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Successf ul
about consequences.
becones nore urgent
deci si on increases.
and the environnent

deci si on- naki ng

Dai m er Chrysler’s ‘“ Soci ety and
Technol ogy Research  Group‘’ provi des
future-rel ated navigation know edge for
strategic decision support. Scenari os
form inmportant instruments wthin this
pursuit. This article presents the
gui di ng principl es of t he group
i ncl udi ng their transfornmation into

concrete project work, as they emerged
and have been proven by twenty years of
busi ness-rel ated futures research.

Dai m er Chrysler: Stocking up with Plans

requires thinking in advance
Taki ng consequences into consideration
and nore difficult as the inpact of a
VWhen the situation is |ess transparent
is conplex decisions to be successful

require a futures perspective even nore.

This relationship of futures to decision-nmaking is nothing
new, but it is getting nore and nore effective in business
and in other kinds of organizations. Big business projects
are also not new, but the abilities to plan and inplenent
huge projects have grown incredibily. As a consequence,
both projects and organizations have escalated to scales
not seen earlier. But even snall and medi um size businesses
are confronted with strategic questions that reach years
into the future. Cbstacles to transparency have increased
even nore than the skills and instruments to understand the
present. The acceleration and globalization of econonic

i nfornmati on, ecological as well as societal and politica

processes suffice as illustrations of the reasons for this
reduced transparency of the future.

*
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Futures Research at DaimlerChrysler: Stocking up with Plans and Visions

Taking a theatrical nmetaphor, serious futures research has
to performon a stage and deliver benefits, and be neither
char | at ani sm nor apparatus |ost behind the scenes. And the
rows in front of that stage mnmust not be or becone enpty.
Futures research to be effective nust have an attentive
audi ence.

Due to these requirenments and conditions, futures research
wi thin business organizations is rare. At DaimnlerChrysler,
there has been such a unit since 1979. As a lab unit of
Dai M er Chrysler’s Research and Technol ogy departnent, the
Society and Technology Research G oup now has about 30
consulting researchers in Berlin, Germany, and Palo Alto,
California, conplemented by an outpost in Kyoto, Japan

Additional to the core group, about five Ph. D. students
and about ten students and interns contribute to the work,
as well as a network of external experts from universities
and other know edge pools that are consulted on specific
projects. The group serves mainly DaimerChrysler and its
busines wunits, but works also to a limted degree for
external custoners from outside the autonotive industry.
The work is focused on the devel opments that will shape the
markets of tonorrow. It is oriented towards the business
environnent in the mid and long term future, taking an
interdisciplinary and international approach. In this way,
the Society and Technology Research Goup is an
institutionalized, lively early warning system of gl obal
scope and networ k.

The mission is not to know in advance, but to think in
advance, to fill the stock of plans and visions from which
strategi c decisions are drawn.

In this pursuit, scenarios have proven to be especially
useful instruments. They are assuned to be well known to
the reader. Beyond instrunents and tools, some basic
principles and guidelines have emerged from the interplay
of conceiving, practising and reflecting futures research
within a big conpany for nore than twenty years. These
basic principles illustrate the concrete wrk of the
Society and Technology Research Goup and highlight the
specifics of futures research perfornmed for and wthin
busi ness organi zati ons.

These basic principles are

o] Focus on the deci sion!

Focus on the futurel

Strive for interdisciplinarity and internationality!
Apply systens thinking!

Mai nt ai n met hodol ogi cal pluralism

O O0OO0Oo
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Futures Research at DaimlerChrysler: Stocking up with Plans and Visions

0 Interact with your clients!
0 Work on nultiple projects simultanously!

Following is a description of these basic principles.
Focus on the decision

The tasks and decisions of the clients have an enphatic
i mportance in the beginning and in the final stages of our
projects on futures and business environnental research.
The rel evance of the outcones and, thus, the acceptance and
useful ness of our work depend on this decision focus.
Busi ness futures research is no end in itself nor needs
just to be intriguing. It is both preparation and support
for strategic decisions.

That focus translates into the concrete project work as
fol | ows:

- Most of our projects are directly conm ssoned, by
Dai M er Chrysler”s business units and sonetinmes by externa
clients. This leads to a well-defined orientation towards
the custoners or users of the research and their needs and
demands. However , the mssion of busi ness research
(preparing for product devel opnent), and especially that of
futures research, requires contacts and studies that reach
beyond the articul ated present needs of the clients.

- A significant share of project resources is spent on
the clarification and definition of the tasks and the
necessary deci sions of the users of the project results.

