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 FOREWORD 

Design, as a practice and as a method, is significantly orientated towards the future. 
As I discovered during my studies, the scientific discipline of future studies focuses 

on the research of future development. Futures can be analyzed and evaluated; 
future forecasts, as the results of the scientific research, provide information about 

the possible future states of affairs and more importantly, information about the 

factors and variables affecting future development. In essence, futures can be 
designed macro and micro levels. 

Traditionally futures studies has been interested in the futures of societies, 

organizations and communities even at the global level. However, every larger entity 

is constructed of smaller intrinsic entities, particles, individuals. For me as a designer, 
micro-futures appeared to be the most interesting way to approach future 

development and future design. I wanted to create an imaginative instrument 
operating in the digital environment, that could bring new layers to the existence of 

an individual. Consequently, I studied wider questions and themes related to the 

human existence (identity, virtuality, time) as they affect substantially to the 
experience of non-physical existence in digital virtual environments. 

For me, as a designer, theory and practice have always been united in the design 

process. Regarding the aim and focus of the work, complex and ambiguous 

phenomena have to be approached with varying creative interpretive and analytical 
methods. In this work, I deploy the method of bricolage combining a qualitative 

study with a concept design, to be able to explore and analyze the possibilities and 
qualities of the digital environments. This work has served me as a playground for the 

reflection of versatile design ideas that have been inspired by thinkers and doers 

varying from philosophers and media researchers to graffiti artists, experimental 
musicians and critical design professionals. I hope to be able to provide insights and 

ideas to other designers and researchers, regarding the essential elements and 
qualities of socially orientated digital media environments and their future 

development. 

I want to thank especially Heidi Tikka as well as Andrea Botero for giving me 

valuable advice and tips during the journey. Lily Diaz, Antti Ikonen and Markku 
Reunanen have provided me new insights concerning design and its concrete 

applications. Thank you. I also want to thank my colleagues Ji-Hyun Hong, Martin 

Gimpl and Niklas Gustafsson for inspiring conversations, feedback and support.
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 1. INTRODUCTION 

“State of things are neither unities nor totalities, but multiplicities.”

       Gilles Deleuze (2002)

The ancient interest towards the future has taken several forms in myths and tales, 
where the exact knowledge about the future can be attained though premonitions, 

dreams, revelations or paranormal precognitions. In the different genres and 
instances of fictional storytelling, the still nonexistent dimension of the world and 

existence becomes accessible. In these stories the knowledge of future occurrences 

affects directly the present. Fortune-tellers and prophets have provided valuable 
insights to kings, great leaders and ordinary people alike. Horoscopes and the 

movements of the stars and divine elements are still today considered to provide, if 
not exact information, an entertaining way to approach the unknown territory of the 

enchanting future. 

More recently, in William Gibson’s novel All Tomorrow’s Parties (1999), a specialist 

tries to detect future patterns, special nodes, from the databases, vast information 
clusters and other digital instances of networked virtual worlds. These nodes can be 

obscure and inconspicuous but they consist of information that will affect 

significantly the course of future development. In a sense, these nodes resemble 
future signs or weak signals as described in the scientific field of future studies (Kuusi 

& Hiltunen 2007: Hiltunen 2007). In Gibson’s book the specialist, using his training 
and unique talent, has access to the most valuable information in the world, the 

knowledge of future events.

Today, a remarkable variety of human activity is taking place in digital virtual 

environments; millions of people are spending their time in different online 
environments, creating and updating their profiles, chatting or writing about their 

personal life, shaping their identity, uploading music, photos, videos, digging or 

rating content, playing games and interacting with each other in one way or another. 
Networked digital environments provide space and stage for human existence in 
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various forms. The digital domain is affected by the events of the real world and vice 
versa. 

As it seems, physical and non-physical realms of versatile human behavior can't be 
anymore separated in a straightforward or even comprehensible manner. Interaction 

and communication in the virtual online worlds is as real as face-to-face interaction 
in the physical world. “Real real” and “virtual real” are united in the existence of 

today’s individual. In the digital age, networked  virtual environments pervade our 

daily lives in both perceivable and invisible forms. It is justifiable to conclude that 
digital technologies affect significantly the very nature of human existence and 

culture as a whole (Turkle 1995, 216: Watt, Lea, and Spears 2002: Weiner 2000, 
107: Holtzman 1995, 76-77: Airaksinen 2006: Castells 1996: Castells 1997, 11: van 

Dijk 2006: Webster 2000: Woolgar 2002).

Consequently, we are continuously leaving and creating traces in the digital 

environments. Due to the increasing activity in the digital domain, a vast quantity of 
personal information is stored in networked virtual environments; this information 

consists of digitized text, images, video clips, sound recordings and other formats of 

data for human and non-human agents. A considerable part of the information is 
delivered by the individual herself through different services and applications (i.e. 

social networking sites, blogs, micro-blogging services, e-commerce sites, personal 
photo galleries, email etc.). On the other hand, several other actors in commercial, 

political, social and cultural fields are collecting both qualitative and quantitative 

personal information into their data bases. Our unique life patterns, consisting of our 
public and private actions, are thus preserved in digital format in virtual 

environments. 

These digitally preserved archives can have multiple instances available 

simultaneously in different locations. In addition, digital technologies and networked 
computing (i.e. email, networking sites, blogs) provide us new tools and new 

dimensions for archiving the past and recording the present. For Jacques Derrida, 
one of the leading figures of post-modern philosophy, this means that the ancient 

methods of preserving memories are transforming in a profound manner as the 

digital domain has become the container of versatile traces of human and non-
human activity (Brown & Lightwood 2002).
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Future studies1 is a scientific discipline using interdisciplinary methods in order to 
map the possible future developments. Regardless of our ancient interest towards the 

future, future studies is still quite new discipline in the field of science. Even though 

becoming an acknowledged field of academic research during the 1960s, there still 
exists a lot of debate if future studies should be considered to be a scientific 

discipline at all (Söderlund & Kuusi 2002: Masini 1993, 1-3, 23). The reason for 
these doubts lays in the very core of the ontological and epistemological foundations 

of scientific knowledge. The future is considered to be unattainable and scientifically 

unreachable since we cannot have empirical information about it; future doesn’t 
exist in the way that past and present do exist so we cannot have determinate and 

proven knowledge about it. To meet this criticism, future studies has tried to carefully 
specify its methods and approaches that could be scientifically adequate and 

rigorous. The researcher of the future, as any other scientist, is dependent on relevant 

and comprehensible information, a data set that can be seen meaningful and 
sufficient in a carefully defined context. Even if future isn’t an observable part of the 

sense-reality, it’s a crucial dimension of human thinking.

As stated in the field of future studies, the empirically provable, factual knowledge 

about future events can’t be reached before the future transforms into present and 
history. However, could the future be simulated in the digital environment and thus 

made to be part of the observable sense-reality? As presented, an unprecedented 
amount of versatile personal data is stored in the digital format in information 

networks. This material, consisting of records about the past and present, could be 

utilized to produce unique, valid extrapolations of personal futures. Thus the images 
of the future would become more concrete, more accessible, more informative and 

even entertaining. A new dimension of human experience would be created through 
such a future simulation environment, a playground of possible futures.
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 2. BACKGROUND & MOTIVATION 

Meandering paths of digital evolution...

Enchanting new ideas of future technologies and their impacts upon human life have 
been provided in the field of science-fiction literature. In addition, researchers, 

specialists and professionals in different fields of science and the productive sector 

have given enlightening insights on the evolution of the digital domain and 
technologies. The optimists have shown us the empowering aspect of the new 

technologies as the basis of a thriving human existence. The physical and non-
physical forms of technological dimensions have been seen as advanced aids and 

beneficial extensions of human existence. The dystopias presented by the more 

pessimistic thinkers and doers have depicted a world where human beings have 
been enslaved by the technology and its addictive, subversive implementations. 

Technology and its numerous forms have been seen as forceful tyrants with a twisted 
mind of their own, used for questionable ends by humans or other intelligent entities 

of artificial origin. In many of these future visions, technology tends to have an all-

pervading nature as it affects all the levels of society and human life. 

However, even the most imaginative visions of writers or specialists haven’t been 
able to explain or foresee the actual development of the digital domain and its 

impact on our lives. Yet the tremendous powers of imagination are at work at this 

very moment in order to depict, design and construct new technologies and their 
implementations; the velocity of the development, accelerated rhythm of our multi-

layered times, make all this even more intriguing and alluring. Some say that 
generations of this era are witnessing something truly unique and special when it 

comes to the speed of the technological development; naturally, there’s a partial truth 

in that, but as historians see it, all times are seen as unique and special by those who 
witness them.

Nowadays, ordinary people, or users as they are commonly referred in the works of 

professionals and designers, have also became a formative power in the 

technological development. The user isn’t seen as a passive subject or a test-dummy 
but as a rich source of inspiration and meaningful, valuable feedback. Thereby, in the 

field of digital technology, artists, researchers, professionals and laymen, the 
common people all together have been inspiring each other; ideas and visions have 

been processed, iterated, recycled and analyzed before they have been made 
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possible or actualized in the real world. The interplay of scientific, artistic and 
professional approaches and discourses becomes explicitly visible in the process of 

concept development. Today’s design methods (i.e. co-design, use cases, scenario 

writing, user testing) are completed as they consider the ordinary person as an 
integral part of the design process. In this multi-faceted process art, science, design 

and practice are brought together in a productive union. Due to its interdisciplinary 
nature, the concept development process can act as a powerful, illuminative 

research tool. 

