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Imagining and enabling more sustainable futures
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Abstract
If you knew you can become a good ancestor then what will you do diﬀerently now? In these
sessions, repeated ﬁve Ɵmes during the 24-hour event, we found out some of what it means to
be a good ancestor for the earth and all who live on it, starƟng with the root causes of today's
climate crisis. With the help of “What if...?” visualisaƟon exercises we considered the acƟons
we can take today which could plant the seeds and develop the roots of the futures we want.
ParƟcipants experienced the sensory realiƟes of the futures they imagined, and learned a tool
for helping others imagine the futures they desire.
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1. Good Ancestors
We are ancestors of billions of ways of being. We have an opportunity as coaches to facilitate
thinking and acƟons that help us all become good ancestors. Our thought paƩerns and acƟons
every moment are roots of the future: in this acƟvity we explore how we can ourselves become
beƩer ancestors, and how we can facilitate these experiences in our pracƟces. For more
informaƟon on being a good ancestor, see the work of Roman Krznaric.
2. Root causes of climate change
Using imagery from mainstream media and websearches, we asked parƟcipants what they
believed the key causes of climate change to be. By using mainstream images, we hoped to
expose parƟcipants to the world we live in today, serving as a basis and potenƟal contrast for
later exercises. We invited parƟcipants to enter the causes into a MenƟ poll, which were then
collated into a word cloud. These are the word clouds from the ﬁve sessions:

3. What if...? exercise
The words in these word clouds are possibiliƟes of one future, if we conƟnue business as usual.
However, we have the power to create diﬀerent futures with our imaginaƟons. The “What
if...?” exercise encourages us to come up with the right quesƟons to help us imagine the futures
we want.
With the root causes of climate change in the word clouds above in mind, we asked parƟcipants
what would need to change now in order to tackle those issues. For example, if one of the root
causes of climate change and injusƟce is the fact that we are measuring our economies based
on limitless GDP growth, then perhaps we could re-imagine the future by asking the quesƟon:
What if we measured our economic success in terms of wellbeing?
Working in breakout rooms in groups of 3-4, we asked parƟcipants to make the link between
the root causes of climate change in the word clouds, and the What if…? quesƟons we would
need to ask ourselves to address those causes by 2030 (i.e. in nine years’ Ɵme). We used 2030
because it serves as a major Ɵpping point for climate change impacts and is also close enough
for parƟcipants to view it as a realisƟc Ɵme period. We asked parƟcipants to enter their
quesƟons in the MenƟ poll and we received over 100 quesƟons from the ﬁve sessions.
Caveat: it is important to frame the What If...? quesƟons in the posiƟve
When coming up with What if…? quesƟons, it is important that they are framed to indicate
what we do want, rather than what we don’t. The quesƟons shouldn’t contain the root causes
which came up in the ﬁrst exercise, rather they should be reframed into the outcome we would
like to see. The following quesƟons, which were entered into the MenƟ poll, serve as good
examples to reframe quesƟons in the posiƟve:
NegaƟve quesƟons (what we don’t want)

AlternaƟve posiƟve quesƟons (what we do
want)

What if meat eaƟng was no more?

What if we all ate plant-based diets?

What if we were not rated by the number of
our possessions?

What if we were rated by our levels of
generosity?

What if we didn’t have money? / What if
money wasn’t a thing? / What if money
didn’t rule the world?

What if we appreciated the true value of
everything?

What if reality TV was banned?

What if our media focused on spreading love
and compassion?

