly two trillion 
dollars of sovereign bonds bearing negative interest rates are early 
indications that we are entering a period of much higher uncertainty.  
 
With this change will come much greater organizational focus on 
developing the processes, methods, tools, and skills needed to survive 
and thrive in a much more dangerous environment. Josh Kerbel, a 
faculty member at the United States’ National Intelligence University, 
recently published an article that we hope will have a substantial 
impact on these efforts, and closely reflects our views at Britten Coyne 
Partners. 
 
In “Coming to Terms with Anticipatory Intelligence”, Kerbel notes that 
it is “a relatively new type of intelligence that is distinct from the 
“strategic intelligence” that the intelligence community has 
traditionally focused on. It was born from recognition that the spiking 
global complexity (interconnectivity and interdependence, both virtual 
and physical) that characterizes the post–Cold War security 
environment, with its proclivity to generate emergent (non-additive or 
nonlinear) phenomena, is essentially new. And as such, it demands 
new approaches.”  
 
“More precisely, this new strategic environment means that it is no 
longer enough for the intelligence community to just do traditional 
strategic intelligence: locking onto, drilling down on, and — less 
frequently — forecasting the future of issues once they’ve emerged. 
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While still important, such an approach will increasingly be too late. 
Rather, the intelligence community should also learn to practice 
foresight (which is not the same as forecasting) and imagine or 
envision possibilities before they emerge. In other words, it should 
learn to anticipate.” 
 
Kerbel echoes longstanding concerns among some members of the 
intelligence community. For example, a 1983 CIA analysis of failed 
intelligence estimates noted that, “each involved historical 
discontinuity, and, in the early stages...unlikely outcomes. The basic 
problem was...situations in which trend continuity and precedent were 
of marginal, if not counterproductive value." 
 
This distinction was also brought home to me during the four years I 
spend on the Good Judgment Project, which demonstrated that 
forecasting skills could be significantly improved through the use of a 
mix of techniques. But hiding in the background was an equally 
important question: What was the source of the questions whose 
outcome we were forecasting? One of my key takeaways was that 
anticipatory thinking – posing the right questions – was just as 
important to successful policy and action as accurately forecasting 
their outcome. 
 
Kerbel notes that, “as clear and compelling as the case for anticipatory 
intelligence is, it remains poorly understood… Since the 1990s, 
increasing complexity has been an issue that many in the intelligence 
community have impulsively dismissed or discounted. Their refrain 
echoes: “But the world has always been complex.” That’s true. 
However, what they fail to understand is that the closed and discrete 
character of the Soviet Union and the bipolar nature of the Cold War — 
the intelligence community’s formative experience — eclipsed much of 
the world’s complexity and effectively rendered America’s strategic 
challenge merely complicated (no, they’re not the same). 
Consequently, the intelligence community’s prevailing habits, 
processes, mindsets, etc. — as exemplified in the traditional practice 
of strategic intelligence — are simply incompatible with the challenges 
posed by the exponentially more complex post-Cold War strategic 
environment.” 
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Kerbel’s view is that “Fundamentally, anticipatory intelligence is about 
the anticipation of emergence… Truly emergent issues are 
fundamentally new — nonlinear — behaviors that result unpredictably 
but not unforeseeably from micro-behaviors in highly complex 
(interconnected and interdependent) systems, such as the post–Cold 
War strategic environment. Although emergence can seemingly 
happen quite quickly (hence the need to anticipate), the conditions 
enabling it are often building for some time — just waiting for the 
“spark.” It is these conditions and what they are potentially “ripe” for 
— not the spark — that anticipatory intelligence should seek to 
understand… Foresight involves imagining how a broad set of possible 
conditions (trends, actors, developments, behaviors, etc.) might 
interact and generate emergent outcomes.” 
 
This begs the question of which foresight methods and tools are most 
effective. We go into great detail about this in our Strategic Risk 
Governance and Management course. In this blog post we’ll highlight 
four key insights. 
 
Traditional scenario methodologies often disappoint 
 
As a general rule, when reasoning from the present to the future, we 
naturally (to maintain our sense psychological safety) minimize the 
extent of change that could occur. 
 
In complex systems, it is almost always impossible to reduce the 
forces that could produce non-linear change to just two critical 
uncertainties, as is done in the familiar “2 x 2” scenario method. And 
in some cases, the uncertainties that most worry an organization’s 
senior leaders are either out of bounds for the scenario construction 
team, or the range of their possible outcomes is deliberately 
constrained. 
 
I first studied the scenario methodology under Shell’s Pierre Wack 
back in 1983. In its early applications, this approach was often able to 
fulfill its goal of changing senior leaders’ perceptions. Over the years, 
however, I have seen what I call “scenario archetypes” become more 
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common, which has weakened their ability to surprise leaders and 
change their perceptions. These archetypes result from one critical 
uncertainty being technological in nature, and the other being one 
whose negative outcome would be very bad indeed.  
 
This gives rise to three archetypes: (1) Business pretty much as usual, 
with current trends linearly extrapolated (this is usually the scenario 
that explicitly or implicitly underlies the organization’s strategy); (2) 
The World Goes To Hell (slow technology change and the negative 
outcome for the other uncertainty); and (3) Technology Saves the Day 
(fast technology change overcomes the negative outcome of the other 
uncertainty). This leaves what is usually the least well defined but 
potentially most important scenario, where technology rapidly 
develops, but the other uncertainty does not have the negative 
outcome. Too many organizations fail to fully explore the implications 
of this scenario, usually because they are more realistically threatening 
to the current strategy. 
 
Historical analogies are limited by our knowledge of history 
 
Whether the subject is political economic, technological, business, or 
military history, most of us have studied too little of it to have a rich 
based of historical analogies from which we can draw while trying to 
anticipate the future. 
 
Consider some of the challenge we face at the present, including the 
transition from an industrial to an information and knowledge-based 
economy; the rapid improvement in potential “general purpose” 
technologies like automation and artificial intelligence; and the 
potential transition of the global political economy from a period of 
growing disorder and conflict to period of more ordered conflict due to 
a new Cold War between the US and China. In all these cases, the 
most relevant historical analogies may lie further in the past than 
many people realize. 
 
Prospective hindsight – reasoning from the future to the present – is 
surprisingly effective 
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Research has shown that when we are given future event, told that it 
is true, and asked to explain how it happened, our causal reasoning is 
much more detailed than if we are simply asked, in the present, how 
this future event might happen. 
 
However, that still leaves the “creative” or “imaginative” challenge of 
conceiving of these potential future events. We have found that 
starting with broad future outcomes – e.g., our company has failed; 
China has successfully forced the US from East Asia – generates a 
richer set of alternative narratives than a narrower focus on specific 
future events. 
 
Explicitly focusing on system interactions helps identify emergent 
effects and early warning indicators 
 
Quantitatively, agent-based models, which enable complex interactions 
between different types of agents, can produce surprising emergent 
effects, and, critically, help you to understand why they occur (which 
can aid in either their prediction or in designing interventions to 
promote or avoid them). 
 
Qualitatively, we have found it very useful to create traditional 
scenarios in narrower policy areas (e.g., technology, the economy, 
national security, etc.) and then explicitly trace and assess overall 
system dynamics and how different scenario outcomes could interact 
across time and across policy areas (e.g., technology change often 
precedes economic and national security change) to produce varying 
emergent effects. 
 
Kerbel concludes by noting that, “Exponentially increasing global 
complexity is the defining characteristic of the age.” Because of this, 
effective anticipatory intelligence capabilities are more important than 
ever before to organizations’ future survival and success – and more 
challenging to develop. 
 