I have a dual background as a design professional since I am a trained designer with 

my roots deeply in the soil of human disciplines. In this work both branches of my 
academic background are united and utilized in addition to my experiences in my 

working life. I’ve graduated as a Master of Arts (MA) from the University of Helsinki 

focusing there on the studies of history, literature, philosophy and digital 
communication. In the Media Lab Helsinki and University of Art & Design in 

general, I’ve extended my views and insights concerning different aspects of design 
and related fields of knowledge. I worked in the field of digital media as a designer 

(AD, project manager, concept designer), researcher and writer.

RELATED WORK & INSPIRATION

Being a design specialist and having an alternate academic background in the 

humanistic studies, I’ve been deeply inspired by the work of Marie-Laure Ryan, 

whose ideas and insights on the dimensions of narrative and virtual reality have 
given me new insights on the theoretical dimensions as well as practical possibilities 

of digital media. In Narrative as Virtual Reality: Immersion and Interactivity in 

Literature and Electronic Media (2001) she treats virtual reality as a metaphor for 
total art; she sees an artwork as an autonomous living object, that is able to transform 

into a life-giving and life-sustaining environment. As for me, this means that digital 
virtual environments act as multidimensional spaces of creative human existence. 

We’re able to experience ourselves as multiplicities existing in different possible 
worlds, in different possible time-dimensions simultaneously.  

Through Ryan’s work, I also had a chance to explore and familiarize myself with 
Pierre Lévy’s and Jean Baudrillard’s work concerning the relationship of virtuality, 

reality and illusion. Baudrillard’s provocative and poetic approach in The Perfect 

Crime (1996) fuels significantly one’s imagination concerning the illusory nature of 
reality and the power of simulacra. In Becoming Virtual: Reality in the Digital Age 
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(1998) Lévy contrasts realization and actualization to expose the virtual for wider 
interpretation. Virtualization becomes the manifestation of creative power. Both 

philosophers reach out for the future and this intention turned out to be crucial for 

my own thinking and beneficial for my work. In my interpretation of multiplicity of 
existence I will take further Sherry Turkle’s (1995) ideas - presented in Life on the 

Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet - considering the “identity play” happening 
in the virtual environments. Tomorrow’s transparent media and all-pervading 

applications of digital technology, are able to expand human existence in profound 

ways. We are not just visiting “other places”, we exist in them and we become those 
places through our own existence and interaction (Ryan 2001, 347). 

I’ve also been deeply impressed by Janet H. Murrays’ early classic, Hamlet on the 
Holodeck: The Future of the Narrative in Cyberspace, that has given me the basic 

idea to use a concept description as a research tool. In her work, the concept 
descriptions, ideas of future forms of storytelling, are used successfully in order to 

explore future development of interactive narratives. At the same time she analyzes 

and illuminates the potential and possibilities of the existing story-telling systems and 
narrative methods. Even though providing influential, perceptive insights of possible 

future developments, her descriptions quite often fall short of accuracy and desired 
depth. Thus some of her ideas seem to present the mere surface without providing 

the needed explanation or description of the underlying theoretical or technological 

solutions.

T. L. Taylor’s Play Between Worlds: Exploring Online Game Culture (2006) has 

reminded me of the concrete aspects of the virtual existence. Her ethnographical 
research methods, deriving from the field of sociology, emphasize the meaning and 

observation of the actual behavior of the users and players, the continuous interplay 
of so-called “real life” and virtual reality. Based on her observations, she manages to 

analyze critically the ideas and theories concerning the identity play occurring in 

online networked environments. Interestingly, Taylor is capable of revealing unique 
perspectives into user’s motivations, intentions and actual experiences in the digital 

environments and regarding her work, especially game environments. I’m interested 
in Taylor’s research results that provide valuable insights considering identity play 

and social realities, the techniques of engagement and participation used in the 

game design and how game worlds create an intensive atmosphere - an immersive 
environment where the players return time and again to express themselves through 

ludic existence.

In the field of future studies, Eleanora Masini, Kenneth E. Boulding, Matti Kamppinen 

and Pentti Malaska have provided me interesting views on the nature and basic 
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principles of the future studies as a scientific discipline. Graham H. May’s and Anita 
Rubin’s ideas considering scenario method and other forecasting techniques as well 

as their adaptation have had a role of great importance in the development of 

personal future simulation system and its theoretical framework.

AIM & STRUCTURE OF THE WORK

My work has a triple aim as I focus on: 

1) studying and analyzing connections between identity, virtuality, time and digital 

networked environments

2) envisioning the future by presenting a new, challenging and evocative ludic 

service concept (and using the experimental concept idea as an intellectual tool and 
platform for the analysis and interpretation of networked digital environments)

3) providing a basis for further discussion on motives, values, intentions and 

principles guiding the development and design of the digital artifacts and utilization 

of personal digital information

In essence, the research questions can be stated as follows: How and in what ways 
are the conceptions of identity, virtuality and time united in the extended human 

existence, occurring in non-physical and physical environments? What are the 

special characteristics and qualities of this existence, that have to be taken into 
account when designing a personal future simulation system? In what ways could an 

existing personal future simulation system support the expanded human existence? 
How would the existence of such a system affect people’s life and the society as a 

whole?

Focusing on the stated thematic focus areas and research interests, my work is 

divided in three equally important main sections. In the first part (chapters 1-4), I will 
define the thematic focus areas of my work by analyzing the existing phenomena in 

the field of digital media. My method is to bring different scientific approaches and 

discourses together, to expose them to a creative dialogue. Through this exposition of 
comparative analysis and critical thinking, new insights and ideas will emerge 

(Denzin & Lincoln 2005, 6, 26). Additionally, I use qualitative research methods to 
validate and justify my vision of the personal future simulation system.
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In the second part, Concept of FutureSelf (chapter 5), I will present the concept of 
FutureSelf, providing a description of the personal future simulation system, its 

operation and features including user scenarios and insights on the existing related 

projects, services and applications. The concept description contains a proposal of a 
design of personal future simulation service, that generates valid, informative and 

accessible personal future forecasts in the form of entertaining digital simulations. 

In the final section, Conclusions & Reflections (chapter 6), I will concentrate on the 

insights and ideas provoked by the concept and its theoretical framework. While 
studying the wider implications and applications of the personal future simulation 

system I will provide insights and ideas for further scientific and design-orientated 
discourse and research. Additionally, I’ll provide some ideas considering the system’s 

further development.
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 3. RESEARCH APPROACH & METHODS 

This work is a combination of qualitative study and concept design. Together they 
form a whole of artistically and theoretically orientated qualitative research with 

pragmatic applications. In the research and design process, I will utilize 

interconnected interpretative practices and techniques. 

Reality is always observed and known through its representations. All observations of 
the world are affected by one’s attitudes, beliefs, knowledge and the applied 

theoretical framework. Theories, being cultural and linguistic artifacts, shape the 

observation and analysis either consciously or unconsciously. According to Norman 
K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, qualitative researcher has to be endlessly creative 

and interpretive in order to approach and understand the complexity of the world. 
For them, a bricoleur represents a researcher who creatively combines different 

methods and techniques to analyze and uncover complex phenomenon. Through the 

utilization of various appropriate techniques and methods, the bricoleur creates an 
interpretive, pragmatic and self-reflexive construction of a bricolage, a critical 

multifaceted interpretation of an ambiguous phenomenon (Denzin & Lincoln 2005: 
Kincheloe & McLaren 2005, 316-321). As a designer and a researcher, uniting theory 

to practical solutions, I act as a interpretive, creative bricoleur approaching and 

analyzing complex phenomena of digital technologies and their implications.

Figure 1. Bricolage

I apply two distinguishable yet parallel adaptions of scenario method in my work. 
First of all, I use future studies’ scenario method as an modified instrument in the 

creation and composition of future simulations generated by the future simulation 
system. Future scenario is a description of logical, causal chain of events leading to 

the defined future state, a possible future world. I use the method of future scenario 

as a narrative platform; the scenario method has been simplified and reconfigured to 
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suit the design of the system and its functionalities.2 Secondly, I utilize use case 
scenarios - deriving from the field of design industry and research - as a practical 

design method to illuminate and describe the possible uses of the personal future 

simulation system. Use case scenarios are textual narratives (use episodes) which 
include the description of the user and her background as well as context of the use 

and most importantly, the possible uses of the given design implementation or 
solution. Use case scenario method with its extended forms is an established and 

well-known method applied in the versatile design processes and projects to 

observe, analyze and test design decisions (Carroll 1995: Keinonen, Takala 2006: 
Nathan, Friedman & al. 2008). 

Additionally, I will employ ideas deriving from future studies in my concept design 

process as I will connect my concept idea to the discourse of the existing and past 

phenomena in the field of digital media. Thus I anticipate the possible development 
of digital technologies and media environments (extrapolation) while envisioning the 

existence of a personal future forecasting system and its features, functionalities and 
characteristics. Evidencing, or “reverse archaeology of the future” provides a way to 

envision the future experience of a given design object by representing and 

implementing design artifacts in the potential future contexts using textual narrative 
or visualizing methods (Candy 2008). This is a way to explore the possible reception, 

effects and impacts of the design as well as the design itself.3 In this work, I’ve 
produced the brand design, slogans and a website design for the personal future 

simulation system using imaginary user comments and invented clips of media 

reception as design elements to illuminate the qualities and characteristics of the 
system.

