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About Institute for the Future
Institute for the Future (IFTF) is celebrating its 50th anniversary as the world’s leading non-profit 
strategic futures organization. The core of our work is identifying emerging discontinuities that will 
transform global society and the global marketplace. We provide organizations with insights into 
business strategy, design process, innovation, and social dilemmas. Our research spans a broad 
territory of deeply transformative trends, from health and health care to technology, the workplace, 
and human identity. IFTF is based in Palo Alto, California. For more, visit www.iftf.org.
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The work+learn future starts now.

On February 21–22, 2018, leaders in education and workforce 
innovation—will gather to map the paths toward a more 
prosperous and equitable world.

Starting at the intersection of work and learning, this convening will help 
everyone anticipate the skills needed to live richer and more fulfilling lives in a 
society that’s undergoing unprecedented change, in an economy that’s unlike 
any we’ve seen before. It’s an economy where intelligent machines are rapidly 
displacing human workers. Where job gains in medium and large firms have 
been shrinking for more than two decades while part-time, impermanent work 
has mushroomed. Where the prospects for employment of our young adults 
around the world are troubling indeed. 

Working and learning are not just paths to a good job or a stable household 
income. Equally important, they are the way that we build communities 
and reinvent the landscapes of energy, mobility, and habitat to support our 
burgeoning population. They are the way we become more than machines 
ourselves, the way we share human aspirations and human caring. They are 
the way we become citizens of a global future. 

On February 21, we find ourselves at the starting line of what will surely be 
a marathon to transform both work and learning, to turn a destructive cycle 
of income inequality into prosperity that touches everyone’s life. We get 
ready for this marathon with a new kind of workout—a training circuit of peak 
performance zones and super skills. 

We call this the #futurefit workout. 

Join us to build the skills we need for what’s next.

AT-A-GLANCE
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Overview
The world of work is changing rapidly, and new skills and 
skill-building tools are needed if we are going to create 
an equitable future for all learners and workers. Using its 
unparalleled ability to discern the trends that will shape 
our future, the Institute for the Future (IFTF) is developing 
a “workout plan”—a future skills training circuit—to help 
students and workers develop the skills they will need 
to succeed in the labor economy of the coming decade. 
This workout plan will be unveiled at the IFTF Future Skills 
convening on February 21–22.

The Future Skills event kicks off a year-long celebration 
of the IFTF’s 50 years as a leader in foresight and futures 
thinking. IFTF is committed to blending cutting-edge 
technologies such as immersive virtual reality with 
research-based foresight to help people from all walks of 
life understand and prepare for the future as it looks toward 
its next 50 years.

Core Components
 �  IFTF’s Future Skills map—a visual guide that 
learners and workers will need to thrive in the 
future labor economy. IFTF aims to see this map 
hanging in every primary, middle, and high school, in 
colleges and universities across the country, and in 
every business, large and small. 

 �  A first-of-its-kind 3D virtual reality training circuit—
an immersive experience designed to bring the 
Future Skills map to life. The VR experience takes 
learners through a training circuit with five stations. 
For example, at the “Befriending the Machines” 
station, they will find themselves in a future of 
artificial intelligence working with or for robots in 
creative endeavors.

 �  A series of rapid-fire pitches for projects that could 
transform the future of learning—such as the 
reinvention of business school curricula for 21st 
century distributed organizations or edubots that 
can build learning communities from the bottom up.

What You’ll Learn
Everyone is visible—just about everywhere and all the 
time. What matters is what you do with your visibility.

 �  Master reputation management a decade from 
now—discover how bots just might help us learn.  

Machines are getting smarter. Some of them will work 
for you. Sometimes you’ll work for them—or even in them. 
More and more, you’ll work side by side to get things done.

 �  Imagine a SimCorps that teaches every young adult 
the basics of working with AI and simulation to solve 
the world’s most complex problems

Everyone needs a tribe. You have to build your tribe—or 
tribes—as you make your way through life. And you do it 
by making things together: fashions, shelters, tools, and…
well…life!

 �  Learn how to build peer-to-peer communities 
and how a pop-up community can become the 
foundation for distributed aid under extreme 
conditions.

Everything is connected—and the connections are 
growing minute by minute. They create feedback loops, 
and the loops are getting faster and faster. Making sense is 
all about finding your path through these complex systems.

 �  Exercise your futures thinking muscles to build a 
new global literacy. 

The world is going through a rough patch. Lots of 
people are looking for basic shelter today but also looking 
ahead to tomorrow—toward building a steadier future.

 �  Build a more sustainable foundation for the 
future by reinventing the 20th century business 
school curriculum for 21st century distributed 
organizations.

FACT SHEET
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Innovation Collaborators
IFTF’s Future Skills Workout is an investment in the future of students of all ages by forward 
thinking foundations and innovative collaborators including:

FACT SHEET

Gates Foundation

LRNGInnovate+Education

Cornerstone OnDemand

Southern New Hampshire University

California Community Colleges 
Chancellor’s Office

Strada Education Network

Lumina Foundation
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THOUGHT LEADERS BIOGRAPHIES 

Marina Gorbis is a futurist and social scientist who serves as 
executive director to the Institute for the Future (IFTF), a Silicon 
Valley nonprofit research and consulting organization. In her 19 
years with IFTF, Marina has brought a futures perspective to 
hundreds of organizations in business, education, government, 
and philanthropy to improve innovation capacity, develop 
strategies, and design new products and services.

Marina’s current research focuses on how social production 
is changing the face of major industries, a topic explored in 
detail in her book, The Nature of the Future: Dispatches from 
the Socialstructed World. She has also blogged and written for 
BoingBoing.net, FastCompany, Harvard Business Review, and 
major media outlets. A native of Odessa, Ukraine, yet equally at 
home in Silicon Valley, Europe, India, and Kazakhstan, Marina 
is particularly well suited to see things from a global viewpoint. 
She has keynoted such international events as the World 
Economic Forum, The Next Web Conference, NEXT Berlin, the 
World Business Forum, the National Association of Broadcasters 
annual convention, and the Western Association of Schools and 
Colleges annual conference. 

