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				Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.

				—JAMES BALDWIN

				That’s a problem for future Homer. Man, I don’t envy that guy.

				—HOMER SIMPSON

			

		

	
		
			PREFACE

			One summer morning several years ago, I went for a hike in the Hudson Valley, an idyllic landscape of wooded hills and wide pastures along the Hudson River just north of New York City. A trail took me through a meadow where I spotted a red-tailed hawk soaring overhead, and past a waterfall whose banks teemed with ferns. The next day, I returned to Washington, D.C., where I was living, and noticed a rash on the back of my leg. It was itchy and crimson, and a bump at the center looked like a spider bite.

			I snapped a photo with my phone and made a mental note to get the rash checked by a doctor. At the time, I was working sixteen-hour days and rushing from deadline to deadline on little sleep: As silly as it might sound, the thought of taking an hour to go to a clinic seemed out of the question. Weeks went on, and the rash faded from my skin and my memory.

			Eight months later, my knee swelled to the size of a grapefruit, and I discovered I had a bad case of Lyme disease that would take months to treat. I spent a brutal winter in Boston on crutches. I injected myself with a daily IV drip of medication until I finally got better. The tick that had bitten me that day in the woods had not left a telltale bull’s-eye—but I actually knew that this was common. Years before, as a science journalist, I had written articles about the spread of Lyme disease. I knew that the Hudson Valley counties had the highest infection rates in the country.

			Why had I chosen to ignore the warning signs? As I recovered, the question haunted me. The minor inconvenience of seeing a doctor right after my hiking trip—to treat the infection before it spread—could have spared me months of pain, and what turned out to be permanent knee damage. Or I could have just taken the precaution of wearing bug repellent and protective clothing.

			As much as I knew about the disease, however, I just couldn’t see myself ever getting it. I had gone on hundreds of hikes and had never had a tick bite, let alone any kind of infection. Outdoors, in my teens and twenties, I had been something of a daredevil—jumping off seaside cliffs, climbing trees, scaling steep rock faces. I suffered from delusions of invincibility.

			I know I’m not alone in having made a mistake like this. Nor am I alone in feeling the subsequent regret. Anyone who has ever tried to warn a friend against dating someone bound to break her heart—or told a teenage driver not to speed—knows the pattern. It’s a curious glitch in human behavior: Smart people make reckless decisions, despite clear warnings.

			This conundrum is something I have faced not just in my personal life but also in my work. In one way or the other, for the past fifteen years, I’ve tried to warn people about threats that lie ahead. When I was a journalist, I wrote articles that alerted the public to the coming dangers of pandemics and wildfires, of what would happen to farms when reservoirs dried up. I teach college students at MIT how to do what I do—share scientific information with wider audiences for the sake of helping them make better decisions about the future.

			The stakes got especially high when I went to work in the White House in 2013, where my job was to convince mayors, business leaders, and homeowners that they should get ready for a future of rising seas and deadly heat waves, of persistent droughts and biblical floods.

			As I did this work, I often found myself failing to persuade people to take action. I got stuck in the same place over and over, as if I were running into a traffic jam no matter the route I took: Like me, most people didn’t think much about distant consequences when making decisions. Families bought houses because the mortgage payments were low today, not weighing the downstream cost of flood damage. Food company executives boosted immediate profits for their shareholders rather than investing to protect farms from later droughts. Politicians, of course, spent far more energy plotting reelection that year than protecting their city or state for the next ten years.

			I couldn’t really blame any of them, because their decisions made perfect sense to them at the time. And I knew I wasn’t any better at heeding warning signs myself.

			For decades, I’ve watched communities learn about perils the hard way—by living through them. Only when severe droughts struck California and Cape Town, South Africa, and floods submerged Houston and Mumbai did residents and leaders in those places take the costs of such foreseeable disasters seriously. It was not just a matter of heeding warnings but of people, businesses, and communities being able to deeply consider the future consequences of the decisions they made every day.

			We live in an era when, more than ever, we need to make smart choices for the future—for ourselves and for future generations. We are living far longer than our grandparents, our life spans waxing beyond our imaginations and retirement plans. We have tools to edit the traits of human embryos and to build intelligent machines—technologies that will redefine what it is to be human for coming generations. And we’re shaping the planet’s weather patterns for the next century in ways that may well destroy crops, drown coastal cities, and displace millions of people. To stave off deadly pandemics or stop the worst of climate change, we have to place a lot more value on what happens in our own future and that of people distant from us in time.

			I call ours a reckless age—but not because we are somehow worse or weaker than our predecessors. Rather, the need has never been greater for a civilization to think ahead, because the stakes have never been higher. A world population of seven billion that has the power to put robots on Mars and invent new species can shape the future of humanity on an unprecedented scale, and with longer-lasting impact. At the same time, we have unparalleled knowledge—the ability to detect the warning signs of disaster more clearly than our forebears and to see the legacy of our choices—whether it’s the half-life of radioactive waste or how pollution today kills off coral reefs tomorrow. The people who died in ancient Pompeii, by contrast, were not much wiser to danger than the dinosaurs that were wiped out by the Chicxulub meteorite. When you don’t see catastrophe coming, you can’t be called reckless. That’s just misfortune.

			In our lives, each of us has witnessed people making shortsighted decisions. A voter stays home on Election Day because his laundry seems more urgent than standing in line at the polls, then regrets not casting a ballot. A doctor prescribes painkillers to make a patient feel better right away, which soon leads to an opioid addiction. A married woman indulges in an affair that for decades afterward she wishes never happened. An executive slashes a research budget for new products and later finds the company failing. A family builds a dream house on a barrier beach, and in a few years, the home has been washed away.

			What’s more troubling are the reckless decisions we make in society. Early-warning signs of calamity—take the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 or the 2007 subprime mortgage crisis in the United States—go neglected until it’s too late. People in the richest countries save less for the future than those in poorer generations before them. Soaring stock market returns placate investors, masking trends likely to stall the global economy in the future. A person who tweets to forge foreign policy doctrine can be elected president of the United States, in part because what should be ephemeral insults command news cycles and our attention.

