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Praise for Possibility Sciences


“Possibility Sciences is an optimistic, energetic, innovative book. Buy it for anyone who wants to change the world and everyone who wants to understand why the world is so hard to change.”

[image: ] ANNE-MARIE SLAUGHTER, Bert G. Kerstetter ’66 University Professor Emerita of Politics and International Affairs at Princeton University

“The world faces large problems, and solving them requires breakthrough ideas—ideas that are made to happen. The tools available to us are remarkable and evolving fast. Yet the barriers to making bold ideas real have never been higher. In Possibility Sciences, Terry Young shows why our most ambitious visions keep shrinking to fit the systems around them—and gives us the discipline to change that. Not a book about ideation, but an architecture for endurance: how ideas stick, stack, and compound into reality. Read it if you’re serious about building the future, not just imagining it.”

[image: ] LAXMAN NARASIMHAN, Former CEO of Starbucks & Reckitt and Former Senior Partner of McKinsey & Company

“Possibility Sciences may read as romantic—even detached from the hard realities of business. inDrive’s story tells me the opposite. Born in the coldest city on earth, cut off for years from capital and outside resources, built on nothing but a mission to fight unfairness, we grew into a global leader in affordable mobility. We never followed this framework—it didn’t exist, and we moved by instinct and necessity. Yet reading Terry Young, I recognized our own path on many pages: mission held longer than any quarter, possibility built from scarcity rather than abundance, capability compounding until it outlived its founders. Terry named it—and made it teachable for the founders who come next. That is rare, and it is proof these ideas hold precisely where reality is hardest.”

[image: ] ARSEN TOMSKY, Founder & CEO of inDrive

“A must-read for any business leader who wants to leave an admirable legacy that stretches beyond a few glorious quarters. By creating and subsequently housing diverse innovation initiatives inside his Possibility Commons, Terry Young builds a structure for invention that cross-pollinates and expands exponentially for all those who choose to become Possibilians.”

[image: ] LYNNE GREENE, Former Global President of Estée Lauder Companies

“I have long admired Terry Young’s rare ability to see both the innovations our future requires and the hidden systems that keep them out of reach. At the heart of his work is a deeply human conviction: Possibility should expand who gets to imagine, build, and benefit from the future. In Possibility Sciences, Terry gives us language and architecture for turning bold ideas into durable, shared progress—grounded in culture, lived reality, and the communities they are intended to serve. He is building a vital new discipline for shaping a future in which human ingenuity can benefit us all.”

[image: ] JENNIFER BROWN, Wall Street Journal Bestselling Author, Keynote Speaker, and Author of The Shape of Change

“I have spent much of my life on one question: What are the conditions under which imagination can take hold, travel, and compound? It has never been a fashionable question. I believe it is the right one. Terry Young has taken it up with unusual seriousness, and this book is a real contribution. He treats imagination not as a spark to wait for, but as something we can cultivate and structure. Infrastructure, he calls it. Look at it that way, and much about how innovation works—or fails to—comes into focus. Terry has always read weak signals early, before the rest of us have language for them. I saw it firsthand years ago, in the daily culture briefings at sparks & honey, where he had built something more interesting than the labels around it suggested. What he offers here is not a set of answers. It is a way of asking sharper questions—about how imagination becomes real and why it so often does not. And then a way of turning those questions into ways forward that can become a practice. That is the harder task, and the more useful one.”

[image: ] JOHN SEELY BROWN (JSB), Chief of Confusion; Former Co-Chairman, Deloitte Center for the Edge, and Chief Scientist, Xerox

“We are attempting to navigate a century of compounding complexity using institutional systems designed for a simpler, slower era. The resulting ‘Possibility Gap’ is not a failure of human imagination but of antiquated infrastructure. In this book, Terry Young outlines a disciplined framework that treats imagination not purely as an unpredictable spark, but as a structured, reusable, and measurable asset. By integrating system dynamics, collective intelligence, and open governance, Possibility Sciences provides a blueprint for building collaborative platforms like the Possibility Commons and implementing long-horizon, positive-sum ‘Return on Future’ metrics. This grounded, systematic approach ensures our most ambitious ideas survive contact with reality and accumulate across generations.”

[image: ] DR. VIVIENNE MING, Author of Robot-Proof, CEO of SOCOS, and Chief Scientist of Possibility Sciences

“I’ve seen firsthand Terry Young’s remarkable ability to help people see opportunities where others see obstacles. Possibility Sciences captures the wisdom, optimism, and curiosity that define his work, challenging readers to rethink what is possible and giving them the courage to act. It’s a must-read for anyone who is brave enough to unleash their full creative potential.”