“IFTF is using immersive digital 
technologies to bring the future 
to life—and to change the way 

the world works. Attendees will have a 
chance to build their future skills in an 
immersive virtual reality training circuit 
that guides them through five zones that 
learners and workers of the future will 
need to master to get ready for what’s 
next. The Future Skills virtual reality 
circuit is part of IFTF’s continuing effort to 
push today’s boundaries of immersive VR 
as a way to help people experience the 
future and prepare for it.”

Marina Gorbis
IFTF Executive Director
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Parminder K. Jassal leads the Work+Learn Futures research at 
the Institute for the Future. Parminder investigates the future 
through three intersecting lenses: the innovations of open 
economies; the changing role of people in their environments; 
and the relationship between learning and working. Through new 
research and prototyping, Parminder applies insights from the 
fringes to promote positive culture shifts and solutions by getting 
ahead of inequities.

Her experiences are driven by experiences at Fortune 
50 companies such as Ford Motor Company and Lucent 
Technologies, as well as leadership positions at large foundations 
dedicated to helping people lead healthier and more productive 
lives, such as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.

Prior to joining the Institute of the Future, Parminder was named 
Founding Executive Director of the ACT Foundation in 2012 
where she oversaw the organization’s unique role as an operating 
foundation, strategic investor, and incubation partner in support 
of the New Learning Economy and Rise of Working Learners 
(published).

“With working and learning 
blurring more and more every 
day and performance being 

the measurement of success, we need 
to clearly understand this new reality and 
how to navigate our individual futures.  
Future Skills offers us a solid way forward 
to think differently about skills in a new 
environment.

Parminder Jassal
Director, IFTF Work+Learn Futures 
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As a distinguished fellow at IFTF, Kathi Vian looks at the global 
future through three intersecting lenses: the evolution of smart 
networking and social media, the innovations in open economies, 
and the extreme environments in which human communities 
will evolve over the coming century. Kathi has a long history of 
applying new methodologies and frameworks to thinking about 
cutting-edge issues in technology and society and their impacts 
on individuals, communities, organizations, and the world at 
large, and for more than a decade Kathi led IFTF’s Ten-Year 
Forecast Program. She is a visual thinker and author of IFTF’s 
annual Map of the Decade for more than ten years.

Kathi’s current research focus is the urgent futures that will 
challenge us in the coming decade as we transition from a world 
organized at the scale of large institutions to a world organized 
by distributed networks of social, political, and economic value. 
She is particularly interested in the tools and social innovations 
that will reshape the way people organize to get things done 
in the face of extreme global inequities, an uncertain climate, a 
transformation of the nature of work, and a basic redefinition of 
our human biology

“How do you transform the 
future of learning? IFTF’s Future 
Skills initiative has some ideas, 

including edubots that can build learning 
communities from the ground up and a 
SimCorps that can get everyone ready  
for a world where everything in the 
physical world will be simulated in  
the digital world.”

Kathi Vian
IFTF Distinguished Fellow

THOUGHT LEADERS BIOGRAPHIES 



INSTITUTE FOR THE FUTURE 9

MEDIA KIT

Sara Skvirsky brings a diverse background in the fields of 
education, community organizing, and social justice advocacy to 
her work as a researcher in IFTF’s Learn+Work Futures initiative. 
Having spent several years in Latin America and Spain before 
joining IFTF in 2011, she approaches futures thinking from a 
deeply global perspective. In addition to leading much of IFTF’s 
future of learning research, Sara works with governments, 
educational institutions, corporations, foundations, and non-
profits around the world to understand the rapidly shifting 
landscapes of education and work.

Sara is passionate about giving individuals and institutions the 
tools they need to think more effectively about and prepare it. 
In 2014, Sara developed and launched IFTF’s Foresight Studio, 
which produces resources and courses to train people in futures 
thinking and foresight methodologies. She also has been a core 
member of several projects using IFTF’s massively open online 
forecasting platform, the Foresight Engine, to engage large 
audiences in thinking about complex future ideas.

Before arriving at IFTF, Sara worked for Amigos de las Américas 
in Ecuador, where she managed an international team to 
establish a youth leadership and community development 
volunteer program and cultivated partnerships across a wide 
variety of NGOs. 

“We believe that the future 
will not be made of jobs and 
occupations, but of people. 

While taking into consideration the 
direction of industry, IFTF’s research puts 
people at the core and examines factors 
that will have a profound impact on the 
world and human activity.”

Sara Skvirsky
Research Director, IFTF Work+Learn Futures

THOUGHT LEADERS BIOGRAPHIES 
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Resources

SOURCE MATERIALS 
unbounded resources
In 2010, Bill Gates correctly predicted that “five 
years from now on the web for free you’ll be 
able to find the best lectures in the world ... 
It will be better than any single university.” 
Today, the rapid growth of online knowledge 
resources, whether for fee or for free, is 
creating an abundance of learning resources 
in a variety of formats. These range from 
massively open online courses (MOOCs) to 
live-streaming experiences via platforms like 
Periscope and the treasure trove of video 
instructions and augmented realities that 
offer both structured and informal learning 
opportunities. Such resources can jumpstart 
workplace advancement and earnings growth. 
But as working learners in this world of 
unbounded resources, we will need roadmaps 
that connect the dots between learning assets 
and the career opportunities they open. At 
the same time, as families, we will turn to 
these assets to support our family rituals and 
our extended communities. Learners in all 
contexts will build new skills for discovering, 
categorizing, and even creating learning 
resources.   