			It is tempting to shrug this off as our doomed fate—to buy into the cynical view that such myopia is hopelessly ingrained in human nature, in our economy, and in society. But that view gravely underestimates our potential and conveniently excuses neglect of our obligations. It rests on the false assumption that it is impossible to think ahead. We know, however, that sometimes people, businesses, and communities do avert crisis and act for the sake of the future; they have throughout history, and they do even today. Civilizations have built pyramids and grand cathedrals, stopped ozone destruction and prevented nuclear Armageddon. Societies have educated generations of the poor, eradicated polio, and sent people to walk on the moon. What has made their foresight possible where others have failed?

			My curiosity about that question led me to this book. For seven years and counting, I have been investigating what allows wisdom to prevail over recklessness; what role our biological programming, our environment, and our culture play; and what changes are possible in our communities, businesses, and society. I’ve taken my inquiry to dive bars, to city council meetings, to old-growth forests, to family reunions, and on foreign delegations around the world. I’ve visited Kansas farms, Wall Street firms, virtual reality labs in Silicon Valley, fishing villages in Mexico, and the nuclear fallout zone in Fukushima, Japan.

			I’ve met people who have faced dilemmas similar to my own: A doctor trying to stop the rise of deadly superbugs. An investor proving his future prospects amid current losses. A community leader fighting a reckless real estate development. A police official warning of a looming terrorist attack. A farmer trying to prevent the next Dust Bowl. Each of them, like me, has tried to help others heed warnings before it’s too late. Most want to do something bigger than themselves, to make the future better for other people. Their failures and triumphs hold lessons for the rest of us.

			Along the way, I have also mined research findings from a wide range of disciplines and tapped experts in fields as diverse as archaeology, land-use law, engineering, economics, and evolutionary biology—from a social movements guru to an artificial intelligence mastermind, from a clockmaker to the U.S. secretary of defense. I’ve sought to understand what today’s leading thinkers believe and what science and history tell us about how to better weigh future consequences.

			What I have discovered is that the way I—and most people—have thought about our recklessness is wrong. What we believe is inevitable in human nature and society is rather a choice we face. As with the prisoners in Plato’s cave allegory, whose chains prevented them from perceiving the real source of the shadows they saw, our perch has constrained our view of the possible. It’s now time to find a path out of the cave.

			I wrote this book to impart what I have learned about the untapped power we have, individually and collectively, to avoid the reckless decisions that put our future at stake.

		

	
		
			A NOTE ON SOURCES

			No single genre of evidence holds a monopoly on truth. In this book, I draw on many styles of source and many breeds of authority: research findings from randomized controlled trials and natural experiments, the practices of people and communities, and the wisdom of poets and philosophers. I triangulate truth with firsthand reportage, peer-reviewed science, expert opinion, historical precedent, and ancient intuitions.

			Within the category of behavioral science research, I describe specific studies only when I have been persuaded by a larger body of research that backs up the use of the particular—or I offer caveats within the text or endnotes, inviting the reader’s scrutiny.

			I draw on the time-honored practice of telling stories. Although no single story can serve as ultimate or universal truth, I believe the narratives here reveal important aspects of who we are and what we face.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			THE TROUBLE WITH THE FUTURE

			Let’s say today you are going to the supermarket. When you arrive, you head to the produce aisle—the land of good intentions. Maybe you pick up some bananas, oranges, and leafy greens, the kind of food that makes you feel like you just took a shower or donated to a homeless shelter. You feel virtuous, like an upright citizen.

			As you go deeper into the grocery store, however, you pass a devilishly attractive bag of potato chips. Your doctor has told you to avoid this stuff, but you’re craving it. Looking at the bag, you can almost taste the salt and feel the crunch between your teeth. You start to salivate in aisle 7. This might not be the best choice for the future you but right now you want it. You toss the bag in your cart.

			After picking up a few more items from your list, you make it to the checkout line. Behind the cashier, you spot some lottery tickets. You had planned to hoard your change this year to build up your savings, but playing the Diamond Dazzler costs only a couple of dollars. Who knows, you might even win. You pick up a few scratch tickets. In the future you might regret this, but for now the little indulgence feels good. You pay the cashier and make your way home.

			Every day, each of us faces decisions where we must choose between what we want right away and what’s best for us—and others—in the long run.

			We decide whether to splurge on dining out or save for a rainy day, whether to bike to work or drive on a cold morning, whether to clean out a plastic container to recycle it or toss it in the trash. What we choose can vary depending on how desperate or sated we feel, how rushed or calm, how tired or energized, and even how optimistic. Maybe on some trips to the supermarket you resist your cravings, and on some you indulge. Once in a while, I find it’s important to eat chocolate like there’s no tomorrow.

			Some choices between the present and the future, like my chocolate fix, are trivial; the decision likely won’t determine whether I live or die or even my ultimate happiness. Such decisions can hardly be called reckless, even if we regret them—they are simply human.

			But other choices matter. Maybe you want to take a trip next year or be more ready for emergencies, but you can’t stop spending your savings on impulse purchases. Or perhaps you wish you could study harder now to learn a new language or get a degree that would open up doors later. In trying to avoid immediate pain or inconvenience, we often sacrifice our own future aspirations. Even choices that are inconsequential in isolation, like neglecting to exercise one day, can add up to eventual devastation, like a heart attack. A trifling post on social media, made in a rash moment, might do permanent damage to a career or reputation.

