


Author: Hanna Thomas Uose

Contributors: Lauren Parater and Hoda Baraka

Art Direction and Illustration: Shanice Da Costa

We give our thanks to Ruth Ben-Tovim, Bodhisattva Chattopadhyay, Ed Finn, 
Franca Fubini, Aarathi Krishnan, Jack Ky Tan, Annette Mees, Ariana Monteiro, 
Cassie Robinson, Favianna Rodriguez, Sanjan Sabherwal, Claudia Sáenz, Sar-

ah Shin, Amahra Spence, Ben Twist, Joost Vervoort, Martin Waehlisch, Frances 
Whitehead and Farhana Yamin for their time and thoughtful contributions.

UN Global Pulse is the Secretary General’s Innovation Lab. We work at the 
intersection of innovation and the human sciences to inform, inspire and 

strengthen the ability of the United Nations family and those it serves to an-
ticipate, respond and adapt to the challenges of today and tomorrow.

Learn more about UN Global Pulse’s work at unglobalpulse.org

Made possible thanks to the generous support of the 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland.

http://www.unglobalpulse.org 


The Most 
Creative Look To 
The Future
Imagination and Creative Practice 
in Service of Organizational 
Transformation

UN Global Pulse
2023

     I think the imagination is the single most useful tool mankind  
     possesses. It beats the opposable thumb. I can imagine living 

without my thumbs, but not without my imagination. 
– Ursula K. Le Guin, Author.

Our Common Agenda, the Secretary-Gener-
al’s vision for the future of global coopera-
tion, states that “we must combine the best of 
our past achievements with the most creative 
look to the future if we are to deepen solidar-
ity and achieve a breakthrough for people and 
the planet”1.  UN Global Pulse, as the innova-
tion lab for the Secretary-General, has a cru-
cial role to play in ensuring that we embed 
this “creative look to the future” within our 
work, as well as supporting this approach to 
be seeded throughout the entire UN family. 

We must integrate creative practice and har-
ness the power of imagination, in order to suc-
ceed in a modern United Nations system, re-
juvenated by a forward-thinking culture, and 
empowered by cutting-edge skills fit for the 
twenty-first century: UN 2.0. The UN 2.0 vision 
is firmly focused on driving internal change, be-
cause stronger internal United Nations system 
capabilities will result in better programmat-
ic and operational support to Member States, 
bolstering their capacity to thrive in the twen-
ty-first century, and faster collective progress 
towards the Sustainable Development Goals2.

1 2



A Crisis of 
Imagination
However, according to the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals Report 2023: Special Edition, the 
promise of the 2030 Agenda is in peril, stating 
that we have entered an age of polycrisis: “The 
Sustainable Development Goals are disap-
pearing in the rear-view mirror, as is the hope 
and rights of current and future generations3.” 
According to those we interviewed for this re-
search, a crisis of imagination has contributed 
to this polycrisis. The world’s collective failure 
is not due to an absence of vision or imagina-

tive skill, as much as our collective imaginative 
energy has been directed towards reinforcing 
a status quo that continues to create climate 
change, conflict, inequity and human rights vio-
lations. Instead of the world harnessing its imag-
inative power to find the creative solutions that 
will deliver a sustainable, equitable future for all, 
the UN finds itself sounding the alarm on “the 
short-sightedness of our prevailing economic 
and political systems [and] the ratcheting up of 
the war on nature.”4

We the Peoples

We know that another world is possible. The cre-
ation of the United Nations was a bold act of col-
lective imagination and hope in 1945, after the 
destruction and devastation of the First and Sec-
ond World Wars; an invitation to imagine a future 
and way of life that was unthinkable in the years 
previous. The four purposes of the UN represent 
a vision that requires a rigorous application of 
creativity and imagination to make possible: to 
keep peace throughout the world; to develop 
friendly relations among nations; to help nations 
work together to improve the lives of poor peo-
ple, to conquer hunger, disease and illiteracy, 

and to encourage respect for each other’s rights 
and freedoms; to be a centre for harmonizing 
the actions of nations to achieve these goals5.

The 50 and more entities of the UN system 
demonstrate every day the diversity, flexibility 
and creativity that is needed to keep such a hope 
machine running. But we are calling for a broader 
conversation and a more radical reimagination 
of what it might mean to deliver “the most cre-
ative outlook to the future”, so that the UN fam-
ily can better meet this moment in our history.

Climate crisis is also a crisis of  culture, and thus of the imagination.
– Amitav Ghosh, Author.

Methodology

We have undertaken desk research and litera-
ture review, focused on which creative methods 
(such as worldbuilding, storytelling and im-
mersive experience design) are most relevant 
to developing visions, strategies, experiments 
and practices that support UN innovation for 
our common future. The focus has been on in-
tergovernmental organizations and policy-led 
institutions, as opposed to cultural institutions. 

We conducted a number of interviews with key 
actors in the space of collective imagination, 
creative practice, organizational transforma-
tion and research, from both within the UN and 
outside.  

We hope that this research will be used to help 
drive experimentation within our own team 
at UN Global Pulse and the wider UN family. 
Through identifying bright spots, opportuni-
ties and challenges in using imagination, art 
and creative practice to transform, the United 
Nations can better inform its own work, future 
projects and explorations in this area.
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Our Task as UN Global Pulse

As the Secretary-General’s Innovation Lab, 
our task as UN Global Pulse is to ensure that 
we utilise new ideas and the most up-to-
date concepts and tools available in order to 
achieve change and deliver impact. As the 
latest UN 2.0 policy briefing states, “stron-
ger technical solutions alone will not deliver 
the change envisioned for UN 2.0. We see the 
faster adaptation of our culture as the critical 
step to bring the quintet elements to life6.” 
In this paper, we will posit that imagination 
and creative practice are essential to creat-
ing the novel and the new, and to scope out 
the alternative possibilities for the future. That 
true innovation is indeed impossible with-
out imagination, art and creative practice. 

In order to transform an organization, system, 
or culture, we must move beyond traditional 
left-brain ways of thinking and open a whole 
tool box of ways of being and understand-
ing, taking into account the ‘weak signals’ of 
the world, as Ariana Monteiro, Political Sci-
entist and Sustainable Innovation Strate-
gist, says7. She suggests that an innovation 
strategy needs to source information from 
different groups in society in order to gain a 
full understanding of the current moment 
– from performances, poems and installa-
tions, to religious practices, mythologies, and 
popular beliefs, as well as academic papers.

Artists, writers, and other creators already fur-
nish the world with so much boundless creativ-
ity. It is up to us to harness this, and champi-
on imagination, creative practice, and art as a 
crucial part of how we respond to current cri-
ses. As well as taking inspiration from artists 
and creative practitioners themselves, we also 
want to cultivate the capacity inside all of us 
to tap into our imagination, using it as a tool 
for transformation. Every single person within 
the UN system has an inherent creative ability 
that can be of value. It is not only up to ‘artists’ 
to do this type of work, but all of us to be as 
creative and innovative as possible in order to 
meet the interconnected challenges of today.