R. V. Wheelright has researched the domain of personal future forecasting in his 

doctoral dissertation Personal Futures: Foresights and Futures Studies for Individuals 

(2005). As he has observed, people are not familiar with the future forecasting 
methods or their applicability to the life of an individual. The study of personal 

futures hasn’t gained much attention in the scientific field of futures studies. There 
exists only a very limited amount of literature considering personal future forecasting  

or guides to futures methods in the level of personal life. Additionally, the methods of 

future forecasting are considered to be too complex and difficult to attract the 
attention and interest of individual people with limited resources. As based on 
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specialist methods, futures studies can be said to isolate itself from the lives of 
ordinary people. In the scientific field of future studies researchers and specialist 

concentrate on the broader paths and characteristic of futures as they’re trying to 

map the social, political, economical, technological and ecological development. 

As Wheelright argues correctly, futures studies’ methods could be used to foresee 
and anticipate the future development of an individual (Wheelright 2005, 14, 

22-23). Consequently, it is possible to develop new methods and aids for personal 

future forecasting utilizing scientific methods in a creative way. An adaptive and 
intelligent future simulation system, operating in the digital environment could 

familiarize people with future forecasting and future management.

Figure 2. Theoretical background & thematic focus areas
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CONCEPT DESIGN

In the complex, multifaceted act of design, the designer has to be aware of the larger 

cultural context as well as the special characteristics of a given design task. At the 

same time, the “thoughtful designer”, as described by Jonas Löwgren and Erik 
Stolterman, understands her own role in the design process which enables the 

efficient reflection and iteration of design ideas and solutions. The designer has to be 
aware of the guiding values and principles of the design process when considering 

the utilization of suitable design methods and techniques. In essence, concepts, 

theories, ideas and solutions can serve as  practical intellectual tools, instruments of 
thoughtful creativity and design (Löwgren & Stolterman 2004).

The concept development process brings together the possibilities offered by the 

imagination, and the recent results and developments in the scientific and productive 

field. The designer brings qualities to the digital technologies and environments 
through reflective, critical and creative thinking. In an application, a service or a 

game concept development, new methodical paths and ideas emerge and new 
arrangements of systematical thinking, technological solutions and structures might 

surface. In this work, I will use a concept development process as an environment to 

expose new ideas to analytical, reflective thinking. Additionally, I will use concept 
creation to observe existing phenomena and to reflect my own interpretations and 

insights on them. The concept design process can serve as a method to map as well 
as analyze both the existing phenomena and potential paths of the future 

development. 

The aim of my concept idea has been inspired by the thoughts of design noir which 

challenge the traditional views and methods of the design industry by creating and 
introducing thought provoking and unique design artifacts. According to the 

principles of design noir, as presented by Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby in their 

book Design Noir: The secret Life of Electronic Objects (2001), imaginative design 
can be used to create ambiguous objects that stimulate extraordinary and 

unconventional use, misuse and apprehension of their design. Critical design, 
supported with an artistic mindset, is a way to challenge established views on 

technological development and cultural values and the role of the individual as a 

consumer/user. The aim of the effective, critical conceptual design is to provide 
“complicated pleasures” as design becomes an evocative method to explore and 

experience diverse mental landscapes. Accordingly, the focus of the design process 
has to be orientated towards the aesthetic dimensions of the use (actualization of the 

potential) rather than on the design of the object itself. Ambiguity can be seen as a 
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resource for the designer. In an appropriate context, the ambiguity of an object can 
offer unique opportunities to encourage conceptual thinking and alternative 

interpretation, thus deepening the relationship between an individual and the design 

artifact. 

The world of objects doesn’t have to be predetermined, stable or rationally 
structured. Thus the darkness of the design emerges from the unconventional, even 

questionable and radical applications of the digital design artifacts. Design noir 

makes a value proposition considering the design’s role and significance in society. 
The practitioners of design noir see design as a method to provoke discussion, to 

expose the existing and envision the upcoming, to go beneath the surface of the 
conventional, creating manifestations of radical thought. The values considering the 

design object as well as its context can be brought into the very center of the design 

process itself (Dunne & Raby 2001: Gaver & Beaver & Benford 2003: Nathan & al. 
2008). I’ve observed that the ideas of design noir have similar characteristics to Jean 

Baudrillard’s philosophical thinking, its intentions and even his expression. In my 
concept of a future simulation system, the object of the design isn’t just the system 

itself; I’m also interested in the reactions and interactions between the simulated 

future (design artifact) and the individual. New, unexpected behavioral patterns and 
reactions might emerge, while an individual is exposed to her own simulated future. 

The concept of FutureSelf will provide an abstract yet practical description of a 

personal future simulation system. The concept can be seen as a provocative artistic 

attempt to describe one possible way to use the intimate, personal information 
continuously cumulating in the digital environments. The concept idea provides an 

imaginative proposal, not a perfected applicable service description for the 
immediate implementation. I am aware that a complete, implementable design of a 

functional personal future simulation system, as described in this work, would 

require an multidisciplinary team of designers and developers. My interest is to 
evoke thoughts and envision the possible future development of personal, still non-

existent, digital future forecasting systems.
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 4. CONTEXT & THEMATIC FOCUS AREAS 

The conceptions and concepts of identity, virtuality and time are central for one’s 

experience of the emerging digital environments and virtual social realities. Thereby I 
will analyze these concepts and the scientific discourse around them in some depth 

as I will lay out the theoretical basis for my own thinking and insights. In order to 
clarify my own views and perceptions on the most substantial elements of my work, 

philosophical abstractions are brought together with more concrete solutions and 

applications. The critical analysis of the existing research and design traditions is 
directly related to the substance and the focus of this work as well as to the 

development of the future simulation system.

In this chapter I will metaphorically speaking, create the thematic ray of light that is 

directed towards the concept description of FutureSelf which serves as an orientating  
lens, bringing my thematic focus areas into life. 

VIRTUALITY & IDENTITY PLAY

The concept and expression of virtual reality contains a paradox as it combines the 

terms “virtual” and “real”. In everyday use, the meaning of virtual is twofold: either it 

refers to imaginary things or to the computers and digital technologies. Before its 
present, more common interpretation virtual reality was closely tied to virtual reality 

systems (VR), immersive artificial environments that were accessible through 
computers and more advanced user facilities and tangible interfaces such as data 

gloves and head-mounted displays. In VR systems, the user is both mentally and 

physically transferred into a digitally generated environment, where normal sensory 
input is substituted by information produced by the computer. The physical 

participation and interaction is an essential, distinguishing feature of the virtual 
reality systems. Nowadays virtual is seen as a property of digital environments or the 

Internet, a property of the vast imaginary world of possibilities once called “the 

cyberspace” (Ryan 2001, 48-52: Thomas 2003, 54-55: Balsamo 2000, 490). 
The concept of personality play or identity play has been attached to the developing 

domains of digital media environments as those environments have extended the 
territories of human experience and existence. Below I will analyze the concepts of 

virtuality and identity play and their relationship to the digital networked 

environments, as they appear in the contemporary scientific discourse. I will 
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additionally clarify my own interpretation and utilization of these key concepts 
regarding the aims and focus of this work.

DIMENSIONS OF VIRTUALITY

The characteristics and qualities of virtuality become essential for the understanding 
of the nature of non-physical digital existence. Furthermore, the development of a 

personal future simulation system, operating in digital virtual environment, requires 
the application of multiple approaches towards the concept of virtuality. In essence, 

the creation of dialogue between real and virtual becomes a method to engage and 

immerse the individual to the simulated environment.

In this work, my interpretation of virtuality and virtual reality has been inspired by 
the works of Marie-Laure Ryan, Jean Baudrillard and Pierre Lévy. Some important 

insights have been provided by Gilles Deleuze and Fred Polak. French philosophers 

Jean Baudrillard and Pierre Lévy present quite divergent yet connected 
interpretations and views on the nature of virtuality. In Deleuze’s thinking reality as a 

whole consists of different kinds of realities, actual realities and virtual realities. 
Polak sees future images and visions as a central element of human thinking since 

the virtual represents a special dimension of abstract thinking that constitutes an 

essential element in human existence. For Sherry Turkle, T.L Taylor and Janet H. 
Murray the concepts of virtuality and virtual reality are closely tied - in a quite 

straightforward manner - to the dimensions and nature of the digital environments in 
general. 

Ryan distinguishes three different aspects of the virtual. First of all, virtual can be 
seen as an optical illusion where the virtual (or illusory) is generally considered 

inferior to and less valuable than the real thing. Thus, virtual represents a fabricated 
fake. I would also mention here the non-optical illusion, which is created though 

immersive narrative techniques of simulation affecting to one’s cognitive processes 

and thus the perception of the world. Illusion is a quality of a world in which the 
world consists of elusive constellation of appearances. Virtual can also been seen as 

potential; Ryan attaches this interpretation to scholastic tradition of thought with its 
basis on Aristotle’s ideas. Etymologically virtual originates from the latin word of 

virtus, which refers to the power and the possible completion of potential. Virtual as 

a quality, possesses the power of actualization and thus “actual” and “virtual” form a 
dialectic relationship, not a binary one. During the eighteenth and nineteenth 

century these terms were interpreted and seen as opposites (Ryan 2001, 26-27: Lévy 
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1998, 23). Today virtual is strongly related to computer-mediated digital 
environments and technologies.

For french philosopher Jean Baudrillard, our times witness a growing addiction to 
simulate the real using the means of advanced technology. For him virtual reality 

environments, capable of mimicking the world in the most precise ways, represent 
the most immersive and profound way to produce a perfect simulacra, a duplicate of 

the reality. Baudrillard ponders on the aims of digital media; according to his view, 

technologies of simulation can become transparent as the individual in the process 
of immersion virtualizes herself. In the end, technology obliterates the conventional 

human being on the eve of ultimate hyper-reality. Technological development related 
to information and communication leads to an inescapable yet paradoxical 

transparency and hollowness of existence and meaning. 