			The decisions we make today can define our experience of the future. This is true for individuals, and also for businesses, communities, and societies. The power of present choices to shape what’s to come reverberates in the stories of people I have encountered all over the world and in the annals of history: A poker player who took calculated risks to earn hundreds of thousands of dollars but whose father squandered the family savings at racetracks. Texas fishermen whose decisions led to the near extinction of the Gulf of Mexico’s red snapper population, and then brought it back. Security officials who failed to protect the athletes at the Munich Olympics from a terrorist attack, and thousand-year-old stone markers that saved Japanese villages from modern destruction. A Mississippi man who clung to life on a rooftop because he chose not to evacuate before Hurricane Katrina, and an Oregon teacher who trained herself not to reflexively punish students with dark skin. The philosopher who reassured the residents of ancient Pompeii that their city was safe, and the team that defused the Cuban Missile Crisis and prevented nuclear war.

			Decisions made by societies carry the longest legacies: The ancient choice to grow annual crops in the Middle East had a hand in the American Dust Bowl and set the stage for the current loss of fertile lands around the world. Building the U.S. interstate highway system defined how people traveled and commuted for generations, and free high school education baked in the country’s economic growth in the twentieth century.

			This book is about the decisions we make as individuals and collectively that have great consequences for our lives and the lives of others, the decisions we may come to regret or celebrate. It is especially about decisions that are reckless—when we ignore clear signs of opportunity or danger in the future. Through close investigation of such decisions across many contexts, I have discovered the untapped power we have to make wiser choices.

			Decisions involve both information and judgment—whether we make them alone or in groups. The judgment to make smart choices about the future is what I call foresight. To exercise foresight is different from seeing the future like the mythical prophet Cassandra, said to have predicted the fall of Troy. Volumes of research projects and books have been devoted to mimicking her clairvoyance—or at least to more accurately predicting the future. But too few have helped us develop the judgment we need to make decisions about the future. To exercise foresight is to weigh what we know—and also what we don’t know—about what lies ahead, making the best call not just for the present but for the sake of our future selves. It’s the difference between knowing it will rain at tomorrow’s soccer game and actually bringing an umbrella.

			I argue in this book that many decisions are made in the presence of information about future consequences but in the absence of good judgment. We try too hard to know the exact future and do too little to be ready for its many possibilities. The result is an epidemic of recklessness, a colossal failure to plan ahead. To correct course, we need to hone our foresight.

			Many people today want to act on behalf of the future more than we actually do. We long to think past the fleeting instant of a text message, and for our lives to have meaning as a stitch in the long, intricate fabric of time. We aspire to do right by future generations and to be viewed by them with admiration, or at least without disgust. We suspect that if we could learn to think ahead, we might have more money, live healthier, and better protect our families from danger. Businesses could earn more profits, communities could thrive, and civilizations could avoid foreseeable catastrophes. We might even better steward forests, rivers, and oceans for posterity.

			Yet people today are struggling to weigh future consequences, whether in our daily lives or in humanity’s highest endeavors. It is hard to sacrifice for a delayed reward and easy to indulge now, even if it means courting later disaster. The more distant the consequences of our decisions, the more difficult it becomes to exercise wisdom about them.

			Acting for the sake of the future is easiest when we do it for ourselves and it does not require much immediate sacrifice. Brushing your teeth twice a day is a small price to pay now to prevent a root canal or dentures. Writing a will might take a few hours of your time once every few years, but concern for your family overshadows the inconvenience. The more time and money you have, the easier it is to plan ahead, for instance, by buying health insurance or helping your kids with homework. The more control and certainty you have that your choices will make a difference, moreover, the more likely you are to act for the future.

			When we’re looking forward to something—a picnic with friends, a vacation, a wedding day—most people find it easier to imagine the future. We want to see ourselves in that moment, and so we let our minds wander there when we have the time. But when we dread something—doing our taxes, getting older, the rising seas, or a coming refugee crisis—most of us don’t want to inhabit the future. Even if we fixate on it, we often find it anxiety-inducing or even paralyzing, because we wish it were not coming at all.

			When it comes to making sacrifices now to get ready for eventual earthquakes in a community, to invest in future inventions for an industry, or to prevent overharvesting fish as a society, choosing the future is especially difficult. To act on behalf of our future selves can be hard enough; to act on behalf of future neighbors, communities, countries, or the planet can seem impossible, even if we aspire to that ideal. By contrast, it is far easier to respond to an immediate threat. This helps explain why, for instance, countries of the world failed to prevent the Ebola epidemic of 2014 that eventually killed more than ten thousand people—when it would have cost millions of dollars less to invest in vaccine research and medical facilities than it did to react to the deadly outbreak after it emerged.

			But why, exactly, is it so hard to act for the sake of the future, even when we hope to make it better?

			For one, we can’t smell, touch, or hear the future. The future is an idea we have to conjure in our minds, not something that we perceive with our senses. What we want today, by contrast, we can often feel in our guts as a craving.

			Temptations that we take in with our senses burn inside us with a kind of emotional heat, Walter Mischel, the late renowned Stanford psychology professor, argued. Smelling the fresh doughnut in the bakery case or seeing the colorful scratch ticket at the gas station register creates a hot feeling that makes it hard to weigh future consequences—even if in cooler moments, away from such temptations, we would choose to forgo a quick fix for the sake of the future.

			What lies in the future—our health in middle or old age or eventual financial stability, a community that someday has cleaner water or safer streets—is murky, mutable, uncertain. It holds none of the surefire satisfaction of the plate of french fries on the diner counter. We rarely know for sure that giving up something today will yield what we want tomorrow.

			It does not help that our future selves are strangers to us. Most people don’t know what they’ll want for dinner next Tuesday, so how could they know exactly what they will want in the next decade? Future generations are even more alien. We experience societal change today at a dizzying pace, with technological progress that quickly renders the future unrecognizable to the past. In the 1960s, the futurist Alvin Toffler had the prescience to identify this trend and its destructive effects on people’s foresight, calling it “future shock.” The malaise has only become more acute in the twenty-first century as we undergo more frequent upheavals in how we communicate, travel, and work. To make decisions for a world decades in the future while living in today’s world can feel abstract and even fruitless.