digital-physical blends 
Mobile devices, sensors, and geo-location 
tools are rewriting the scripts for how we use 
physical spaces and objects to learn and work. 
Combined with the abundance of online content, 
these tools are building learning exchanges into 
every space, creating sensory-rich experiences 
that can’t compare with traditional classroom 
learning or traditional workplace environments. 
From tech shops and co-working spaces to 
cars and construction sites, our workspaces 
are increasingly embedded with context-aware 
information and instruction that we can convert 
into learning, productivity, and innovation. 
Even our recreational activities will blend the 
physical and digital worlds to instantly deliver 
information where it makes the most sense to 
receive it, whether it’s a walking path through 
a part of town where artists are reinventing 
how we interact with public space or a farmers 
market where we can use our phones to identify 
unfamiliar vegetables and get instant recipes for 
them. In this world of embedded intelligence, we 
all become sensors and sense-makers.

continuous learning flows 
The traditional model of education is episodic: 
learning takes place in a particular setting 
(such as a classroom), at a particular life stage 
(usually childhood and young adulthood), 
and with specialized teachers (teaching 
disconnected curriculum). But this kind of 
episodic education simply doesn’t prepare us 
for a global economy built on innovation. It 
can’t keep pace with the rapid production of 
new knowledge and the need to continuously 
turn that knowledge into new skills, new 
career paths, and new lifestyles. Over the next 
decade, with advances in mobile and wearable 
technologies, learning will spill into all our 
daily activities. Digital flows will be designed 
to help us learn as we go through our days, 
whether we’re mastering the bacterial science 
we need to set up a food truck or discovering 
the management and marketing skills that 
will help us convert a spare bedroom into a 
successful Airbnb rental. These learning flows 
will turn every exchange with friends, family, 
customers, or co-workers into a potential 
moment of new mastery. 

personalized experiences
One size does not fit all. Every working learner 
has a unique profile, and a combination of 
computer analytics and new human attitudes 
will help us adapt learning and working to our 
individual needs and circumstances, even 
as we ourselves adapt. Just as a personal 
trainer creates workout regimens based on 
our unique needs and preferences, data 
analytics and mentors alike will analyze our 
goals, strengths, weaknesses, approaches to 
learning, and timeframe and then present us 
with personalized work-and-learn pathways 
that maximize our life satisfaction. Already, 
new platforms are beginning to offer tailored 
learning paths based not on a standard 
curriculum for a fixed job objective but on a 
 dynamic analysis of where we, as individuals, 
easily succeed and where we may need extra 
help. Over the next decade, these “fitness 
guides” will join us in the workplace and at 
home, helping us turn  challenges into personal 
growth opportunities by adapting abundant 
online and offline resources. They will help us 
continually reinvent ourselves as the world 
around us becomes ever more unpredictable.

actionable feedback
In a world of big data, advanced analytics, 
and growing reputation markets, feedback 
is getting ever more nuanced. In learning, 
in work, and in life, we no longer have to 
depend on blunt instruments like institutional 
performance reviews and even 10-step self-
help checklists. More and more, we will get 
detailed, personalized feedback that we can 
act on right now. Many of the leading-edge 
performance tools will borrow from the realm 
of gaming, where players can fail many times 
but are motivated to improve in order to 
achieve a higher level in the game. Similarly, 
real-life performance tools will replace grades 
with compelling learning incentives and high-
resolution metrics for the complex set of skills 
that today’s work and life challenges present. 
These tools will be used to construct the 
customized learning paths described above. 
They will identify entire constellations of 
strengths and weaknesses to guide us in our 
learning investments. In short, feedback will 
be an invaluable currency that we can use to 
improve our lives.

algorithmic matching
An algorithm is a computer program, often one 
that solves a problem and discovers a hidden 
pattern. Today, algorithms frequently take on 
the role of matchmaker—they find us taxis, 
recommend movies and books based on our 
previous viewing patterns, and even connect 
us to potential love interests. They do this by 
sorting through our digital data trails to discover 
individuals, institutions, and opportunities that 
match our unique profiles. Over the next decade, 
these kinds of algorithms will change how we 
learn, work, perform our daily activities, and get 
what we want. Companies will match us with 
institutions, courses, tutors, internships, and 
employers, all with a simple swipe of a finger. 
The tasks we perform for pay may be assigned 
by matching algorithms that track our past 
task performance, our reputations, our social 
networks, and even our learning styles. Perhaps 
most important, these matching algorithms and 
the digital trails they mine are the currency that 
will connect us across institutional silos if we  
use them well.

solutions networks
The way we solve problems, whether they 
are complex scientific questions or just the 
challenges of everyday life, is shifting from 
individual work or even teamwork to work 
involving large networks of people, often 
around the world. With platforms like Quora, 
we are using these networks to find the best 
solutions for everything from complex math 
problems to answers to personal life questions, 
such as “should I date this person?” Growing 
up in a world of constant connectivity, today’s 
young people will take for granted that they 
can turn to their networks for guidance, 
knowledge, and smart solutions to problems 
they would never tackle alone. Mobile  
devices will make it possible to carry these 
networks—always on and always available— 
in our pockets. In this environment, individual 
performance and IQ will take second place  
to network performance and network IQ, and 
the most successful people will be those who 
learn how to learn together.

dynamic reputations
Success in the learning economy is all about 
building our brands as workers, learners, and 
citizens of the communities that matter most 
to us. Reputation and digital performance 
trails will begin to carry more weight than 
college degrees and one-page resumes of 
employment as we begin to track learning 
that happens anywhere, as we work in 
global networks where our performance 
on one task determines how likely we are 
to get hired for another task, and as we 
contribute our own knowledge and resources 
to online communities. Indeed, digital 
freelancing platforms have found that past 
performance on similar tasks, not formal 
education, is what employers look at when 
hiring. Innovations in credentialing will lay 
a new groundwork to better represent our 
personalities and capabilities with new kinds 
of reputation markers such as nanodegrees 
and digital badges as well as digital trails 
that document perhaps the most essential 
skill in the new learning economy—our social 
intelligence.

