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Abstract: The Futures are elusive and intangible. This constrains companies' capabilities to successfully plan and implement 
Future proof business models. In the process of making future projections, organizations often adopt forecasting and decision-
making merely based on historical performance data or short-sighted future outlooks. Previous research on business model 
innovation has created a wide understanding of this complicated topic from different viewpoints, yet there is still room for 
academic discussion on the possibilities in combining futures thinking and corporate foresight within these innovation 
processes. Using qualitative research design, with 24 interviews and co-creational Futures workshop with 15 participants, this 
study examines how Hospitality Field companies are using Futures Thinking in their Business Model Innovation activities. 
Central research question in this study is: How Futures Thinking can support Hospitality Field companies in designing future 
proof Business Models? Practitioners in managerial positions encounter numerous challenges in decision-making in VUCA 
environment. Findings indicate two main barriers to adaptation of Futures Thinking. A primary barrier is lack of general 
understanding of this topic and its possibilities. Furthermore, the financial resources needed to support the costs associated 
with Futures Thinking platforms, materials, and professional orchestration and facilitation remain undefined. Based on the 
findings, a Futures Thinking and Business Model Innovation process model was designed to explain how these may be 
combined. This process model illustrates the action movement that is critical to enhance future business innovation. There 
are five business development stages: 1) environmental scanning, 2) vision formulation, 3) knowledge alignment, 4) 
innovation implementation and 5) feedback and iteration. This paper shows that in a volatile, uncertain, complex, and 
ambiguous VUCA business environment, envisioning plausible, probable, possible and/or preferred Futures is a necessity. To 
overcome organizational inertia and to engage in Futures Thinking initiatives, companies must effectively leverage qualities 
such as open-mindedness, strategic agility, and commitment to continuous learning and knowledge creation and sharing. 
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1. Introduction 
In 1989 Ulrich and Wiersema saw the coming decade to be “like playing basketball with a moving basket”. This 
scenario has changed only a little, today's outlook is the same. The only difference is that there are a number of 
moving baskets on the basketball court. As they declared, when the environment is undergoing dramatic and/or 
continuous change, flexibility in adjusting to changing competitive conditions and implementing decisions under 
conditions of uncertainty becomes crucial. Bennett and Lemoine (2014) describe VUCA acronym in business 
environment by Volatility: change is frequent and sometimes unpredictable, Uncertainty: a lack of knowledge 
regarding future, Complexity:  multiform and convoluted network of information and procedures and Ambiguity: 
cause and effect are not understood and there is no precedent for making predictions as to what to expect. Today 
VUCA business environment may be seen as an outcome of disruptive innovation or as a driver of it. Also, it is 
often used as an excuse to avoid planning and action (Millar, Groth and Mahon, 2018). 

Bennett and Lemoine (2014) discussed the importance of leadership in VUCA world. They highlight leaders' 
importance in preserving and enhancing organizational performance with scarce resources in different VUCA 
situations. There are several perspectives to consider when dealing with organizational level enquiry. For 
example, Ramus, Vaccaro and Brusoni (2017) explored how internal tensions triggered by environmental 

turbulence may be managed in organizations. Their findings showed for example that possible disagreements 
may be tackled by collaboration in which different logics can better explain their own viewpoints. They highlight 
the progressive, sensitizing approach of institutional theory to provide solid foundation to discussion about 
managerial actions in different kinds of empirical settings. 

Fergnani (2022) introduces corporate foresight to be important for research in strategy and management. It adds 
a future-focused ability to the dynamic capabilities framework with new possibilities for research. Corporate 
foresight can improve learning, creativity, innovation, and performance by offering a new way to gain competitive 
advantage.   
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2. Theoretical Background 
2.1 Futures Thinking and Corporate Foresight Changing Business Model Innovation 

Previous research on business model innovation has created a wide understanding of this complicated topic, yet 
there is still room for academic discussion on the possibilities in combining futures thinking and corporate 
foresight with these innovation processes. As focus on business model innovation has become one of the 
important priorities of leading companies trying to keep a certain balance of value creation and value capture 
(Zott, Amit and Massa, 2011) and business models together with innovation have become prominent topics in 
micromanagement discussion over last few decades (Foss and Saebi, 2017), also SME´s are allocating more 
resources to pro-active business model innovation in order to create competitive advantage in turbulent 
environment. Business model innovations have opened the door for new business opportunities far beyond 
product and process innovations (Freiling, 2015). 