There are three important reasons for doing this:
a) Saying what we don’t want is not the same as saying what we do. NeuroscienƟﬁcally,
the brain tends to ignore the word "don't" and focuses on what follows, thus, in this
case, focusing on the unwanted.
b) Using the “root cause” words, such as money, possessions, reality TV (or greed,
consumpƟon, or any of the other words in the word clouds above), has the eﬀect of
keeping us focused on the problem instead of looking towards soluƟons. Seeing and
hearing these “negaƟve” words also aﬀects us psychologically.
c) Once we’ve idenƟﬁed what we do want, we can start thinking about the steps needed
to get there. Without a beacon, we don’t know the direcƟon we need to go.
These are the 100+ collated quesƟons, grouped into common themes:
Respect for nature

People and community

1. What if we were more connected to
ourselves and nature?
2. What if we could truly connect with
ourselves, each other and with nature?
3. What if we respected biodiversity?
4. What if we planted a naƟve tree?
5. What if we viewed ourselves as part of
the whole?
6. What if we had respect for nature from
when we’re young?
7. What if we leŌ the planet beƩer than we
found it?
8. What if we put ecosystems ﬁrst?
9. What if we noƟced the abundance of
nature?
10. What if we found true balance between
self and earth?
11. What if the concept of ancestorhood was
understood to include ‘inanimate’ objects
(rocks, water, land, plants, etc.)?
12. What if we regenerated our soil?
13. What if we realise we enjoy
regeneraƟon?
14. What if we really saw that everything is
connected?
15. What if we respected the giŌs of nature?
16. What if we honoured and respected all
living things, ourselves included?

1. What if we were more connected to
ourselves and nature?
2. What if we could truly connect with
ourselves, each other and with nature?
3. What if we were more connected with
one another?
4. What if we had beƩer connecƟon with
our neighbours and neighbourhood?
5. What if we respected global diversity
among people?
6. What if local communiƟes could
determine their own needs (educaƟon,
energy, etc.)?
7. What if each of us had clean air to
breathe in our own communiƟes?
8. What if we collaborated more?
9. What if we felt part of the collecƟve?
10. What if we felt proud of the environment
we leave for our children and
grandchildren?
11. What if we respected past and future
generaƟons?
12. What if we always made space at the
table for someone from the 7th
generaƟon?
13. What if collaboraƟon was the norm?
14. What if all children had access to outdoor
play and wild space?

17. What if it was easier to be kind to the
planet?
18. What if we only used natural medicines?
19. What if we took a longer-term view of
how we use the planet’s resources?
20. What if our self-idenƟty expanded to
include the more-than-human web of life
and earth we are part of?
21. What if we lived by the laws of nature?

15. What if we valued the wellbeing of future
generaƟons as much as (or more than)
our own?
16. What if we lived 500 years?

EducaƟon

Behaviours

1. What if schools focused on empathy,
nature and local?
2. What if educaƟon was holisƟc and
celebrated diversity?
3. What if we educated children from
nursery, for their acƟons to be
appropriate?
4. What if we could be more radical in our
thinking about educaƟon?
5. What if we all tapped into our local
indigenous wisdom?
6. What if we culƟvated wiser acƟon?
7. What if we followed indigenous wisdom
and respect for the planet?
8. What if we had courageous conversaƟons
about history?
9. What if we all faced our skin colour and
its history?
10. What if adult learning opportuniƟes
related to sustainability?
11. What if Climate and Ecological Emergency
knowledge spread like COVID?

1. What if coaches role modelled good
behaviours at every opportunity?
2. What if organisaƟons were more
transparent?
3. What if we only had one place we spent
most of our Ɵme?
4. What if people were eco-centric?
5. What if we were truly focused on social
and climate jusƟce?
6. What if we deliberately praised right
acƟons?
7. What if we ‘called in’ instead of ‘calling
out’?
8. What if people were more open to
changing lifestyle and habits?
9. What if we replaced fear with vision?
10. What if everyone inﬂuenced just one
other person?

Mindfulness

Abundance and plenitude

1. What if we were more accepƟng and
calmer?
2. What if we had calm and peaceful minds?
3. What if we stopped and reﬂected more?
4. What if we spent the majority of our Ɵme
loving, caring and in graƟtude?
5. What if we were to live the story of

1. What if we could let go of our craving for
more?
2. What if we spent according to what we
really need?
3. What if the media celebrated abundance
and wellbeing?
4. What if we believed in abundance?