- Anot her significant share of project resources is
spent on the transformation of the findings - scenarios,
trends, dynanmic patterns - into references and options
related to the anticipated decisions.

- Project work is conpleted by parallel devel opnent of
communi cati on strategi es and concepts.

Focus on the future!

This trivial sounding nmaxim is neverthel ess indi spensable.
Qur work’s reference point in time is the world of
tonorrow, for which the strategies and decisions of today
have to build success. Or gani zati onal and cognitive
patterns suggest and support all too easily the inplicit-—
and therefore often unchecked - premise, that the future
will be a prolongation of the past. It is not a snmall task
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of business futures research to overcone this blockage to
ef fective thinking.

That translates into concrete project work as foll ows

- The tinme horizon of a study has to be chosen and
fixed in a well-considered way. This is especially true for
the scenarios that are to be developed in the research
group”s futures |laboratories. A well chosen tinme horizon is
an undi spensabl e channel for studies and di scussions.

- The assessnment of change processes and process
velocities is faciliated by specific time horizons.
Di vergi ng judgenents can be nade consistent nore easily as
wel |

Strive for interdisciplinarity and internationality!

Complex problens do not end at the boundaries of the
disciplines - they cross the borders. Innovation energes
where established disciplines touch or overlap in a new
way. Because of historic achievenents in the core areas of
the established fields of conpetence, many of the
conti nui ng and devel opi ng probl ers and fascinating
gquestions are on the periphery or in overlapping areas of
t he di sciplines.

This is especially true for nmature enterprises and other
organi zations, where not only the cooperation between
di sciplines is needed but al so comunicati on and adj ust nment
across functions and divisions is a crucial precondition of
success.

Simlar considerations and experiences lead to the
principle of internationality, not only of research goals
and issues but also wth regard to the researchers
t hensel ves. Culturally and nationally different and
diverging points of view are needed to achieve a good
understanding of the problens and questions that energe
fromthe ongoing globalization of the business environnent.
The worldwi de scope of the conpany’s markets and narket
acitvities, and the internationalization of the conpany
itself, require an international conceptual framework

These principles translate into the concrete work of the
research group as foll ows:
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- Currently, nore than fifteen di sci plines are
represented iin the Society and Technol gy Research G oup.
Economi sts and MBAs work with sociologists and physicists.
Communi cations scholars do projects with engineers and
psychol ogi sts. Historians describe the history of the
future jointly with philosopers and political scientists

Many have multiple educational and pr of essi ona

backgrounds. The diversity of the academ c conpetencies of
the staff is one of the guiding principles of the group's
recruiting policy.

- Recruiting happens nmainly through direct contacts,
speeches and |l ectures at universities and other seni-public
events as well as from a continous stream of applications

A pernmanent interest for new talents is communicated. Every
year several researchers |eave while about the sane nunber
enters the group.

- Simlar conditions are pursued with regard to the
researchers” cultural backgrounds and the regionally
i nfluenced ways of |ooking at the issues. Presently, the
staff is forned by nmenbers from Wstern and Eastern Europe,
from North and South Anerica, and from Asia. Externa
cooperation and tenporary working visits for international
studies enrich the cultural diversity even nore.

- Two offices are nmaintained continiously, in
Berlin, Germany, and in Palo Alto, California. A part tine
out post in Kyoto, Japan, conpletes the triangul ar presence.
Despite the group”s origins in Europe, the office in the
U S. and the outpost in Japan are run by researchers wth
| ocal backgrounds, following the principles described
above.

- Larger project teans, especially those for scenario
construction, include several to many representatives of
the client organization or departnent. The principles of
diversity nentioned above require client participation
across functions and | evels of hierarchy.

Apply systens thinking!

In their daily work, the specific departnments and snaller
units of organizations are only engaged with fragnents of
their relevant environment. A long-term view of possible
envi ronnent al devel opnents has to cross over the limts of
these partial environnments in |ooking for driving forces

for exanple, what will happen in the nmarket for long range
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comrercial aircraft in ten years depends not solely on
factors within that market itself. Even the econony depends
on nore than economc issues. Incidents at the fringe of
the nodels of the world generate the nobst surprising and
often the npbst consequential changes.

Systens thinking, understood as a nore conprehensive view
of factors and interrelations including |oops and inpact
cycles, is one of the nost powerful and creative approaches
in futures research and in strategy developnent. This
systens orientation regards the conpany as a part of or a
subsytem of the business environnent, to which it is
connected existentially, not just via its sales and
mar ket s.