			

			—

			For aeons, thinkers have contemplated why we sabotage our future selves when we make decisions—even when we have knowledge about the likely consequences. Aristotle wrote that akrasia, a weakness of human will, prevents us from having lives of meaning. But he also thought it ridiculous to strive for perfection in resisting indulgence, which at times brings us sustenance and pleasure. Better to strike a balance, he said, avoiding rash decisions through practices we hone over time.

			Our hunter-gatherer ancestors relied on their immediate impulses to survive—whether evading a snarling beast or spotting wild game. Anthropologists have suggested that perhaps we’ve inherited the penchant for seizing a moment’s opportunity without regard for later consequences. Impulses still save our lives when we’re fleeing a burning building or dodging a speeding car, but they fail us when we’re trying to build a nest egg or get our neighborhood ready for the next wildfire.

			Contemporary psychologists tell us that reckless decisions arise from people’s default to a reflexive mode of thinking, known as “system 1.” The rational and circumspect “system 2” mode of thinking is more taxing on the brain, and therefore more rarely engaged, contends Daniel Kahneman, Nobel Prize–winning cognitive scientist. Neuroscientists point to the body’s powerful limbic system, which governs our responses to emotions like fear, as the mechanism by which our immediate urges override caution about the future.

			Plato wrote in his dialogue Protagoras in 380 BCE that it is the miscalculation of future pleasure and pain that leads to folly. In 1920, British economist Arthur Cecil Pigou similarly described humans’ skewed view of what happens over time, calling it our “defective telescope.” Today’s economists call this pattern of making decisions “hyperbolic discounting,” or present bias. The research of Harvard psychologist Daniel Gilbert shows that people fixate on what lies ahead but misgauge it. He argues that our view of the future is warped in part because we overestimate the impact of singular future events—like a job promotion—on happiness and underestimate the impact of accumulated minor events.

			Each of these thinkers has helped the world understand why people make reckless decisions. But what they have told us is insufficient for the task of correcting course. In the game of telephone between such experts and the broader public, a misconception has emerged that recklessness is a fixed trait of human nature. That belief ignores the role of culture, organizations, and society—and the body of recent research findings that show we can influence and even quell recklessness. Humanity is more than mere biological programming: We can change our behavior through conscious decisions—from what we do in line at the grocery store to how we make laws. What appears our doomed fate is, in reality, a choice.

			

			—

			The dominant culture of our society fights against our aspirations to think ahead. We have come to expect instant gratification, immediate profits, and quick fixes to every problem. The battle cry of today’s entrepreneur is to reduce the friction between craving and fulfillment, a cause that attracts ample money and talent: Search engines anticipate our queries before we finish typing them. As I tap my foot impatiently on the train platform, an advertisement on the wall from the ride company Uber boasts: “Good Things Come to Those Who Refuse to Wait.” Urgency and convenience are dictators of decisions large and small.

			In our era, we are frequently distracted from our future selves and the future of our society by what we need to accomplish now. Our in-boxes and texting threads fill with messages demanding immediate response. We measure ourselves and others by what we accomplish right away, whether it’s making a sales target, winning a game, or scoring well on a test. As we absorb news flashes by the minute and an endless onslaught of social media updates from friends, our attention is focused on the incremental. We lose sight of what we want to do over time and ignore the future because we can—at least for now.

			This need not be the case. The tradition of people coming together—in neighborhoods, communities, organizations, and countries—stems from our need for groups to help us do what we cannot easily do alone. Collectively we trade goods and skills, discourage violence and punish crime, educate the young, regulate currency, and feed the hungry. Cultural norms and institutional rules encourage people to act in their own best interest, and on behalf of the common good. Similarly, individuals could make better decisions about the future if organizations, communities, and society were designed to help us heed warning signs and weigh delayed consequences.

			The problem is that today, such collective institutions are actually making it harder, instead of easier, for us to think ahead. The conditions we have created in our culture, businesses, and communities work against foresight. What could be bulwarks against myopia are instead holes in the hull, and we are flooded with immediate concerns.

			Workplaces and schools reward quick results in the form of quarterly profits and test scores rather than what happens over time. The stock market and the popular vote favor ephemeral wins over down payments on future growth. Rapid replacement is codified into law—election cycles, for example—and engineered by consumer product designers in the form of gadgets that fast become obsolete. Governments rebuild in the same place after disasters, instead of preparing residents in advance. And policy makers chronically disregard future generations in their decisions.

			The author Steven Johnson has posited that over history, people have gotten better at making long-term decisions. I disagree. The empirical evidence from our era—from corporate share buybacks to failed climate action—shows we are getting worse relative to the challenges we face, despite isolated exceptions. Johnson sees progress in prediction as evidence that we are planning ahead more than our predecessors; as we’ll learn in chapter 1, prediction and foresight are far from the same. Where I do agree with Johnson is that we have tools at our disposal. The problem is that they are not yet widespread, and there is far more change required of us as a society and a culture than he suggests.

			Instead of applauding our progress, we’d be wise to view ourselves as living in a society that rhymes with civilizations of the past—albeit with greater stakes and at grander scale. The geographer and author Jared Diamond studied civilizations that, after reaching their peak power and influence, rapidly collapsed. What those ruined societies across history—from the Polynesian inhabitants of Easter Island to Greenland’s Viking colonists to the ancient Puebloans of the American Southwest—had in common, he argued, was their failure to heed warning signs of future consequences until it was too late. Poor choices—for example, to denude the landscape of trees or to avoid cultural exchange with groups with diverse resources—have doomed societies across history. When population growth and technological progress outpaced foresight, even the greatest of civilizations fell.

			People alive today are not powerless when it comes to averting this kind of catastrophe. Even though we never know exactly what the future will bring, we can make choices to avoid the fate of failed civilizations. We can take steps in our own lives, as well as in businesses, communities, and societies, to get ready for the future and live with fewer regrets. We can forge new cultural norms, design better environments, and reinvigorate our best institutional practices.

