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PRINTED IN COLOR

LIVING TODAY

Richmond Times-Dispatch
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Suanday, December 30, 1984

Bull market for predictions

- Physicist Niels Bohr

Multinationals seek modern soothsayers 1o help

glimpse of what the

“You've really got a

irginia wome
laswus? Next yoar's chil

great gimmick,” an envious
Virginia Commonwealth
University colleague once

Prediction is very diffal, especially about the
Suture.
Stories by Keith C. Epstein
Times-Dispatch stafl writer
Brokers scan stock projections. Corporations
live for the next quarter. Fanilies plan biudgets so
they can afford 2 summer vacation.
decide whether to sell smaller roasting pazs. Hi-
tech firms hire specialists to predict whether to-
morTows workers il demand in-offce day care.
For nary so much as a gl
future holds, government at all levels spends mil-
lions.
Call it a human condition, this hankering after
the future.
d
7 The rise of unmerrie
- hedecliveoltoboltll T dsters who mow

dren living until 807 Tomor-

quipped to futurologist

Howard Ozmon. “Everything has
guess you'll always be in business.

Tndeed, there’s a virtual bull market in futures
out there — at least 2,000 full-time professional
prognosticators and mere than 200 research
groups busily plumbing the future for everything
from foreign troop strengths and famine to defor-
estation and dental floss.

We're not talking palm readers.

And we're Dot talking peanuts.

The futures industry pulls in more than $10

i ear from te and
clients — the sort of success that even futurolo-
gists, the handful of them who were around a few
decades ago, couldn't foresee.

And now the new year, which means
future analysts are booked Solid, eracking out
forecasts just as soon as their computers can spit
out the numbers.
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“Some of this look-

ing at the future is hairbr:

tical, but a lot of it
cal. And 50 vital that it can be perilous to make
decisions without it,” says Fisher.

Two years ago, Fisher's own boss saw the virtue
of future-glancing, as several other governors in
other states had done. So Gov. Charles S. Robb
urged a 37-member bipartisan panel to look at
Virginia in the 2ist century.
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@ Dominion Demand: Within a few dec-
ades, ouly one in 10 workers will produce
goods; the other nine will work in service and
trade indusiries.

@ state, without any-
thing close to the $22 biliion needed for critical
roads, bridges and other facilities, will need to
orrow ai unprecedented lavels.

® Social Wellare:
grams will dwindle in & contnuing “shake-
down,” thea be repleced by new methods, such

as giving {ax credits io companies involved in

community projects.

® Blue Collar Werkers: By the exd of the
kers will make up less
B foree.

@ Foreign Trade: Moze than 30 per cent of
America’s worth will be tied up lo forsign izade,
compared with 1930, when i accounted for a
mere 2 per cent of the GNP.

T T

@ Leisuré Time: With less fime than ever
for piay, Americaas will pay. To do their erzands
and cleaning, a new professional class will
emerge. Nanzies will flourish. The neighbor-
hood boy who mows lawns has a zosy future,

® Smeking: Other, less harmiul substances,
will be preferrad over lobacco. The industry, as
known today, will burn out by the tum of the
century il alternative substances aren't masket-

=

e
@ Driving: By 2040, seat belts will be obso-
lete, dashboard micrecomputers common.
® Shepping: By the mid 1990s, when two-
fifths of U.S. households will have personal
computers and cable TV, teleshopping will

mmon.

‘® Eating: By 1990, one-half of the average
American's food doliar will be spent eating oul.

® Reading: The printed word, still the only
mechanisma that can be carried into the bathtub,
will survive the Hi-Tach Age.

@ Watching: TVs, some of which will pro-
vide viewers with nine stations simultancously,
wll become suck a part of Americad lives that
‘most future famailies will have a “media room.”

@ Talking: Cellular radios will make it pos-
sible for businessmez {o sell and log inventories
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There’s bull market for futures

Continued from first page

significant they could result in legis-
lative action as early as next year.

But the Robb commission’s view of
a “New Dominion” was only part of a
trend that is sweeping the land. Noth-
ing is too grandiose or too insignifi~
cant {0 escape the divining instru-
ments of these modern-day
soothsayers, who use computers in-
stead of erystal balls and cend ex-
trapolation” instead of pal

"£nd who usually come |Ip with a
whopper of a bill. (For a study on the
feasibility of solar power in the 1970s,
a large West Coast think tank
charged Uncle Sam $275,000.)

Another think tank — in a 10-year
forecast that partly considered the
fate of dental floss among lower in-
come families — predicted. that, in
the future, “an Incressing propordion
of males may not wear underpants
Recaiise rousers can be washed oasi.
Iy and often”

Less outrageous was the formula-
tion, during the 1939 World's Fair,
that picture phones would sweep the
tand. The experts were right about
the technology; wrong about consum-
er demand.

‘Then, during the 19505, there was
talk of tourists on safari in war-torn
Vietnam — predicted for the 1960s.
Close, but most {\lmmlchs'.x the
failed to pmdnu the energy o

again, forecasting has
failed Manv Sorecasters have simply
built up a dismal record — one which
won't lLkay Improve,

Some predictions have led econo-
mist Lester Thurow, among others, to
conclude that futures research is “the
intellectual's version of going to the
palm reader.”