Innovation without creative 
practice will be incremental. In-
novation without creative prac-

tice is dead.

– Dr. Joost Vervoort, Associate Professor of 
Transformative Imagination in the Environmental 
Governance Group at the Copernicus Institute of 

Sustainable Development.

     We Are Not the First 

Others have embraced creative and collec-
tive imagination practices to guide their strate-
gic work for a long time, whether it’s the city of 
Glasgow partnering with artists when develop-
ing a strategy to develop climate resilience8; 
the city of Chicago pioneering the Embedded 
Artists Project with civic practice artist Fran-
ces Whitehead9; the Artist Placement Group of 
the 1960s and 70s that placed UK artists at the 
heart of government and commerce10; or in-
deed, the work UN Global Pulse has already done 
with the government of Colombia, collaborat-
ing with the creative practice and speculative 
thinking of underrepresented youth, indigenous, 
Afro-Caribbean and LGBTQ+ communities11.  

Nowhere is the power and history of imagination 
and creativity more evident than in how the tech-
nology sector has been inspired by the imaginary 
worlds of science fiction. It is well documented 
that the Star Trek Star Fleet Technical Manu-
al, written by Franz Joseph, helped to ‘imagine 
devices into use’ such as the smartphone12. The 
virtual online multiplayer game Second Life is 
said to be inspired by Neal Stephenson’s sci-
ence fiction novel Snow Crash, and was used as 
a convening platform during Covid, according 
to Bodhisattva Chattopadhyay, Lead of CoFU-
TURES at the University of Oslo. Bodhisattva 
also told us that the vast majority of NASA en-
gineers grew up with science fiction, planting an 
idea in their head to send mankind to the moon13.

What these first actors have realised is that cre-
ative practice, imagination, and ‘what artists 
know’ give us a different and essential way of un-
derstanding, then shaping, the world. If we do not 
catch up, the UN system is at risk of becoming 
stagnant – there is no greater risk to innovation 
than not evolving. By not engaging with imagina-
tion, art and creative practice with rigour, we risk 
not being able to imagine the worlds where mutu-
al flourishing can exist or carve the pathways to-
wards them. The world will continue to be shaped 
by the imaginations of the few, not the many. 

Imagination gives us borders, 
gives us superiority, gives us race 
as an indicator of ability. I often 
feel I am trapped inside someone 
else’s capability. I often feel I am 
trapped inside someone else’s 
imagination, and I must engage 
my own imagination in order to 
break free.

– adrienne maree brown, Writer, Activist, and 
Facilitator.
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Throughout this report, we will be using terms such as 
“collective imagination”, “creative practice”, “trans-
formation” and “art”. Our working definitions of these 
terms are below, whilst recognising that all of these 
terms are contested and constantly in flux as culture 
develops.

CREATIVE PRACTICE
The broad term ‘creative practice’ is used here to 
include all professional and non-professional work 
which uses personal and/or collective craft skills and 
ingenuity to make something new, renew or reinter-
pret some aspect of the world14.

TRANSFORMATION
Transformation is generally regarded as being more 
than just the superficial or incremental. It refers to 
major shifts: ‘profound and enduring systemic chang-
es that typically involve social, cultural, technological, 
political, economic and environmental processes’15.

IMAGINATION
Imagination is a cognitive capacity that involves not 
just language but prelinguistic, embodied methods 
for improvisation, collaboration, and anticipation16.

COLLECTIVE IMAGINATION
The collective imaginary / imagination is a set of 
propositions that have existence only in the imagina-
tion and are shared by a collective17. 

ART 
The word art may refer to several things: here, we are 
mainly referring to art as a means of communication 
and expression that is not possible to express by oth-
er means. 

Based on these definitions, we recognise that many of 
the capabilities within UN Global Pulse such as data, 
foresight, and behavioural science already utilise ele-
ments of creative practice. 

Useful definitions and terms

WHAT DO ARTISTS KNOW?

Beyond a wide range of material practices, histories and techniques, concepts and theoreti-
cal frameworks, artists are trained to use a unique set of skills, process, and methodologies. 
These include:

Synthesizing diverse facts, goals, and references – making connections and speaking 
many “languages”. Artists are very “lateral” in their research and operations and have 
great intellectual and operational agility.

Production of new knowledge as evidenced by the 100+ year history of innovation and 
originality as a top criterion.

Creative, in-process problem solving and ongoing processes, not all upfront creativity: 
responsivity.

Artists compose and perform, initiate and carry-thru, design and execute. This cre-
ates a relatively tight “feedback loop” in their process.

Pro-active not re-active practice: artists are trained to initiate, re-direct the brief, and 
consider their intentionality.

Acute cognizance of individual responsibility for the meanings, ramifications and 
consequences of their work. (The down side of this is that artists are not always 
team-oriented or willing to compromise due to the high premium placed on individual 
responsibility and sole authorship.)

Understanding of the language of cultural values and how they are embodied and rep-
resented – re-valuation and re-contextualization.

Participation and maneuvering in non-compensation (social) economies, idea econo-
mies, and other intangible values (capital).

Proficiency in evaluation and analysis along multiple-criteria -- qualitative lines, 
qualitative assessment. Many are skilled in pattern and system recognition, especially 
with asymmetrical data.

Making explicit the implicit -- making visible the invisible.

Artists do not think outside the box-- there is no box.

Frances Whitehead 2006 ©
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One of those we interviewed, the civic artist Frances Whitehead, created the below “knowledge 
claim” in 2006, describing the specific “skills, processes and methodologies” that many contem-
porary artists possess, and that can be of value to those fields that have been traditionally consid-
ered non-creative. 
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What can art, 
imagination and 
creative practice 
offer us? 
In the first instance, art, imagination, and cre-
ative practice can create an open space for 
connection between previously disconnect-
ed people or elements; for emotions and val-
ues to be expressed and explored; for a differ-
ent mode of continued enquiry; for multiple 
ways of knowing; and for something new to 
emerge. As Annette Mees, artistic direc-
tor, creative producer and cultural strategist, 
says: ‘I create worlds for people to think in.’

In order to find your way, you 
must become lost. 

– Yoruba proverb.

Complexity, Uncertainty & Emergence

At this moment in history where multiple crises 
continue to unfold around us in complex and in-
tersecting ways, it is critical that we learn – as 
individuals, organizations, and societies – to 
sit with uncertainty and develop the ‘emergent 
strategies’ (those that arise from unplanned ac-
tions and initiatives) that adrienne maree brown 
– writer, activist, and facilitator – writes of18. 

The philosopher, writer and activist Bayo Ako-
molafe often references the Yoruba proverb, ‘In 
order to find your way, you must become lost.’ 
Creative practice, art and imagination offer us a 
location within which to lose our way; a chance 
to rehearse the worlds we want into being.

