
                          

 

The Future of Innovation in Africa:  
A Management of Social Transformation 

 Futures Literacy Laboratory 

Kigali, June 6-8, 2018 
 

What is innovation about in 2030 in Africa? How does it work? Who does it and where? 

These are the kinds of questions that will be explored in this Futures Literacy Laboratory 

(FLL).  The Lab will use collective intelligence to create new knowledge. Working in 

groups and plenary sessions, participants will ‘uses-the-future’ to sense and make-sense of 

innovation in Africa.  

 

Spread over three 90 minute sessions, one on each day of the Summit, this Futures 

Literacy Lab will bring together a group of people ready to negotiate shared meaning, 

liberate their imaginations and test the creativity of the moment. Be ready to experience 

and perform, as the conversation moves through the three distinct phases of a learning-by-

doing/action-research process: Day 1: Framing, Day 2: Reframing, Day3: New-questions.  

 

FLL are collaboratively designed to enable you to discover and invent narratives, gaining a 

better understanding of your anticipatory assumptions and how they shape what you see 

and do right now. This is what it means to become Futures Literate. 
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1. Agenda 

Day 1 – May 29, 2018 

Session 1:  Introduction and Framing 

• Introduction – getting to know each other. 

• Outline of the Lab 

Phase 1 – Expectations, values and defining the topic 

• Working in breakout groups: 

Q1: What are your predictions regarding the nature and functioning of 

innovation in Africa in 2030? Focus on describing your best bet, a prediction 

that depicts the situation in the future. Please describe it as a ‘still-life’ or 

snapshot, do not worry about the path taken to ‘get there’. 

- Use Layered Analysis, a tool you will be provided by facilitators, to dig 

deeper into what you have imagined together. 

Q2: What are the attributes of your desired or hoped for systems of innovation 

in Africa in 2030?  This is not a prediction and does not need to be based on 

probability, use your hopes to once again describe a ‘snapshot’. 

- Use Layered Analysis, a tool you will be provided by facilitators, to dig 

deeper into what you have imagined together. 

• Groups report back 

Session 2: Phase 2 – Reframing and Rigorous Imagining 

Presentation of tools for imagining the future of innovation on the basis of a 

radically different organizational context – economic, social, governance, etc. 

(The Learning Intensive Society – Murmuration – Model). 

• Working in breakout groups 

Reframing and rigorous imagining exercise that uses the Learning Intensive 

Society as a model for contextualizing innovation in Africa in 2030.  

- Use Layered Analysis and Thing from the Future, tools that will be 

provided by facilitators, to dig deeper into what you have imagined together. 

• Groups report back 

 

Session 3: Phase 3 – Asking new questions 

• Working in breakout groups 

Compare assumptions from Day 1 Phase 1 with assumptions from Day 2 Phase 

2. How has it changed your perceptions, definitions, agendas for innovation in 

Africa? 

• Groups report back 
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2. General Introduction to Anticipatory Systems 
 

One of the fundamental questions facing humanity is what can be done today to create 

a better, more sustainable, more peaceful, and more equitable world in the future? We 

want to act now in order to influence the future. But before we act we usually want to 

know certain things. We want to know the nature of our goals and we want to know 

what are the most effective ways to get to our goals. But in order to know where we are 

going or how to get there we must ‘use-the-future’. This means that we are obliged to 

use anticipatory systems
1

.  

 

These systems, like those of a simple tree that loses its leaves in anticipation of winter, 

function with sensors, data, models, and means. The sensors capture the shorter days. 

The data is the chemical influence on cells. The model is the embedded process within 

the tree that anticipates winter, the outcome of a long evolutionary process. And the 

means are the internal components of the cells that react to the signals and then die, 

letting the leaf tumble to the ground. This is an inanimate anticipatory system; a natural 

phenomenon that is part of an inherently anticipatory universe. In other words a 

universe in which space and time make our reality constantly anticipatory as all current 

states contain the promise of the next place, the next moment.  

 

Humans, unlike trees, can use the future in a conscious and constructed way. We build 

explicit anticipatory systems. When we cross the street most of us are at ease sensing 

the oncoming bus, calculating its speed and then imagining the timing of its intersection 

with our own trajectory. Using these anticipatory system and processes gives us the 

confidence to step off of the curb. We also plan in advance, using our imaginations as a 

means for taking actions that we hope realize a specific outcome in the future. An 

invitation to go to the cinema conjures up the goal in the future that is, of necessity, only 

imaginary. After conjuring this fiction we then we act, first by making a commitment to 

be there and then by using the resources necessary to be in the right place at the right 

time. These everyday activities deploy anticipatory systems made up of sensors, data, 

models and means. These systems enable us to use the future to act in the present. 