- Systens thinking in our concrete work nmeans first and
forenmost that futures research is research on the business
envi ronnent . The future developnent of the relevant
factors, including all ,trend breaks'' and discontinuities,
stenms not from those factors thenselves but from the
i nfluencing conditions. Considering the future behavi or and
nmoves of the market actors, one conmes to questions about
taxation, working life, famly cycles, |life expectations
and many nore concerns. Systens thinking |leads directly and
inevitably to the need for interdisciplinarity.

- Scenario elements and variables are |ooked for and
choosen deliberately to reduce the individual blind spots
on the part of participants and clients that stem from
their specific task or educational background.

- The core phase of many scenario building processes is
formed by a systenmic and above all systematic analysis of
the interrelationships anong the focal factors, e. g. in
the form of a consistency analysis or a cross inpact
anal ysi s.

- A subsequent analysis of systens behavior as whol e,
and its interrelationships, sonetines provides nore useful
insights than a sinple derivation or calculation of system
states.

Mai nt ai n net hodol ogi cal pluralism
Proper problem solutions require proper nethods. For a
person who has only a hamer, every problem is a nail.

Especially in social scientific problems and questions,
every restriction to a single nethod leads to a |oss of

©® Christian Neuhaus, christian.neuhaus@daimlerchrysler.com Q)




Futures Research at DaimlerChrysler: Stocking up with Plans and Visions

options and insights. This is inportant in a business
context, where nore social scientific theories are in use

than it is wusually realized. And if the long-term
environnent related perspectives of the conpany are in
gquestion - as is the case in every effort of business

futures reseach as we define it - then it is inevitable to
confront oneself with the objects and issues of the social
sciences, as difficult as they might be. Social scientific
questions require nethodol ogical pluralism as no single
method is sufficient to give urgently needed answers.

Anot her reason necessitates a well equipped tool box: the
varyi ng amount of material and time resources in a specific
project or assignnment. Procedures and analytical nethods
that produce useful results in ,big'‘ basic research and
orientation projects are often inadequate where the denmand
is for support of an accel erated deci sion process.

- Accordingly the repertoire of the process nodels and
met hods enployed by our research group is big. The
met hodol ogi cal diversity springs al so from t he
participating disciplines and professional backgrounds. For
scenario building alone there are three primary types of
procedures that are nodified for the specific decision and
research task. Additonally, there are expert interview and
wor kshops, sensitivity anal ysi s, systens nodel | i ng,
anal yses projecting acceptance [market forecasts], as well
as the advanced instrunents of the enpirical social
sci ences.

- Specific resources of the research group are
dedi cated to the devel opnent and testing of new methods and
instruments of futures and environnental research. These
activities formthe group s R&D fi el d.

- In methodol ogi cal devel oprent, nodules or building
bl ocks are striven for, that allow for an efficient
tailored research and process design

- Met hodol ogi cal cross-evaluation serves also as
quality control, besides the peer check installed by
parallel and changing project assignment (see below,
besides the internal presentation and discussion of
specific projects and besides the min instrunent of
quality control: custoner satisfaction and the continuation
of custoner demand.
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Interact with your clients!

There is no business environment and no future ,as such.'’
Both get intelligible in study only with regard to the
users of the results, that is, the ,customers'‘ of our
futures research within the company. Therefore, the close
and continous alignment with the clients” needs and the
integration of the clients into the project, especially in
scenario construction and interpretation, are a core
principle in our work. This participation is crucial not
only for the quality and applicability of the content. The
acceptance of the results, always fragile in futures
research, is also fostered by the client’ s participation.
If intentions of organizational developnent or know edge
managenent are pursued through the devel opnent of scenarios
in ,structured communication processes,"‘’ the active
participation on the client’s side is indispensable.

That translates into concrete project work as follows:

- Integrating the client into the project work is a
standard feature in nost of the futures research
assignnents. At least the beginning (,Wat's the focal
decision ?'') and the |ast stage (,Wat does that nean for
our strategy?'‘') of a project are perforned by a joint
team If there is definitely no chance for this, we
consi der very thoroughly whether the custoner’s goals and
expectations can be fulfilled. Transfer strategies that go
beyond nere report witing, can help in this situation.

- Especially the options to act can only be derived
fromcl ose dialogue with the client. An isolated discussion
of the consequences on the client’s side carries the risk
of mssing the strategic richness of the nultiple scenario
appr oach.

Wrk on nultiple projects simultanously!