[image: ] CARRIE MORGRIDGE, CEO and Cofounder of Morgridge Family Foundation and Author of Every Gift Matters, The Spirit of the Trail, and Courage Money

“Possibility Sciences isn’t simply a new way to innovate; it’s a blueprint for expanding who gets to shape the future. Terry Young argues that the future shouldn’t be built by a privileged few. In Possibility Sciences, he offers the architecture for creating the institutions, capabilities, and culture that enable every community to shape and lead the future.”

[image: ] PAUL E. BUTLER, Interim CEO and President and Chief Transformation Officer of New America

“Terry Young brilliantly reframes the central challenge of our age: not generating new ideas, but building the conditions for those ideas to flourish. Possibility Sciences is a compelling blueprint for entrepreneurs, investors, and leaders determined to turn bold possibilities into reality.”

[image: ] DAVID BEATTY, Angel Investor and Cofounder of Gaingels

“Possibility Sciences argues that true value lies in expanding our capacity to create over time with deeply integrated systems, rather than simply maximizing today’s returns. Through the lens of zero-waste innovation, Terry Young explains how shelved initiatives, setbacks, and abandoned ideas can still become building blocks for long-term progress. From corporate leaders to policymakers to teachers, this is an essential read for anyone seeking practical tools to transform possibility into lasting impact.”

[image: ] GERALDINE MORIBA, Founder and Former Executive at CNN, NBC News, theGrio

“I have been fortunate along my journey in human performance to work across numerous advanced innovation labs, elite sports programs, organizational and military performance systems—and both participate in and study moonshot moments along the way. As such, I’ve come to recognize the organizational and systemic patterns that explain why a moonshot may succeed, but more likely, why they usually fail. Possibility Sciences names exactly what we see play out again and again: the gap between what a team or system is truly capable of and what its incentives will actually let it pursue. Terry Young has achieved something quite exquisite: He explains why bold ambitions so often get ground down by the systems around them, and then provides an actual architecture to overcome these obstacles—Return on Future, Zero-Waste Innovation, and the Possibility Commons are pragmatic doctrines to help understand and solve for some of society’s greatest challenges. Quite simply, he has delivered an operating model for keeping a moonshot alive long enough to become real. At a moment when short-termism is arguably the single biggest constraint on progress, this is the framework the field has been missing.”

[image: ] ANDY WALSHE, Human Performance Leader, Founding Partner and Cofounder of Liminal Collective, and Former Red Bull High Performance Director

“Terry Young has a name for what I see every day at Family Equality—and what I’ve lived myself: the ‘Possibility Gap,’ the space between what’s possible for a family and what our systems are willing to recognize. His chapter on IVF resonates deeply because I’ve lived it, not just watched it unfold for the families we serve. I’ve seen families built through science, the courts, and sheer persistence, often years before society was ready to fully recognize them. Possibility Sciences doesn’t just diagnose that gap with rare precision—it offers a practical framework for closing it. Anyone trying to build something the world isn’t ready for yet should read this book.”

[image: ] DARRA GORDON, CEO of Family Equality

“In Possibility Sciences, Terry Young offers a powerful new discipline for navigating an era of unprecedented change. His insights on innovation, human–AI partnership, and institutional design provide a road map for leaders seeking to create lasting value in an increasingly complex world. A thought-provoking and timely contribution to the future of leadership and innovation.”

[image: ] SANJAY PUROHIT, CEO and Chief Curator of the Centre for Exponential Change
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For Xavier and Kennedy.

May you never confuse the world you inherit with the world that is possible.
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Prologue [image: ] The Way of the Explorer: Welcome to Possibility Sciences and Why This Book Matters


Over the years, I have come to think of myself as an experience collector. I have always been drawn to unfamiliar people, unfamiliar places, and unfamiliar ways of understanding the world. This showed up in small ways and big ones: in long walks through New York, where I would smell incense rising from a sidewalk altar, hear three languages in half a block, pass a drag queen eating halal beside a finance executive on a conference call, and feel the city constantly remixing worlds that might otherwise have stayed separate. Looking back, I can see that exploration was never just about movement for me. It was a way of stepping outside whatever reality I had started to mistake for the only one. It was a way of loosening the hold of assumptions I had inherited so quietly I barely knew they were there.