 

But humans do not just make preparations in order to avoid being caught in the rain or 

minimize the damage from accidents or plan tomorrow’s activities; we also have 

scientific and moral aspirations, to better understand reality and to act in ways 

consistent with our beliefs. Pursuing these goals require the use of anticipatory systems 

and not just those that address “simple” cases of external surprises and “best laid plans”.  

 

Our scientific aspirations push us to use the future in ways that reflect more accurately 

our understanding of reality. That is the basic vocation of science – to continuously 

inquire and test our relationship to reality. And today, in order to fulfill this aspiration, 

we are obliged to acknowledge that we live in a creative universe. A universe where 

complexity is defined not simply by infinitude, that can never be fully accounted for, 

nor by the inevitable inadequacy of the theories, models and variables we use to 

describe reality. Rather, in a creative universe complexity also finds its origins in novelty, 

the phenomena that pop into existence, Big Bang like, to usher in new possibilities that 

                                                        
1 See Miller (2018), Transforming the Future: Anticipation in the 21st Century, Routledge-UNESCO 
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at a prior moment were non-existent and unimaginable. To embrace this complexity we 

need specific anticipatory systems and models. 

 

Our moral aspirations also call for developing more open anticipatory systems, ones 

that treat uncertainty as a friend not an enemy. Welcoming openness, the creativity that 

confounds determinism, is a pre-requisite for feeling at ease in a world where “all 

human beings are born free and equal in dignity and human rights (Article 1, UDHR).” 

This means that morally we cannot accept just any kind of sustainable, peaceful and 

equitable community – only those forms that are consistent with our commitment to 

“life, liberty and security (Article 3, UDHR)”. But once again we need to have the 

appropriate anticipatory systems, ones that allow us to use the future to embrace 

openness and liberty, to express and respect the diversity arising from creativity. 

 

Yet, despite the centrality of the future for what we see and do in the present, relatively 

little attention has been paid how anticipatory systems can alter our perceptions of the 

present.  This is the point of Futures Literacy. The idea is quite straightforward, to 

become more capable of using the future in different ways in different circumstances by 

gaining a better understanding of different anticipatory systems and the related sensors, 

data, models and means. The approach taken in this Futures Literacy Laboratory is to 

learn by doing. Workshop participants use the future to think about a specific topic.  

 

Initially, in Phase 1 of the Futures Literacy Lab, you will be asked to describe the 

functioning of innovation in Africa in 2030 based on what you expect. The idea is to 

describe daily life and innovation in the present tense, as if you were actually there 

observing in Africa in 2030. The question is: what things are like – as seen from the 

point-of-view of innovation. This description is based on your best guess about what you 

think is “probable”. Then in a second part of Phase 1 you will be asked to describe 

2040, again in the present tense, but this time in terms of your hopes. Imagine 

innovation in Africa in 2030 functioning as you desire, do not worry about being 

‘realistic’. Make your values come to life, even if you do not think that such a future is 

likely.  

 

In Phase 2 of the Lab’s knowledge creation process, you get to play with some new 

models for describing imaginary futures. You will be asked to forget about what is likely 

or desirable and play within a sort of imaginary sandbox, a ‘reframed’ future. A set of 

descriptive variables and relationships will be specified that enable you to imagine, like 

painting a picture, (a still-life not a movie), a radically different context for ‘collective 

action’. Like trying to paint a picture this is often not something most people are used 

to doing. We have little experience or skill describing daily life using unfamiliar 

descriptors (variables, institutions, etc.). This means that Phase 2 is hard, it calls for 

openness to strange ideas, a willingness to experiment with ‘what-ifs’ that may not be 

viable, it requires the confidence and energy and trust to invent and express new and 

untested ideas, even new words.  

 

Finally, in Phase 3, as the contours of the anticipatory systems we use start to become 

clearer, the conversation turns to a re-examination of the present based on new reasons 

and methods for thinking about and describing the future. 

 

People who participate in FLL discover that the futures we are constantly imagining are 

powerful factors shaping what we pay attention to and which assumptions we use to 

justify the decisions we make in the present. A better grasp of why and how to imagine 
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the future helps to clarify why we notice some things and not others, why we decide 

some things are important and not others. This means that at a minimum being more 

Futures Literate, knowing how to ‘use-the-future’ in more explicit and systematic 

fashion, provides clearer and potentially more analytically rigorous inputs to decision 

making processes. But perhaps even more importantly a better understanding of the 

nature and role of anticipatory systems might make it easier to take advantage of 

emergent novelty. In other words, a better command of why and how to ‘use-the-future’ 

can make it easier to take advantage of the only constant we know, change, and help us 

to celebrate instead of fear uncertainty.  

