
three horizons
perspectives and strategies for the future

Bill Sharpe’s



The future is unknown, 
yet we must act on it

Adapted from Bill Sharpe “The Three Horizons Framework Explained by Bill 
Sharpe” 2019



We can reduce 
uncertainty about the 
future with collective 
coordinated action

Adapted from Bill Sharpe “The Three Horizons Framework Explained by Bill 
Sharpe” 2019



We want to shape the 
future in the presence 
of other people’s 
(sometimes competing) 
visions

Adapted from Bill Sharpe “The Three Horizons Framework Explained by Bill 
Sharpe” 2019



Adapted from Andrew Curry & Anthony Hodgson “Seeing in Multiple Horizons: 
Connecting Futures to Vision and Strategy” 2008

Framework

How well something fits the world. 
How present it is in the world.

Fit vs. Time
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1st Horizon

Current prevailing system. 
Assumes “business as usual” will 
sustain, but actually looses
relevance with the changing world 
over time.
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Adapted from Andrew Curry & Anthony Hodgson “Seeing in Multiple Horizons: 
Connecting Futures to Vision and Strategy” 2008



1st Horizon

The dominant system

Have been around for over 5000 
years. Used for function. Relatively 
expensive per lumen-hour, limited 
lighting.

Industrial revolution shaped a new
world in which candles were less fit
for purpose – factories, large cities,
skyscrapers, automobiles.

1st Horizon

1800 1950

candles



3rd Horizon

Marginal ideas in response to 
dynamic environment that exist in 
the world today. Eventually 
overtakes the old system and 
becomes the new normal.
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3rd Horizon

Adapted from Andrew Curry & Anthony Hodgson “Seeing in Multiple Horizons: 
Connecting Futures to Vision and Strategy” 2008



3rd Horizon

A vision for electric light

Transformative. Changed the 
design of buildings, the length of 
workday, lifestyles, and human 
behavior.

3rd Horizon

1800 1950

light bulbs



2nd Horizon

Unstable transition and competing 
alternative paths. A temporary 
period between two dominant 
systems.
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2nd Horizon

Adapted from Andrew Curry & Anthony Hodgson “Seeing in Multiple Horizons: 
Connecting Futures to Vision and Strategy” 2008



2nd Horizon

No single inventor

Series of prototypes and 
experiments, incremental 
innovation.

Arc lamps, kerosene lamps, 
filament experiments.

Commercialization and mass 
adoption beginning in 1920s.

2nd Horizon

1800 2040

arc lamps

lightning in a tubeconstant light

lightning systems

electrified grid

kerosene lamps



2nd Horizon

No single inventor

Series of prototypes and 
experiments, incremental 
innovation.

Arc lamps, kerosene lamps, 
filament experiments.

Commercialization and mass 
adoption beginning in 1920s.

2nd Horizon

3 Horizons Framework
Adapted from Andrew Curry & Anthony Hodgson “Seeing in Multiple Horizons: 
Connecting Futures to Vision and Strategy” 2008

1800 2040

arc lamps

lightning in a tubeconstant light

lightning systems

electrified grid

kerosene lamps

“Before I got through, I tested no 
fewer than 6,000 vegetable 
growths, and ransacked the world 
for the most suitable filament 
material.”



2nd Horizon

No single inventor

Series of prototypes and 
experiments, incremental 
innovation.

Arc lamps, kerosene lamps, 
filament experiments.

Commercialization and mass 
adoption beginning in 1920s.

2nd Horizon

3 Horizons Framework
Adapted from Andrew Curry & Anthony Hodgson “Seeing in Multiple Horizons: 
Connecting Futures to Vision and Strategy” 2008

1800 2040

arc lamps

lightning in a tubeconstant light

lightning systems

electrified grid

kerosene lamps

“The electric light has caused me 
the greatest amount of study and 
has required the most elaborate 
experiments. I was never myself 
discouraged, or inclined to be 
hopeless of success. I cannot say 
the same for all my associates.”



3 Horizons

Three conditions of the same 
system over time against level of 
prevalence

Recognize that multiple 
timeframes exist simultaneously

Recognize that no solution is 
forever

NOW TRANSITION FUTURE

TIME

ST
R

A
TE

G
IC

 F
IT

 W
IT

H
 E

X
TE

R
N

A
L 

EN
V

IR
O

N
M

EN
T 1st Horizon

2nd Horizon

3rd Horizon

Adapted from Andrew Curry & Anthony Hodgson “Seeing in Multiple Horizons: 
Connecting Futures to Vision and Strategy” 2008



entrepreneurmanager visionary
H1 H2 H3



Candlemakers Thomas Edison Humphrey Davy

entrepreneurmanager visionary
H1 H2 H3



entrepreneurmanager visionary

dinosaur, 
obstructive, 
not with it

risky, 
compromise, 
sell out

irrelevant, 
impractical, 
unrealistic

H1 H2 H3



Flex your perspective.
Adapted from Bill Sharpe “The Three Horizons Framework Explained by Bill 
Sharpe” 2019



entrepreneurmanager visionary

support, 
heritage,
legacy 

ideas, 
innovation, 
allyship 

hope, 
inspiration, 
aspiration

H1 H2 H3



No more candles, right?



Transforming

Many industries experience a 
collapse followed by a 
transformation.

Candles transformed their purpose 
from function to aesthetics.

Renaissance of candle 
development, new waxes and 
manufacturing techniques.

Projected global market cap of 
$13.5 billion in 2028.

1st Horizon

2nd Horizon

3rd Horizon

1800 2040

candles for function

candles for aesthetics

Adapted from Andrew Curry & Anthony Hodgson “Seeing in Multiple Horizons: 
Connecting Futures to Vision and Strategy” 2008



H1 – “is” Critique and 

understand the present.

NOW TRANSITION FUTURE

TIME

1st Horizon

2nd Horizon

3rd Horizon

H2 – “how” Form 

strategy to achieve goals.

H3 – “should” Develop 

preferred futures. Desire 
for change.

Adapted from Andrew Curry & Anthony Hodgson “Seeing in Multiple Horizons: 
Connecting Futures to Vision and Strategy” 2008



NOW TRANSITION FUTURE

TIME

1st Horizon

2nd Horizon

3rd Horizon

Strategic Questions

What is business as usual and how 
did we get here?

Why is it not fit for purpose
anymore?

What's worth keeping?

What is the future we want?

What signals are present today?

Adapted from Andrew Curry & Anthony Hodgson “Seeing in Multiple Horizons: 
Connecting Futures to Vision and Strategy” 2008



Triangle of Choice

The area of greatest uncertainty is 
also the area of greatest freedom 
and value. 

Requires understanding values and 
assumptions of H1 and H3 (some 
work to maintain H1, others work 
to accelerate change) and defining 
what the solution space is
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Adapted from Andrew Curry & Anthony Hodgson “Seeing in Multiple Horizons: 
Connecting Futures to Vision and Strategy” 2008



“Transformation happens as the emergent 
result of everything going on in the world —
there is always an emerging third horizon at 
every scale of life from the individual to the 
planet and beyond.

Some things will be the result of conscious 
intent, others will surprise us for good or ill. 
The way we live now was once the third 
horizon, partly imagined and intended, 
largely unknown.

Future consciousness will not bring the 
future under control, but allows us to 
develop our capacity for transformational 
response to its possibilities.” – Bill Sharpe