The concept of rehearsal came up many times 
in our conversations, particularly with Amahra 
Spence, Ben Twist and Annette Mees who are 
all well-practised in the world of theatre-mak-
ing. A rehearsal is a commitment to the process 
of exploration, to uncertainty and risk. When one 
walks into a rehearsal room, it is often without 
the knowledge of what the outcome will be, which 
leaves the space open for generative, collabora-
tive possibility that draws upon the skills, capac-
ities, interests, and desires of people in the room. 
Those practised in the art of rehearsal – whether 
performers, directors, conductors, or compos-
ers – are necessarily intimately acquainted with 
the art of managing a complex system with vari-
ant parts and contradictory needs and ideas. A 
skilled artist is one who is able to hold those con-
tradictions in creative tension. In a world that is 
in ‘polycrisis’3, this skill is one that is ever more 
needed within the dynamics of the UN system. 

While clarity is crucial within organizational life, 
we must acknowledge that the relationships 
within any system and the issues we deal with 
day to day are complex. While traditional design 
thinking is problem-driven and seeks to find a 
solution as effectively as possible, artistic ways 
of thinking might be better able to test new ap-
proaches, and surface that which we may not 

want to know in the first instance, but have to 
grapple with in order to find the next right step. 

One technology for describing and grappling with 
complex systems is storytelling. As Ed Finn from 
the Center of Science and Imagination says, ‘sto-
ries are one of the only mechanisms that most 
humans have for modelling complex change.’ 
Humans have time and again proved themselves 
to fall short when it comes to managing finan-
cial systems or predictive modelling, stumbling 
into unintended consequences. Stories are an 
old and effective way of giving form to abstrac-
tion, creating ambiguity and making complex in-
terconnections that provide a common starting 
point for dialogue. Stories are effective ‘bound-
ary objects’ that can create and shift culture19. 
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A New Temporality 

It’s crucial for humanitarian institutions, like those 
found within the UN system, to react and respond 
in a timely way to crises and conflicts. However, 
this reactive culture outside of  humanitarian sit-
uations can also block moments of reflection that 
assist us with sensemaking, critical reflection and 
strategic action. Imagination and creative practice 
can offer us the ability to make a space to explore 
alternatives and experience an alternate tempo-
rality which engages the long term view as well as 
short term urgency.

In 2022, UNFPA Colombia together with UN Glob-
al Pulse and the National Planning Department of 
the Colombian government launched a participa-
tory foresight project that aimed to amplify the 
voices of youth and empower underrepresented 
communities to design the future they want. The 
project incorporated foresight and speculative 
thinking with indigenous wisdom and a decolonial 
approach, which fostered both intergenerational 
exchange and an introduction into different cultur-
al temporalities that honour the needs of genera-
tions far into the future. As opposed to replicating 
the urgent conditions that lead to the ‘slow vio-
lence’ of environmental degradation and climate 
change20; art, imagination, and creative practice 
can support us to access methods of ‘slow nonvi-
olence’ that are productive of alternative visions 
and modalities of nonviolent social relationships 
and interdependencies21.

The Long Time Project is one group already doing 
work in this area, creating a toolkit to help organi-
zations focus on the long-term future, and inform 
strategy in the short-term22. They aim to galvan-
ise public imagination and collective action to help 
steer long-term decision-making and to help us all 
become good ancestors. 

We envision this approach being of use to the UN 
as a network, envisioning and planning for a future 
that reaches well past the timeframe that any of us 
currently writing or reading this report can expect 
to be a part of. 

The times are urgent; 
let us slow down.

– Dr Bayo Akomolafe, Philoso-
pher, Writer, Activist, Professor of 
psychology, and Executive Direc-

tor of the Emergence Network.

Imagination as a team 
sport – that’s when 
the world changes. 

– Ed Finn, Founding Director of 
the Center for Science and the 
Imagination at Arizona State 
University.

The UN 2.0 Quintet for Change lays out the key 
capabilities that will be needed for the UN net-
work to become more nimble and effective, and 
offer more relevant and system-wide solutions 
to 21st century challenges23. These include 
data, digital, innovation, strategic foresight and 
behavioural science. This paper seeks to ac-
knowledge the creative approaches found within 
these capabilities, and to call for the use of art, 
imagination, and creative practice as their own 
disciplines alongside, so that the resulting fu-
ture scenarios and alternatives that we collec-
tively imagine are more inclusive and nuanced 
– also argued for in UNDP’s Inclusive Imaginar-
ies paper24. Whilst the links between strate-
gic foresight, imagination and creative practice 
came through strongly in this research, we also 
see that data, digital innovation and other ca-
pabilities within the Quintet for Change can 
use these practices and many already are25. 

Having said that, strategic foresight has, histor-
ically, been rooted in a Western, militaristic tra-
dition that has not always made room for per-
spectives from other viewpoints, particularly 
from the Global South, indigenous communities, 
young people, or the more-than-human (a term 
used critically to remind human geographers 
that the non-human world not only exists but 
has causal powers and capacities of its own)26. It 
‘focuses more on scanning the horizon of what is 
already coming, rather than creating the condi-
tions to imagine and construct new, alternative 
futures’27. Art, imagination, and creative prac-
tice allow us to gather and plant knowledge in 
a way that is more inclusive of norms outside of 
Western ‘best practice’ (written communication 
in academic language, that does not take into 
account more traditional or ancestral forms of 
knowledge); they allow us to dream the new and 
to acknowledge the process of bold imagination 
that marginalised and disenfranchised commu-
nities have already been engaged in – survival. 

Indeed, it is not only the responsibility of those 
who work in strategic foresight to ensure the 

Imagining Inclusive Alternatives
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most creative look to the future, but of all of us 
within the UN family. Whether we work on cli-
mate resilience, emergency response, or peace-
keeping, we are required to employ our creativ-
ity and imagine alternatives. It is only through 
imagining inclusive alternatives (or, as we might 
better call it, the ‘pluriverse’) that we will be bet-
ter able to prepare for the coming future28. As 
Bodhisattva Chattopadhyay shared with us, we 
often use the data and variables that we know, 
as well as the extrapolations of that data, in tra-
ditional methods of building future scenarios, 
but the people living at the centre of those sce-
narios, and their responses and emotions, are 
often left out, leading to inaccurate forecasts. 
Art and creative practice allow us to bring in 
that human dimension that can help us more 
accurately predict and prepare for the future.

Future fiction is one such tool that is very good 
at creating complex models, where other mod-
els fail29. For example, when architects and ur-
ban planners model the future of a city based 
on an influx of immigration, they may focus on 
the numbers and distribution of resources and 
people. What they may not be equipped to do 
is to model for the social and cultural change, 
and linguistic transformation that might result. 
Future fiction is constantly considering these 
aspects of transformation, as well as the emo-
tion and empathy that underpin them, inviting 
us to experience not just how we think about 
different futures, but how we feel about them. 

Ed Finn says that imagination is the cognitive 
ignition system for foresight, anticipation and 
empathy – particularly when it comes to story-
telling. Stories, through their universality, cre-
ate dialogue between different groups of peo-
ple – a good sci-fi story can save hundreds of 
hours of less creative communication, such as 
PowerPoints, Miro boards, or meetings. By in-
viting an engineer, an ethicist, a legislator and 
the public into the same imaginary story (as Ed 
has done many times with the Center for Sci-
ence and Imagination) it is possible to have a 
much more rounded and constructive discussion 
about the imagined future, as well as the pres-
ent day narratives and structures that we live in. 