 

3. Opening-up the Boundaries of the Topics 
 

For the purposes of this Futures Literacy Lab terms like “innovation”, “collective action” 

and “wealth creation”, need to be defined as open concepts, amenable to the creative 

imagining needed to invent different futures. With respect to innovation there are a set 

of issues related to the degree and “location” of the “change” associated with innovation. 

Distinguishing endogenous and exogenous change, the degree of continuity and 

discontinuity of a change with respect to the resilience of existing or novel systems, and 

the relationships across any systemic boundaries, all require the use of non-existent 

future states as points of comparison. Simply put, it is impossible to determine if a 

change is actually endogenous or exogenous, positive or negative, and by how much, 

without knowing what will happen in the future.  Since there is no way of knowing what 

will happen there is no way to know if an innovation will be innovative, in what way and 

by how much. 

 

What are ‘innovation eco-systems’? 

“Innovation ecosystems show that a much broader set of signaling systems are in use 

than Hayek and market failure economists thought to be possible. Innovation 
ecosystems now share knowledge and signal values in ways that were unimaginable half-
a-century ago. Innovation ecosystems also generate inter-dependencies and co-
evolutionary paths, where history and recurrent interaction often play a more dominant 
role than monetary transactions. In some innovation ecosystems, for example in open 
source and open hardware development communities, monetary transactions can be 
quite invisible and a broad set of alternative signaling systems can be in use to drive 
ecosystem development. 

Our thesis is that all this signaling and information becomes meaningful when the actors 
interpret it in the context of anticipatory models. Ecosystem actors operate in the 
context of private and shared models of the future. Foresight processes provide an 
instrument for changing these anticipatory models, and to change the direction and 

dynamics of ecosystem change.” Ilkka Tuomi, “The New New Growth – Innovation 

Ecosystems as a Laboratory for Next-Generation Innovation Policy”, Finland, Aalto 

University 

What is systemic innovation? 

 

“Over the past few years there has been growing interest in systemic innovation. We are 
defining this as an interconnected set of innovations, where each influences the other, 
with innovation both in the parts of the system and in the ways in which they 
interconnect.” Geoff Mulgan, Systems Innovation, Discussion Paper, NESTA, January 

2013. 
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Thinking about the nature and functioning of eco-systems also demands consideration 

of the future. As Robert Rosen argued three decades ago, anticipatory systems are 

embedded in all biological systems. And, as Manuel De Landa has pointed out in his 

work on a New Philosophy of Social Science, the inter-connectedness of systems is not 

only causal but also situational and formative, in other words reflexive – where status is 

contingent on co-existence. This leads to viewing systems as assemblages of 

independent, semi-independent and dependent co-actors – a sort of cloud from a 

metaphorical perspective.  Jay Ogilvy also evokes this departure from efforts to explain 

emergent phenomena like human consciousness or language through reductionist 

approaches. He lists 8 attributes of complex emergent systems:  

1. The impossibility of first instances No first word. A language is not build out of a 

first, then a second, then a third word. 

2. Emergent systems pop.  Come together all of a piece. 

3. Holism—The Whole determines 

the nature of the part 

A language exists for a sound to be a word. 

4. Emergent Systems are recursive. From simple to complex feedback loops, as a 

form of closure, albeit temporary or provisional, 

to set boundaries. 

5. Emergent systems are 

unpredictable from the properties of 

their component parts. 

Unpredictability exiles those unpredictables 

from the domain of what counts as science. 

6. Emergent systems are irreducible 

to the properties of their component 

parts. 

Always open. 

7. Desire.  Uni-cellular organism swimming upstream in a 

glucose gradient, love beyond utility. 

8. Coming Apart.  Death, effervescence. 

 
What is ‘collective action’? 

When ‘collective action’ is defined as an emergent system in Ogilvy’s terms, does it 

make sense to rethink the starting point? Instead of taking the existing ways of 

expressing collective conditions, norms and choices, can we imagine other ways of 

generating the public sphere or public goods or collective choice? Existing institutions, 

from the political to the administrative, are not the only way of creating and engaging 

with community, shared sense-making and inter-dependence. From cell phones and 

language to wikis and gifts, there are self-organizing and entangled systems that open up 

a variety of potential architectures for collective activity and choice, including ones 

where both structure and action are fluid. 

What is ‘wealth creation’? 