I felt that most clearly when I arrived in Kazakhstan. For my first three months of Peace Corps training, I lived in the Tian Shan mountains with a single mother and her three children in a two-room apartment about the size of a small New York studio with no hot water. I did not speak Kazakh. They did not speak English. By any ordinary measure, we should have felt far apart. And in some ways, we were. But on that first night, as my host mother pushed a plate of beshbarmak toward me, I smiled. When I tasted it, she smiled back. The room filled with pointing, laughing, and the improvised gestures people reach for when language fails but goodwill fills the void. I still remember the relief of that moment, the way a little warmth moved through the room and made strangers feel less like strangers. Our differences were still there, but our shared humanity was much more noticeable.

Even getting to Kazakhstan required a kind of surrender. I was thirty-two when I left for the Peace Corps, in the middle of my career, old enough to understand what I was walking away from. I sold my car on eBay, packed up my belongings, left my job as an executive, and went to a country I knew almost nothing about. From the outside, it may have looked impractical, even destabilizing. In some ways it was. But the decision came from a deeper place in me. The corporate world had fed my ambition, but it had also begun to cage my curiosity. I could feel myself becoming more accomplished by conventional measures while also becoming more contained by routines, expectations, and inherited definitions of success that left less room for surprise, experimentation, and genuine discovery. Some people rushed toward sex, drugs, or adrenaline to feel more alive. I pushed into the unknown. I needed the stretch of unfamiliar conditions and the humility of not knowing. I needed to interrupt the momentum of a life that could easily have become a well-managed hamster wheel, where efficiency replaces inquiry and repetition is easily mistaken for progress.

What I found was a deeper understanding of what real change requires. I learned that material obsession is nearly ubiquitous when you are living inside a culture organized around it, but it’s not actually what humans are wired to care about. What is far more universal is our instinct to care, to protect, to share, to laugh, to make room for one another, to create warmth even among scarcity.

I also began to understand something that would later become central to my work: Every community and institution has an official structure and an underlying reality. Every inherited system carries a paradigm inside it, a set of assumptions—usually unstated—about what is normal, what is valuable, what is worth funding, what is too risky, and what cannot be questioned. Most people spend their lives adapting to that paradigm. Far fewer learn how to see it. Fewer still learn how to identify the leverage points that might shift it.

That kind of perception rarely comes from staying comfortable inside the frame. It comes from moving between worlds, from seeing how people with diverse backgrounds live in different environments, and from zooming out far enough to recognize the larger logic organizing their choices. The longer I moved across distinct settings, from corporate environments to the Peace Corps, from systems organized around acceleration to communities shaped by scarcity and interdependence, the more I began to see the same pattern:


Bold human possibility was everywhere, but the systems meant to carry it forward were too often narrow, too brittle, or built for other purposes.



This is why the mindset of the explorer (and the ethos of lifelong learning that comes with it) matters so deeply to moonshot innovation and Possibility Sciences—and the word possibility matters here because this book will generate new possibilities for you in how you view and participate in innovation as a professional, as well as a citizen seeking to see and help shape a better world.

That recognition of human potential being constrained by systems not designed to support it followed me into the rest of my career. Over more than two decades working across innovation and transformation at McKinsey & Company, on Madison Avenue, in the Peace Corps, and later at sparks & honey (the cultural strategy firm I founded), I saw how often ambition is translated, inhibited, or lost. I worked with Fortune 500 companies, policy organizations, nonprofits, and civic institutions, each offering a different view into the same underlying problem. The issue was rarely a lack of ideas. In many cases, ideas were plentiful. The real problem was that the systems surrounding them were not built to preserve, develop, and advance bold possibilities.

The language of Possibility Sciences began to take shape most explicitly during my years at sparks & honey, where for more than a decade, I led an organization that studied culture, innovation, and systemic change. That work helped seed many of the questions behind this book, but the framework that follows extends well beyond any one company or chapter of my career. It reflects a larger attempt to understand why some ideas gain traction while others disappear, why progress compounds in some settings and resets in others, and what kinds of structures are required if breakthroughs are to become more than isolated events. In the chapters ahead, I explain why architecture for ideas is important and help make that architecture more visible, including the combinatorial nature of innovation, the stackability of breakthroughs over time, and the need for a Possibility Commons that allows knowledge and capability to accumulate rather than continually reset.

Over time, I came to believe that the challenge before us is larger than innovation in the conventional sense. It isn’t simply how to generate novel ideas, predict the future more effectively, or move faster inside existing institutions. The challenge we must address is how to build systems capable of holding, testing, refining, and scaling bold possibilities without prematurely shrinking them to fit inherited constraints.