Most organizations that were established in the 
20th century are run in a way that values Euro-
centric ways of knowing and favours linear, ‘ratio-
nal’, data-heavy processes and communications. 
However, we know that this mode of thinking alone 
does not lead to success. As Jack Ky Tan says – an 
artist who explores the connection between the 
social, the legal and art – two thirds of companies 
fail and most employ abstract, linear thinking. 

What would it mean for organizations, and the 
UN family in particular, to be more in tune with 
an intuitive understanding that values multiple 
ways of knowing? Farhana Yamin – environmen-
tal lawyer, Deputy Chair of the Climate Vulnera-
ble Forum – points out how the culture of large, 
international institutions can encourage us to 
remain remote, reducing complex emotional is-
sues down to technical language. Her particular 
vision is for the meetings of the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UN-
FCCC), of which she has been a participant since 
its inception 28 years ago, to be comprised of 
safer, liberated and creative spaces. She believes 
these spaces would allow participants to have 
conversations that are more emotional, explor-
ative and based on lived experience, in order to 
build the trust that is needed to underpin chal-
lenging negotiations and binding outcomes. 

In order to create opportunities like these, in or-
der to change an institution, we must start with 
ourselves as the first site of transformation. We 
know that individual transformation can lead to 
structural change. Creative Carbon Scotland has 
specialised in bringing artists together with city 
planners, sometimes meeting resistance from 
the latter, but through this approach has grad-
ually transformed the way that local councils 
are meeting the challenge of climate disruption, 
through projects like Clyde Rebuilt in which rep-
resentatives from across the Glasgow City region 
jointly developed interconnected projects for 
adapting to climate change challenges by 2030 31.

Somatic embodiment came up multiple times 
in our interviews as an individual practice that 

A Bridge Between Ways of Knowing

Visionary leadership is re-
quired, with the imagination to 
design a process that works. If 
Steve Jobs had designed what 
people wanted, he would have 
designed something very dif-
ferent from the iPhone; for the 
UNFCCC, we need to design 
what people did not know they 
wanted.

– Stockholm Environment Institute30
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is key to implementing imagination and cre-
ative practices and supporting organizational 
transformation. Somatic or embodiment prac-
tices see the mind and body as intimately con-
nected, and focus on the relationship between 
the two as a pathway to presence, balance, and 
connection, through activities such as medita-
tion, movement, and grounding exercises. Cas-
sie Robinson, the Associate Director of Emerging 
Futures at the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and 
Co-founder of the Centre for Collective Imagina-
tion spoke of the importance of bodywork as a 
tool for teams that work with change, since with-
out doing the work of healing the trauma we may 
hold in our bodies, the harder it is to imagine 
other possibilities. Ivy Ross also has a well-docu-
mented track record of introducing intuitive and 
somatic practices in her design and innovation 
work at Google, Mattel and other companies32. 
How might it change the UN family to inte-
grate these practices into our ways of working?

Other artistic practices, particularly poetry, visual 
art and social dreaming recurred in our interviews 
as representing a way into unconscious dynamics, 
themes, or experiences within the organizational 
system33. As Sarah Shin – publisher, curator, and 
writer – says, they give us ‘the capacity to go be-
yond logical thinking, show up the edges of what 
we’re working with and, in doing so, make it pos-
sible to see how to change and adapt them.’ To 
put it another way, art is the medium to convey a 
feeling that has yet to be put into words. ‘Art is the 
relief from the duty of coherence,’ says Dr. Joost 
Vervoort, Associate Professor of Transformative 
Imagination at the Copernicus Institute of Sus-
tainable Development, paraphrasing John Law34.

According to Jack Ky Tan, design thinking is 
agile, linear, and focused on an output or prod-
uct. For non-profit organizations and insti-
tutions, the term ‘art thinking’ may be more 
appropriate: a process that has no end prod-
uct in mind aside from the social mission, that 
can be divergent, tangential and embodied. 

Organizational transformation requires new 
norms, new behaviours, new ways of doing 
things, and new ways of creating space and of 

being in relationship with others. The weaving to-
gether of different approaches – of tech-centred 
innovation and more artistic practices – is one 
way of forming those new norms, and is itself a 
creative act. In this paper, we are not arguing for 
the privileging of one form of knowledge over an-
other, but an interdisciplinary approach that in-
tegrates and builds a bridge between them; that 
makes policies and processes ‘feelable’ as well 
as understandable; and that equally embeds the 
needs and rights of ‘people and planet’ as the UN 
Secretary-General calls for. 

Sanjan Sabherwal, the Head of Policy Innovation 
at Policy Lab UK, has bridged the gap between 
creative practice and policy in different and ef-
fective ways. During one project, while work-
ing with those making anti-radicalisation policy, 
Sanjan used an artistic ice breaker activity to 
reveal some of the underlying mental models 
in the group. An ask to make their anti-radical-
isation policy out of clay tapped into the sub-
conscious of each member of the group, reveal-
ing different points of view: one person made a 
hand that reached down to help another; anoth-

er made a set of prison bars. The result led to an 
empathetic and supportive conversation about 
what their shared mental model ought to be. 

Sanjan also cited SRG Bennett’s installation ‘The 
20 Year Gap’, made with NESTA, which used a 
creative method of data visualisation in order to 
make visible the inequity of how ill-health is dis-
tributed across the UK (Fig 1). Displaying the data 
in that accessible, material way allowed a differ-
ent response than a table or graph alone could35. 

Fig. 1  The 20 Year Gap
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In order to embody the ‘most creative look to 
the future’, our work must be accountable to 
young people and future generations, as well 
as be informed by their fresh perspectives and 
natural ability for imagination and creativity.

When we imagine future scenarios and decision 
making processes which will impact on younger 
generations more than the adult ones that pre-
cede them, it is crucial that young people are 
centred. Amahra Spence shared how they ap-
proach this at MAIA, a Black-led organization ex-
ploring the connection between imagination and 
liberation. Their YARD Youngers programme is 
effectively an art residency programme for 7-13 
year olds, built around the idea that children and 
young people are the designers and architects of 
the present and future36. Together, the children 
explore the power of imagination through differ-
ent art practices. During the first YARD Youngers 
programme, they held a collective conversation 
around the design needs for utopia. A thirteen-
year-old named Jasmine designed a utopian fi-
nancial system in response, including a bank run 
by artificial intelligence as a way of trying to com-
bat racial bias in mainstream banking, and where 
banks supported and invested in better waste 
management systems. Inspired by Jasmine, 
MAIA’s civic infrastructure programme, ABUE-
LOS, has revisited how they approach their waste 
management and composting systems, as well as 
their governance and procurement policies, there-
by including Jasmine’s perspective at the heart 
of their decision-making and strategic process.