Until recently we thought of working, learning, and living as separate experiences. We spent  
most of our childhood in school and our adult years working or looking for work, and then we 
squeezed our personal lives into whatever brief windows of time were left. We usually “did 
education” early in life, stopping when we reached the limits of our resources, whether they  
were time, money, or institutional offerings, and at that point were categorized as unskilled,  
blue collar, white collar, and professional workers. Such categories, in turn, circumscribed the 
kinds of lives to which we could aspire.

Today, an emerging learning economy is changing all that as learning becomes a currency for 
everything we do. Unbounded learning resources are creating opportunities for continuous 
growth, opening the future to new possibilities and aspirations. Blends of digital and physical 
experiences are creating platforms that make it possible to integrate learning into workflows 
that are blurring the boundaries between life and work and between learning and living. 
These platforms provide continuous actionable feedback that helps us adapt and shape our 
environments to our personal needs, passions, and life circumstances. They use computer 
algorithms—intelligent programs—to match us to people and opportunities that can help us find 
ever more value and meaning. They support collaborative networks that can change the way 
we think about the problems we face and help us find workable solutions at work, at home, and 
in our communities. In the process, we build our individual working-learning-living brands: the 
distinctive roles we’ll play in a fast-paced economy of change. 

These flows, resources, platforms, and programs comprise the innovation zones of the future. 
How we invest in them and build them out are the keys to a vibrant new economy founded on a 
continuous cycle of learning and earning.

FUTURE FORCES 
RESHAPING THE WAY  

WE WORK, LEARN, AND LIVE

Behind the emerging learning economy  

are underlying trends that are integrating 

learning exchanges into every aspect  

of our daily lives—from what we eat  

for breakfast to a new task we undertake  

for pay to the way we share moments 

with a friend or a family member. 

These future forces are driving 

the budding learning economy.

learning commons
Digital resources are not subject to the “tragedy of the commons”—the more they’re used, 
the more valuable they become. New commons, especially commons of learning resources, 
lay the groundwork for all kinds of new exchanges.

maker mindset
A do-it-yourself ethos is creating an entrepreneurial approach to working, learning, and living. 
This maker mindset becomes a do-it-ourselves ethos as digital and physical spaces bring us 
together in new ways.

digital natives
Those born after 1990 are growing into adulthood as natives of a digital world, with smart 
devices and a World Wide Web at their fingertips. From media literacy to computational 
thinking, they are pioneering a new economy of digital skills.

coordination platforms
Platforms designed to match people with tasks and resources, for money or simply for 
engagement, are forging new ways to work and learn. These platforms will rapidly increase  
the marketplace choices for working learners. 

collaborative tools
From scientific research to global work teams to online music groups, digital media have 
boosted our ability to collaborate. The result is rapid growth of knowledge resources and 
responses to solving problems.

human-machine symbiosis
Smart machines are replacing some kinds of human labor while augmenting others.  
Machines are rewriting the rules for how we work, learn, and even manage our households.

decoded brain
Advances in neuroscience and behavioral science are generating new techniques and tools for 
optimizing learning and organizing work tasks. These tools, in turn, are changing the way  
we think about the entire enterprise of working, learning, and living.

HOW TO USE THIS MAP
Looking ahead to the future is a way to make better  
choices today. This map helps us see, at a glance,  
how eight innovation zones will shape the emerging  
learning economy and will contribute to overall life  
satisfaction in the coming decade. 

What you will find on the map
The map has two sides—a visual side for seeing the big picture and a text side for probing the key 
stories of the future in more depth. Whether you look at the big picture or delve deeper into the 
stories, this is what you’ll find:

FUTURE FORCES: These are the underlying technological and social shifts that 
are destabilizing the learning landscape of today and driving the formation of the new 
learning economy. They are color coded to match the innovation zones they influence.

INNOVATION ZONES: The map identifies eight new zones within which working 
learners will innovate and shape their own futures over the coming decade, with 
forecasts of how they will change the way we work, learn, and live.

PROFILES OF WORKING LEARNERS: To bring the future of the learning 
economy to life, the map introduces us to four working learners who, while 
fictional, represent the aspirations and possible pathways of the young working 
learners who will shape the next decade.

SIGNALS OF THE FUTURE: The future is already unfolding today in innovations 
across the country and indeed across the globe. This map includes  leading-edge 
signals of how these eight innovation zones are creating pathways for success 
and life satisfaction, and how they will ultimately support the future economy.

What to do with the map
Once you’ve had a chance to get familiar with the map and the emerging learning economy, you 
can put it to work for you as a strategic tool:

EXPLORE THE OPPORTUNITIES IN THE LEARNING ECONOMY: Scan across 
the innovation zones to see which ones offer the best opportunities to make 
your life or the lives of those in your community more meaningful. Make a list of 
opportunities for each, and then check your readiness to take advantage of them.

BUILD A STRATEGY FOR SUCCESS: Whether you’re a working learner, a 
policymaker, or a service provider, you can use the innovation zones to build 
a path to your own future. Pick the three zones that best fit your goals and 
constraints and make a plan that puts them to work for you. Play around  
with different combinations to consider different scenarios and reveal  
unexpected paths.

TRY OUT THE FUTURE: You can use the signals on the map to immerse yourself 
in the future today. Choose a few signals that seem immediately useful for your 
strategies for success and try them out. Then choose a few that stretch your 
imagination about how you might work, learn, and live in the future—and try those 
to see how the future might challenge you to think in new ways. 

A NATION OF  
WORKING LEARNERS

Working learners are the drivers and beneficiaries of the learning economy. Who are they? How do 
they navigate this dynamic and uncharted landscape? How do they bank their learning as currency? 
The following four working learners, while fictional, were synthesized from research on the skills, 
mindsets, and experiences of real working learners who are thriving today. 