Technology itself must vanish since only this total transparency allows the most 

fundamental level of immersion. And this is the supreme goal of the ultimate 
medium. The highest function of the media is to make the reality to disappear and at 

the same time mask its disappearance. The birth of the ultimate medium designates 

the invisibility of the mediating devices. Consequently, technology enables 
continuous reproduction of possible realities as simulations. Jaron Lanier and Brenda 

Laurel envision the future where physical computers have become invisible to the 
user; in a total immersion the material borders between digital and non-digital 

realities cease to exist. And thus images themselves become real or hyper-real. In 

Baudrillard’s vision of post-modern hyper-real, the copy of the real becomes more 
desirable than the original. Ryan points out sharply how Baudrillard’s rhetorics and 

views on the possible utilization of virtual reality have been strongly affected by the 
visions and insights of the virtual reality theorists (Ryan 2001, 30-31, 41, 57: 

Baudrillard 1996, 4, 66, 101).

Will we witness the birth of the perfect simulacra, the hyper-reality where the 

superior copy of the real replaces the original? Baudrillard acknowledges the 
technological restrictions of contemporary virtual reality systems. Reality can’t be 

perfectly duplicated in those environments. However, Baudrillard’s hypotheses and 

ideas on hyper-reality have provided strong stimulants to his followers when 
considering the possibilities and even pitfalls of tomorrow’s simulation systems. 

Oliver Grau places the virtual in a historical context; he argues that all the different 
forms of virtual reality throughout history can be seen as immersive in their nature 

(Grau 2003, 15, 17). For me, the creation of a strong immersive experience doesn’t 

require a perfect simulation or one-to-one duplication; the total equivalence or 
perfection of the system isn’t required for a highly immersive experience. For 
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example, the users of virtual reality systems (VR) or rather their senses complement 
the insufficiencies of the system since they have the intention towards immersion. 

The same has happened with the chat bots supported by the restricted AI (Turkle 

1995, 88-101). The user’s imagination and cognitive processes complete the 
incomplete system and thus the user’s mind becomes one dimension of the system 

itself.   

The conceptions of reality are modifiable ad infinitum; reality is open for every 

hypothesis one can imagine and utter about it. Reality is a sphinx. In his work, 
Baudrillard seems to challenge the basic idea of absolute reality itself. Provocatively 

he announces that:

“Faith in reality is, of all the imaginary forms, the basest and most trivial.” 

(Baudrillard 1996, 12)

Reality, as a universe of reference, has become unintelligible and thus the reality 
itself is an illusion. Baudrillard question the desire for the real as his play with the 

conception of reality leads eventually to a situation, where the simulacrum becomes 

a proof of reality itself. Reality, which is in its very nature beyond human grasp, 
manifests itself through simulation. The reality or an illusion of reality, serving as a 

model of simulation, is produced continuously through simulation. Paradoxically, the 
illusion of reality is strengthened by the simulacrum. What we find behind the 

simulacrum? The significance of virtual or representation triumphs over the real since 

there isn’t any absolute truth behind all the representations. Rejecting the referential 
relationship between ideas and the reality enables a never-ending play with the real 

as thoughts themselves transform into self-referential singularities. Thus realities are 
multiplied as all realities are illusory in their nature (Baudrillard 1996, 12, 16, 96-97, 

99, 101). 

In my interpretation of Baudrillard’s thought, the virtual thus validates the fluctuating 

conception of reality. As possible realities are continuously multiplied, the virtual 
strengthens the illusion of real exposing it to the constant, never-ending dialogue. 

Thus virtual can be treated as an interpretation and commenting of the transforming 

reality. Virtual and realities are united, they co-exist in an inseparable way in the 
prevailing illusion of the real world. The reality, as well as virtual, is always 

constructed of multiplicities. Ryan chooses the relativistic compromise: What is 
reality more than one’s own interpretation of the world? We’re constantly living in 

our own mental models of reality, constructing consciously and unconsciously 

meanings that are the rational simulacra of things (Ryan 2001, 34-35).
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Through this dialectic relationship of real and virtual, Deleuze’s multiplicities and 
“becoming” are made more comprehensible and visible. This process is important 

for my concept of FutureSelf, the personal future simulation system; the virtual paths 

of personal future, created in the digital virtual reality environment, are represented 
as possibilities or comments on the real future development experienced by the 

individual. The system manufactures simulations that represent possible realities and 
meanings. As the FutureSelf environment is mostly textual, the immersion to the 

virtual future can be only partial. However, these images of the future are entwined 

to the individual’s experience of reality and thus they become real as interpretations. 
To support the self-reflective processes, some of the design solutions substantiate and 

emphasize the process of comparison. Through that, the person acknowledges the 
difference between the factual and the potential development; they’re exposed and 

compared and thus a dialogue emerges. As it seems, the virtual is nevertheless 

capable of breaking free from the reality. The deep structures of the virtual contain 
the potential of fantasy without references to material or non-material reality. This 

raises the ontological question of the independence of the virtual; does the virtual 
exist without the real?

Pierre Lévy emphasizes the rich imaginary nature of the virtual containing the seed 
of actualization. Reality is liberated and reconfigured in the process of virtualization. 

In his view, “virtual” presents “[a] powerful mode of being” and it doesn’t stand in 
opposition with the real. Quite on the contrary, the virtual provides an infinite 

resource to the future development of the real, thus expanding and fueling the 

creative processes. The actual interacts with the virtual (Lévy 1998, 16, 23-26). Due 
to its imaginary nature, the transforming of virtual into real can take us beyond all 

existing solutions and configurations:

“Actualization implies the production of new qualities, a transformation of idea, a 

true becoming that feeds the virtual in turn.” (Lévy 1998, 25) 

The process of virtualization reveals the potential of the real as it places it in the rich 
context of the virtual. Virtualization proceeds from a given solution to the 

problematizing of the existing reality. Virtual entity can reincarnate endlessly without 

limitations in quantity as the virtual is not anchored in space and time. Through the 
actualizing the virtual is contextualized, made concrete. Actualization presents a 

solution or an answer to a problem or question. It is creation without predetermined 
means or ends; in the dynamic, two-way process actualization releases the creative 

potential of the virtual. Gilles Deleuze presents another view on the relationship of 

the virtual and actualization. For him, the virtual is real but inactual, having a special 
mode of existence. Thus conceiving the virtual as potential existence, the process of 
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actualization suggests that the virtual doesn’t have an existence of its own. For 
Deleuze, this undermines the interpretation of the virtual as potential for 

actualization. However, for Lévy possibility is exactly like the real but existing as a 

latent phantom reality. Its realization doesn’t require an innovative creative act (Levy 
1998, 23-34: Lister & al. 2003, 361-362). 

“The virtual should, properly speaking, be compared not to the real but the 

actual.” (Lévy 1998, 24)

Lévy argues that virtualization serves as one of the principle vectors in the creation 

of reality (Lévy 1998, 27). In my interpretation, virtual as potential presents an 
imaginary dimension of endless possibilities, in which modes of existence aren’t 

predetermined. Thus the virtual fish isn’t actualized in a form of an actual real fish. 

They co-exist in different modes of existence. Potential, when related to virtual, is an 
extension of existence without direction. Thereby, virtual as potential, offers a way to 

describe and define possible worlds without an explicit or implicit definition of their 
actualization. 

Entities include their virtualities since they are open for interpretation. Virtualization 
exposes the existing to the problematizing and modification. Toolmaking and 

language are examples of  the virtualization. Levy’s idea of tools can be connected to 
the ideas of Marshall McLuhan considering the properties and significance of tools. 

Technology, as other tools, extends the physical and non-physical abilities of 

humans. The idea of the tool leads to a reproduction, which is actualization of the 
tool. At the same time its usage creates new applications and versions of the tool 

without consuming the virtual idea of the tool itself. Baudrillard opposes Mcluhan’s 
views as he states that technologies, in their most extreme forms, present the 

expulsion of man. For him, technology seen as an extension of a human being and 

human power is a subjective, optimistic illusion. Artificial intelligence could 
transform the world and its meanings beyond human understanding. The emergence 

of independent, self-sufficient technologies would make human being useless and 
expendable (Baudrillard 1994, 111: Ryan 2001, 37-38, 45: Baudrillard 1996, 35, 

71).

Language, a system of reusable linguistics types, can also been seen as a product of a 

creative virtualization process. For Lévy, the virtual as potential is present in all forms 
of textuality at an ontological level. Linguistic system can be used to create textual 

material, forms and variations without limitations (Lévy 1998, 23-24). Due to the rise 

of digital technologies and globally accessible information networks, virtual (note the 
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dual meaning) resources of knowledge, have become the most valuable objects of 
desire.

The creative dimension of the virtualization process is significant when considering 
the concept of personal future simulation system. The FutureSelf system enables the 

process of virtualization in a digital virtual environment (note the two meanings of 
the virtual) as the future is exposed to the imagination. The possible future is 

provided in a form of a narrative; the creative processes of the user are amplified. 

Through the virtualization process the future is problematized, opened for 
hypothetical and speculative thinking. In essence, the future is displayed as a 

playground for various alternative paths of development. Through exposing the 
possible worlds, the imaginary depths of the virtual are used as a creative power. 

People tend to restrict their views on future development; one is likely to stick with 
routines and nurture certain kinds of views of the world. These behaviorial patterns 

can be challenged and altered using the immersive powers of narration to reveal the 
potential (virtual) as a perpetual resource of the future. Virtual, as the concept and 

term is used in this work, refers both to the mode and quality of existence. Thus 

virtual can define the quality of an environment as well as its abstract dimensions. 
Virtual is the sphere of the imaginary as well as the extension of potential. Thereby, 

all still non-existent possible worlds and futures are virtual in their very nature.