			In the coming pages, I will unearth the misconceptions that are holding us back from this task, and point to what we can do differently. The inquiry starts with the individual and family (part 1), then turns to businesses and organizations (part 2), and finally to communities and society (part 3). Each chapter offers a strategy for reclaiming foresight, and embedded within each chapter are techniques that can be used to achieve it.

			Along the way, I’ll examine how we privilege information-gathering over judgment in many decisions. I’ll show how people, organizations, communities, and societies make reckless decisions even with good predictions on hand, and how measuring immediate results comes at the expense of perspective and patience. I’ll uncover the folly of leaning too much on history—and the folly of ignoring it. I’ll explore ways to overcome the paralysis born of doomsday prophecies, and to correct the myopia bred by modern business and political practices.

			What you’ll find if you read on is that some of the most important insights about acting for the future come from unusual places and overlooked fonts of expertise. The lessons in this book hail from a collegial team of women doctors, a study of Cameroonian toddlers, the exile of an ancient Athenian statesman, the redemption of a fallen financial hero, the survival strategy of an eighty-thousand-year-old tree colony, the rebuilding of a Shinto shrine, and the lingo of professional gamblers. There is much to be learned from the work of the very young—a seventeen-year-old Eagle Scout, and teenage plaintiffs suing the U.S. government—and from the very old—octogenarian farmers and long-dead poets. The rock stars of thinking ahead are not always whom you might expect.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			The Individual and the Family

		

	
		
			1

			GHOSTS OF THE PAST AND FUTURE

			Imagination as Power

			In this world

			we walk on the roof of hell

			gazing at flowers

			—KOBAYASHI ISSA

			Nothing makes the mind flash ahead quite like a walk through a graveyard. The sight of a tombstone is a stark reminder that, someday, the jig will be up.

			On a recent visit to the sprawling Mount Auburn Cemetery in Cambridge, Massachusetts, I encountered the tombs of the poets Henry Wadsworth Longfellow and Robert Creeley, and of the celebrated inventor Buckminster Fuller. Centuries-old beech trees towered overhead, and wild turkeys strolled unaware over the remains of literary giants.

			Most striking to me, however, were the simple tombstones marked with a name and a year of birth, followed by an open-ended dash. Any grave, like a fatal car crash on the highway, invites you to ponder your own demise. A stone that bears your own name must be more of a demand than an invitation.

			Rarely do we stand before anything that confronts us with the many points of our lives to come before our deaths—what’s ahead of us, but not at the very end. We don’t often come face-to-face with our living future.

			When we drive, however, we find a useful metaphor. The road as the dash mark between birth and death, lifted from the etching on the gravestone. The road ahead is the future.

			What would it take to look farther down the road more often—to envision what lies ahead? And could we do so not with dread but a sense of a choice in the matter?

			To exercise foresight on an actual road trip, we need more than a map and a GPS, more than road signs alerting us to blind curves, beautiful turnoffs, and falling rocks.

			Say this is a road with hairpin turns, carved into a cliffside, overlooking the ocean. We face choices before we take this trip—whether to go by day or by night, whether to wait for fair weather or drive in a hailstorm, whether to fill the tank and check the tires, whether to take a friend. What each of us decides should depend on what we value and how we tolerate risk. We’ll need to gather data—road conditions, gas stations, points of interest on the route. But no matter how much information we amass, we won’t know everything about what is ahead. A drunk driver, a wayward child crossing the road, a flock of migrating birds overhead, a vista that calls forth a childhood memory.

			There are endless possibilities in the future, as there are on the road we have yet to travel. Without perfect knowledge, we make decisions—consciously or unconsciously—before we depart. For the trip of our lives, it is not wise to just stare at the speed gauge on the dashboard or at the pavement in front of us, and it is not quite enough to look at signs or numbly follow the voice directions for each turn. We need to imagine what we’ll face and act on behalf of our future selves. We need to envision the road and the way we hope to navigate it.

			

			
				
				—
			

			
			The commander of the Roman naval fleet had just finished eating lunch when his sister spotted a strange black cloud swelling above an eastern mountain. Known as Pliny the Elder, the military leader lived by a doctrine of curiosity. In his spare time he named plants, birds, and insects—an ancient forerunner of modern naturalists. As the mountain’s ink spilled into the sky, he summoned his ships so he could get a closer look.

			As Pliny set out from Misenum on that day in the year 79 CE, however, a messenger intercepted him. Come help us, urged a fearful resident of Pompeii, who saw the cauldron of smoke brewing above Mount Vesuvius.

			The volcano soon spewed plumes of flame, its ridges cascading in a flood of ash and stone. The sky rained pumice and cinder, and the air reeked of sulfur. Homes shook until they collapsed. Roads crumpled like paper meant to stoke a fire. People fled with pillows tied to their heads by dinner napkins, a poor defense for the crush of rocks.

			From what layers of ash have preserved, we know that bacchanalia raged along the Bay of Naples until Vesuvius broke up the party. Archaeologists have found broken dinner plates, brothels, and the bones of gladiators and children in the ruins. Phalluses, as if useless talismans, appeared everywhere—painted into frescoes, carved in roads, sculpted in mosaic.

			Pliny the Elder died trying to rescue panicked residents of Pompeii. His nephew, a budding poet who chronicled the eruption, escaped by coincidence, not foresight: He chose to finish his homework instead of accompanying his uncle.

			The horrific eruption of 79 CE was not ancient Pompeii’s first catastrophe, however. Often overlooked in popular accounts is that a severe earthquake had hit the Italian region of Campania seventeen years earlier. The quake flattened buildings and killed a flock of a hundred sheep. Statues of the gods cracked. Yet by the time the earth trembled in the weeks before the Vesuvius eruption, the foreboding of tremors had been forgotten, and few in Pompeii suspected imminent danger. Or at least that was the account of Pliny’s nephew in letters he penned to Tacitus a quarter century later.