Government has had its share of
soothsaying snafus. In 1980, experts
predicted that the United States could
become energy independent by using
certain minerals. There was one
slight catch: America didnt have

‘Then, there's the fish story, During
the Carter Administration, some spe-
cialists foresaw that, as the human
population grew, greater numbers of
fish would be caught. One problem:
other experts concluded there
weren't any more fish that could be
caught
‘This is to say nothing of the com-
plainis over America's weathermen.
Which leads to 2 basic question:
Just how reliable is any of this mul
million dollar, high-tech prognosti-
»

“We've come a long way since sci-
ence fiction, H.G. Wells and the spec-
u_auors M ‘\oslradamus, ‘maintains
education professor at
g “e\.e eained a Tot of respect.
abilit;

T universites, in Massachusetis
and Arizona, offer degrees in futures
Studien in Virginia,the Workd Future
Society — an eclectic group of future-
thinkers — includes marketing ex-
perts and career planners, coilege
professors and architects, and the
secretary of human resources.

The magazine they read, “The Fu-
turist,” dwelis on such issues as hy-
perintelligence, the use of video
games to build a personal sense of
accomplishment, robot burglar
alarms. and Burope’s changing taste
for lighter beer.

More science than art
fery little of it is crystal ball gaz-

80-person Hzrtford, Conn,, think tank
whose clients inciude soit drink mak-
ers and the CIA. (Government con-
tracts account for half of the firm's $6
million business.)
much more scieace than art,”
says Marvin Cetron. a former Navy
plznner who_claims his Arlington-
‘ased firm. Forecasting Internation-
s batting an enviable 956 — which
includes predictions of the Shah of
Tran's fal, Rorald Reagan’s rise, and
of "olznd 'S turmoti.
Cetron's staff of 35 literally
ta((es on the gluhe among their cli-

Spong

ents are 76 industrial firms, 17 foreign
countries, and 10 US. governnment
agencies — all of whom make it a
booming $2 million-a-year business.

Dr. Cetron insists his views are
founded in fact and soldered with
pure science. “We look at quantita-
tive indicators and do trend extrapo-
lation. We use computers ... We've
got hundreds of global events in our
data banks.”

‘But, warn most futurologists: don't
count on any of it.

As noted William and Mary law
school Dean William Spong, who
chaired Gov. Robb's panel an the fu-
ture, “This represents our best judg-
ment, but we don pretend to be
Moses.”

Avoid assumptions

In a classic episode of “The Twi-
light Zone.” a man manages to get 2
copy of a future newspaper. He duly
scans the stock report and invests in
the stocks that will gain the most.

In bis frenzy, the man fails to notice
one small item in the same news-

Ozmon

Fie
Fisher
paper: his own obit
‘Perhaps that's a gwd tale to illus-
trate a common warning issued by
soothsayers these days: be careful,
pions.

a very responsible fu-
tures “researcher,” says Ms. Ro-
botham, “you tell your client that
“there’s 1o way I can tell you the
future, only of things evolving’ We
malke it clear to people that we're nat.
going to give them the magic bullet”
“The artistry is in knuwm%wlllt
assumptions to make,” says Fisher.
“And what axsurptions not to make.”
Fisher, a successful businessman
and three-term congressman before
{pining Robls cabine, counts among
his failures numerous predictions
i once-acciaimed 19803 book, ‘e,
sources in America's Future,” one of
the fist compendiuans of lxrge-scale
projections for the A

my.

He wasn't far off the mark on the
gross national product,  industrial
production ﬁgurs.s or the aggregate
work force? But these successes, he

std, “covered up o cancelation of
errors in many other ons

“In energy, we overcssimared the
nuclear. {But who could have foreseen
all the problems that have arisen?
‘We missed on gas. [But we weren't so
bad on coal] We missed on women,
too. Tronically, we'd been criticized
for overestimating the number of
women entering the labar force; in
fact, we way undervalued it. In some
cases, we were really wildly off the
mark.”

Some futarologists have gone o far
as to deny they're making forecasts.

“A ot of people still believe we're
in the business of making predictions.
‘That’s not the case. We're just trying
fo describe the posilites. says Ed-

ard Cornish, president of the 30,000-
mber World Futwre Society, a
multidisciplinary group of future-
academicians and business-

men.

Thia geaup, 00, i nothing to scof
at when it comes to names, Dlrec
include, besides Virgini
former US, Secretary o 4 Agmmure
Orville Freeman, former U, Atomic
Energy Commission Chairman Glenn
T, Seaborg, and former Secretary of
Defense Robert S. McNamara.

“1f we know more about the possi-
bilities, we ourselves will choose the
future,” says Cornish, summing up
their credo. “That’s the only way nm
our future won't just be imposed
some fate.”

I woula te rresponstbe, for ex-
mple, for a corporation to make
20-year Tvestmment, says Fisher,
without first getting the best projec-
tion it can.

“When it comes to the future,” he
says, "even a poor view is better than
none.”

®
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