Baudrillard makes an interesting remark about the aims of virtualization in technical 

terms. For Baudrillard raw digital material and machines are used in the remaking of 
art, reproduction of meanings and existence. This notion is related directly to the 

FutureSelf concept. According to the ideal of virtuality, all historical events and facts, 
human and non-human activity, the substance of the world, could be transformed 

into pure information (Baudrillard 1996, 27-31, 37, 62: Baudrillard 1997, 23, 76). 

The task appears to be both impossible and undesirable. However, the idea itself 
contains interesting prospects. 

As I’ve already pointed out earlier, the transformation of human activity into digital 

information is taking place in an accelerated manner both quantitatively and 

qualitatively. This digitalization process, in spite of its restrictions, leads to a unique 
situation in the history of mankind; an unprecedented amount of unique and rich 

personal information is stored in the digital databases. However, there are several 
restrictions considering this information. The coverage is limited both quantitatively 

and qualitatively regarding an individual’s activity. Some individuals don’t exist in 

the digital databases at all due their restricted access to the digital environments or 
contemporary digital infrastructure of the given society. Thereby the digitized 
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information is apportioned and biased geographically, demographically and 
culturally. 

Naturally, the information is scattered and cluttered; some of the information is 
publicly available, some of it is carefully protected. The information is stored using 

various formats of digital coding languages without standardized, compatible forms 
functioning in different technological environments. On the long-awaited eve of the 

semantic, machine readable web, the internet environments still utilize separated, 

incompatible technological solutions. However, standardized forms of digitized 
information and technological cross-platform solutions are being designed, 

introduced and utilized at this very moment (Van Grove 2009). Additionally, different 
forms of accessible digital information can be parsed and made comprehensible and 

compatible for versatile platforms and uses. This process requires technical expertise 

and sophisticated translation and modulation systems. The heterogenous data can be 
gathered and collected in order to use it as meaningful material for further 

processing. In my concept of a personal future simulation system, I’ll provide an idea 
how this versatile information about an individual can be used to create new layers 

of meaningful information in an entertaining and fascinating manner in a form of 

future simulation.

SHIFTING IDENTITIES

Usually, the description of identity is seen as an answer to the question; Who am I? 

One’s immediate apprehension of identity includes personal conceptions, attitudes, 
opinions, emotions and feelings towards oneself and the world. Identity is built 

through an identification process where one forms commitments to the social roles 
and stances that are formed by the personal challenges and matters. The creation of 

identity can be seen as an ongoing process that is affected by the individual’s 

continuous reflexive activities. Self-identity is sustained by the routines of these 
processes. 

The experience of identity is substantially related to the social context, as the 

individual defines herself - both consciously and automatically - in a relationship to 

other individuals and groups of people. Thereby in an abstract level it is possible to 
distinguish the personal identity and the social identity that are unified in one’s 

apprehension of self. Individual’s relationship to groups can also be defined as a 
collective identity (i.e. cultural identity). Human beings cannot be separated from the 

material world as they live and develop in a multi-layered social, material and 
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cultural context. Every individual tend to experience the world in her own, personal 
manner; the identity becomes observable in her relationship (i.e. inclinations, 

reactions, interactions) to her environment. The interplay of biological factors (i.e. 

physical age, genes) and environment (i.e. living circumstances) have a considerable 
affect on the development of the identity. The sophisticated composition of self-

identity is formed by interaction of multiple, intricate material and immaterial factors 
(Mustonen 2000, 119-124: Giddens 1991, 52-55: Wiszniewski & Coyne 2002, 

198-208: Norros & Kuutti & al. 2007, 63).

The development of identity is to be considered as a mode of an individual’s active 

existence, a development that is based on self-reflection and identification 
happening in different physical and non-physical social environments. I use the 

concept of identity play to describe the reflective, multi-dimensional process that 

affects one’s experience of self-identity. The continuous process of identity play 
includes the individuals search for possible alternative futures; the individual defines 

herself through the specification of goals and plans to achieve them. Identity play 
can be seen as a mapping of the possible and potential solutions and means of 

existence. One’s belief in one’s own existence becomes crucial for one’s life 

experience (Baudrillard 1996, 94). 

Through identity play, one defines her insights and relationship to her past, present 
and future. In my work, I will concentrate on the identity play that is taking place in 

digital media environments. I will also provide a brief introduction to the history of 

identity play in these environments as it fits the scope and intention of my work. 
Conspicuously, the development of identity is significantly directed towards the 

future. This orientation towards the future connects the development of identity to 
my concept of FutureSelf, as a digital environment that exposes a possible future for 

individuals reflexive processes.

IDENTITY PLAY & VIRTUAL REALITY SYSTEMS

“If the world is to be perfect, it will first have to be made.” (Baudrillard 1996, 39)

The most dramatic visions of identity play occurring in digital media environments 
have been provided by the theorists and developers of virtual reality systems (VR). 

The hype and enthusiasm around the phenomenon aroused the interests of scientists, 
artists, economical actors and the common public. Imaginative and provocative 

applications of VR technology were presented by Jaron Lanier and Howard 
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Rheingold. Rheingold’s most popular visions included the idea of virtual sex using 
telepresence and bodysuits. Through Jaron Lanier’s Home Reality Engine the user 

would be able to access immersive three dimensional virtual worlds with the lightest 

wearable equipment. The same system would let the user choose her identity 
providing endless possibilities to play with the features and appearance of her 

character. Shifting identities and forms of existence would be available to an 
individual. At the same time the system would keep track of every event in the virtual 

world thus enabling accessing memories as living recordings of one’s actions. 

Baudrillard’s ideas on the duplicated reality and illusion go hand in hand with the 
vision of continuously digitized, repeatable existence. The past could be relived as a 

recording from the data base. History could be accessed in new ways using 
advanced virtual environment. 

The idea of identity play is remarkably significant when considering the aims and 
utopias related to VR technology. In these digital dreams, the virtual existence could 

liberate the individual from the chains of her physical body at least at a conceptual 
level. Being able to freely transform and modify one’s virtual body enables identity 

play without the limitations of the physical one. However, the actual physical body 

remains at the level of physical interaction with the system as well as a 
phenomenological frame of an individual (Ryan 2001, 48-49: Lupton 2000, 480: 

Balsamo 2000, 493: Hutchison 2007).

For the theorist of cyberspace, virtual reality is experienced through the conscious 

and unconscious acts of embodiment and disembodiment. In the visions of a body-
free universe, our physical body, or our conception of the physical body disappears 

or is reconfigured according to the experiences of our conscious mind in the virtual 
reality environment. On the other hand, our bodies become interfaces of their own 

accord; the movements and gestures of the body affect directly the events in an 

immersive virtual environment. Accordingly, one’s perception and sense of the body 
is modified and transformed when it’s taken to the virtual environment of 

imagination. The basic physical needs (i.e. hunger, thirst) and functionalities (i.e. 
digestion, fatigue caused by the physical activity) of the material body don’t act as 

constraints of the idealized virtual body. For the critics of virtual reality endeavors, 

these systems create an illusionary, escapist control over the physical, vulnerable 
mortal body. (Lupton 2000, 479-481: Ryan 2001, 52: Balsamo 2000, 494-495). 

The transformation into a gigantic gas cloud in the digital virtual reality would 

enable us to act and feel as a gigantic gas cloud. What does that mean, how is that 

possible? We cannot change our physical appearance, the synaptic structures of 
brains or the dynamics and functions of our nervous system; our basic senses prevail. 
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Before we can affect directly our synaptic self using advanced technology or 
chemicals, the narrative of self is the only thing that can be reconfigured and 

readjusted. We imagine, how it would feel to be and act like a gas cloud and thus 

through suggestive immersion we become gas clouds. 

The idea of VR - stretching the existing apprehensions considering the relationship of 
identity, mind and body - provided a unique potential for personality play. Even so, 

the potential was left prevalently unexploited. The immersive 3D virtual 

environments provided material for scientific speculations and artistic visions yet 
technological obstacles as well as the highly sophisticated devices and expensive 

technological innovation restricted its availability, usability and accessibility.  After 
the remarkable hype and enthusiasm, the developers and theorists of virtual reality 

systems were set back after facing enormous technological challenges and 

constraints. The applications of VR technology couldn’t fill the dreams of the 
visionaries, scientists, economical actors or the common public. Thus VR systems 

never established a significant environment for social interaction. 

Today’s VR systems aren’t directed or available to the great masses. So far these 

systems remain in the margin providing applications for the specific needs of art, 
science, education, warfare and entertainment industry. At the same time, some of 

the inspirational visions related to VR technologies, including the idea of the 
“Holodeck”4, a dynamic, highly immersive, interactive simulated tangible 3D 

environment, seem to be forgotten or neglected by developers and designers. The 

future development of virtual reality systems could follow two distinct yet parallel 
paths; the evolution in digital technologies could be complemented by the 

development of bio and nano technologies which enable new methods of interaction 
and immersion (Lister & al. 2003, 109-110: Hutchison 2007, 100-103). 

