Nick Balcom Raleigh: Futures Literacy
Workshop at AARK
Every month, when we are planning Pro Korpo Bladet, I contact Renja Leino to
get the emails of the artists in residency that month in order to introduce
myself and the magazine. This time I got an answer from Nick Balcom, inviting
me to a workshop that he was offering at the residency that same week. Of
course I accepted the invitation and I ended up spending a wonderful evening
together with a group of people talking and imagining possible futures.
Curious to know what the workshop was about? Then keep reading the
interview we did with Nick. Enjoy!
[Interview and pictures by Aarón Blanco Tejedor]
/ Hello Nick. Please introduce yourself: who are you? How did you arrive in
Finland? How did you end up in Korpo?
I am a project researcher and PhD student at Finland Futures Research
Centre in the Turku School of Economics. In my job, I am the leader of a sixpartner consortium developing and applying futures literacy for the
Climate Change innovators of EIT Climate KIC. Overall, my research
interests explore how futures literacy, imagination, transformation and
innovation interact in Climate Action.
I am in Korpo with my wife Molly Balcom Raleigh who is here at AARK to
make an art project for Baltic Sea Days called Baltic Sea Book. She is the
star of our residency. After my family settled in, I had the idea we could run
a casual version of a type of workshop format called Futures Literacy Lab
with the other AARK residents and Renja. Specifically, I thought the
residents would enjoy trying the poetry-driven version of Futures Literacy
Lab my consortium created for the UNESCO Global Futures Literacy Forum
last December.
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/ What is Futures Literacy?
Futures Literacy is a skillset that involves learning
how to apply more ways and reasons to imagine
futures, to widen perception of change, and
enable action. For example, it is about going
beyond thinking about the future probabilistically
or in short-term ways to also think about the
future in long-term, desirable ways. It also involves
giving ourselves permission to play with highly unusual or ‘throw away’
futures so we can sharpen our skills in making sense of our ever-changing
world. In the academic field of futures studies, it is an exciting new
development. For instance, Futures Literacy is promoted by the UNESCO
Futures Literacy Project and the UNESCO Global Futures Literacy Network
as a top skill for the 21st Century. In my opinion, it is the ‘next big thing’ in
futuring and futures studies, and that’s why I’m working on it.
/ How Futures Literacies can help humanity in the challenges that are coming,
for instance from Climate Change?
I believe that when more people have the skill of Futures Literacy, the more
opportunities people will notice, try and do. A wider variety of experiments
are needed now to address the greatest challenge of our time – adapting
to and mitigating Climate Change. When my research project Futures
Literacy across the Deep (FLxDeep) works with the Climate Change
innovators of EIT Climate KIC – we help them imagine futures that help
them perceive more possibilities to experiment and pursue new potentials.
It is highly relevant because Climate Change currently demands
transformative innovations operating at a systems level to minimize global
heating and adapt to already occurring climate-driven impacts. What we
have witnessed so far in FLxDeep is that people can be bolder and more
imaginative, yet somehow more practical and tuned to relevance, when
they add some futures literacy to their innovation processes. My own
research assumes it is because the many and varied futures we imagine act
as lenses through which we see our transforming world – actively switching
among them allows us to see and comprehend more dimensions of these
changes. Actions tied to existing change and potentials for change can have
large impacts.
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/ What is the connection of the present with the way we imagine our futures?
Are we limited by the things we know and how we experience reality when
imagining new futures?
Every future you can think of is limited by your own experience, location,
life situation, and exposure to other people’s ideas, etc. This is because our
experiences from the past and awareness of the present, provide us with
assumptions we use to imagine any specific future. This fact has vexed
people – ‘How can we know beyond what we already know? How can we
know anything about the future?’ Futures Literacy offers some relief to this
hardship -- It’s claim is that being skilled with futures isn’t about knowing
what will happen next. Instead, it is about coming to terms with your own
relationships to the many futures -- as ideas or models -- you and others are
producing in your daily lives. It is about becoming aware that futures are
constructions of our minds, and can be changed through conversation and
reconsideration. It is about becoming more active in choosing what kind of
future to use when trying to understand how our world is changing and
could change now.

/ In what kinds of contexts is Futures Literacy applied right now?
49 The interest in Futures Literacy is growing worldwide. Futures Literacy Labs

are being organized around the world by UNESCO -- lately, nearly every
week. There is a growing number of skilled trainers and lab designers who
are working with various groups and organizations to help them develop
Futures Literacy in ways that specifically fit their own interests and
situations. The team I lead at Finland Futures Literacy Centre is one
example, focusing efforts on EIT Climate KIC and its partners. We are
aiming to make Futures Literacy a common part of systems innovation
processes across Europe and around the world. I can take this opportunity
to share an inspiring example. In April 2019, the UN Framework for Climate
Change Convention -- the agency responsible for coordinating global
mitigation and adaptation processes -- organized a five-day intensive
workshop with 80 experts from a variety of sectors, cultures, and
geographies to discuss how humanity can be more resilient as we
experience Climate Change. The outcomes of that workshop were called
‘thought leadership streams’ and are now being used to engage the wider
UN family of agencies in conversations about how to coordinate their
policymaking to best advance human adaptation and resilience. Locally, in
Turku, we have hosted a lab to discuss net-zero emission futures of
‘maritime hubs’. As you can see, some serious topics can be addressed by a
Futures Literacy Lab and they have proven to unlock new potentials for our
world. Any group who is interested in having a productive and meaningful
conversation about futures can organize a lab on any topic they wish.

/ I understood that before you offer a workshop in Futures Literacies there is
a huge work of pre-planning and so on. This encounter in the AARK was casual
and gave you the chance to offer one of these workshops without all that preplanning. Did you notice big differences in the dynamics generated in the
group?
This is true. A typical Futures Literacy Lab takes quite a lot of effort to
design and produce. I would say in many ways, this AARK lab went quite
well. I always say that the indicator of the performance of a workshop is the
quality of the conversation it supported. In this 'casual FLL' in AARK's
backyard, the group had a rich and insightful conversation.
FLxDeep is funded by EIT Climate KIC and EIT is funded by the
European Commission