Young people’s perspectives are continually im-
pacting the innovation space in often unseen 
and organic ways. For example, during the pan-
demic, many people found themselves having 
to quickly adapt to remote working and collab-
oration, but there was one group of people who 
had been working in this way for decades al-
ready: gamers who, as teenagers in the nineties 
(like Bodhisattva Chattopadhyay) embodied dif-
ferent ways of connecting and working together 
online, and went on to shape how we converse 

To Think and Act for Future Generations

We’re not just having 
cute conversations [with 

children], like “what 
would you like to have in 

a dream world?” We’re 
thinking with them about 
the radical infrastructure 

that is needed to sup-
port climate resilience.

– Amahra Spence, Co-Founder and 
Creative Director at MAIA

and work with each other online, developing plat-
forms like Discord and Second Life that under-
pinned many online convenings while the world 
adapted to the impacts of Covid-19. This begs 
the question, what could we learn about con-
necting and communicating in the future from 
today’s youth? The infrastructure of the future is 
being built, now, in teenage bedrooms. If orga-
nizations want to leap frog into a new phase of 
innovation and imagination, identifying trends, 
problems and solutions in an agile way, then 
children and young people – their perspectives, 
viewpoints, and ways of working – are critical. 

Within the UN family, there are multiple initia-
tives dedicated to incorporating young mind-
sets into thinking about the future. The new 
cohort of the Secretary General’s Youth Ad-
visory Group on Climate Change started its 
two-year term in March 2023, serving as a 
mechanism for the Secretary-General to hear 
directly from young people, as the UN works to 
accelerate global climate action, and drive for-
ward all 17 Sustainable Development Goals37. 

And yet, children alone ‘should not bear the 
burden of representing future generations’, as 
the UN Common Principles on Future Gener-
ations states38. We all have a responsibility to 
consider our accountability to generations not 
yet born. The UN has already voiced its commit-
ment to do so, with the Secretary-General an-
nouncing his intent to appoint a Special Envoy 
for Future Generations, whose responsibility will 
be to represent and advocate for their interests 
across the UN system39. The High Level Com-
mittee on Programmes has also proposed that 
the UN adopt a ‘good ancestor policy’ to help 
infuse strategic foresight, long-term thinking 
and the precautionary principle into all stages 
of planning and programming from design and 
budgeting to implementation and evaluation40. 

Implementing these initiatives will take a great 
deal of imagination and creative practice, and 
we can’t wait to see what unfolds as a result.
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The work of imagination, art and creative prac-
tice is not separate from the our day to day work. 
A sci-fi novel is one way to tell a story, but so is a 
spreadsheet. Our day-to-day tools and process-
es tell their own stories, influencing our norms 
and behaviours. By bringing new attention and 
creativity to ‘boring innovation’ and its related 
work areas – administration, finance, and other 
such systems – we can start to create new nar-
ratives that incite transformative change42. As 
Salvotore Vassallo and Balint Pataki of the UN 
Refugee Agency’s Innovation Service wrote, ‘ul-
timately we will never be able to truly become 
an innovative organization or sector if we can-
not light up these unseen bureaucratic spac-
es and begin to innovate within them as well’43.

As an example from one organization, Jack Ky 
Tan has been working with The University of 
Sheffield’s Centre for Equity & Inclusion to pilot 
a ‘visual contract’ – a partnership agreement to 
use with local civil society partners that decen-
tres legal language (difficult for those for whom 
English is not their native language) and uplifts 
symbols from their partners’ cultures that hon-
our the meaning and symbolism of partnership in 
a way that contract language rarely does44. For 
the termination clause, in addition to the legal 
wording, they have collaboratively chosen to in-
clude the lotus symbol in recognition that even 
when something ends, there is a rebirth (Fig 2).

This kind of creative thinking can be applied to all 
aspects of our day to day work: governance, due 
diligence, policy and finance. At MAIA, when the 
team felt that their annual financial and compa-
ny reporting was not able to tell the full story of 
their work, they decided to explore the develop-
ment of a new practice – GRAFF – that combined 
art and design with accounting45. By investigat-
ing current accounting practices whilst reviving 
and incorporating others – the Inca Khipu knot-
ting system, African cornrows, Maori and Yoru-
ba tattooing traditions, Egyptian hieroglyphics, 

Imagination Infrastructures

Like a railway network or an 
electricity grid, the infra-

structure of the imagination 
requires long-term invest-
ment and maintenance for 

it to continue functioning 
well and serving its com-
munity(ies). This kind of 
patient, slow investment 

in spaces, places, relation-
ships and the digital and 

social infrastructures of the 
imagination will build up 

and maintain the collective 
muscle of imagination, with 

cumulative effects that then 
make other things possible.

– Imagination Infrastructures 41

and indigenous Colombian beading practices 
– they reenvisioned the purpose of MAIA’s ac-
counting processes, rehearsing a new way of re-
porting into being, and establishing a new way 
of thinking about accountability and evaluation. 

In order to embark on experiments like these, 
organizations need a safe container in which to 
take risks. The utility of rituals were mentioned 
by many of our interviewees, even as simple as 
starting meetings with a shared breath, piece 
of music or poem to shift participants into a 
different mode of being. Clyde Rebuilt did this 

Fig 2 Visual Contract
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over the course of their work and found 
it to be ‘rehumanising’ in a context where 
we are not often asked to be human46.

Shared rituals can be useful for creat-
ing the communal experiences and sense 
of solidarity that is required to take those 
first steps into public, creative work; for 
building new and lasting connections; 
for building new organizational patterns 
and memory. As Sarah Shin says, ‘ritu-
al is the repetition that rewires something.’ 



‘The main thing artists can do is demonstrate 
possibilities,’ says the civic practice artist Fran-
ces Whitehead. By asking questions, breaking 
rules, designing intentional spaces and expos-
ing people to other possibilities, artists prepare 
the ground for alternative ways of being and 
doing and provide the sense that the world 
we exist within is not the only one on offer. 

The space they create then becomes a testing 
ground, allowing for different temporalities. In 
that way, art and creative practice serve UN Glob-
al Pulse’s mission of innovation in a fundamental 
sense. 

There are many tools and methodologies to ex-
plore and rehearse these possibilities through pre-
figurative practice, particularly through writing, 
design, performance, and games. Dr. Joost Ver-
voort talked of games and live-action role play as 
offering the possibility of exploring ‘new worlds, 

Practising the Worlds We Want

new narratives, new everything’47. Crucially, such 
games are fun, creating high-energy spaces 
where people can come together and experience 
the joy of forming and inhabiting a new world. 

Ben Twist, theatre director and Director of Cre-
ative Carbon Scotland identified that theatre and 
performance are often a collective, embodied ex-
perience of a ‘what if’ question: what if a puppet 
dreamt of being a real boy; what if everything that 
you touched turned to gold; what if a man unknow-
ingly killed his father and married his mother.