The significant global forum with immense social potential emerged with the birth of 
networked digital environments, foremost the world wide web (WWW). These 

environments, connecting remarkable amount of people in various ways, provided a 
place for the unforeseen breakthrough of the forms of “second orality” as described 

by Walter J. Ong in his book Orality and Literacy; The Technologizing of the World 

(1982).
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EMERGING IDENTITIES IN THE AGE OF THE INTERNET

Sherry Turkle, a pioneering theorist of the internet era with strong ties to 

psychoanalytical tradition, delved deeply into the networked virtual reality in her 

book Life on the Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet (1995). She focused on 
the identity play taking place in digital networked environments such as chat rooms 

(i.e. MUDs) and bulletin boards. Echoing the ideas and rhetorics of VR enthusiasts, 
she saw these fabricated virtual domains representing a unique territory of simulation 

and play. Turkle sees computers as culturally powerful post-modern machines of 

simulation with a social dimension. Digital technologies enable the creation of 
“objects of the culture of simulation” that can be used to refine and expand human 

knowledge and thinking. In computer-mediated environments one is able to explore 
one’s personality and to establish new connections to machines, other “realities” and 

other individuals. 

For Turkle, new ways of thinking and perceiving will emerge as the constantly 

deepening relationship between humans, personal computers (as a cultural medium) 
and virtual social realities provide the basis for endless exploration, serious play and 

experimentation. An individual becomes immersed in a dream world with 

extraordinary possibilities through a computer that is acting more like an instrument 
of self-expression, than a tool for abstract calculation and analysis. The computer is a 

machine that carries an individual to “the centre of things and people”, to the virtual 
communities that enable a radical democratization of discovery as well as an 

unforeseen challenge for unitary, consistent identity. The virtual, non-physical nature 

of online environments makes them ideal for personality play as the individual isn’t 
tied to her physical appearances and constraints. For Turkle, the disembodiment 

happens mostly through textual, narrative acts. In a chat room or other digital 
environment with a social dimension, a person can describe herself in the way she 

wishes without articulate connection to her offline personality or appearances. 

(Turkle 1995: 46-49, 54-55, 59-61, 158, 267).

In his book Internet Galaxy; Reflections on the Internet, Business and Society (2001), 
Manuel Castells claims that digital environments have become mundane since 

activities in online environments represent an extension of life in all of its recognized 

dimensions and modalities. He points out that the Internet use is mostly instrumental 
as it is closely connected to the user’s ordinary daily activities and contexts. Identity 

play and the creation of parallel virtual lives appear for him as an execution of 
personal fantasies. Additionally, according to him the identity play in the digital 

environments is quite a marginal, even diminishing phenomenon of online 
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sociability that is mostly practiced by teenagers (Castells 2001, 118-119). For me, 
Castells seems to oversimplify the meaning of identity play when stating that 

experimenting and discovering one’s identity is confined to a certain period of 

individual’s life. Maybe Castells’ observations can be interpreted in the context of the 
time of his writing that took place before the rise of the social networking platforms, 

the huge success of MMORPGs and other digital environments with substantial 
social dimensions. These environments are inhabited and used by people from wide 

demographic segments varying in age, social class and educational background. 

Subsequently, digital environments have become social realities, multidimensional 
stages for social interaction, self-expression, self-reflection and identity play.

Castells’ views on the nature of identity play and its connection to digital 

environments remains too restricted. Identity play isn’t just tied to the execution of 

one’s personal fantasies and escapist dreams or a process taking place in a certain 
phase of human life. Identity is significantly a social construction and as such it 

represents a mode of being, the existence that’s based on the ongoing dialogue 
between the self and the world. The development of identity continues throughout 

our lives as the individual’s experiences shape and transform it continuously 

(Mustonen 2000, 119-122). Identity play belongs to the mundane sphere of life and 
as extensions of life, socially rich online environments enable different forms of 

identity play. However, it is important to realize that even though virtual 
environments enable identity play, an individual’s online identity can’t be 

straightforwardly detached from her offline actions and experiences of identity. 

Turkle’s remark about the interdependence of online and offline characters is notably 
valid as one is still flesh and blood outside the digital environment (Taylor 2006, 

18-19: Turkle 1995, 267). 

But what are the motivations behind identity play other than creating possible 

parallel, imaginative personalities and lives? For me, the depth and richness of social 
experience is related to the meaning of identity play. Social environments encourage 

self-expression; they create a forum for making oneself visible and present. 
Manifestations of identity define one’s social role and significance. The user utilizes 

the possibilities of the environment to try out different tactics and forms of self-

expression. Accordingly, the digital instances of one’s identity are always connected 
to the individual; to her intentions and motivations. She is the physical nexus of the 

non-physical existence. The online character can be used as a strategic instrument in 
the achievement of personal goals. 

T.L. Taylor approaches game worlds as an ethnographer participating in the events of 
the game world as a player. Her research method unites a variety of techniques and 
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intellectual tools (bricolage). For T.L. Taylor the game worlds (i.e. online role-playing 
games) and other networked digital environments are essentially social spaces 

providing a playground for global audiences. The spheres of the virtual world and the 

real world are overlapping and in constant interaction. Events taking place in virtual 
worlds are just as meaningful and real as in the “real world”. Friendship is friendship, 

affection is affection. According to Taylor’s observations, the in-game relationship are 
quite often actualized outside the game environment (Taylor 2006, 10, 18-19).

Agreeing with Turkle, Taylor states that digital environments provide a place for 
continuous identity play. Even though users are able to create and perform a variety 

of identities even simultaneously, the crucial question of the dimensions of the 
identity play remains. How much of one’s personality can be reconstructed or 

modified in the digital virtual environment? Even though the user is not confined to 

her existing “real life” personality, the line between online and offline identity can 
become quite imprecise. For Taylor game worlds, whilst supporting exploration of 

identity, are never solely about identity play due to their competitive, goal-orientated 
nature (Taylor 2006, 96-97).

In Taylor’s thinking, influenced by the ideas of Brian Sutton-Smith, play is an integral 
part of the creation of identity and social relationships (Taylor 2006, 89). Through 

play one becomes aware of the boundaries and possibilities of the world; the whole 
civilization process and culture can be said to be based on collective personality 

play. Defining and distinguishing one’s personality is an active form-giving process. 

On that account, the appeal of digital environments is related to their social 
dimension and potential. The depth of social experience and pleasure is integral to 

the user’s engagement in the game environment (Taylor 2006, 91). The same 
becomes visible in the huge success of social networking sites and platforms. Taylor 

also notices the importance of curiosity echoing Espen J. Aarseth’s views on the 

player’s urge to find new, still unexplored experiences from the interactive digital 
worlds (Aarseth 1997). The individual creates a unique relationship with the system 

when experimenting and playing with its different functionalities and features.

Turkle provides a highly idealized view of the Internet and its usage. In Life On the 

Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet, virtual social reality is mainly inhabited by   
people of middle class origin (college students, lawyers, nurses, scientists) having 

access to online environments. Thus Turkle describes and analyzes - using methods 

deriving from the field of psychology and sociology -  mainly the behavior of the 
American middle class; their wishes, thoughts, dreams and desires are exposed and 

illuminated, attached to a sociocultural context of an American origin. In Turkle’s 
social virtual reality, commercial interests aren’t explicitly present. The commercial 
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potential is recognized, but economical interest aren’t yet guiding the praxis of 
online environments and their development. In today’s virtual sphere, the economic 

structures are almost omnipresent. Most of the digital virtual environments are 

rallying for the maximal profit; the amount of users equals the income and profit for 
the corporations behind these enterprises. T.L. Taylor recognized the power of 

corporate actors and their influence on the development of the virtual environments. 
For her, this encounter between economical interests and emergent digital cultures 

provides an illuminating opportunity to analyze the processes of appropriation and 

identification (Taylor 2006, 125-126). 

SOCIAL REALITIES

Taylor emphasizes the substantial social significance and collectively produced 

experiences of game worlds. This is explicitly observable in other digital 

environments with strong social dimensions (i.e. networking sites, community sites, 
micro-blogging services, social identity platforms). Online environments expand 

individual’s possibilities to actively form new meaningful connections and 
relationships outside of the more traditional socializing environments (i.e. localized 

friendship pools, family). Additionally, people can learn and acquire new social skills 

and abilities in such digital environments. A game world’s boundaries as a social 
platform aren’t fixed or defined by game developers or designers; players use these 

environments in creative, unexpected ways thus modifying the cultural dimension of 
the given environment. 

Additionally, social dimension of the game worlds is extended into associated online 
spaces such as game-related message boards, fan sites, galleries and third-party 

websites that contain collectively produced invaluable knowledge about the game 
world (Taylor 2006, 56-57, 88, 126). Castells also brings up the socially activating 

nature of online environments. The use of the internet potentially increases one’s 

social interaction both online and offline, enables the maintaining of distant 
relationships and opens up new channels for acquiring information. Online social 

activities seem to intensify one’s social involvement in the “real world”; this interplay 
of online and offline sociability can lead to an emergence of new forms of social 

organization and a reshaping of the values concerning social interaction (Castells 

2001, 121-133). The existing and strengthening interdependence between physical 
and non-physical digital worlds becomes visible in intersecting social relationships 

(i.e. friendship) that exists in both physical and non-physical environments (Liff & al. 
2002, 84, 96-98). 

29



Nevertheless, the myth of the isolated computer enthusiast and the unhealthy, 

antisocial nature of the digital environments seems still to be around when regarding 

public discussion and opinion. However, it is about time to admit and embrace the 
fact that computer-mediated environments don’t necessarily restrict an individual’s 

social encounters and interaction; quite on the contrary, the activities in front of the 
computer screen might lead into a richer social life. The opportunity to broaden 

one’s social horizon is essential to the idea of personal future simulation service, as 

the system itself maps the social sphere of the user, giving her up-to-date information 
about the future’s social prospects that are implicitly present as possibilities in one’s 

future’s social horizon (cf. Facebook’s People You May Know tool, Twitter’s 
Suggestions tool). 