Carol Forester  20, Ankeny, Iowa

Coming home to roost:  
From retail clerk to community change agent 

With only a high-school education, Carol Forester was having trouble 
making ends meet as a store clerk in the booming Des Moines 
suburb of Ankeny where she grew up. That is, until she found Roost. 
It’s a co-working space and incubator, not for tech startups but for 
social inventors. Tapping an ever-richer stream of Roost resources, 
from free digital courses and peer-learning exchanges to movie 
nights and community experiments, Carol became a regular at 
Roost events, volunteering in exchange for microcredits for learning. 
After six months of volunteering at all kinds of community events, 
she found herself co-teaching some Roost classes herself and 
struggling to find enough hours in the day for her paying job. But 
with microcredits adding up and her volunteer activities expanding 
her network of contacts throughout the community, the volunteer 
gigs started to turn into part-time job offers: floor manager for the 
new food bank, development staffer for the local branch of a national 
aid organization. “I was feeling so lost just a few months ago,” she 
confesses, “but Roost has become my life GPS.”

Alejandra Gomez  15, Green Valley, Arizona

Migrating platforms:  
From C student to venture-backed bio-hacker

Alejandra’s parents worried about their daughter’s future as the child 
of Mexican immigrants. In spite of teachers’ praise for her cleverness 
in pattern recognition and problem solving, Alejandra rarely got grades 
above a C, while she spent most of her time on her tablet playing 
elaborate puzzle games. Then, one day, a DNA-shaped trophy arrived 
in the mail, addressed to her. She’d won an online protein-folding 
competition on the online Bioreddit community forum. Bioreddit hosts 
an eclectic mix of science researchers, PhD students, and amateurs 
like Alejandra who build their reputations by solving challenges posed 
by large universities and medical labs. A few months after the trophy 
arrived, Alejandra surprised her parents again with an invitation 
to participate in a bio-hackathon at Sequence, a science-themed 
makerspace in nearby Tucson. Her parents were skeptical until 
Alejandra revealed the real-word identities of the participants, including 
several senior researchers from the University of Arizona. Alejandra’s 
reputation skyrocketed at Sequence, and now she’s spending most of 
her afternoons and weekends on paid initiatives from the makerspace, 
funded by venture investors. 

Simon Birech  28, Newark, New Jersey

The game of life:  
From undervalued accountant to standout specialist

When Simon lost his job at a big NYC accounting firm, he had to move 
to Newark and downsize his apartment, his job expectations, and his 
monthly support payments to his family back in Nairobi. Even with 
a formal education in corporate accounting, he found himself stuck 
with a low-level job for a local firm. Better jobs seemed to require new 
specialized skills, but he didn’t have the time or the money to go back 
to school. Then he discovered microskilling apps on his smartphone, 
which dole out 15-minute bursts of learning he can do in his spare 
time. Obsessed with finding all the small opportunities to learn, he 
focused on skills that would distinguish him from the pack, eventually 
realizing he’d need an understanding of advanced mathematical 
formulas to get to the next level. The textbooks seemed impenetrable, 
but then he heard about a new immersive gaming system that makes 
this kind of learning more intuitive. So he borrowed virtual reality 
hardware from his local library and now spends his evenings in 
advanced mathematical visualizations. As these efforts pay off, Simon 
is finding himself working to improve the learning games that are 
simultaneously helping his own career. 

INNOVATION ZONES IN  
THE LEARNING ECONOMY

Degrees, grades, and resumes have been traditional tokens of value or currencies in the workplace for 
decades. But the value of these currencies is shifting as the pace of innovation quickens, laying the 
groundwork for a new economy—a national learning economy. In this emerging learning economy, new 
underpinnings provide the basis for learning itself to become a currency for success and life satisfaction. To 
navigate the terrain and understand the new currencies, we’ll need to reorient ourselves to what’s possible. 
These eight innovation zones represent the most important contours of this emerging topography.
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Michael Harris  24, Seattle, Washington

Second chances:  
From correctional facility to upskilled microwork

Having spent three months in the Monroe Correctional Complex for 
minor drug charges, Michael worried that he had already blown his 
life and wouldn’t be able to rise above the random series of Uber 
rides he chased to support himself and his three-year-old daughter. 
Enter UpBurger, a new fast food chain that doesn’t discriminate 
against workers’ backgrounds and even promises upskilling as part 
of its mission. UpBurger doesn’t pay particularly well, but Michael 
immediately noticed how closely his supervisor tracked him. He learned 
that computer algorithms were monitoring him—not to punish minor 
offenses but to identify his strengths. UpBurger began training him 
for tasks that matched his aptitudes and also increased his take-
home pay—all through their internal online placement platform. His 
most common gigs involve repair of industrial kitchen equipment, 
something he never would have thought to pursue. He is still hoping to 
find more time to spend with his daughter but is sure the time they do 
have together has improved as his confidence has grown. He is often 
amazed how this innovative fast food restaurant turned his life around.

© 2015 Institute for the Future. All rights reserved. All brands and trademarks remain the property of their respective owners. Reproduction is prohibited 
without written consent. SR-1804
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LEARNING IS EARNING
in the national 

learning economy Learning Is Earning Map
www.iftf.org/future-now/article-detail/learning-is-earning/

For more information: Christina Rupp | crupp@iftf.org

HOW TO GET STARTED 
This map is your guide to the five-station #futurefit workout circuit. It can 
help you become your own kind of champion in the work+learn futures. 
Here’s how you can start now!

The workforce of the future 
isn’t just humans. Machine 
intelligence—whether it’s 
embedded in robots or 
traversing the web as smart 

bots—will change the way 
things get done. Regardless 

of whether you work in a warehouse or the 
White House, you’ll need to know how to 
team with these bots and robots. You’ll 
need to know when to trust them and how 
to test them. You’ll assemble teams of them, 
teaching them and deciding which of them 
are best for which tasks. In short, with all 
these AIs reporting to you, you’ll need to be 
a manager and a leader, wherever you’re 
working and whatever you’re doing.