We can apply these ‘what if’ questions to our work 
within the UN system, and strive to embody the 
answers. What if young people were at the heart 
of UN decision making? What if we formed a thir-
ty year strategy? What if creative practice was 
seen as crucial to innovation? If we dare to imag-
ine and rehearse a better world, we will create it.

Fig 3. Blessing the space in Colombia 

BLESSING THE SPACE 
A case study by Claudia Sáenz, Strategic Foresight Senior 

Analyst at UN Global Pulse

In 2022, the National Planning Department of Colombia, in collaboration with United 
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and UN Global Pulse, aimed to engage young lead-
ers, communities, and government officials in a participatory foresight initiative. This 
initiative, referred to as “community foresight,” sought to envision the future that the 
people of Colombia desired through futures dialogues. It intentionally included voices 
from young leaders, indigenous and Afro-Colombian communities, some of whom were 
from traditionally underrepresented regions of Colombia, such as Chocó and Amazo-
nas. They co-created workshops using metaphors like planting trees to facilitate dis-
cussions about the future. Metaphors became our allies, and the act of planting a tree 
took on profound meaning, symbolising the nurturing of ideas, the patient growth of 
a future that might span decades, and the interconnection between time, generations 
and solidarity when thinking of the impact of the future – a concept these communities 
were already aware of, and kindly reminded me and our colleagues.

We asked the young leaders how we could shape an icebreaker activity that was engag-
ing and help us get started on the same level ground. They were eager to share their 
traditions when starting any type of community exercise, which was to bless the space 
by setting the intentions of the exercise with the elders of their community and by en-
suring that past and future generations are considered in any conversation. 

Incorporating the traditions of indigenous Amazon communities into our future work-
shops wasn’t just a nice touch – it was absolutely crucial. We recognized that these 
communities have a unique wisdom and a holistic view that’s valuable when it comes 
to having a community focused approach to futures dialogues. By starting with what 
they’re comfortable with and speaking their language (metaphorically), we weren’t just 
being respectful of their culture and establishing trust between all participants; we 
were also getting eye-opening insights into how to set intentions and fully embrace 
a process of discussing and planning for the future (thinking about past, present and 
future generations)48.
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Where arts and culture are 
particularly great is in cre-
ating the space for other 

things to happen.

– Annette Mees, Artistic Director, Audi-
ence Labs at King’s College London
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Establish Champions

Now What? 
How to Implement 
Our Findings
Through our research, it is clear that imagina-
tion, art and creative practice have much to of-
fer organizations that are seeking to transform, 
in order to deliver higher levels of impact and in-
novation. The question remains: how can an or-
ganization implement these findings, and what 
are the obstacles that might get in the way?

It is not always the right time to embark on the 
work of creative practice and imagination. As 
Franca Fubini, group analyst and organization-
al consultant, told us: if an organization is ‘brit-
tle’, if they are going through a crisis, or they are 
lacking a certain ‘flexibility, or life force’ then the 
work can not go much further. Testing readiness 
looks like doing the due diligence and assessing 
the level of willingness (or indeed, resistance, or 
inertia) of staff to go through the process of orga-
nizational change. If the willingness is not there, 
there may be deeper work to do first, and perhaps 
on an individual level. Jack Ky Tan’s suggestion 
is to second each board and senior team mem-
ber to art school for an education in embodied 
knowledge and failure, and only then regather. 
Whilst this represents an ideal situation that not 
every organization can practically implement, it 
is a helpful provocation that highlights how diffi-
cult it can be to get buy-in for creative or imagi-
native work from senior levels, when they do not 
have the grounding in these knowledge areas.

Test Readiness

While it may not always be possible to second senior 
staff to art school, it is critical that senior team mem-
bers are supportive champions of any effort to inte-
grate creative practice, art, and imagination into orga-
nizational life. 

This work thrives on perceived ‘permission’ (within 
a wider societal landscape where art is increasing-
ly devalued) and starts and ends with leadership 
signalling their intent to experiment with emer-
gent ways of working, modelling the value of dif-
ferent ways of knowing (such as observation, rea-
son, intuition, emotion, memory), and making the 
time, capacity and resources available to pursue 
new avenues. 

If senior team members are not already cham-
pions of the work, then building buy-in in a de-
liberate and intentional manner is the next step, 
using language that is accessible and resonates 
with them.  

For example, at UNHCR’s Innovation Service, the 
team led a 12-month Fellowship programme that 
brought together approximately 25 colleagues 
from across their operations every year. As part 
of workshops, Fellows were asked to rehearse how 
they would propose a new idea to their identified 
stakeholder. Each Fellow would play themselves 
trying to build the case for their new approach 
and a colleague would act out possible reactions.

The intention of the exercise was to  prepare for 
future scenarios where Fellows might be required 
to earn support from critical members of their 
teams, and to build out their roster of “cham-
pions”. The exercise required the Fellows to un-
derstand the worldview and priorities of their 
stakeholder and think about what the potential 
for harm could be that would dissuade them from 
supporting such an initiative, prior to actually 
having that conversation. It was also the hope 

that through acting out and rehearsing these sit-
uations, colleagues would be better prepared for 
the type of questions and concerns that can arise 
from introducing a new idea into a team.

Fellows were then equipped with additional tools 
and research undertaken by UNHCR’s Innovation 
Service and the Centre for Public Interest Com-
munications on how to build support for their 
ideas that they could use throughout their Fel-
lowship year49.
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The barriers to entry for experimentation with 
art, imagination and creative practice can be high. 
Staff may feel scared or uncertain, nervous of 
what the expectations around participation might 
be. The right kind of invitation into the work is 
therefore crucial to establish the ‘new rules’ and 
approach. The invitation might be a little playful, to 
signal that the project will be a different kind of ex-
perience and that there will be some creative risk 
involved, without the usual professional armour. 
Once the invitation has been made, remember: 
the people that show up are the right people. 

At the Center for Science and Imagination, they 
extend this ‘invitation’ for their workshops that 
gather people from multiple disciplines, in a va-
riety of ways. Care is a central part of the ethos: 
ensuring that care has been taken to curate the 
group so that it is as diverse and inclusive as pos-
sible; that care has been taken in creating a spe-
cial environment, perhaps taking the participants 
on a field trip, or creating ‘future fiction’ name tags, 
so that participants can adopt different personas 
during their time together. Care is also shown by 
providing a couple of ‘safety nets’. One is time con-
straints; by taking perfection off the table, it be-
comes more acceptable to try new things and fail. 
Another is a strong editorial team at the centre of 
any writing experiments, so that participants feel 
more secure; they won’t have to worry about look-
ing bad. 

Farhana Yamin starts with invitations that are small 
and individual, and with methodologies and tools 
that are ‘soft, friendly, and not too time consum-
ing.’ Her project Letters to the Earth is one exam-
ple of a contemplative writing exercise that might 
allow those who work in policy and diplomacy to 
connect with their work with a more empathetic or 
emotional frame50.