That realization became the seed of this book.

Possibility Sciences begins with a simple but consequential recognition: The future is not shaped only by the quality of our ideas but also by the conditions that determine whether those ideas can survive, accumulate, and become real.

This is the significance of the explorer’s mindset. It doesn’t simply expose us to difference but rather teaches us to see where transformation becomes possible. This book builds on that sensibility to offer a clearer language, a more rigorous way of seeing, and a set of tools for understanding how bold dreams move from imagination into reality—and why so many dreams are lost before they ever become reality. Let me introduce you to the origins of Possibility Sciences and the framework it offers for reimagining innovation on a global, historic, and—forgive the hubris—civilizational scale.






Introduction [image: ] The Science of Breakthrough Innovations and Making Them Stick


I remember the meeting so vividly that it might as well have been filmed.

A cross-functional team of executives had just laid out a genuinely bold idea, the kind that did not just tweak a product but reimagined an entire category. For a few minutes, the usual choreography of corporate life broke down. The side conversations died out. A senior leader who rarely showed enthusiasm stood up and began sketching on a whiteboard. For a brief stretch, the room behaved as though a different future might actually be within reach.

Then the familiar gravity returned.

Someone asked what it would do to the quarter’s margin. Someone else wanted to know which business unit would “own” the upside. A finance leader reminded us that the capital plan for the next three years was already spoken for. Legal flagged brand risk. Operations asked whether we could pilot the idea in one city instead of five.

By the end of the hour, the original idea was gone, or close enough. In its place was a version the existing system could digest: smaller, safer, easier to absorb into an already authorized road map. The future we had glimpsed was technically still alive but reduced to a scale the system could tolerate.

What stayed with me wasn’t just the decision itself, but the expressions on people’s faces afterward. No one looked surprised or angry. We packed our bags, checked our phones, and moved to the next meeting as though this were the natural order of things. I didn’t recognize at the time that I’d just witnessed a crisis of innovation.

For years, I told myself this was simply how serious organizations worked. Time and again, I watched ambitious possibilities surface, expand the room for a moment, and then get reduced to something smaller and safer. People learned what the existing system could absorb and tried to do something meaningful inside that frame.



The Problem Isn’t a Lack of Imagination


The reality of scaled-back dreams was reinforced over and over when I led sparks & honey. We created the company around a simple premise: Culture wasn’t a soft signal at the edges of strategy but rather one of the most powerful early-warning systems organizations had for understanding change. We worked with public and private institutions trying to make sense of cultural change and place bets on new territories of innovation across short-, medium-, and long-term horizons. Along the way, we partnered with organizations ranging from Fortune 500 companies to universities, nonprofits, and public institutions, including Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA), PepsiCo, Humana, and the World Economic Forum.

One aspect of the work we did was helping leaders ask a deceptively simple question: “What kind of world are we actually moving into, and what would it take to act inside it?” Toward that end, we held daily sessions we called culture briefings, where people from radically different backgrounds and disciplines came together to interpret what was emerging. Scientists, strategists, technologists, artists, activists, business leaders, and community voices sat in the same room and examined the world from very different vantage points. Standing in the middle of those sessions often felt like being inside a living model of the global mind. We tracked emerging technologies, scientific discoveries, social behaviors, spiritual revivals, edge cultures, climate anomalies, and cross-border movement: anything and everything.

Over the course of more than twenty thousand hours of culture briefings, we tracked early signals and watched them swirl into patterns. It became clear to me that imagination was accelerating. The screens at sparks & honey were filled with breakthroughs: a promising health technology, a new democratic practice, a climate adaptation model, a leap in artificial intelligence, a community-led experiment gaining momentum. None of this was unusual in isolation.

What felt unusual was the growing sense that many of these breakthrough ideas were headed toward the same fate. Too many would become headlines rather than bottom lines: discussed once, admired briefly, and then left without a path to execution strong enough to survive budgets, governance, institutional memory, or time.

That pattern taught me something I could not unsee. Innovation wasn’t failing because people lacked imagination. Nor was it failing because of something people did wrong, though oftentimes the person or group who came up with a phenomenal idea felt that way. They wondered if there was something they could have done—made a better argument, explained the idea in a better way—that would have made a difference. The sad truth is that there was nothing they could have done because the problem wasn’t with them.