As the business environment is undergoing continual and even dramatic changes, the basic assumptions 
underlying strategic decision making must be reframed to incorporate new perspective on business enhancement 
(Ulrich and Wiersema, 1989). This does not come without challenges. Latifi, Nikou and Bouwman (2021) advise 
owners/managers of SMEs to concentrate either on growth or on profit to fully benefit from their BMI-related 
efforts after carefully assessing their specific situation. To increase velocity of change, firms may need to 
modularise their business model for reconfiguration and co-optation (Loon and Xiaohong, 2021). Flexibility to 
adjust to changing competitive conditions and the ability to assess a situation quickly and implement decisions 
under conditions of uncertainty become crucial success factors (Ulrich and Wiersema, 1989). 

In turbulent times, the responsibility of management is to make sure the company holds the capacity for survival. 
Adaptation of sudden change and availing new opportunities is of importance, as Drucker highlighted already in 
1980. Shifting a business model to another is often a demanding challenge that is based on dynamic capabilities 
(Teece, 2007), according to Foss and Saebi (2015) not all firms succeed in adapting their business model to new 
market demands or competitive threats. Chesbrough (2010) stated the barriers to changing the business model 
to be real, and tools such as maps would be helpful, but not enough. Companies must adopt an effectual attitude 
toward business model experimentation and organizational processes must also change. Attaining alignment 
with the environment is the main motivation of business model adaptation. Considering the importance of the 
mediating role played by organizational capabilities, it is important for managers, as well as the people advising 
them, to create an open, dynamic and entrepreneurial culture (Latifi, Nikou and Bouwman, 2021). 

Academic research has provided insights into the necessity of corporate foresight systems (Rohrbeck and 
Gemünden, 2011). Rohrbeck and Kum (2018) performed a long-term study and discovered solid empirical proof 
that foresight enhances future preparedness and ultimately drives superior firm performance. On the other hand, 
corporate foresight has undergone continuous development over time (Rohrbeck et al., 2015). Taken together, 
foresight is seen as a proactive approach that focuses not on predicting or forecasting the future but on helping 
individuals explore various possible future scenarios states (Vecchiato, 2012). Fergnani (2022) explains corporate 
foresight to be a dynamic, firm-level capability that allows firms to evaluate future scenarios of the business 
environment, including systematic doomsday situated in the broader epistemological underpinnings of futures 
studies, theoretically inscribed in the dynamic capabilities’ framework, distinguished from related constructs, and 
deconstructed collapses. It is defined, in its main components. 

Organisational foresight can be seen to emerge as a critical product of collective knowledge creation. To 
understand emergence of collective foresight, understanding the social action and context of the collective is 
needed (Schwandt and Gorman 2004). A belief is that applying futures thinking and related tools enhances 
decision-making quality. Research in future studies supports this notion, providing evidence that utilizing futures 
thinking improves decision-making and impacts on organizations activities. (Hines, 2002.) Feuls et al. (2024) 
define far futures as future matters that are beyond organizations’ general planning horizons and represent 
departure from futures that are typically addressed through organizations’ future making practices. Whereas 
regular planning or future making activities involve repeated processes using strategic plans that may consider 
an event that is quantitatively different from the present.  

2.2 Sensing, Seizing and Transforming: Dynamic Capabilities 

Teece (1997) describes dynamic capability as “the firm’s ability to integrate, build and reconfigure internal and 
external competences to address rapidly changing environments”. The essence of dynamic capabilities is a firm’s 
behavioral orientation in the adaptation, renewal, reconfiguration and re-creation of resources, capabilities and 
core capabilities responding to external changes. The futures orientation and futures thinking can be linked to 
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the dynamic capabilities' theory. In this way, "Seizing" refers to Dynamic Capabilities Theory developed by Teece, 
Pisano, and Shuen (1997). The theory proposes that organizations need the ability to sense opportunities and 
change resources to integrate to progress. Futures thinking can be seen as part of the "seizing" process, where 
strategic options for the future are evaluated. Empirical and conceptual studies of adaptive, absorptive, and 
innovative capability are long-standing. Recently researchers have related each of these capabilities to a firm’s 
dynamic capabilities but have not thus far clearly identified them as the component factors of dynamic 
capabilities (Wang and Ahmed, 2007). 

Dynamic capabilities are necessary as those enable the firm to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and 
external resources to address and shape rapidly changing business environments. Ordinary capabilities are 
described to be about doing things right, dynamic capabilities on the other hand are about doing the right things 
(Teece and Leih, 2016). What is required for sustained profitability is that the business enterprise be built to 
respond to the unexpected by establishing and maintaining flexible systems, which are hallmarks of strong 
dynamic capabilities (Teece and Leih, 2016). 