A worldwi de conpany, present in nmany narkets wth nany
products, conmes up with a lot of questions for futures
researchers that require a high degree of content
flexibility. Over and above that, the striving for
interdisciplinarity necessitates close comunication and
cooperation through the whole research |lab. Wrking only in
teans, working on several projects at the sane tinme, and
job rotation together have proved to be an adequate
organi zational mx to cope with those requirenents. The
Society and Technology Research Goup has no fixed
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departnents, even if each of the researchers has sone
fields of conpetence where she or he has to stay up to
dat e.

Simul taneously working in different teams, on different
t asks, for di fferent clients qui ckly w dens t he
i ndividual’s conpetence and facilitates the discovery of
new i nterrel ati ons anong trends in the business environnent
as well as in the transfer of futures research results
anong different divisions.

That translates into concrete project work as foll ows:

- The research group”s work is totally in the form of
projects that have a starting point, an end and a budget.
The wel | -known benefits are flexibilty and a sharp focus on
results.

- Newconer s are accul turated in approach and
nmet hodol ogy by working as juniors on several projects in
parallel. Learning by listening, |ooking and doing in the
context of concrete projects has proved to be the nost
effective and efficient way to integrate new nenbers
wi t hout overwhelning them or underchal | enging them
Nevertheless, there is a set of docunments describing the
group and its approach as well as specific procedures.
Newconers are asked to attend to presentations given by
col l eagues to external visitors, etc.

- Even small tasks are performed by at least two
researchers. Working alone is rare.

- Every researcher is engaged in several projects at
the sane tinme, in different teanms and in different roles.

Bei ng project manager in one assignnent, the sane
researcher has just a qualified supporting role in another
one.

Exanpl es

Sone exanpl es, di gui sed due to confidentiality
requirenents, m ght illustrate the wor k of

Dai m er Chrysl er”s Soci ety and Technol ogy Research G oup:

- For the strategic planning of a product division,
the future of the relevant business environment in
Europe has been described in three scenarios of
the time ten years ahead. The scenarios are
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anual |y updated, strategic options are mrrored in
these scenarios, facilitating the consideration of
opportunities and ri sks.

- At an aircraft conponent plant, nediumsized and
run as a profit center, the group enabled the top
managenent team to construct scenarios of their
future busi ness envi ronment , from industry
structure to regulations and holiday fashions.
Decisions on acquistion effort and capacity
changes were confronted with the perspective of
the future scenari os.

- At a real estate investnent conpany, the thorough
anal ysis of the future regulatory and tax
envi ronnent , in conbi nati on with econormi ¢
prospects and the future aspects of alternative
i nvestnent options and social security systens,
lead to the devel opnent of nobre robust investnent
products, relying nor e on t he » 1 nternal
econom cs'® of real estate objects than on their
profile of (volatile) tax incentives.

- The tourism managenent of a large European
vacational region orders every two years parallel
scenarios of future tourism that are used for
marketing positioning efforts as well as for the
creation of new holiday products and services.

Limts

In general, the limts of futures research for and within
busi ness organi zations are to be observed, too. Especially
two insights are to be respected and to be nmintained for
serious and responsi ble futures research:

First, the tinme of crystal balls is gone, if they ever
exi sted. But the demand for crystal balls is still alive.
Anyone who delivers unconditioned forecasts is a charl atan,
not nmuch better than the rainmaker in fomer times. This is
even true if the w der business environment and its |ong
term perspective are under consideration.

Understood as ,thinking in advance'* to fill up the stock
of plans and visions, asking ,Wat mght happen?® instead
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of ,What will happen?, ‘' futures research can inprove
busi ness decision processes significantly, even wthout
defining the future.

Second: Futures research can inprove strategic decisions,
not however making them easier. It can not substitute for
decisions. It strengthens the attention and the receptive-
ness to environnental change and delivers at best options
and an assessnent of chances and risks related to these
options. To weigh these options and to choose anpbng themin
the context of business situation, strategy and resources,
remains the task of the decision nakers. Strategic
deci si ons cannot be del egat ed.

Christian Neuhaus works in strategic decision support in
practice and nmet hodol ogy with DaimerChrysler”s Society and
Technol ogy Research Group in Berlin.
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Chri stian Neuhaus

Has been engaged in futures research since 1991 when he was
made project coordinator in the interdisciplinary research
group »Future Uban Living'* and co-editor of its 6-
vol une-docunentation. In 1994, he entered DainlerChrysler’s
Soci ety and Technol ogy Research G oup, based in Berlin and
Palo Alto. Christian Neuhaus heads the Strategy Transfer
section of the group. H's muin fields are strategic
deci sion  support t hr oughout Dai m er Chrysl er and the
met hodol ogy of future studies of the business environment.
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