Taylor criticizes the often inadequate understanding of the body’s and its virtual 
counterpart’s role as a bearer of social meanings and expressions. An avatar, acting 

as a body that creates the sense of presence in the digital environment, becomes the 
manifestation of one’s identity. As the actual approachable representation of one’s 

identity, avatars are integral to the creation of social connections in the digital 

environments (Taylor 2006, 110). Taylor has observed different motivations for the 
personality play in the game environments. Changing one’s character or identity can 

also serve as a instrumental method of the game play. The customized representation 
of the online game character acts as a mask that is charged with meanings (Taylor 

2006, 50).

In the online role-playing games (Everquest, Ultima Online, Word of Warcraft) and 

some digital social sandboxes/environments (i.e. Second Life, Habbo Hotel), the 
person chooses her character from a ready-made, customizable selection. Thus the 

game’s visual style and design affect directly the visual appearance of the avatar even 

though the user might be able to modify the character’s appearance. In general, 2D 
social networking sites provide a possibility to upload an avatar image without 

limitations on its visual appearance. An avatar is primarily a socially constructed, 
intermediary instrument for social participation and communication. As a personal 

virtual artifact, an avatar becomes the modifiable nexus of individual’s existence in a 

given environment. Avatar’s form and transformations are contingent upon its social 
context. This affects the extent of the identity play as the avatar is always created as 

part of a larger social system. Identity play is always affected by and dependent on 
the nature and characteristics of the given social environment. Even though Taylor 

doesn’t provide a more precise description of these social boundaries for identity 

play, she defines the process related to the construction of the identity. A user’s 
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identity is manifested through various social and personal “stories” that create the 
avatar’s social, narrative dimension (Taylor 2006 117-119).

In my interpretation, Taylor argues that the representation of an avatar is based on the 
combination of a visual presentation and varying narratives that form its unique 

characteristics. The narrative is created by the individual’s actions and digital traces, 
left in a specific environment. In social networking sites, these “stories” are micro-

trails of one’s identity and include profile pictures (avatar pictures), profile 

information, comments, micro-blogging entries, status updates, dialogue between 
one’s associates, membership of groups etc. The narrative of an individual, based on 

the interconnected smaller stories and traces, forms the identity that is conveyed and 
perceived through one’s visible, accessible virtual embodiment, the avatar.  Taylor’s 

views on the avatar’s role in the identification process are remarkably interesting and 

inspiring as FutureSelf generates future simulations on the basis of these little, non-
textual and textual manifestations of one’s identity.

TIME & FUTURE STUDIES

The concept of time is directly connected to the idea of a personal future simulation 
system. Additionally, the concept idea in itself has been significantly affected by the 

ideas deriving from the scientific field of future studies. Thus, I will provide some 
insights on the current discussion concerning time and its dimensions in 

contemporary networked information society. Future studies (or futures studies, 

futures) provides functional yet inspiring scientific tools to approach the meaning of 
time and the sphere of future. Hence, as my work combines different scientific 

discourses and ideas, I’ll provide a brief introduction to the future thinking and its 
philosophical and scientific foundations with my own interpretive, intellectual 

accents and emphasis.

TIME AND THE NETWORKED SOCIETY

Time can be considered to be a fundamental category of human understanding. 

Conceptions of time have varied and changed throughout history. Augustine of 

Hippo (354-430), influencing substantially the development of the western concept 
of time, defined the three dimensions of temporality that are seen and conceived by 

the individual from the perspective of the present; history, present and future 
(Ricouer 2004, 352). Since the times of Augustine, the modalities of being and their 
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connection to time has provoked discussion amongst the scholars of various fields. In 
the scientific discourse considering the concept of time, quantum physics meets 

philosophy and other social sciences. 

Notably, the interplay and interaction of different conceptions of time is inherent to 

contemporary society. One absolute, self-explanatory and straight-forward concept 
of time doesn’t exist since the flow of time is transformed by the new technologies 

and their vast cultural impacts. Networked virtual environments and their effect on 

society have given new dimensions, new meanings and functions to the concept of 
time (Castells 1996, 429-468: Kamppinen & Malaska 2002, 63-67: Masini 1993, 

30-32: Giddens 1991, 21: Van Dijk 2006, 157-158). Narratives, at both the personal 
and collective level, affect remarkably our experience of the passage of time. 

According to Alfred Gell, the differences related to the perception of time are related 

to the varying observations and interpretations of the processes that take place in 
time and space (Jones 1997, 15: Kamppinen & Malaska 2002, 64). 

Fred Polak has argued that nowadays we are witnessing the age of “timeless time”, a 

time of continuous present as images (as intellectual visions) of the past and present 

have lost their essence and lasting appeal. Manuel Castells borrows Polak’s term 
(maybe by chance) as he argues that “timeless time” is a substantial quality of the 

network society where traditional time structures are becoming obsolete. Linear, 
measurable and predictable time vanishes and becomes meaningless since the rise of  

information technologies has affected strongly the experience and significance of 

time. Van Dijk emphasizes the socialization and selectivity of time due to the fact 
that time has become a social construct in digital environments. In the digital 

networks, information is relayed, archived and accessed according to one’s necessity; 
the appropriate time for interaction and communication can be chosen by the 

individual. For Baudrillard nothing takes place in real time in the strictest sense of 

the definition; one experiences the present always with a delay. Latency is a 
characteristic of human experience and existence (Polak 1973, 222-223: Castells 

1996, 429, 433, 464-468: Van Dijk 2006, 158-159: Baudrillard 1996, 6, 52). 

However, based on scientific observation, the objective, absolute time is related to 

an autonomous temporal order of events in perceivable reality. Human experience as 
such doesn’t affect to the absolute flow of time. Relativistic time is defined by the 

events of a given system and thereby is connected to the events and actors that affect 
the experience of time (i.e. day-night). Space and time are related both in nature and 

in society. All time appears to be local as time is specific to a given context (Castells 

2004, 36-37: Castells 1996, 429). The human being’s biorhythmic conception of 
time was transformed due to the structural and technological development of 
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civilized society. As Castells notices, modern societies are still predominantly under 
the influence of clock time - regardless of social and cultural challenges, space and 

society have been dominated by the linear, mechanical conception of time. 

According to Castells, the development of the network society leads to the 

emergence of timeless time, a new concept of temporality based on the very nature 
and implications of networked digital environments. He states, that network society 

is characterized by the transformation of biological and social rhythmicity of life. In 

Castells’ thinking, the capitalistic system and the environments and sub-systems (i.e. 
financial/stock market, the needs of the economical actors, employment and 

efficiency) supported by it, have provided a basis for this development. The 
significance of the life cycle in its traditional sense diminishes remarkably, since 

biological factors and processes (i.e. age, reproduction) no longer hold a decisive 

role in the individual’s life. Even death has been made trivial as it is presented as a 
continuous, repetitive spectacle in media environments. On the other hand, death 

has become an invisible part of an individual’s life as it disappears under the cloak of 
silent scientific medical processes (Castells 1996 430-460: Castells 2004, 37).

The present has been viewed as a nexus of being from where the individual observes 
and approaches the temporal dimensions of history and future. History is accessible 

through physical (i.e. documents, artefacts) and non-physical (i.e. memory) instances 
and traces. Human beings constantly leave diverse traces in various physical and 

non-physical environments and thus these traces become the signature of all 

humanity (Baudrillard 1996, 40). The future exists as various immaterial expectations 
of which a human being has no empirical knowledge. The future can be seen as 

open and unknown, yet history and present affect the actualization of the future. 

In essence, the sense and conception of time can be mixed and transformed because 

sequential order is just a one way to organize information. The “real virtual” 
environments provide a unprecedented sense of immediacy - social and cultural 

presence isn’t tied to spatial presence or to the traditional dimension of clock time. 
Time itself can be manipulated by computer-mediated communication processes 

meaning that the sense of real-time has become virtual. The context of information 

affects the way it is organized; time sequences are thus dependent on their cultural 
context. 

Castells introduces a concept of “space of flows” which refers to “the technological 

and organizational possibility of practicing simultaneity (or chosen time in time-

sharing) without contiguity” (Castells 2004, 36). The sequential order of events and 
phenomena is transformed, mixed and re-arranged in the network society based on 
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the new information paradigm. The development of communication technologies 
and digital media environments has produced nodes and networks that connect the 

individual to the different sources, layers and forms of information. The interaction 

occurs in a spatial and virtual space when the individual enters digital networked 
environments. Individual can be present in various spaces at the same time. 

However, this active presence can be synchronous or asynchronous without losing 
its significance or sense of immediacy. Thus, the individual’s existence can be 

extended through digital presence as digital non-physical presence isn’t tied to the 

boundaries of the physical world. As I’ve noted above, the imaginary virtual 
possibilities offer a way to enhance and expand the individual’s sphere of 

experience. 

FUTURE STUDIES, SCIENTIFICITY & VALUES

Future studies, combining a multi/inter/cross-disciplinary set of scientific approaches, 

researches and analyzes the potential future development. According to Eleonora 
Masini, future studies as a science responds to a growing need to understand the 

rapid and interrelated changes of our times. For her, conscious future thinking 
represents a chosen intellectual orientation towards the future:

“Futures Studies is at the same time - - - a way of thinking, a way of constructing 
our minds, a way of conceptualizing life, our every day actions, our every 

decision.” (Masini 1993, 3)

Kenneth E. Boulding states that every decision is affected by the individual’s images 

of possible futures. For Bertnard de Jouvenel “possibles” represent a future that we 
know, a future that can be expected to occur. On the other hand “desirables”, as 

preferred futures, are related to wishes and fears about the future (Boulding & 
Boulding 1995, 38: Masini 1993, 7). Future is a dimension that can be influenced 

through our current actions and choices. Thus critical prospective thinking has a 

crucial significance. For Masini, “the principle of future spaces” means that the 
future is the only space on which humans can have a true, meaningful influence. 