6.
7.
8.
9.

interbeing?
What if we trusted our intuiƟon more?
What if we were to return to our true
nature of love?
What if our survival was the only
important thing?
What if we changed the word ‘I’ to ‘we’?

5. What if we believed we had enough?
6. What if people realised that more does
not make them happy?
7. What if we consumed sparingly?
8. What if we knew what enough was?
9. What if we only consumed/took what we
truly needed?
10. What if we re-used and re-purposed
more?
11. What if we felt less pressure to consume?

PerspecƟves
1. What if we were more playful about new
opportuniƟes and soluƟons?
2. What if we could really believe that
creaƟng a safe future is going to happen?
3. What if we could leverage and apply all
the lessons learned from the pandemic?
4. What if we redeﬁned what success and
happiness look like?
5. What if we measured growth or success
on wellbeing and happiness?
6. What if nine years were enough to bend
the curve?
7. What if 9 years was just enough to do
what we need to do?
8. What if all industry leaders said tomorrow
“Let’s do it!”?
9. What if we dared to dream bigger?
10. What if we believed we had unlimited
power to bring about the change we hope
for?
11. What if vintage became truly cool?
12. What if we used socieƟes’ survival as an
indicator for decisions?
13. What if we used triple boƩom line
indicators for measuring business
success?
14. What if we all knew that everything we
do maƩers?

Food and resources
1.
2.
3.
4.

What if we redistributed our resources?
What if we bought more local food?
What if we shared more (e.g. food)?
What if we ate more locally produced
food?
5. What if we all ate more healthily,
consciously and conscienƟously?
6. What if we all grew at least some of our
food?
7. What if we all went vegan?

Technology

PoliƟcal systems

1. What if we could create the technology to 1. What if we had a democracy, where all
votes counted?
make carbon dioxide really useful and
2. What if our borders dissolved?
safe?
3. What if individuals, councils, governments
2. What if we could unleash the full
and countries cared for the planet?
potenƟal of the technology we already
have?
3. What if we understood the data and its
impact on us personally?
4. Future visualisaƟon
The next step is an important component of this exercise as it gives people the sensory reality
of experiencing their vision. The guided visioning process we used is adapted from the one
provided by the TransiƟon Network. This is the modiﬁed script we used in our sessions:
“We’d like to invite you all now to get comfortable, close your eyes, and take a breath.
Choose one of the What if? quesƟons from the previous exercise which appeals to you
the most – yours or somebody else’s.
Now imagine we are travelling in Ɵme to 2030. We're all geƫng into a vessel to carry us
into the future. Imagine how you feel as you climb aboard this vessel and begin to travel.
This is our journey...
The Ɵmes we travel through from 2021 unƟl 2030 were Ɵmes of the most profound and
remarkable transiƟon in human history. The changes in the way we interact with the
earth shiŌed in ways we could never have dreamed of. InsƟtuƟons that felt so
permanent in 2021 crumbled and fell, and new, inﬁnitely beƩer ones bloomed in their
place.
Those 9 years were the most thrilling Ɵme to be alive. They are Ɵmes that those that
came aŌerwards told great stories about and sang great songs about.
Now that we've arrived in 2030, let’s step out of our vessel together, emerging blinking
into this New World. It’s not a Utopia, but it is the result of everything that could
possibly have been done by humans to posiƟvely shiŌ our relaƟonship with the earth
and our people. Take a walk around it in your imaginaƟon using all your senses.
Look around you. What do you see as you walk around?
What sounds do you hear?
Take a deep breath in through your nose. What does it smell like?
Find the closest thing to you. What is it and what does it feel like?