When viewed at a macro level, the lesson became obvious: In our current world, innovation is shaped less by bravery than by incentives. And in most organizations, incentives are structured to contain risk more reliably than they reward courage. All these human beings carrying vivid personal visions of what could be were living within systems calibrated to keep those visions dormant. Time horizons, reporting structures, capital allocation processes, governance mechanisms, and cultural reflexes all lean toward what can be proven quickly, measured cleanly, and executed predictably. As those systems optimize for certainty, they push breakthrough ideas into a kind of institutional sleep: latent, fragile, and difficult to realize.

In short, the world was generating more possibility than our systems knew how to hold.


The widening distance between what humanity can imagine and what our systems are actually designed to deliver is what I call the Possibility Gap.



We are attempting to navigate a century of accelerating complexity with systems designed for a slower, simpler age, and incremental refinement cannot rebuild cracked foundations.

This realization became the pivot point in my career. Once I recognized the underlying design, I could see its fingerprints everywhere: in how governments allocate research funding, in how venture capital structures ambition, in how corporations assess risk, and in how our culture defines success. The real failure was structural.





How Did We Reach This Point of Stalled Ambition?


We can see and feel the mismatch between accelerating complexity and outdated systems in ways like this:


	Shortening of time horizons as quarterly performance eclipses generational resilience

	The corrosive tone of public debate, where disagreement devolves into contempt

	Erosion of trust in institutions that once commanded broad legitimacy

	Climate systems pushed toward instability

	Governments strained by disinformation

	Public health infrastructures exposed as fragile under pressure

	The narrowing of belonging itself, as identities, histories, and rights are too often compressed to fit political convenience

	The repeated reflex to extract immediate value even when we know the deeper bill will come due later



What we are living through is not a series of isolated crises, but the convergence of long-accumulating stresses—economic, ecological, technological, political, and cultural—interacting at once.


The strain we feel in our time is the interest payment on decades of short-horizon reflexes.



For years, we optimized for efficiency over resilience, for speed over stewardship, and for performance metrics that could be proven quickly rather than capacities that compound slowly. Economist Raj Chetty, whose research has shown how profoundly opportunity is shaped by place, policy, and institutional design, has demonstrated with unusual precision that life trajectories are never merely individual stories. They are structured by the systems around them, which means the erosion of long-term capacity is never abstract. It determines whose potential is cultivated, whose is deferred, and whose disappears altogether.

Those optimization choices weren’t irrational, and in many ways they produced extraordinary growth and wealth. Still, they were never designed to steward accelerating complexity, which is why the systems built around them are now straining under pressures they were never meant to absorb. This century, therefore, requires a different operating logic, one that treats imagination as infrastructure rather than afterthought.

Imagination functions as infrastructure when it is remembered, rehearsed, and made reusable rather than repeatedly rediscovered and lost. Early space exploration, at its best, offered a glimpse of this: not imagination as spectacle, but imagination supported by institutions able to preserve learning, rehearse complexity, and carry knowledge forward from one mission to the next. That is very different from systems organized primarily for short-term extraction or narrow gain, where discovery is hoarded, fragmented, or allowed to dissipate. When ideas accumulate and compound instead of evaporating between funding cycles, imagination becomes a durable asset rather than a fleeting spark.

That recognition points toward a different field of inquiry.


Possibility Sciences is the study of how imagination becomes reality and why it so often does not. It draws on systems thinking, social and behavioral sciences, exponential technologies, design thinking, AI and computer science, network theory, and public interest technology. It isn’t a discipline of prediction, nor merely a theory of innovation, but a new practice of designing the conditions under which bold ideas can endure, compound, and become real.



The core claim of this book is simple but nonnegotiable:


We must replace systems that are no longer fit for accelerating change, compounding uncertainty and converging crises. Incremental reform cannot repair foundations designed for a different era. The task before us is redesign.



This book asks a different question from the one innovation theory has traditionally emphasized, shifting the focus away from what we should invent next and toward the conditions that must exist if imagination is to survive contact with reality.

To take that task seriously, we need to understand four things: (1) how breakthroughs truly emerge, (2) why they stall inside existing systems, (3) how incentives, governance, culture, and capital determine what becomes real, and (4) what it would take to build structures capable of compounding possibility rather than suppressing it.

Possibility Sciences is an emerging field of practice, still in its formative stage rather than a settled academic discipline. This book offers a starting point for its shared language and architecture, drawing together patterns I began seeing across science, technology, education, and civic and commercial life. Many people are already working on pieces of it: scientists expanding the boundaries of discovery, technologists building new forms of intelligence infrastructure, educators rethinking how people learn, civic leaders redesigning institutions, entrepreneurs turning ideas into scalable systems, and communities experimenting with new ways to solve complex problems. What has been missing is a way to see these efforts as part of a larger discipline: one that links scattered work, makes it more scalable, and gives practitioners a shared architecture for collaboration so knowledge and capability can compound over time.

