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WHAT IS THIS?

Future Story
THINK FORWARD BY LOOKING BACK

A storytelling structure1 that helps you imagine the impacts of 
your work – by looking back from the future. Designed for early-
stage exploration, its narrative arc and prompts encourage open 
reflection while guiding you to consider the key implications of your 
actions or creation.

HOW MIGHT THE FUTURE STORY TOOL BENEFIT YOU?

•	 Craft a cohesive story that connects your work to the motivations 
behind it and the problem you set out to solve – while also 
acknowledging and taking responsibility for any negative impacts. 

•	 Articulate both the outcomes you hope for and those that may 
emerge along the way. 

•	 Engage your team or stakeholders in brainstorming through 
storytelling – whether to align around a shared vision, or just to 
spark meaningful conversations. 

HOW TO USE THE FUTURE STORY TOOL

Work individually or as a team. The story spine consists of six elements 
– each with a narrative prompt, an explanation of content to include, 
and an example to inspire your thinking. In its entirety, it enables you 
to cover the key ethical implications of your work. 

Write this story from your own perspective, while maintaining the 
distance of an outsider — stay objective and honest. The goal is not 
to only highlight desired success, but to describe what happened, 
explore the outcomes, and consider what could have been or needed 
to be done differently. 

Think beyond your initial expectations and go beyond the outcomes 
you expect or desire. The goal is to surface possible implications, 
including unintended or indirect effects. You can expand sections or 
add your own, but be sure to respond to each prompt to fully explore 
the ethical dimensions of your work.

1 This structure is adapted from Kenn Adams' Story Spine.



FUTURE STORY
Think forward, by looking back.

Once upon a time ...

Until one day ...

And because of that ...

But also ...

In turn ...*

One thing we could have done differently is ...

PROBLEM / MOTIVATION
The current 'problem' or 
'issue' your work aims to 
address

SOLUTION / VALUE PROP
Your creation / action in 
response to the issue

BENEFITS
How it benefits (or may 
benefit) people and society

HARMS
How it harms (or may harm) 
people and society

SUBSEQUENT IMPACTS 
Additional harms or 
unintended consequences, 
and the ethical values 
impacted

MITIGATING ACTIONS 
Action(s) that could mitigate 
these harms, or research to 
better understand issues.

An example

* Repeat as needed

Once upon a time people were smoking 
cigarettes and couldn't quit. They were getting 
cancer and dying.

Until one day we introduced a smokeless 
vaping device.

And because of that many people were able to 
stop smoking cigarettes in the U.S. and globally. 
A majority of people who started vaping 
completely ended cigarette use.

But also new non-smokers started vaping, and 
became addicted to nicotine.

In turn more people got highly addicted to 
vaping than those who stopped smoking.

In turn their well-being and ability to make 
autonomous choices were diminished.

In turn our product began to be viewed 
negatively, and faced new regulations.

One thing we could have done differently 
is steer away from marketing that would 
attract non-smokers, and focused on addiction 
reduction.