The future is digital. As this 
digital world grows by leaps 
and bounds, so do the skills 
you need to stay up-to-date 
in the marketplace of work 

and well-being. Just like the 
apps on your smart phone, these 

skills need frequent upgrades. You need to 
move with fluency from medium to medium, 
from platform to platform, from code to code. 
You need a strategy for keeping up with 
the digital standards and practices of the 
future path you’re pursuing. Everything else 
depends on this.  

The future is an augmented 
reality with virtual worlds 
everywhere you look. As 
more and more work is 
performed in these worlds 

or with the digital overlays of 
augmented reality, you need to 

know how to navigate these layers of reality, 
how to make things happen in them and 
with them, how to use them to communicate 
and collaborate, and perhaps even to build 
them—all while keeping your feet on the 
ground in the physical world.

Impermanence is the shape 
of the future. From factories 
and stores to supply chains 
and social connections, the 
world you’ll work in will be 

constantly changing. And 
perhaps the most important 

skill you’ll need for the what’s-next future is 
the ability to pop up communities when and 
where they’re needed. Whether it’s creating 
a globally connected innovation zone in the 
middle of Detroit or building a shelter for 
climate refugees in the Caribbean, you need 
to be ready to find community resources, 
work around local regulations, and tap 
grassroots energy and imagination to build  
a never-before community.  

All the world is a design 
project, and everyone is a 
designer. You’re going to 
design products, services, 
and experiences with people 

everywhere. As work becomes 
more global and more volatile, 

you’ll need to grow these skills to design 
for impermanence, for immersive media, for 
AI-assisted manufacturing, and AI-driven 
disease diagnosis. You’ll draw often on 
open data from around the globe to solve 
small pieces of big puzzles, and you’ll need 
to master peer-to-peer prototyping, for 
everything from insurance policies to health 
care to running the country. 

Digital currencies are the 
strange attractors of the 
next decade. These are 
the peer-to-peer coin 
exchanges that can make 

you a billionaire overnight 
or crash your holdings just as 

quickly. More important, they are the new 
tools for connecting physical things to the 
internet, managing shared resources like 
neighborhood solar grids, and tracking 
products from start to finish. Whether you’re 
a blockchain coder, a Bitcoin miner, or just 
someone who uses cryptocurrency to tip  
your favorite online musician, digital currency 
skills will help you bring unexpected value  
to your global tribe.

You’ve heard of big data, but big 
stories are what’s next! You’ll 
need to master tools that 
reveal the hidden chronicles 
in large volumes of data. 

You’ll want to understand 
how human brains are wired for 

stories and what rouses people to action. 
You’ll apply this knowledge to everything from 
selling a product to healing a broken heart—
or a broken community. You’ll do this in every 
medium, from text and photos to video and 
3D immersive virtual realities. 

Time was when futures thinking 
happened in ivory tower 
think tanks and secret 
military planning facilities. 
Today, futures thinking is for 

everyone, and you need to 
build your capacity to think long 

term. You need to understand the difference 
between possibilities and probabilities. You 
need to build your own craft of scenario 
planning, turning scenarios of the future into 
things you can experience today. You need 
to build foresight that leads to insight that 
jumpstarts action today. Foresight. Insight. 
Action. That’s futures thinking.

Complexity can look like chaos, 
but humans are masters at 
connecting the dots to create 
clear pathways in a forest of 
confusion. This is the core 

skill you need to make any 
change in your life—or in the 

world around you. You’ll need to connect 
your dots in unexpected ways. Everything is a 
potential medium for change: food, medicine, 
fashion, construction, farming. Your task is to 
find the medium where you can clearly see 
the connections to the larger changes you 
want to make in the many worlds you occupy.

The safety net is frayed. As you 
carry a greater burden of risk 
for everything from managing 
your health to building your 
wealth, you need to become 

an insurance broker for your-
self and for others. You need 

new tools and new skills for converting risks 
into assets, often by sharing both risks and 
resources for everything from knowledge and 
data to health, energy, and climate. You need 
the know-how to build vast new safety nets 
across these many extreme environments.

The future of ethics and equity 
hangs in the balance. In a 
world of diverse values and 
cultures, it’s easy to believe 
that a shared set of ethics is a 

thing of the past. But you can 
participate in an ethical, equitable 

future that benefits everyone if you learn 
to think beyond T-shirt slogans and Twitter 
arguments. You will need to discover what 
both traditional philosophers and cutting-
edge neuroscience have to say about the 
unique human capacity for ethical thinking 
and cooperative behavior. Then you’ll need 
to turn that knowledge into skillful, ethical 
encounters with both humans and smart 
machines. 

Extreme environments demand 
extreme caring. To meet 
the demands of a world 
under pressure from aging 
populations, from climate-

ravaged communities, and 
from a health care industry 

that must serve more people with fewer 
resources, everyone will need a higher caring 
IQ. New insights into the nature of empathy, 
of social and emotional intelligence will lead 
to new tools and strategies for developing 
these important human capacities. You 
will use this new kind of intelligence as 
a foundation for new ways of caring for 
yourself, your family, your network around the 
world, and the planet itself. Ultimately, this is 
the purpose of all our labors: to take care of 
one another.

LEARNING TO LEARN
Your work+learn path is a never-ending adventure. You’ll up-skill,  
re-skill, and even pre-skill. The key to your success in this adventure  
will be learning how to learn.

Neuroscience will help you. It will give you lots of clues about how the brain learns and how it turns 
what it knows into practical skills—how it helps you build peak performance. 

AI and games will help, too. They’ll help you uncover your special learning patterns and see how to put 
them to work on your behalf. They’ll offer you game-like learning missions and help you succeed at 
those missions. They’ll connect you with work opportunities that take you to the next level. 

