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Objectives
1. First, we want to introduce EPIC practitioners to an ethnofutures approach, 

laying the foundation for how anticipatory anthropology and futures thinking 
can be used in ethnographic practice. 

2. Second, we will provide a brief overview of professional foresight practice, the 
challenges of projecting into the future, and the role of ethnographic data as 
necessary input. 

3. Finally, we will present several concrete examples of how an ethnofutures
approach can be useful in corporate contexts, demonstrating how futures 
thinking can benefit a wide variety of ethnographic practitioners, particularly 
those who must think strategically about the directions of their companies. 



Poll

I have done a project related to 
the future of some topic...

I have used ethnography to help 
me think through that future…



How would we answer these questions?
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What is an Ethnofutures Approach?

From forthcoming article on “Anticipatory 
Anthropology” by English-Lueck and Avery, 
Oxford Research Encyclopedia of 
Anthropology  http://oxfordre.com/anthropology

The ethnofutures sweet spot!
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Overview of the Ancestors

Quotation from Margaret Mead: Taking Note. Photo of Gregory Bateson and Margaret Mead, from 
https://scholarblogs.emory.edu/visualanthropology/2016/09/08/margaret-mead-gregory-bateson/

Anthropologists began by studying cultures that were 
disappearing.  Then they studied cultures that were 
laboratories for various social scientific questions.  Now 
they have an opportunity to study cultures that no one 
has ever seen before, cultures that are shaping the future. 



Robert Baylor Textor

Photo of Robert Textor courtesy of the American Anthropological 
Association

Ethnographic Futures Research (EFR)

● Stanford anthropologist 
● formalized, semi-structured interview technique
● eliciting plausible optimistic, pessimistic and 

probable scenarios
● set up American Anthropological Association 

Robert Textor and Family Prize for Excellence 
in Anticipatory Anthropology 1999 



Ursula Kroeber LeGuin

Image of Ursula K. LeGuin from https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/obituaries/ursula-k-le-guin-grand-dame-of-science-fiction-dies-at-

88/2018/01/23/8842ceb8-0087-11e8-8acf-ad2991367d9d_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_term=.cf0c03141c61

"Science fiction 

is not 

prescriptive; 

it is descriptive." 



The Anthropology of Science, Technology and Society

“Consideration of the nature and desirability of 
present and future applications of AI again provides 
considerable fuel for debate.”  Diana Forsythe

Image of Diana Forsythe’s Studying Those who Study Us.



Creating Ethnographically Designed Fictions

Ethnographically based forecasting 
Institute for the Future



futures thinking and the professional foresight practice



professional foresight practice is a cycle
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core elements of a foresight practice

• Sense change in multiple domains
• Communicate vision to drive toward insight
• Facilitate insight and build capacity for stakeholders
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stakeholders use foresight to…

• Develop new offerings
• Stimulate new ideas
• Evaluate plans and test assumptions
• Identify strategic opportunities
• Build internal readiness
• Tie desirable futures to organizational values
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why futures 
thinking is hard

• Bias toward 
precision metrics
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• Anxiety about change

why futures 
thinking is hard
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why futures 
thinking is hard

• Official futures
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why futures 
thinking is hard

• Your future self is a stranger
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the medial 
prefrontal cortex

think about yourself – MPFC 
activates

think about someone else –
MPFC powers down

think about yourself in the 
future – MPFC powers down
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what makes it easier to think 
about the future?

“First-person” 
futures

Metaphors Horizon scanning 
research



ethnographic data: necessary input

“First-person” 
futures

Metaphors Horizon scanning 
research

empathy-building 
via vivid, real-life 

narratives from the 
present  

new ways of framing 
potential futures, 

drawn from diverse 
voices of today

emerging behaviors, 
shifting values, 
new narratives



Foresight, Insight and Design





Speculative Design and Design Fiction

“NurturePod” instalation by Stuart Candy 
https://futuryst.blogspot.com/2017/07/nurturepod.html



Book by Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby

Speculative Everything: Design, Fiction, and Social Dreaming



Case Studies 
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DAILY HABITS: livestreaming, shopping, 
cooking, sourcing safe ingredients, Wechatting
with friends and family

ASPIRATIONS: grow livestreaming cooking 
show audience, host fun and safe meals, 
become a trusted WeChat food vendor

FEARS: his channel will be targeted and 
censored by industry interest groups, 

JIN’s CHALLENGE:

• Cook a meal for 10 strangers coming to 
his apartment in 3 hours – one of whom 
has a severe wheat allergy. 

• Grow his livestreaming audience. 

IT GETS BETTER WHEN: 

• He gets a new food safety scanning device that 
can test pesticide and synthetic fertilizer levels on 
produce

• He finds a food vendor on WeChat who uses 
blockchain-certified-provenance wheat and oil. 

• AI fact-verification services help him maintain his 
reputation in the face of censorship. 
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futures personas…

• connect us to “first-person futures” via a 
protagonist and generate empathy for 
that protagonist

• develop new aspects of the foresight by 
imagining concrete user experiences, 
including unintended consequences

• envision specific emerging needs and 
desires that require new features, 
products, and services
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SIGNALS: mukbang, wechat p2p food 
sales, food safety testing chopsticks, 
WeChat’s rumor filter, 

ETHNOGRAPHY: on-the-ground participant 
observation and interviews with Chinese food 
entrepreneurs, stay-at-home moms, livestreaming 
celebrities, urban farmers, etc.  



Farms to Firms to Families

Left, Image from Pie Ranch, Right, SJSU team English-Lueck, Deborah Walde-Baughn, Jason McClung and Robert 
Johnston. Photos courtesy of English-Lueck and Hamamoto.



Questions and Answers 
Please use the chat function to ask questions.
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