			In ancient Rome, natural disasters were widely seen as the work of angry gods—a belief that the era’s philosophers sought to dispel. Seneca was perhaps the most admired thinker of the age, also a tutor and adviser to the brutal emperor Nero. In the year 62 CE, shortly after the quake hit Pompeii and nearby Herculaneum, Seneca wrote about earthquakes in Natural Questions. Earthquakes, he concluded, were caused by air violently freeing itself from subterranean caves by breaking through rock. Pliny the Elder concurred: Earthquakes were unquestionably caused by winds.

			“All places have the same conditions and if they have not yet had an earthquake, they none the less can have quakes,” Seneca wrote after the disaster, in an effort to calm the fears of residents. “Let us stop listening to those who have renounced Campania and who have emigrated after this catastrophe and say they will never visit the district again.”

			Stay put, Seneca advised. And don’t worry about anticipating where or when an earthquake could strike—it’s just too unpredictable.

			We can forgive Seneca for the blasé attitude—based on available knowledge at the time—just as we can excuse the thousands of people who perished in Pompeii when Vesuvius erupted a few years later. They didn’t see it coming.

			In their era, even the most logical explanations for natural disasters resembled the late-night musings of stoned old men more than scientific hypotheses. Pompeii’s ancient residents lacked the knowledge we have in retrospect: The mountain that towered over the region was a volcano. Previous quakes signaled a dangerous seismic zone, and the tremors warned of a coming eruption.

			But what if the wise men and women of Pompeii had known that Vesuvius was about to blow? Imagine if, instead of reassurance, the philosopher Seneca had warned that the beautiful Bay of Naples was too dangerous to inhabit. Or suppose that the commander, Pliny the Elder, had urged precaution and created an evacuation plan, instead of being caught by surprise. Would they have been able to avert the catastrophe?

			We will never know the answer to such questions. But we do know that knowledge about dangers ahead, even today, is often not enough to persuade people to act on behalf of their future selves or their families.

			

			—

			People have long sought to predict the future. The quest to know what lies on the road ahead is as old as recorded human history, dating back to the early trackers of celestial patterns that marked changing seasons. Methods have ranged from the empirical—observing stars in the night sky or the position of the sun rising on the horizon—to the mystical—oracle bone readings and riddles delivered by soothsayers. The ancient Romans routinely searched for signs of coming calamity: hens that refused to eat, sweating statues of deities, and fiery night skies that today’s astronomers call the aurora borealis. Similar divinations persist in our time, in the form of octopuses believed to foretell World Cup match outcomes, carnival palm readers, fortune cookies, and Magic 8-Balls.

			We still view the future with limited vision, just like the ancients. But people have never lived in a better era for forecasting natural hazards—even if election and sports predictions still fail us too often. We may not always know the precise day or week that an earthquake or flood will strike. But we do know far more about the future dangers in a given place than previous generations did.

			Our era boasts knowledge of plate tectonics, the shifting crust of the earth, and the records of past eruptions and storms. We have instruments that monitor seismic activity, and early warning systems for tsunamis that get improved upon after each disaster. We don’t have to be fatalistic like Seneca, who deemed every place equally dangerous.

			Just in the past fifty years, the oft-bemoaned weather forecast has become dramatically more accurate—giving a heads-up to baseball fans and those of us who suffer bad hair days. In the nineteenth century, newspapers unfavorably compared weather service predictions to the prophecies of astrologers; the latter were often more reliable. Today, people like me cling to forecasts as if they were the gospel delivered directly from God with hourly precision to their smartphones.

			We owe our reliable forecasting tools today to the Enlightenment and its aftermath: ideas tested by generations of experimenters, data collected over vast expanses of geography and time, instruments that observe nature in granular detail, and knowledge that sprawls endlessly, its tendrils reaching to the far corners of the world and back again. We tend to look back on the victims of Pompeii with pity, armed with the superior knowledge and sophisticated technology of our time.

			In the twenty-first century, we’ve entered a new era of obsession with prediction. This is in part due to a revolution in data analytics, enabled by leaps in computing power that have outpaced engineers’ wildest expectations, and by the trillions of data points collected by billions of instruments around the globe—like an army of celestial trackers now observing virtually everything on Earth and in near space.

			Our appetite for prediction is being served by advances in machine learning, the ability of computers to learn from past patterns to project future trends. People now use such tools to predict what books or clothes a given customer will buy, how a flu outbreak will spread, which city blocks will see crime spikes during power outages, and how an oil spill will disperse at sea. The focus of prediction in our era is often the immediate future—what song will be the next hit or what ad will capture your attention when you visit a certain website. The latest trend in weather forecasting apps is to try to predict more accurately whether it will rain in the next hour, not whether it will be sunny in ten days or two weeks.

			Even these scientific predictions are inherently imperfect because they rely on past trends to foretell the unknown future. Yet they are useful enough to attract billions of dollars in investment and to seize the attention of corporations and governments as the bandwagon of the decade to jump on.

			Robust predictions of the future are worthwhile, of course, only if we use them. The paradox is that people are often not swayed by them to prepare for the future—that is, to move out of the proverbial volcano’s path. A good forecast, it turns out, is not the same as good foresight.

			

			—

			In my experience, it is easier to contemplate death by shark attack than it is to envision myself with fake teeth.

			The thought of aging brings up a feeling of dread—a cue to check my e-mail or rearrange a cluttered closet. Being old is not something that I’ve experienced yet—and the episodes in my past are thus far limited in helping me conjure the future. Yet I know that the odds are, given my gender and family history, I’ll be getting old someday. Very old. I have on hand a fairly reliable prediction based on robust historical data. What I don’t have is the foresight to use it.

			I’ve struggled for years to make decisions that will shape my experience of old age—whether or not to have kids, how to save, how to invest. Some might say I’ve actively avoided making certain pivotal choices on behalf of my future self. I’m not alone in this predicament. A 2006 survey of hundreds of people from twenty-four countries found that most people do not think past fifteen years into the future—even though they worry about the future more than the present. The future “goes dark” in their imagination at some point between fifteen and twenty years from the present moment.