In the end, though, learning is your personal journey. You’ll need to develop your own learning radar. 
What will I need to know next? How fast can I respond to market demands with just-in-time learning? 
How can I be first to master a new skill? Learning will happen faster than ever, creating a new sense of 
urgency but also a new optimism about what’s possible. 

Learning  
on your own

Becoming your own boss 

More and more, learning is leaving the 
classroom and escaping the familiar 
boundaries of disciplines and trades. Work 
is also abandoning fixed places like factory 
floors and office cubicles as well as fixed 
9-to-5 schedules. This new freedom to find 
your teachers and be your own boss will 
require some new work+learn attitudes  
and behaviors:

  Disciplined curiosity

  Entrepreneurial imagination

  Passionate creativity  

  Continuous flexibility

  Self-advocacy

  Willingness to fail

  An openness to awe

Learning 
together

Collaborating with others 

In the work+learn future, everyone is in it 
together. So learning to learn means knowing 
how to help others with their work+learn 
journeys while you make your own progress. 
The people you meet along the way will  
be both your teachers and your students, 
both your bosses and your assistants. In  
this peer-to-peer world, you’ll do best if  
you can master some basic abilities: 

  Manage multiple identities

   Read people, machine intelligences,  
and contexts

   Communicate across media, 
including unexpected media

  Think across disciplines and contexts 

   Manage the spectrum of knowledge from 
truth to opinion

   Translate across subtle differences  
in cultures

   Distinguish ethical principles  
from legal restrictions

Create your own

Workout Plan
Make a #futurefit  
skills checklist

Choose one super skill from each peak 
performance zone and jot down three 
ways you can begin today to build each 
super skill. 

If you’re not sure, get together with a 
friend, a teacher, or a counselor and talk 
it over. Check online: just search on one 
of the super skills and see what pops up. 
Follow the most interesting results until 
you find something that inspires you.

Curate your own

Curriculum
As you find inspiring pathways  
to build super skills and master 

peak performance zones,  
find a way to share those online 

Maybe it’s your personal blog. Maybe it’s 
the way you tag instruction videos. Maybe 
it’s your Facebook feed or your LinkedIn 
recommendations. 

This is not just keeping track of what 
you’ve done. In the work+learn future, 
there may be thousands of people like you 
who will want to know how you built your 
skills, and your path could be valuable to 
them and profitable to you.

Find a

Workout 
Partner or Team
You don’t have to do your  

workout alone 

Find a friend or co-worker or family 
member who wants to work out with you. 

Spend a week or a month on one of the 
peak performance zones. Talk about your 
goals for that zone and how its super skills 
might change your life. Choose one thing 
that you can do together to build each 
super skill. Set a time and date to do that. 
Create some incentives, like a special 
meal or concert that you’ll use to reward 
yourself. When you’ve worked on all the 
super skills in one zone, move on  
to the next. 

Become a

Work+Learn 
Innovator

The work+learn future is under  
construction, and you can  

become a designer,   
innovator, and evangelist for it 

Whether you’re a student or an 
educator, a worker or an employer, a 
start-up entrepreneur or a government 
policymaker, you can design the next 
learning module or invent the next 
platform for connecting learners to 
opportunities to learn and earn at the 
same time. 

Use the peak performance zones and  
their super skills as a starting place to 
imagine what is needed to help everyone 
get fit for the future. 

THE CIRCUIT: 
5 PEAK PERFORMANCE ZONES

The forces of society and technology, of economies and environments, of 
political upheaval—all of these are changing the way everyone will work and 
learn in the future. 

To be fit for this future, you need to master five peak performance zones. 
These are the basics of future fitness for everyone. No matter what your 
own personal mission in life is, these are the workout zones that will get  
you ready to face whatever comes next.

Brands aren’t just for celebrities 
anymore. In a world where 
continuous monitoring and big 
data analytics drive industries 
like advertising, retail, design, 

gaming, and education, a core 
skill for the future is knowing 

how to protect, trade, donate, and reap your 
own value from data about you. This is how 
you’ll manage your reputation and build your 
personal brand—and learning how to curate 
your brand in multiple media and many cultures 
is the first key to success.

Your life is your resume. Learning 
is moving out of classrooms 
and courses and into the 
streets of everyday life, and 
you need to get credit for 

everything you accomplish 
throughout your day. This credit-

for-everything approach will set you up for 
the next task, job, or adventure. Spotting the 
patterns in your credits will help you level up, 
recognizing what you’re good at, what you 
care about, and how to put those talents and 
passions to work for the future you want.

Dexterity is about being nimble, 
agile and well skilled for the 
task at hand. (Quite literally, 
dexterity means hand 
skills.) In today’s worldwide 

networks, you’re going to be 
working, thinking, creating, and 

playing outside your native culture every day, 
and multicultural dexterity will give you the 
ability to quickly and appropriately shift your 
mindset, grasp local memes, and employ local 
rules of engagement to your benefit—all in 
multiple media. 

You’ll build these foundational abilities and attitudes as you master 
 the superskills in each peak performance zone—and you’ll  

find that you’re learning more skills from more people.
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The future is all about  
performance. Whether you’re a 
Lyft driver or a consultant looking 
for referrals on LinkedIn, your 
performance ratings will probably 
count more than your resume. 

And skills are the path to high 
performance ratings. 

Skills connect what you know 
to what you can do, and what 
you can do is what will earn you 
money, confidence, and a lifetime 
of rewarding experiences. 

Whether your goal is to build your 
strengths across all five peak 
performance zones of the training 
circuit or to become a master of 
one or two of the zones, the super 
skills are the building blocks of 
your workout. 