Extend the Right Invitation

Resistance to implementing creative and imag-
inative practice in an organizational context 
can sometimes arise because it is not per-
ceived to be relevant to staff job descriptions. 
Skills like creativity or an ability to innovate 
are rarely seen as core competencies, and so 
to ask staff to move into spaces of experimen-
tation can seem like ‘a waste of time’, or even 
worse – a request to put their job in jeopardy. 
 
In order to integrate these practices into the 
day-to-day work, organizations may want to 
consider building new competency models 
and progression frameworks that reward and 
incentivise the attitudes and behaviours re-
quired to practise imagination and creativity 
in a way that leads to innovation and impact.

Rethink Competencies

It is notoriously difficult to measure and evaluate the 
efficacy of creative practice, imagination, and art, and 
there is no straightforward answer to how an organi-
zation should try. We collected some working models 
from our interviewees: Favianna Rodriguez, Cultural 
Strategist at The Center for Cultural Power, measures 
three areas of impact – how the artist is transformed, 
how their ‘social justice partner’ is transformed, and 
how the culture/narrative is transformed. Sanjan Sab-
herwal says that the simplest measure of success is 
answering the question ‘do people want to do more 
of it?’ Claudia Sáenz considers a project successful if 
its insights have played a part in the decision making 
process; if there have been internal shifts in values 
and knowledge; and if that knowledge is being distrib-
uted equitably. 

The CreaTures Project has sought to develop a tool for 
evaluating creative practices, and was cited multiple 
times in our interviews as a great example of a work-
ing model to evaluate the use of creative practice 51. 

Each of the nine dimensions of this tool provide ‘a dif-
ferent way of looking at a creative practice and how it 
seeks to engage with change. The dimensions are not 
meant to be understood as a single indicator or target, 
but rather as an entire world that can be investigated 
and reflected on’ 52.

For any of these measurement and evaluation meth-
ods to stick, an organization needs to be open to rede-
fining what is understood by ‘evidence’. As Ben Twist 
says, ‘the unforeseen outcomes are often the ones 
that are most important.’ An organization may also 
find that the questions of measurement and evalua-
tion reopen questions to do with accountability. Mea-
suring the impact of art, imagination, and creative 
practice may be less relevant for an accountant, a 
board, or a funder, and more relevant to future gener-
ations and the more-than-human world 53. As Amah-
ra Spence told us, ‘Before we think about metrics and 
how we measure the thing, we have to get to a place 
of radical honesty about what we are accountable to.’

If future generations were at the centre of an organiza-
tion’s measurement and evaluation model, how might 

Evaluate Differently
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Fig 4. The Nine Dimensions tool

that change the way that an organization makes de-
cisions and strategies? Would it make sense to take 
inspiration from the Iroquois Constitution that states 
that ‘in every deliberation, we must consider the im-
pact on the seventh generation’?54 Or, as Senior Com-
munications Officer for UN Global Pulse, Shanice Da 
Costa, suggests, could we find insights in the South 
Asian astrological traditions that consider the world in 
seven-year cycles?

An orientation towards that model might require 
much longer timeframes for measurement and 
evaluation, in order to more accurately capture any 
organization’s lasting impact. This approach both 
honours the fact that, as Bodhisattva Chattopad-
hyay says, ‘the effects of creative practice often take 
longer to seep into society’ and gives new genera-
tions, new partners and new colleagues the agency 
to evaluate our work with an outside eye.



Starting Points & 
Pilots 
If the organization is ready, below are some 
possible starting points that we suggest to 
enable wider experimentation around cre-
ative practice and imagination in service of 
organizational transformation and impact. 

The first suggestion is not to think too hard about the 
form that a pilot project takes, but to trust an emer-
gent process, or an ‘emergent strategy’ 55 as the writ-
er and facilitator adrienne maree brown suggests – 
even more so if there are no artists or cultural workers 
in your team currently. ‘Emergence is the way com-
plex systems and patterns arise out of a multiplicity of 
relatively simple interactions’, so the first step can be 
to simply invite in artists and creative practitioners to 
help formulate a question, set a brief, and gather the 
right people together56. Be open about what the out-
come might be, but decide parameters by which to 
assess progress: a phased approach, for example, or a 
set of principles that will guide the work. 

If you work in different regions or contexts, make that 
work to your advantage. Commission different groups 
to grapple with the same question, and document 
how their approach is developed and implemented 
in those different contexts. What sense can you make 
from the results? How might you use the findings to 
inform your next project cycle, or ways of working?

Emergent Strategy

Consider embedding an artist, or multiple artists with-
in your team or organization. The point is not for them 
to make work in response (a crucial point of difference 
from the artist-in-residence) but to be an artist who 
can bring their worldview, questions, skills and con-
tacts to the table during the day-to-day work, and in 
doing so spark a different mode of being, thinking, 
and working within others. 

There are a number of ways of working that creative 
practitioners have that are not appreciated or under-
stood even by practitioners themselves (see What Do 
Artists Know? on p.8). Just by placing them in deci-
sion making spaces, where they are rarely allowed, 
disrupts the status quo and allows rules to be broken 
and norms to be challenged.

For example, at ETH Zurich’s AI Center, they host af-
filiate artists to explore the potential of bringing arti-
ficial intelligence, art and science together and to an-
chor critical thinking in their work. Another example 
is the artists-in-labs program at Zurich University of 

Embed Artists 

the Arts, which facilitates artistic research by way of 
long-term residencies for artists in scientific laborato-
ries57. he very presence of artists, through the ques-
tions asked and daily practices undertaken, catalysed 
opportunities for the scientific institutions to rethink 
their ways of working and how they were producing 
knowledge.

Similarly, at UK Policy Lab, they have experimented 
with embedding three artists and putting them in re-
lationship with three different policy teams, with the 
freedom to explore their ways of working. In a recent 
blog, they wrote, ‘Semiconductor (Ruth Jarman and 
Joe Gerhardt) were placed with the Foresight, Futures, 
and Emerging Technology team at the Government 
Office for Science, a team which focuses on the poli-
cy implications of medium-long term trends and sce-
narios for technology development and wider socie-
tal change. The duo developed a number of artworks 
which reflected upon how thinking about the long-
term is incorporated into policy decisions today. This 
included thought-provoking maps of how humans 
have historically conceived of time, from a pre-indus-
trial society who did not necessarily conceive of the 
‘progress’ of time to our modern day knowledge of 
how neuro/cognitive processes enable future think-
ing. How might such constructions of time affect our 
approach to making policy?’ 58

Fig. 5 Ruth Jarman of Semiconductor
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Whilst the initial results are promising, the longer-term 
results of this initiative remain to be seen. In order for 
programmes like these to have an impact, artists need 
to be given some decision-making power and author-
ity themselves, so that they have some foundation 
from which to challenge norms, and have a collabo-
rative relationship with leadership. They need time 
and space for transformation to occur – within individ-
uals, and within the organization as a whole. Amahra 
Spence hopes that one day, MAIA can host multi year 
residencies in this vein, to truly allow the time for new 
ideas and new insights to emerge. 