This book gives that emerging discipline a name, a structure, and a set of principles, tools, and metrics others can test, challenge, apply, refine, and build upon. Possibility Sciences begins with a simple premise: Breakthroughs alone are not enough. Lasting progress requires systems that allow knowledge, capability, imagination, and learning to accumulate over time. My hope is that Possibility Sciences moves from these pages into practice as a new way to tackle our most complex challenges and build breakthroughs worthy of a more abundant future. Like any discipline in its formative period, it will evolve as new practitioners apply its ideas, share what they learn, and help encode its principles into the systems, institutions, and practices that shape everyday life.

The purpose of this book is to describe the emerging architecture clearly enough that others can build upon it. The broader goal is to make three realities harder to ignore:


	First, there are countless bold dreams that have gone dormant: Innovative thinking has had to be put aside, both in yourself and in the systems around you.

	Second, the failure of those dreams does not rest solely on individuals. Over the past five decades, our systems have been wired (consciously or not) to narrow ambition, suppress possibility, and reward forms of innovation that stay safely within the rails.

	Third, the only way out of this trap is to reinvent and rewrite our systems so we can unlock futures that create commercial value, societal  resilience, ethical coherence, and greater room for human imagination to shape what comes next.



Once you start to notice these patterns, you can’t unsee them. And once you see them, you will start to wonder what can be done to change the operating conditions that shape when and how bold dreams become reality. That’s how it has been for other Possibilians and me.

A Possibilian is someone who chooses to explore what it will take to make our boldest dreams real, refusing to let current constraints define the limits of what is possible. Possibilians are researchers, builders, executives, educators, technologists, investors, and civic leaders working across the institutions that shape society. Together, they form a growing cross-sector community developing the language, methods, and systems needed to make bold ideas buildable. Early gatherings reflected that breadth. In one inaugural cohort, participants from across fields (including Dr. Vivienne Ming, theoretical neuroscientist, author, and inventor; Sanjay Purohit, CEO and chief curator at the Centre for Exponential Change; and Geraldine Moriba, filmmaker, journalist, and nonprofit executive) came together to name moonshots, surface systemic barriers, and begin shaping a common language for possibility. What connects Possibilians is a commitment to turning possibility into practice: preserving learning, testing bold ideas, and building the systems that allow breakthroughs to become real and repeatable. In that sense, they are among the first designers and pioneers of Possibility Sciences.

This book helps give that emerging field clearer language, stronger structure, and a set of frameworks, tools, and sensibilities others can build with. It is organized into six sections.

Section I, The Case for a New Innovation Infrastructure, explains why many existing systems struggle to deliver breakthroughs at the scale and speed now required. It explores the innovation trap, where efficiency and short-term incentives simulate progress while suppressing long-horizon work. Also, it examines the moonshot paradox, in which bold ideas are celebrated rhetorically but starved in practice. This section concludes with a deeper exploration of the Possibility Gap.

Section II, Welcome to the Age of Possibility, introduces the principles, methods, and tools that constitute the field. It describes how imagination can be cultivated as a repeatable capability, examines the design levers that support creative and systems thinking, and introduces frameworks such as zero-waste innovation and Return on Future, which offer new ways to value long-term impact and activate dormant dreams.

Sections III through VI explore the four dimensions of Possibility Sciences: its foundations, its platforms, its mechanisms for mobilization, and the pursuit of systemic activation.

The book concludes with an epilogue that returns the work to the reader, moving from diagnosis to invitation and asking what it means to begin practicing Possibility Sciences in the places where the future is already being shaped. That invitation extends beyond the book; the Possibility Sciences website and the resources collected in the closing pages provide ways to follow the discipline as it develops and to take part in the work.

Possibility Sciences has emerged in response to a civilizational inflection point. Many of the challenges now confronting us exceed the capacity of the systems designed to manage them. We feel this failure, see its effects, and live its consequences every day. This is not a historical moment that can be met through incremental innovation alone because the scale of the pressures in front of us calls for structural redesign.

