
IF Collaborative Discussion Toolkit 2023
Interactivityfoundation.org

Activity 2.8 Encouraging Bold
Imagination1

Description
This activity asks participants to describe a positive vision for the future in regard to a complex topic—and
to collaboratively describe the pathways to the desired future. Instead of getting hung up by what groups
think to be “realistic” limitations, this activity helps a group imagine boldly by starting with their imagined
solution and then recounting how that solution was reached. This inherently conveys a sense of positive
potential about the present.

Learning Goals
● Shift participants from a deficit or weakness-mindset to one of strength (from being overwhelmed

by impossibilities to a sense of positive potential in the present).
● Help participants to imagine innovative approaches to complex topics.

Practice (65 minutes)

Step One Begin with independent reflection where participants each imagine an
ideal or optimal future in regard to whatever topic is under consideration.

Participants should try to picture what things look like in this future in regard
to the topic (in 10 years, 50 years, or 200 years, etc.)

Each participant can write down some ideas about how the topic is being
dealt with in this ideal future.

Tip: Remind them that you want them to develop their vision of an ideal
situation, their desired future, where this problem has been solved in some
way.

5 min

Step Two Prompt participants to think deeper:

● What do you notice that tells you, they’ve solved this problem—that
things are really working optimally in regard to the topic?

5 min

1 Citation for this activity: Jeff Prudhomme (2023). Encouraging Bold Imagination. In Hartman, Britt, &
Byrd (Eds). The Interactivity Foundation Collaborative Discussion Toolkit. Retrieved from
https://www.collaborativediscussionproject.com/module-2-creative-collaboration
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● Imagine you’ve used a time machine to arrive in this ideal future
where they’ve figured out how to deal with the topic in the best way
possible. What do you see that tells you that they’ve really solved it?

Tip: Avoid dystopias. Inevitably some participants will focus on a dystopian
vision of the future. Remind them that the task is to develop a vision of their
hoped-for future, an ideal future, not a vision of their fears or of what they
currently think is feasible.

Tip: Add on imaginative time-travel framing. Feel free to develop the
time-travel framing for this activity (“you’ve just arrived in the TARDIS and
…”). Using the time-travel motif can help free up participants to think more
creatively, by putting them in a more imaginative headspace. In their
responses, participants might describe not only what they see in the future,
but also what they learn from interviews with people in the future, etc.

Step Three Each participant shares a brief description of their ideal future. In the
initial round, you want to keep it relatively brief so that everyone has time to
share their vision. Stress that the group does not need to agree about what
the ideal future looks like. It is likely that there will be a lot of overlaps and
convergences. Do not push for consensus. Highlight how it can be valuable
to sketch out different visions for the future.

Possible Prompts:

● What did you notice that told you that this was an ideal future in
regard to the topic?

● In a few sentences, what’s a key feature of how the future society is
dealing with the topic?

● How would you summarize the way they are dealing with the topic?

After everyone has had a chance to present a brief description of their ideal
future, open up the discussion to flesh out more of the descriptions.

Tip: Invite the participants to elaborate on each other’s descriptions in
constructive ways. Remind the participants that they don’t need to agree on
the vision of the future—nor to think that it is likely. You’re just trying to spell
out a bit more of how things work.

10 min

Step Four Bridge to the future. Next, shift the focus to telling the story about the
pathways to the ideal future(s). Keep in mind that there might be divergent
visions of the future—and that there can be different pathways to the same
ideal future—so there is no need to enforce consensus.

Ask people to build on each other’s ideas where it makes sense, so long as
they are not changing the basic vision of the future. Where there are clearly
distinct ideal futures, it may help to collect notes on each one by using
separate pieces of chart paper.

Ask the participants to describe more of what had to be in place for the
future situation to work. Think of this as uncovering the implications of
how things are working in the future. The participants might say things like,
“to do this, they had to take these actions…”. The participants can start to

15 min
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trace out the different policy decisions and societal changes that were
required for the ideal vision of the future to function.

In order to complete the bridge to the future, the participants will need to
find the anchor points in our present. Ask the participants what people
might build on in the present that could serve as an anchor for this bridge to
the future. Participants can think of this as brainstorming the best of what-is.
For example:

● Where are things working well now—things that could be built on for
the pathways to an ideal future?

Step Five Once the group has a sense of what has to be in place for the ideal vision of
the future to function, the participants can work together to fill in some
of the key steps that were taken on the pathway(s) to the future(s).
Possible prompts include:

● Tell me more about how they made things work in the ideal future(s).
What kinds of policies did they have to set up to make things work?
(Let’s all help each other build on these ideas, where we have
suggestions or insights that fit).

● What are the anchor points in the present for creating the bridge to
the ideal future? What’s the best of what we have now—that they
ended up building on to get to the ideal future?

● What are some of the key steps they took along the way to get from
our situation to theirs?

● What are some of the headlines that might have come up over the
years as they moved from our time to theirs?

Tip: the level of detail can vary by the amount of time for this whole exercise.
In a roughly one-hour session, the participants might simply sketch out the
rough details of these steps, especially if they are working on divergent
pathways and different possible futures. If there’s more time, and there’s
interest in taking a more playful approach, you can have the participants
brainstorm mock timelines, perhaps with key headlines along the way,
tracking the progress across the years.

15 min

Step Six Debrief. Review the collective vision(s) of the future.

● How do we feel about these future visions?
● What do you think are some of the most important areas to focus on

in the present—if we were to build toward an ideal future?
● How would you compare your attitude about positive change from

before our conversation to after?

10 min

Reflection Assignment
● How did you experience this process of starting with a “solution” and working back to the

present? What was most difficult about this process?
● How does this process encourage positive change? What take-aways would you share about

how best to engage this process?
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● How might current policies be different if we practiced strength-based, imaginative change
practices? What are the downsides?

Practice Journal
This week, try out this exercise on a topic that you are curious about. You can encourage a few friends to
imagine with you or practice on your own. You can record your thoughts using whichever medium you are
most comfortable: tell the story as a grandparent recounting to a grandchild, or draw a picture, or write a
poem or song illustrating the transformation.

Dive Deeper: Additional Resources
● Looking Backward by Edward Bellamy
● Immerwahr, Daniel, “The Strange, Sad Death of America’s Political Imagination,” NYT, 07/02/21

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/07/02/opinion/us-politics-edward-bellamy.html?smid=fb-share&fbclid=IwAR3nFvZIkAL6rUrxyYPMeXErS3_kvX39wNnpxxX-3-tf-meE0LJWLTZU_6k