			Humans have roamed the Earth for more than seven thousand generations, and for much of that history, they could expect to die around age forty. Over the past two centuries, however, the average life span has grown steadily with medical discoveries that have kept infants from dying and cured people of infectious diseases. Today, life expectancy at birth is on average more than seventy years worldwide, and above eighty years in most of the developed world. By 2100, newborn babies in the developed world may well expect to live a century or longer.

			This is mostly good news for humanity. Our minds, however, have not yet evolved to easily contemplate our long life spans. That’s why it’s rare for people today, especially if they are relatively young, to envision the concrete reality of getting older.

			For a society that is aging, with growing needs for caregivers, savings accounts, and retirement plans, the failure to imagine old age poses a considerable threat. How will generations alive today ever plan for the long years ahead if we can’t even fathom ourselves in the future? In countries including the United States, Canada, Germany, and Japan, personal savings rates declined in recent decades, even as life expectancies rose. A fleeting glance at the U.S. lottery, funded to the tune of billions of dollars mostly by people who earn very little and have little money to spare, belies the idea that people simply save less because they earn less. In buying lottery tickets, people entertain a fantasy of winning large sums of money in the immediate future, a hallucination fed by news coverage of jackpot winners and by small payouts earned from scratch cards. By contrast, we don’t tend to daydream of our likely long-run future of fighting back pain while playing with our grandkids.

			A few years ago, an economist named Hal Hershfield, now a professor at UCLA, became interested in getting young people to save for their future. He had an idea: What if he could create an imaginary, sensory experience of old age? By collaborating with a virtual reality designer, Hershfield created a program that generated avatars of each student in the experiment as an elderly person—with wrinkles, receding hairlines, and gray hair. To look at the avatar in the virtual reality room was to look in a time-traveling mirror, in which each of your gestures was mimicked back to you by an older version of yourself. The goal was to try to get the college students to imagine the experience of their future selves.

			At Hershfield’s suggestion, I gave a more rudimentary technology a try, a smartphone app called Aging Booth that manipulates a photograph to age the person pictured. I wanted to see what my own reaction would be to seeing myself as an old lady—if not as an active, gesturing avatar, then at least as a frozen image. I considered taking a selfie headshot in my office, but then thought better of being at close range. Instead, I fed the app a flattering mid-length photo of me standing in front of a waterfall in Oregon.

			The doctored image that emerged somehow both horrified and comforted me. I recalled the moment in a recent Star Trek movie when Spock encounters the older version of himself, who has been roaming the universe for hundreds of years. The old Spock imparts crucial knowledge to the young version. As I looked at my face in the aged photograph, the eyes sunken into black saucers, deep contour lines creasing my forehead and jaw, I saw someone both familiar and alien. I wondered what wisdom that person would have that I had yet to find. I embodied her, just briefly. It felt like me, and I even hoped it would be me, if I were lucky enough to ripen to eight decades. My imagination was activated, and so was my empathy for my future self. The imaginary future suddenly seemed more real, because I felt it in a personal way and saw it manifest on my own face.

			In his experiments, Hershfield has found that college students who come face-to-face with themselves as elderly people are afterward more willing to save money for retirement than those who do not encounter their virtual reality avatars. They are more willing to save than students who merely encounter photographs of other old people, and to save more money for retirement than those in control groups who already save money.

			Hershfield’s research is among the new efforts to help people better imagine what they have not yet experienced—or what they no longer remember. Virtual reality is being deployed to give wealthy people a brief simulation of being homeless, to invite Alzheimer’s patients to walk through their childhood homes, and to prepare professional athletes for encounters against particular opponents on the football field or basketball court. The author and therapist Merle Bombardieri uses a low-tech version of these exercises with couples deciding whether or not to have children. She asks them to imagine themselves at age seventy-five in rocking chairs, and to play out different scenarios to see which elicits the least regret.

			What I find intriguing about such tools is that they do not merely focus on conveying facts about the past, present, or future. They try to mimic the experience of a different time or context. My encounter with an aged photo actually made it harder to ignore my future self—and it was only later that I understood why.

			

			—

			The way the students in Hal Hershfield’s experiments responded to their virtual reality avatars stands in sharp contrast to how people today respond to hurricane forecasts.

			Tropical storms could be the poster children for our era’s scientific prowess in predicting disasters. When Christopher Columbus was exploring the West Indies in the fifteenth century, and even in the eighteenth century when British seafarers were building an empire, hurricanes struck ship captains by surprise, wiping out entire convoys. In 1900, before the deadliest hurricane in U.S. history destroyed Galveston, Texas, the leading National Weather Service forecasters did not even issue the city’s residents a warning.

			Today, meteorologists can map out the hundred-mile radius of a hurricane’s landfall, and can often chart the likely trajectory of a tropical storm early enough to give us seventy-two hours’ notice to flee or hunker down. We know days in advance whether we could be hit.

			How people react to severe hurricane forecasts, however, exposes the limits of this progress. Wharton economists Howard Kunreuther and Robert Meyer have found that most people, when faced with forecasts of deadly storms—such as Hurricane Sandy in the New York region and Hurricane Katrina on the Gulf Coast—do little more than buy bottled water. Nor do they make advance preparations to elevate their homes, seal foundations, or waterproof their walls, despite living near the ocean. The majority of people who live in regions struck by hurricanes do not buy adequate flood insurance. Good information about the future has not ensured good judgment.

			Damage wrought by hurricanes is on a steep rise, with costs in the hundreds of billions of dollars in the United States alone in the past decade. The global cost of hurricane damage is expected to rise from $26 billion per year to $109 billion per year by the end of the century. One reason for such skyrocketing costs is that people continue to build homes and businesses in the likely path of storms. Another reason is that people who live on coasts do not sufficiently prepare for severe hurricanes, even when they are fast approaching.