While the work of artists is often undervalued in wider 
society, it is crucial that embedded artists are prop-
erly recompensed for their work within an organiza-
tion – to both recognise the wisdom and knowledge 
they may have built over a career and also to assure 
quality control. You will want to hire an artist who can 
hold their own and draw from their experience and 
expertise when in a room with people from multiple 
disciplines. 



The purpose of embedding artists into multidisci-
plinary teams has the advantage of seeding a process 
that encourages non practitioners of art and imag-
ination to ignite their own creativity and capacity for 
change. 

Another method for doing this is the multidisciplinary 
residency, that brings people from various back-
grounds together for an intensive work period to col-
laborate in a co-designed way, with a set of measur-
able outcomes.

This is how the Center for Science and Imagination ap-
proach their programmes with organizations such as 
NASA, throwing together science fiction writers with 
non fiction writers who might be economists, space 
scientists, or geophysicists. Over days or months, mul-
tidisciplinary teams come together to plan for the fu-
ture, by collaborating and pitching story ideas. These 
ideas are then turned into whole worlds, complete 
with characters and narrative, that none of the par-
ticipants could do alone, through a series of complex 
worldbuilding activities and cross-dialogue.

We have made the case for the role of children 
and young people in this work, and indeed where 
we are writing from – the UN – already has a prac-
tice of embedding young people through fellow-
ships59. As Our Future Pledge: An Agenda for Fu-
tures by Youth60, and the Lab for Teen Thinkers 
show, children and young people are more than 
capable of grappling with complex issues and ta-
bling imaginative and creative solutions61. 

We suggest that if teams and organizations want 
to be truly participatory, inclusive, and creative, 
they will consider embedding young people into 
their day-to-day work following a similar model 
to that of embedded artists (with additional and 
appropriate safeguards in place) and allow them-
selves to be changed as a result. 

Multidisciplinary Residency 

Embed Youth 

In the spirit of rehearsing the worlds that we want, 
we are excited by the prospect of creating new 
‘imagination infrastructures’ for day-to-day work 
and safe rehearsal spaces to experiment with-
in62. Perhaps a fictional team or organization is 
one way of ‘practising’ such new ways of working, 
taking inspiration from live action role play and 
initiatives like the Imaginary College at the Cen-
ter for Science and Imagination63. By situating the 
work in a space that is not ‘real’, we can open our 
minds to possibilities that might not seem to have 
traction in our daily life. And by rehearsing these 
imaginative possibilities and finding ways to im-
plement them, we can make our fictions real and 
bring them into the present, building capacity and 
designing infrastructures for new ways of being 
and working. 

Within UN Global Pulse’s Finland team, we’ve test-
ed prefigurative design to ‘practice the worlds we 
want’ and rehearse the future with our team. ‘Pre-
figurative design involves the manifestation of a 
desired future into present practices,’ and so at a 
recent retreat, we put the UN Global Pulse team 
into groups to imagine a new and improved UN 
department five years into the future64. In this 
speculative scenario, we asked the team to devel-
op new ways of working as well as new methods of 
communication and collaboration. In doing so, we 
began to answer the question, ‘How do you work 
for another world while living in the one you are 
trying to change?’

Prefigurative Practice
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In this paper, we have established the need for organizations to look 
towards creative and imaginative practices that will help us on our 
journey towards a better world. At the UN in particular, we are in the 
privileged position of setting the scene for the rest of the world as an 
organization of possibility. We live in a moment in time that requires us 
to dig deeper into our capabilities to do things differently and we must, 
if we are to achieve the ambition laid out in Our Common Agenda65. 

Through our research we know that creative practice, imagination and 
art can assist us in embracing uncertainty and complexity; engaging 
in new timelines and inclusive alternatives; creating a bridge between 
ways of knowing (such as the rational and the intuitive) and between 
generations; and practising and building new infrastructures for the fu-
ture. 

The question now is, how will we do it? We have laid out some initial 
screening questions to test our readiness, some starting points for pilot 
projects, and accompanying workbook prompts to support our think-
ing and experiments. The key will be to keep in mind the visionary pos-
sibilities that creative and imaginative practices can bring to our work, 
to allow our minds and hearts to expand enough to hold the immensity 
of the challenges ahead, and the solutions that will be needed to greet 
them. 

We have been inspired by the conversations we have held as a part of 
this research, where people have shared their visions for a day when 
our meetings begin with a piece of music; when a young person signs 
off on a significant programmatic decision; when our thirty year strat-
egy is released in the form of a speculative novel; when we create safe 
spaces in which to rehearse uncertainty; when elders bring us together 
in shared ritual. Now all we have to do is make it happen.

If you are inspired by what you have read and would 
like to collaborate with UN Global Pulse on this work, 
please reach out to Lauren Parater, Creative Strategy 
Lead at comms@unglobalpulse.org.

Call to Action
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Section Notes:

55.	See https://www.optimisticanthro.com/
blog/2019/7/16/what-the-heck-is-emer-
gent-strategy

56.	Obolensky, N. (2014) Complex Adaptive 
Leadership: Embracing Paradox and Uncer-
tainty, Gower.

57.	 See https://www.zhdk.ch/en/researchproj-
ect/ail--artists-in-labs-program-418324

58.	See https://openpolicy.blog.gov.
uk/2023/06/21/manifest-what-we-have-
learnt-so-far-from-artists-working-in-poli-
cy/

59.	See https://www.unicef.org/globalinsight/
youth-foresight-fellows

60.	See https://www.unicef.org/globalinsight/
media/3016/file/%20UNICEF-Innocenti-
YFF-Our-Future-Pledge-toolkit-2023.pdf

61.	 See https://www.bgc.bard.edu/teen-think-
ers-1

62.	See https://www.imaginationinfrastructur-
ing.com/

63.	See https://csi.asu.edu/imaginary-college/
64.	Asad, M. (2018). Prefigurative design as an 

alternative approach to civic engagement.
65.	See https://www.un.org/en/common-agenda
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Art, Fabulation, and Practicing the Worlds We Want;
https://www.unhcr.org/innovation/art-fabulation-and-practicing-the-worlds-we-want/

Art / Policy Matrix;
https://www.srgbennett.com/blog/2021/02/01/the-art-policy-matrix

Collective Imagination Practice Community;
https://medium.com/imagination-practice

Coordinates of Speculative Solidarity;
https://www.unhcr.org/innovation/coordinates-of-speculative-solidarity/

CreaTures Framework;
https://creaturesframework.org/index.html

Imaginative Collaboration Framework;
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016328721000975

Long Time Toolkit;
https://www.thelongtimeacademy.com/toolkit

Seven Foundations of Worldbuilding;
https://medium.com/nyc-design/how-to-build-brave-new-worlds-part-one-b9dac3eed6c9

Toronto Imaginal Transitions;
https://weallcanada.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Toronto-Imaginal-Transitions-v1.0.pdf

What Do Artists Know?;
http://embeddedartistproject.com/whatdoartistsknow.html

Further Resources

41



 
To learn more about our work, visit:

www.unglobalpulse.org

Connect with us:

@unglobalpulse