High-order dynamic capabilities guide second-order dynamic capabilities. in which management, supported by 
organizational processes, senses likely avenues for the future, devises business models to seize new or changed 
opportunities, and determines the best configuration for the organization based on its existing form and the new 
future plans. Highest-order capabilities - sensing, seizing, and transforming competencies – are the most relevant 
for innovation and selection of business models that address the problems the company is endeavouring to 
solve/exploit (Teece, 2018). 

2.3 Knowledge Management 

Theories help us to understand how organizations learn and create knowledge (e.g., organizational learning—
Argyris (2005); managing organizational knowledge—Nonaka (1994), how they are structured, and how 
managers organize their work in them. Theories can help us to gain a competitive advantage and evaluate degree 
of success. Knowledge-Based Theory of the Firm focuses on resources and organizational capabilities as the 
principal sources of competitive advantage and the foundation for strategy conceptualisation. Theories of the 
firm are models of business enterprises which explain their structure and behaviours. The knowledge-based view 
of the firm (KBV) is different from other theories where the issues are the organizational factors in the production 
of competitive advantage. KBV focuses on internal organization, and the firm is in the theory of complex 
organization encompassing multiple individuals (Grant 1996).  

A knowledge-based approach offers a theoretical basis for understanding several recent organizational 
innovations and trends. These include empowerment and the development of new organizational forms for the 
firm. The primary task of management is finding the coordination necessary for this knowledge integration. 
Coordination is the main implication, especially when tacit knowledge is involved (Grant, 1996).  

While existing knowledge-based theory (Grant, 1996) focuses on the efficiency of hierarchy in economizing on 
knowledge exchange, this contribution of Nickerson and Zenger (2004) develops a theory of the firm that focuses 
on the efficiency of alternative organizational forms in generating knowledge or capability. The authors of the 
paper (Nickerson and Zenger, 2004) shows that they develop a knowledge-based theory of the firm that 
addresses these shortcomings. They explain how a firm’s prospective objectives for knowledge formation dictate 
the choice of how to organize. Here the question is not whether knowledge should be owned or acquired in the 
market or how the exchange of knowledge should be facilitated, but rather how a manager should organize 
individuals to generate knowledge that the firm seeks. 

Argyris (2005) proposes a double loop learning theory which communicates learning to change underlying values 
and assumptions. The focus of the theory is on solving problems that are complex, and which change as problem-
solving advances. An example of single-loop learning would be to correct an error in an existing strategy without 
altering the underlying governing variables of strategy. Double-loop learning occurs if, to correct errors, it is 
necessary to change the underlying assumptions and values that govern the actions of the strategy. A thermostat 
is a single-loop learner. It is programmed to turn the heat up or down depending on the temperature. A 
thermostat would be a double-loop learner if it questioned the existing program that should measure heat 
(Argyris 2005). Double-loop learning recognizes that the way a problem is defined and solved can be a source of 
the problem. This type of learning can be useful in organizational learning since it can drive creativity and 
innovation, going beyond adapting to change to anticipating or being ahead of change. 

Nonaka (1994) defines that an organization’s competitiveness for innovation is based on its capability to create 
and share knowledge. This process occurs through interaction between individuals and groups, especially by 
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combining tacit (personal, experience-based) and explicit (formal) knowledge. Knowledge creation is not just a 
technical process but also a human and social reality that requires shared context and purpose. Foresight renders 
tacit knowledge about changes in the environment explicitly, helping organizational members to realize that 
there are more choices than previously thought (Vecchiato, 2015).  

3. Data and Methods 
To gain in-depth understanding of the practices of developing future proof business models, we employed a 
qualitative research design. A combination of data collection methods was employed, including themed 
interviews and co-creation Futures workshops. This multimethod approach was chosen to gain a holistic view of 
the business model development in Hospitality Field companies, by including reflective real-time dynamics.  
In the first phase, in 2023-2024 total of 24 interviews (table 1) were executed in Finland focusing on 
understanding generally the viewpoints of interviewees to business model innovation practices, to futures 
thinking and to sustainability linked to these topics. The primary group of interest was executive level Hospitality 
Field practitioners. One interview was conducted by telephone, 15 face to face and 8 by Teams online system. 
Discussions lasted between 50 minutes to 1 hour and 25 minutes. A themed interview model was chosen to cover 
the framework of themes using a structured interview guide with pre-formulated open questions: 1) Business 
Model Innovation: How turbulent business environment has changed business model innovation practices in your 
company?, 2) Futures Thinking: Is Futures Thinking (and related tools) actively used in your company and how?, 
3) Sustainability: What role sustainability has in business enhancement activities in your company?.  