			Our failure to prepare is not limited to hurricanes. In the United States, only 10 percent of earthquake-prone and flood-prone households have taken actions that would reduce their property losses from disaster. The problem is not just American, but global. From 1960 to 2011, more than 60 percent of the damages from major natural catastrophes around the world were not insured. It is not just a matter of rich or poor, either: Only half of the damages from earthquakes, tsunamis, and floods were insured in high-income countries over that same time period.

			The choices we make today shape tomorrow’s so-called natural disasters. Dennis Mileti, a disaster expert who formerly directed the Natural Hazards Center at the University of Colorado, Boulder, believes people create what are often deemed “acts of God.” In his view, nature supplies the threat of an earthquake or hurricane, while true catastrophes are owed to poor human decisions about where to settle and how to prepare. “Leave God out of it,” he quipped to me when we met over cocktails in 2017. “God had nothing to do with it.”

			It’s a common misconception that people fail to get ready for future threats because of a lack of knowledge. A survivor of Hurricane Katrina who was trapped on the roof of his coastal Mississippi home during the storm helped me realize that the problem is often not a matter of awareness—or even a matter of resources. Jay Segarra was the chief of pulmonary medicine at the Keesler Air Force Base hospital in Biloxi, a well-respected doctor also versed in the science of ocean currents. Yet he didn’t take warnings that promised the worst hurricane in the area’s history all that seriously. He believed he could weather the storm with a generator and flashlights, just as he had those in the past. He didn’t have flood insurance. And after the historic 2005 storm, Segarra rebuilt his home in the exact same spot—about a football field’s length from the Gulf of Mexico.

			Segarra finds the idea of educating people in harm’s way useless. “People on the coast know that the government—the taxpayers—are going to make them whole,” he told me, speaking of the relief funding that pours into privileged communities after disasters. If he and his neighbors had been required to buy flood insurance at full cost or to cover their own losses from storms—or had they been prohibited from living so close to the coast—it may have been a different story, he said. “Then and only then will people stop building in vulnerable areas.”

			Government programs discourage people from preparing for the future—bailing us out after disasters and helping us rebuild rather than encouraging relocation. And most warnings of disaster are not paired with enough resources to help the poor buy supplies or evacuate. Reckless decisions thus can’t be entirely pinned on individual people and families. American culture, moreover, breeds unbridled optimism about our future fate: We feel destined for brighter days while failing to gaze through the telescopes that would let us see the storms on the horizon. (I will turn to the ways that communities and societies can change such practices and norms in part 3.) There is still more that we could do as individuals, however, to get ready for disasters, if we had the foresight.

			Jay Segarra had no reason to prepare—unless he could have imagined that during Hurricane Katrina, he was going to spend a harrowing day clutching the skylight on top of his house in hundred-mile-per-hour winds, or that floodwaters would carry away family photo albums and a beloved heirloom cello built in Paris in 1890, once played by his father. If he had been able to fathom that, he said, he would have evacuated.

			The conundrum for Segarra was that what was foreseeable in the future—and even what was precisely predictable—was not conceivable.

			

			—

			Whenever I tried to convince business executives that they should prepare for droughts and heat waves, I armed myself with reliable projections of the future. But corporate leaders, like Jay Segarra, struggled to see themselves and their companies in the forecast scenarios. In the short run, of course, the companies had plenty of profits on the line. Yet it was still mysterious that their leaders did not grow concerned about severe and costly future threats. The science of risk perception helps explain their complacency.

			People often take in information that aligns with what they want to hear about the future and filter out what does not. We tend to overestimate how long we will live, how successful we will be, how long our marriages will last. It’s a kind of denial of reality. When a predicted disaster turns out to be a near miss or less catastrophic than expected, it reinforces our sense that nothing bad will happen to us, even if the past is a poor precedent. We come to view forecasters as boys crying wolf.

			Blind optimism of this sort can paralyze us when it comes to planning for future danger. During the 2012 hurricane season, for example, Bob Meyer and his colleagues studied in real time how residents of Louisiana and New York responded to predictions made for Hurricane Isaac and Hurricane Sandy, respectively. They found that people misgauged the potential damage to their property and their homes, despite robust warnings about the threats posed by wind and storm surge—and even prior knowledge of living in high-risk areas for flooding. People also underestimated the time that they would endure power outages, by days. Relatively few made evacuation plans, purchased power generators, or put up storm shutters—even among those who already owned the shutters. Small fractions had made previous home improvements to withstand flood and wind. Nearly half were underinsured. Few, particularly in New York City, had even contemplated the possibility that their cars might be submerged in floodwaters. This was despite extensive media coverage that warned of life-threatening floods—and record-breaking viewership of forecasts as the storms made landfall.

			It’s human nature to rely on mental shortcuts and gut feelings—more than gauges of the odds—to make decisions. That was probably as true for ancient Romans as it is for us today. These patterns of thinking, I have learned, explain why all the investment in better prediction can fall short of driving decisions about the future. Even if Pliny the Elder and Seneca had today’s forecasting tools, they might not have prevented the destruction of Pompeii.

			The threats that people take most seriously turn out to be those we can most vividly imagine. At airports in the 1950s and 1960s, insurance underwriters sold accidental death policies to people just before they boarded planes. Companies made huge profits selling such on-the-spot plans—when the risk of dying in a plane crash seemed imminent and imaginable to people. Swiss economists Helga Fehr-Duda and Ernst Fehr contrast that phenomenon with how people around the world have failed to buy insurance for natural catastrophes over the past fifty years.

			I once heard the acclaimed filmmaker Wim Wenders describe what gets people’s attention: There is, he said, “a monopoly of the visible.” Behavioral scientists such as Daniel Kahneman call this skewed pattern of human perception the “availability bias” and note that it contributes to people misgauging future risks. Kahneman points out how the fear of unlikely events, such as terrorist attacks, or unrealistic hope for future opportunities, such as winning the lottery, are reinforced by the ease with which we can summon images of those future scenarios.

			When a speculative scenario of the future has more colorful details, it seems more likely to us, whether or not
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