Throughout this book, you will encounter illustrations and scenarios that extend imagination beyond current constraints. These examples are not predictions. Nor are they simply case studies of past performance. They are structural views into how different choices, system designs, and enabling infrastructure expand what becomes achievable over time. As with any structural transformation, the necessary systems must often be built before outcomes can be reliably measured. The focus of this book is therefore less on documenting results after the fact than on designing the conditions that make bolder, more humane, and more generative futures structurally possible.

Redesigning core systems is not the work of a single thinker, institution, or generation. It requires a field of practitioners capable of reshaping how value is created, legitimacy is earned, risk is distributed, and the future is governed, and then turning that reimagined future into reality. Possibility Sciences is an open discipline, taking shape through the work of researchers, builders, civic leaders, and communities experimenting with new forms of knowledge infrastructure and institutional design.

Once you’ve read this book, I hope you’ll walk away with a clearer understanding of this emerging field of Possibility Sciences and feel excited by the potential for change that we could all convert into reality. More than ever, we need Possibility Sciences: a discipline that helps people, institutions, and communities imagine, test, and build the systems that redefine the future.






[image: Section I: The Case for a New Innovation Infrastructure]



Why today’s systems can’t deliver the breakthroughs we need


“A small shift in one thing can produce big changes in everything.”

Donella Meadows, the pioneering environmental scientist and systems thinker who coauthored The Limits to Growth and later wrote the influential essay “Leverage Points: Places to Intervene in a System,” used this idea describe a core insight of systems thinking: Change the rule or the design of a system and the entire system changes, far more than if you push harder on its visible symptoms. I’ve seen this repeatedly across sectors: Breakthroughs rarely come from doing more; they come from changing where we intervene. They come from rewriting the structures that keep certain futures asleep.

But before we can propose a new discipline or build a new operating system for innovation, we have to understand why our current systems so reliably convert grand ambitions into modest adjustments. In this part of the book, I’ll look at structural factors that conspire to turn breakthrough ideas into incremental advances.


	Chapter 1: Movement Without Progress goes into more depth about how our bias for innovation today is trapped by a system that turns bold ideas into short-term, limited gains.

	Chapter 2: The Moonshot Paradox explores the dichotomy between how the world used to operate to accomplish moonshots (including actually reaching the moon) and why such broadscale collaborations are nearly impossible today because of risk concentration, high up-front costs, and missing incentives.

	Chapter 3: Closing the Possibility Gap defines the difference between what our tools and knowledge make possible and what our systems can achieve (Possibility Gap) and looks at what needs to happen to make the mining of imagination a natural outcome rather than a rare occurrence.









Chapter 1 [image: ] Movement Without Progress How Incrementalism Creates an Innovation Trap


The machinery of modern innovation never stops humming, yet most of it circles the territory we already understand. Somewhere along the way, we started confusing constant motion with meaningful progress.

In this chapter, I’ll explore what currently passes for innovation and the structural habits that create motion without innovation, discuss how measuring immediate attention has won out over measuring future impact, and describe the price we’re all paying for focusing on incrementalism.



Three Structural Habits of Incrementalism That Keep Us Trapped


Beneath the dashboards, demo days, and hackathons that epitomize modern management lie deeper operating reflexes built for efficiency rather than exploration. These reflexes have become habits baked into an organization’s operations that prevent the flourishing of a truly innovative culture. They emphasize short-term incentives, establish work boundaries with silos and turf, and reward efficiency over exploration. Let me explain.



Habit 1: Short-Term Incentives


When compressed timelines becomes the norm, three distortions follow.


	First, learning fragments.

	Second, incentives drift toward visible output.

	Third, capacity erodes while performance appears stable.



Under these conditions, even well-intentioned leaders behave predictably. They optimize for what is measured and prioritize what is urgent. Benefits that compound slowly are deferred or ignored.

Unfortunately, the structures that influence these behaviors exist across all sectors. Here are examples of short-term incentives in three different contexts:


Corporate time horizons. Public companies are increasingly managed to the rhythm of investor calls and earnings beats. In the United States, many CEOs operate inside a compressed leadership window: in the Russell 3000, departing CEO tenure rebounded in 2025 to a median of 5.3 years after a sharp trough, while nearly 40 percent of S&P 1500 CEOs who left in 2025 departed within their first five years. Executive compensation reinforces that compression. Public-company pay packages are heavily shaped by incentive compensation, equity awards, and stock price performance, which can pull managerial attention toward the market’s near-term judgment. The result is a form of strategic narrowing. Projects that can lift margins, defend earnings per share (EPS), or expand market share by the next quarter rise to the top, while multiyear investments in infrastructure, R&D, materials science, grid modernization, or climate adaptation are easier to defer as “noncore.” The pattern isn’t merely anecdotal. A landmark study of more than 400 financial executives found that firms were willing to sacrifice long-term economic value to meet short-run earnings targets and that many managers would avoid even positive long-term investments if they risked missing quarterly consensus expectations. In boardrooms, I have heard leaders speak passionately about the world they want their children to inherit, and then return, moments later, to slideware that makes no space for those longer-horizon dreams.