THE  
#FUTUREFIT  
SUPER SKILLS 

 

In the future, you will have to make yourself known in a 
digiverse of billions of people. You will need to build your 
own personal brand for your own personal economy. 
You can build fame—the kind that earns you viewers and 
dollars in online gaming venues like Twitch. You can build 
a reputation for knowing how things work with YouTube 
instruction videos. You can win contracts for tasks that 
take a few minutes to a few years. You can build trust, 
one payment at a time, with digital currencies like Bitcoin. 
But whatever you do, you will have to do it across many 
different cultures on a global stage.

This is the starting place for your journey into the future— 
a future that begins with who you are and who you  
want to become.

Machines have a language of their own, and if you want 
to work with them, you need to learn it. But working with 
machines isn’t just about coding. The future will ask more 
of you—and them. You’ll need to know how to assemble 
teams of humans, robots, and bots and get them all 
to work together. Your AI assistants will promise you 
convenience and efficiency, but you’ll need to know how  
to tap their intelligence to do more, to accomplish things 
you could never do before. 

This human+machine path will take you to new worlds—
digital worlds where you’ll mix learning, working, and 
playing to build any future you can imagine.. 

The future you’re headed for is always shapeshifting. You 
can’t always count on familiar landmarks like schools, 
stores, corporate headquarters, the factory floor, the 
stadium, or city hall. But you can count on your network—
and it’s all about the trade. You’ll need to master the many 
different kinds of trade: open, private, or public goods. 
Money, time, insight, skill, knowledge, strength. And with 
the world shifting shapes all the time, you’ll need to think 
like a designer to make the shapes you want.

This is how you’ll build communities from the ground up, 
how you’ll get lost in a crowd-sourced world in order to 
find out who you really are.

Making the future is an exercise in connecting lots of dots to 
tell the stories that change the way you—and others—think 
about the world. It’s an exercise in building flexible minds 
as well as flexible bodies, in thinking beyond the obvious, in 
coloring outside the lines. It takes imagination and creativity 
and a willingness to know that you don’t know. It takes a long, 
careful look into the future and a readiness to act on what you 
find there. 

There are no easy problems or right answers on this journey—
only feedback loops, puzzles and mazes that pull you forward 
in your quest to discover what makes sense in your world.

The future is riskier than ever. Category 5 hurricanes and 
wildfire politics. Dwindling reserves of everything you 
depend on and hot debates about the substitutes. Cities 
and farmland alike, struggling to feed more and more people 
around the world while feeding their own. Body hacking to 
make sure the human form can survive in these extreme 
environments. This future needs more than tech solutions 
and artificial intelligence. It needs social intelligence, 
emotional intelligence, empathy, and clear strategies for 
we’re-all-in-this-together. 

This is where you commit and recommit to your learning 
journey, where you draw on hope and healing and caring  
to secure the future for everyone. 
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You’ll face hurricane-strength forces: Crazy new forms of 
money and crazy new ways to earn it. Genetic reinvention and 
artificially intelligent everything. Bots swarming your online 
parties and millions of people moving from one place in the 
world to another. Actual real hurricanes that leave entire regions 
in ruin, with new rules for rebuilding cities, states, and nations.

You’ve got to get fit if you’re going to wrangle these forces, 
and this is your Future Fit workout. It’s a training circuit that will 
build 15 super skills you’re going to want to master to prepare 
for just about anything the future has to offer. You’ll see the 
effects right away: More confidence in your own future and the 
choices you’re making today. More options for making a living 
and making life what you want it to be. More connections with 
folks who can and will help you through thick and thin. More 
adventure in learning and working everyday. 

The future  
is a new world 

that needs to be 
built from  

the ground up—
and you’re the 

one who’s going 
to build it.  

With your own 
purpose and  

your own passion. 

GET FIT FOR WHAT’S NEXT

Future Skills
www.futurefit2030.org

Future Skills: Get Fit for What’s Next Map
www.iftf.org/fileadmin/user_upload/futureskills/IFTF_FutureSkills_Map.pdf

Media kit
www.iftf.org/fileadmin/user_upload/futureskills/IFTF_FutureSkills_MediaKit.pdf

Future Work Skills 
2020

124 University Avenue, 2nd Floor, Palo Alto, CA 
94301 650.854.6322  www.iftf.org

Institute for the Future for 
Apollo Research Institute 

IFTF 2011 Future Skills 2020
www.iftf.org/futureworkskills/

IFTF 2016 Future Skills Update and Literature Review
www.iftf.org/fileadmin/user_upload/downloads/wfi/ACTF_IFTF_FutureSkills-report.pdf
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Help us get the word out:

Hashtags:
#FutureSkills

#FutureFit 

#workinglearners

#navigatethefuture

#IFTF

Facebook
@Institute for the Future

Twitter
@IFTF
 �  @IFTF #FutureSkills initiative creates first-ever VR map 

for our #futurefit event, so students can use to immerse 
themselves in the future workforce.

 �  Tomorrow’s #workforce looks vastly different than 
today’s. How will people adapt? @IFTF #FutureSkills 
map charts the skills learners will need to succeed.

 �  How do you transform the future of learning? @IFTF 
#FutureSkills initiative has some ideas: edubots that 
can build learning communities from the bottom up, 
reinvention of business schools, and more.

 �  Join the conversation with @IFTF and learn what 
#FutureSkills will benefit the #workforce of the future. 
www.iftf.org/futureskills2018 #workinglearners

Instagram
@instituteforthefuture
 �  The @instituteforthefuture #FutureSkills initiative 

created the first-ever VR map, so students can immerse 
themselves in the work+learn future. #workinglearners

 �  Everything is connected. #FutureSkills will help you 
to make sense of your path. So #workinglearners can 
#NavigatetheFuture. 

 �  Machines are getting smarter. More and more, you’ll 
work side by side to get things done. #Futureskills to 
#navigatethefuture.

 �  You’ll build your tribes as you make your way through 
life. Get #futurefit by creating your community from the 
bottom up. 

 �  @instituteforthefuture, we are making sure that our 
#workforce is #futurefit to ensure a steadier social and 
political future. #workinglearners
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