The components of different societal systems, seen in both static and dynamic terms, 

that represent, transmit and measure value in society change over time. Just compare 

peasant and industrial systems, but also rich and poor societies, polluted and less-

polluted, etc. What is clear is that there is value attached to most societies in both 

stocks, what exists and has been accumulated, and flows, what is being created and the 

capacity to create. But what is largely open is the extent to which what makes up these 

stocks and flows is tangible or intangible, oriented to creating rents as opposed to profits 

as opposed to well-being. The purpose and organization of the inter-dependencies that 
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define the continually emerging meaning of things, relationships, identities are open. 

Wealth creation can be defined, in accounting terms, in almost any way we want – all 

that is required is that we agree. This is the brilliance of accounting and it is also why 

accounting is closely tied to power. For the purposes of this Lab it is important to keep 

in mind that societies define what and how to create wealth. 

Context 

Innovation and ‘collective action’ exist in specific contexts of both time and place. 

Thinking in terms of timing, why are there so many people in so many different places 

so focused on innovation? What is it about the current historical context that provokes 

similar discussions in many different places? What is it about innovation at this point in 

time, in different parts of the world, but particularly in Africa, that is motivating a search 

for a particular type of change and change process? And what is the relationship 

between the changes taking place in other systems such as economic, social and the 

public sector that calls for innovation?  

All of these questions, as well as potential answers, contain assumptions about the 

future. The choice of particular anticipatory assumptions plays a key role in the 

formulation of questions, problems and solutions. Fundamentally, given the dominant 

view of agency – or how to make a difference – the purpose of thinking about the future 

of ‘collective action’ and innovation arises from a particular conception of what matters 

for tomorrow. But are these anticipatory assumptions fully explicit and are they the only 

ones? These are questions to explore in this Futures Literacy Laboratory. 

Annex 1: Phase 2 Tools for Reframing and Rigorous Imagining  

Learning as wealth creation. 

Modes of knowledge creation: 

“Mode 1: a complex of ideas, methods, values, norms that has grown up to control the 
diffusion of the Newtonian (empirical and mathematical physics) model… strict 
disciplinary boundaries and hierarchies… 

Mode 2: trans-disciplinary, heterogeneous and heterarchical, quality control is more 
socially accountable and reflexive… wider set of practitioners, more local knowledge is 
admissible…”  

Gibbons et. al. The New Production of Knowledge, 1994 

Mode 3: Change in systemic context: ambient non-hierarchical knowledge creation: 

• Unique creation 

• Banal creativity 

• Heterarchical value 

• Mode 1 is marginal 

• Mode 2 is general but not dominant 
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Etienne Wegner: Communities of Practice 
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Possibility Space Tools for Describing Changes in the Conditions of Change 
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Synergy Conditions for Transition Scale Change:  

Technological, Economic, Social and Governance Dynamism 

Before and After 21
st

 Century Transition 

 Industrial Era Learning Intensive Society 

Wealth Physical/financial   Human capital 

Rules Simple property rights  Complex property rights 

Governance Ex-ante allocation of power  Real-time allocation of power 

Values Adoption of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights 

Implementation of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights 

Economy Mass production  Production for self/community 

Home Life organized for work  Work organized for life 

Authority Hierarchy Heterarchy 

Identity Imposed identity Co-created identity 

Freedom Liberation from constraints  As a capacity to do things 

 

  

Unlimited 
  Limited 

  Limited 
  Unlimited 
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of  use 
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Range 
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The LIS is about daily life in a “wisdom society” where: 

• Infocom is ambient and ubiquitous, the use not the tool requires skill; 

• Unique creation predominates in a high transaction intensity, post-subsistence, 

quality of life economy; 

• Identity is a collective process of continuous renegotiation, highly heterogeneous, 

produced endogenously on a highly liberating minimum common denominator 

of values; and 

• Decision making capacity allows people to embrace experimentalism, 

heterogeneity, complexity and spontaneity. 

Some kick-starter suggestions for discussions around the attributes of ‘collective action’ 

in the LIS.  How does ‘collective action’ enter into: 

• How wealth accumulation & exchange are organized? 

• Property rights – situations of diverse contractual relationships, mixtures of 

different degrees of copyright/copyleft?  

• How trust is established and maintained? 

• How work (or wealth creating activity) is connected to the way we build our 

habitat? 

• How power is allocated (is authority assigned or taken, is decision making 

capacity gained through experimentation, is complexity embraced)? 

• What kind of equality matters (hierarchy and/or heterarchy)?  

• What shapes a person’s identity? 

• How is risk perceived & managed? 

 

Annex 2 Futures Literacy Elements 
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