What does the air taste and smell like?
What is the ﬁrst thing you noƟce about what others are doing?
How are we interacƟng with each other and with nature?
What are people doing for work and leisure?
You can open your eyes now. We're sƟll in 2030 and we're going to go back into
breakout rooms to share what we feel, what we see, what we hear, smell and taste. You
have 10 mins to share with each other what your lived realiƟes of 2030 are like.”
ParƟcipants then shared their experiences of their imagined futures with each other
5. What next?
Finally, we asked parƟcipants what they were taking away from the session and whether they
can use what they’ve learned with their clients, friends, family, etc. The quesƟon we posed was
“What most excited you that you are taking from this session and that you will share?”
Again, we asked parƟcipants to enter their key learnings in the MenƟ poll, and these are some
of the collated results:

6. Lessons learned from the sessions (from the facilitators)
“The commonality of our desired futures is what struck me. ParƟcipants from across the globe
arƟculated a near future - 2030 - of people in harmony with people, and with our world. The
visceral power of the guided visualisaƟon of living in this alternate future should be experienced
by as many people as possible: a “felt” imagined future brings the possibiliƟes of change to life
more eﬀecƟvely than only a “thought” imagined future.”
Julie Courtnage
“The potenƟal power of collecƟve consciousness for the World as demonstrated in this sample
group is incredible. It is also an, as yet, largely untapped resource for change. Experiencing this
gave me inspiraƟon to do more and a belief that we can create a safe and engaging container
for many diﬀerent people to re-imagine the planet’s future, and engage acƟvely in that reimagined future. I was struck by the power of the What If quesƟon and how a seemingly simple
tool like this can be both powerful and liberaƟng for our curiosity and sense of what is possible.”
John Frost
“The commonality of root causes was also similar across sessions, which occurred across the
globe. Combined with the similariƟes of the What If exercise outcomes, this gives hope that we
can collecƟvely move towards a new future. Also noted that while the root causes brought out a
number of poliƟcal issues, the What If exercises did not focus on poliƟcs and instead on
connecƟon, both to nature and to community. LogisƟcally I would suggest extending the session
to two hours to give suﬃcient Ɵme for reﬂecƟon and feedback.”
Marcus Griswold
“The What If exercise is an amazing tool for unleashing the power of the collecƟve imaginaƟon
in reframing and addressing many of the problems facing humanity today. More than ever
before, we need creaƟvity and imaginaƟon to enable us to move to the next level in our
evoluƟon. Giving people the chance to experience the sensory realiƟes of potenƟal futures helps
secure the place of these realiƟes in our hearts and not only our heads.”
Helen Strong
We would welcome feedback and your experiences in using this tool in your communiƟes
(contact details in bios below).

7. What if…? resources
hƩps://www.robhopkins.net/
hƩps://transiƟonnetwork.org/
The full What if...? guided visioning process is available to download from here:
hƩps://transiƟonnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/What-If-Visioning-Exercise.pdf

8. Host bios:
● Julie Courtnage facilitates processes of imagining our shared futures, and pathﬁnding for
how we might move meaningfully towards this, together, by reconnecƟng with self,
other and nature. She lives in South Africa.
● John Frost is an execuƟve coach and leadership development facilitator who works with
people, teams and organisaƟons to inspire their consciousness, curiosity and
imaginaƟon about a shared future based on collaboraƟon, connecƟon and compassion.
● Marcus Griswold is based in San Francisco, California and focuses on empowering
environmental jusƟce organizaƟons to develop, share and stand strong in their
experiences. He is focused on climate jusƟce through nature and social equity.
● Laura Re Turner is an execuƟve coach who works with leaders and teams on developing
an agile mindset, behaviours and skills for the future. Her company, Future Focus
Coaching, oﬀers coaching, training and mentoring. She is an acƟve volunteer in her local
Wildlife Trust in Buckinghamshire, England, and has worked as an environmental acƟvist
in the United States before becoming a coach.
● Helen Strong lives in the Outer Hebrides oﬀ the northwest coast of Scotland, where she
runs a B&B and blogs about environmental issues. She loves speaking to people who do
the audacious and courageous work the world needs, and she publishes their stories on
her podcast.