According to Hirsjärvi and Hurme (2022) benefit of a themed interview is that it does not restrict the depth of the 
interview. Instead of very specific questioning, it allows discussion to flow freely, keeping with the themes set 
beforehand. Construction of questions along the interview taking place may differ in different interviews 
according to interviewee’s responses. 

Table 1: List of interviews 

 
To analyse collected data (table 1), an inductive thematic content analysis was performed. Insight from the 
interviews was used as a starting point for planning the second phase of the research. Patterns in uncertainty as 
a common theme in understanding the meaning of Futures Thinking for Business Model Innovation emerged at 
this point, and these findings were later confirmed by the second phase of the study. 
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In the second phase, in spring 2025, co-creational Futures workshop was organized with Hospitality field 
professionals in Espoo (Finland). Twenty Hospitality Field professionals were invited to participate through 
previous contacts in the field. 15 accepted the invitation to work together on futures canvas work and discussions. 
During the 2,5-hour long workshop, participants were divided into 4 teams in which they worked on two Futures 
Canvases (“Getting to grips with a trend” and “Foresight Zoo”) by Finnish innovation fund Sitra. Preliminary 
findings on phase 1 were confirmed, as this group also shared similar experiences, both in challenges and 
opportunities in combining Futures Thinking to Business Model Innovation activities. 

4. Findings 
4.1 Decision-Making in VUCA Environment in Hospitality Sector 

The central research question in the beginning of the study was: How Futures Thinking can support Hospitality 
Field companies in designing future proof Business Models? Examples from the Hospitality field and VUCA 
relevance to decision-making (table 2) show that practitioners in managerial positions encounter numerous 
challenges in decision-making in VUCA environment.  

Table 2: VUCA in Hospitality sector decision-making (composed by authors following Bennett and Lemoine, 
2014) 

 
Insights from the Hospitality Field express examples of real-life effects and manifest to decision-making (table 2). 
Volatility, quick and unpredictable changes challenge agility of decision-making. Ideally managers are to seek out 
possible solutions beforehand, to prepare possible future business challenges arising from the ever-changing 
environment. This challenges established routines and thinking. Decision-making chains must be realigned, and 
empowerment of more localised decision-making is to be enhanced. Experiences from the interviewees 
highlighted good experiences from COVID-19 in such changes. Uncertainty and need for speedy decision-making 
is another hurdle. Knowledge creation and transfer inside and outside of the company in various forms must be 
done in more efficient way. Interviewees highlighted the pressure of decision-making with limited access and 
understanding of the current situation. Digitalization, especially new platforms support knowledge transfer. 
Complexity has awakened managers to utilize power of multi-level relationships. Rather than working in silos, 
systems may create possibilities for new Business Model Innovation avenues. Trust is a key factor in these 
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endeavours. Change is not automatic; it requires a lot of time and trust between multiple stakeholders. Ambiguity 
may embrace inertia, which may become a barrier to Business Model Innovation decision-making. In VUCA world, 
managers are expected to hold new qualities such as open-mindedness, curiosity and tolerance to failures in fast 
experimentation. 

4.2 Barriers in Using Futures Thinking 

Findings from the interviews and co-creational Futures workshop created understanding of the topic from the 
point of view of Hospitality Field practitioners. In general, participants of this study were open-minded to the 
possibilities of combining Futures Thinking and Business Model Innovation processes and activities even though 
many had little experience in applying it at their workplace. 

“The future is interesting, but it is difficult to think 40 years ahead. The business environment may change 
radically even within a year.” - interviewee “k” 

“As far as I know, the future is not studied in any way, but assessments of the state of the economy and 
its weakening and recovery are monitored, because it directly affects the consumer's everyday life and 
thus consumption.” - interviewee “p” 

Several participants highlighted Futures Thinking to be intangible and difficult to understand, as companies are 
still tied to short-term projections with limited resources at hand to widen their perspective to distant Futures. 
Uncertainty may give a feeling of “storytelling”, Futures Thinking and Corporate Foresight are still something 
managers need professional guiding and training in. 

Furthermore, the second barrier are the financial resources needed to support the costs associated with 
platforms, materials, and professional orchestration and facilitation. To fully be supported by highest level of 
company executives, the gains must be presented when new investments are presented, as for example 
programs and professional training to Futures Thinking. Still, the challenge is that examining the Futures is not a 
short-term win approach, but it may prove to be well justified investment in the long run as companies are looking 
for competitive advantage. 