Venture capital cycles. Startups, often treated as the natural engines of disruption, operate under similar time pressure. Most venture funds are ten-year vehicles, with investors expecting liquidity within five to seven years. That design choice matters. It structurally favors companies that can scale and exit quickly, usually through acquisition by incumbents, rather than those that grow steadily and independently over decades. Founders are coached to optimize for valuation milestones instead of societal outcomes. The result is an ecosystem biased toward features that monetize attention or convenience rather than









Habit 2: Silos and Turf















Habit 3: Efficiency over Exploration














The Pattern Beneath the Habits







When Breakthroughs Meet the Machine












Incrementalism Compounded by Algorithms of Attention




















AI and the Automation of Incrementalism




	Digital logistics. Uber’s ETA models and DoorDash’s dispatch systems are remarkable feats of prediction and optimization, using machine learning to improve matching, routing, and delivery timing at scale. They reduce friction inside existing last-mile systems, but they do not, by themselves, redesign the larger urban, labor, or energy structures in which those systems operate.

	Smart contracts and compliance. Generative models now triage contracts, flag clauses, and suggest redlines in seconds. Procurement moves faster, but the commercial model stays static. The productivity gain accrues to the process, not to the partnership.

	Healthcare administration. AI scribes, coding tools, and scheduling systems can return time to clinicians by drafting notes, processing forms, reducing documentation burden, and freeing them to spend more time with patients. Those gains are real, but many of the fastest-adopted tools still sit closer to workflow efficiency than to the harder work of expanding preventive care, continuity, or diagnostic access at a population scale.

	Coding copilots. AI assistants can accelerate routine development and reduce time spent on repetitive tasks. But when foundational work is increasingly bypassed, some of the apprenticeship through which junior engineers build judgment risks becoming narrower.

	Electric vehicles. EVs are a real technological advance, but when inserted into the same car-dependent mobility system, they often improve propulsion more than they redesign transport. Emissions may fall per vehicle while congestion, sprawl, and induced travel remain largely intact.

	Engagement algorithms. Recommender systems on short-video platforms are extraordinary feats of machine learning, but their objective is attention extraction, not collective advancement.

















Aftershocks of a Pandemic






	Risk compression. Boards and budget committees rewrote their playbooks around continuity and cost control. Exploration budgets were relabeled as “nonessential,” and scenario planning collapsed into crisis response. The central question shifted from “What could we build next?” to “How do we avoid losing?”

	Metric myopia. Dashboards multiplied. Daily KPIs replaced multiyear missions, and teams managed volatility instead of purpose. When volatility is treated as the primary villain, optimization steps into the role of hero, with tight loops, small bets, and fast, shallow “wins.”

	Talent depletion. Burnout, attrition, and care burdens drained creative and strategic bandwidth. Senior decision-makers became throughput managers, responsible for keeping the machine running. Junior talent learned to ship quickly, not to explore deeply. Organizational memory thinned as people cycled out, and with it so did the tacit knowledge that real breakthroughs require.

	Trust fragmentation. Public discourse polarized. Institutions argued over facts, timelines, and even the nature of truth. In low-trust environments, ambitious, cross-sector experiments struggle to secure legitimacy, let alone patient funding.










The Opportunity Cost of Incrementalism and Optimization




	Longevity and health span. The United States spent $5.3 trillion on healthcare in 2024, yet preventive care has represented only a sliver of total spending, (2.9 percent in one widely cited estimate) even though prevention, early diagnostics, and healthy aging could extend years of healthy, functional life. Cost curves have driven hospitals and large healthcare company CEOs to focus on avoiding hospitalizations and reducing chronic disease expenses, sucking resources from overall disease prevention.

	Health research. Depending on the dataset and definition, studies have found that roughly one-third to one-half of clinical trial results are delayed, unpublished, or never reported, wasting public investment and slowing the therapies that could save lives.

	Infrastructure. The American Society of Civil Engineers gave US infrastructure a C in 2025, even as GDP rises and markets celebrate quarterly growth.
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