4.3 Futures Thinking and Business Model Innovation process model 

Findings of this research show that foresighting the future is an essential action in the business world. For that 
reason, managers must create new ways to build opportunities for using foresight methods beginning from the 
early stage of the business model innovation process. The following model illustrates how future thinking and 
business model innovation process can be linked. It introduces two phases: A) strategic and B) tactical. Companies 
must have a big picture of the future-oriented planning and also the practical implementation guidelines. In this 
process model there are five business development stages: 1) environmental scanning, 2) vision formulation, 3) 
knowledge alignment, 4) innovation implementation and 5) feedback and iteration (figure 1). 

 
Figure 1: Futures Thinking and Business Model Innovation process model (Vähänikkilä and Vakkuri 2025) 

The future thinking and business model innovation process model (figure 1) illustrates the action movement that 
is critical to enhance future business innovation. Futures Thinking and Business Model Innovation process model 
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is grounded on theoretical support of knowledge based theory of the firm (Grant, 1996) and dynamic capabilities 
theory (Teece at all, 1997). 

4.3.1 Strategic phase, stages 1-3 

This part consists of three essential stages that guides a company toward future-oriented decision-making. 1) 
Environmental Scanning in systematically observing and analysing external trends, drivers, and uncertainties that 
may affect the business. 2) Vision Formulation is creating a future vision based on insights from the environment. 
3) Knowledge Alignment is about internal knowledge, competencies, and resources to support the strategic 
vision. 

Business developing methods and tools for proceedings at strategic phase (A) has been divided to two sections, 
to traditional methods and future thinking methods. In this phase there are mentioned selected illustrative future 
thinking methods for each stage of the process. Traditional methods are more of management and market 
analysis approach to data gathering. Future thinking tools, on the other hand, are more oriented toward exploring 
uncertainties, envisioning alternative futures, and supporting strategic foresight. Companies use both traditional 
method tools like PESTEL analysis and future thinking tools like wild cards because they serve different but 
complementary purposes in strategic planning and foresight. Together, they help companies build resilient and 
agile strategies that consider both likely developments and surprising disruptions. 

The ability to use a future-oriented vision to understand and critically discuss potential scenarios is a key strategic 
competence in today’s business environment (Moritz, 2005). 

4.3.2 Tactical phase, stages 4-5 

The tactical phase (B) translates strategic intent into action and learning. It includes two key stages: 4) Innovation 
Implementation, which focuses on executing the innovation strategy by developing and launching new solutions, 
services, or processes within the organization. After implementation last stage is 5) Feedback and Iteration, where 
outcomes are monitored and evaluated. Feedback is used to refine, adapt, or scale the innovation, ensuring 
continuous improvement and responsiveness to change. This process is not usually a step-by-step process. 
Instead, it often involves going back and forth between stages, with overlaps along the way. In many cases, 
innovation becomes connected in everyday service practices, rather than being a separate or isolated activity. 

5. Conclusion 
Our research findings support earlier work by scholars such as Millar, Groth and Mahon (2018) in their findings 
of VUCA environment of being difficult to grasp and therefore action taking being difficult. Midst all the 
turbulence, collaboration and leadership are key factors in-organisation strategy building and business model 
innovation as stated by Ramus, Vaccaro and Brusoni (2017) and Bennett and Lemoine (2014). Fergnani (2022) 
explains corporate foresight to be a dynamic, firm-level capability and its importance should be spread across the 
organization – it is not on the agenda only for the top management. Several Futures Thinking and Foresight 
actions can be supported by staff members at all levels, such as Weak Signal spotting as an example. 
Our study highlighted two main barriers to adaptation of Futures Thinking. Based on the findings, Futures 
Thinking and Business Model Innovation process model was created. It adds new view to the ongoing academic 
discussion of Futures Thinking and Business Model Innovation by combining these two. This novel viewpoint also 
combines previously well examined theoretical base of dynamic capabilities and knowledge-based theory of the 
firm together with Futures Thinking and Business Model Innovation. A new process model with five stages is 
aimed at both scholars and practitioners introduces both “traditional” and modern Futures Thinking methods 
which can be of use in different phases of the process. Limitation of this study is a narrow research setting, 
focusing on solely to Hospitality Field companies. To further examine the possibilities for adapting the newly built 
model outside of the Hospitality Field, further research is to be carried out in economic sectors beyond 
hospitality. Also, empirical testing of the model needs to take place.  
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