History, as factual past events, belongs to the memory since it stays as it is even 
though we can interpret and analyze it. The present is the moment of instant action 

and being; one passes through the present leaving traces in the past and entering the 

future. The future, being still ahead of us, is a region of possibilities influenced by 
invention, creativity and will (Masini 1993, 6-7).
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Even though the future can’t be perceived or observed in traditional, empirical ways, 
future researchers argue that the future is attainable with a certain accuracy that 

fulfills the standards of scientific knowledge. The practitioners of future research use 

qualitative and quantitative methods that derive from fields of natural and social 
sciences. Since the birth of the discipline after the World War II, future studies as a 

scientific discipline has faced substantial ontological and epistemological 
challenges. According to the traditional view, all appropriate scientific knowledge is 

based on empirical material and observations. Thereby an epistemological issue 

concerning future knowledge comes to the fore: is it possible to have knowledge 
about future since we cannot have conventional empirical evidence about the 

future? Theorists of future studies propose that extended insights into the nature of 
reality and knowledge are required in order to produce scientific knowledge about 

the future. Regarding the ontological aspect, future studies treats reality as a system, 

a complex entity which is constructed of inter-connected, interactive elements and 
the environment. Thus the world as we know it consists of a collection of 

interconnected systems (Kamppinen & Malaska 2002, 94-96, Masini 1993, 52: 
Malaska 1993, 7-11: Niiniluoto 1993, 13-17, Mannermaa 1993, 19-20).

When thinking of the role and essence of Futures Studies - as Masini prefers to call 
the discipline - she has found several characteristics distinguishing future studies 

from other scientific disciplines. First of all, a transdisciplinary (interdisciplinary) 
approach is essential and requisite for the analysis of dynamic, inter-related social, 

cultural, technological, ecological, political and economical processes. Futures 

studies’ intention is to help to manage and understand these complex phenomena. 
The discipline approaches future development in the global level. As the world has 

changed through communication technologies and global economic development, 
we’ve become more conscious of the interconnectedness of all human behavior and 

activities. The planet earth must be observed and analyzed as a complex whole. 

Masini emphasizes, that values, hopes and wishes are always present in the praxis 
and theory of future studies. The discipline extrapolates futures using critically 

selected material from the past and present. Consequently, certain norms and values 
are chosen and emphasized in the research of the future.

Knowledge about history is based on empirical material that is subjectively 
interpreted. Thus there exist multiple, divergent histories depending on the observer. 

The future exists as a created mental conception or as an image. Correspondingly, 
potential futures are present in the history and in the present moment and thus the 

future knowledge is based on the interpretive knowledge about the past and present. 

Knowledge of the future, as envisioned knowledge, consists of the values, 
anticipated changes, new interpretations of history and present as well as the 
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analysis of emergent possibilities of future development. A future map (as  a 
cognitive map) describes the desired objectives of future development, the desired 

future state of things. Possible, sensible futures are substantially connected to the 

approved and adopted values of the future researcher. 

Regarding the ideals of objective science, Future studies, as a normative discipline, 
extends the boundaries of neutral observation and analysis. Future research provides 

proposals for action as well as norms to be followed in order to achieve and realize a 

desired future. Masini argues that the democratic ideals are found at the very core of 
futures studies since normativity is related to the participatory nature of the 

discipline. The practitioners of the future thinking have to be connected to the 
different levels of society. Hence, a future researcher can also be an active actor 

affecting the course of the future. Some of the futures are more probable or plausible 

than others. Certain futures can be more preferable than others since values, hopes 
and fears at both the personal and societal levels affect the judgement when 

preferable, desirable futures are considered.

Regarding the above mentioned characteristics of the discipline, scientificity of future 

studies depends upon valid, justified methods that can guarantee the requisite level 
of scientific objectivity. This objectivity is acquired through continuous 

interdisciplinary dialogue. Critically analyzed and evaluated versatile opinions and 
research material gives an extensive, reliable basis for future forecasts and 

extrapolations. The knowledge of the specialists, experts and laymen is harnessed in 

order to gather adequate and requisite information. Furthermore, future studies 
significance as a scientific discipline is related to its ability to change and transform 

itself. As the world is under a constant transformation, the dynamic nature of future 
studies has to be emphasized. New viewpoints, methods and focus areas have to be 

developed and adapted (Masini 1993, 17-26). 

In essence, the ultimate objectivity of knowledge is an illusion since object and 

subject cannot be distinguished or separated in a straightforward manner (just as real 
and virtual are inseparably connected). The only reality of the scientifically observed 

object is its appearance on the screens of scientific instruments and notations. 

Consequently, scientific objectivity is a simulation and thus rather a transforming 
method than an ultimate intention or aim of scientific knowledge. Thus for 

Baudrillard, ambiguous objects, escaping precise definition or description, are the 
most interesting ones (Baudrillard 1996, 54-55, 76). The future presents such an 

object, such a horizon of emergent ambiguous phenomena.
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Every scientific discipline is affected by the wider cultural, economical and social 
context. They affect directly the orientation of scientific interests and the aims of 

scientific research. Thus the objectivity of a given discipline is always a matter of 

interpretation and choice. Objectivity as a concept can be seen as the proper 
validation of scientific methods rather than the (pre)determined ideal and measure of 

all scientific knowledge. Future thinking is always connected to a certain value basis 
as futures exist in the mind, affected by the hopes and fears both at individual and 

collective levels. According to Wendel Bell, adequate values are found through 

rational, critical thinking. The objective implications of certain values make them 
justifiable. The choices considering the guiding values have to be validated and 

explained; the transparency of the process leads to a objective selection of the 
appropriate value basis (Kamppinen, Malaska & Kuusi 2002, 36-46: Kamppinen & 

Malaska 2002, 94-98: Masini 1993, 40-41, 45, 48).

SYSTEM THINKING & POSSIBLE WORLDS

Future thinking is based on an idea that there exist alternative possible futures. 

Possible futures can be described and defined based on the available information. 

The availability of reliable information is crucial for the mapping of possible futures. 
The quality and coverage of information about the past and present, affects directly 

the quality and accuracy of the future forecast. Similarly, the efficiency of data 
analysis is a critical issue for the future studies. In general, the quality and efficiency 

of the information processing is always affected by the available technological, 

economical and intellectual resources (Masini 1993, 8-9, 52-53).

When considering the applicability of future studies’ scientific methods, the nature of 
the future has to specified. The future exists as a part of a contingent reality, meaning 

that future states of perceivable reality actualize without human observation. 

Dynamic systems change over time. The transformation of the system is dependent 
on the system itself or on other systems and the environment. When observing the 

system, different qualities and characteristic as well as the scope of the change can 
be anticipated and thus critically analyzed. This requires the mapping and definition 

of the essential constants and variables that are affecting the development of a given 

system. 

In the field of natural sciences, some factors are considered as constants, the 
unchanging factors that affect the development of the system. Theorists of social 

science have been more reluctant to specify unquestionable constants since the 
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society as a system is substantially based on dynamic human behavior and its 
consequences. However, both human and non-human factors affect society’s 

development. All we can say confidently is that there exists different types of 

constants and variables in nature and in society. 

The world and society are dynamic systems and thus the system’s states are related to 
each other in a temporal order. Consequently, an individual human being and her 

environment create a dynamic system that is constructed on interconnected and 

intrinsic elements. The development of the complex dynamic system can be 
observed by creating an adequate model of the system. According to the system 

thinking, reality can be apportioned to the distinguishable levels and layers of 
development. The connection between different levels or layers of system is 

understood as a hierarchical interdependence which is called supervenience. The 

weak supervenience denotes that the lower layers of system development effect on 
the changes on the higher levels of the system. Strong supervenience means that 

lower level changes affect causally the transformation of the superstructures - the 
higher levels of the system. The observable supervenience(s) of the system enable the 

analysis of the system’s possible future states (Kamppinen, Malaska & Kuusi 2002, 

23: Kamppinen & Malaska 2002, 60-62: Norros & Kuutti & al. 2007, 62-66, 87).

Possible world, a concept deriving from analytic logic, is a central concept for future 
studies. A possible world describes a possible future state of the system, an outcome 

of a certain potential development. The probabilities of actualization vary between 

different possible worlds as some worlds are more likely to come into being than 
others. Only one possible future actualizes to be empirically perceivable. Future 

studies attempts to analyze and define the probabilities of possible worlds as well as 
to map the variations between different possible worlds. A future path defines a 

development that leads to a particular possible world. The knowledge about possible 

worlds is called “future knowledge” (Kamppinen, Malaska & Kuusi 2002, 24-35).

THE FUTURE SCENARIO METHOD & DIGITAL ENVIRONMENTS

In the field of future studies, different, varying methods are used to map and forecast 

future development. The chosen method is selected according to the objectives and 
context of the research. Additionally, the availability of resources have to be taken 

into account. Regarding the development of a personal future simulation system 
(FutureSelf), future studies’ “scenario method” appears to be most suitable for the 
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given purpose. However, I’ve modified and transformed the future scenario method 
in order to make it more appropriate and functional for my concept idea. 

Future scenarios are usually used as management tools in different sectors of 
economical, cultural and political decision making. The method is based on the 

assumption that futures can be actively affected and thus created by individuals, 
groups of people and - in its widest and most challenging sense - humanity as a 

whole. Futures are highly unpredictable and dependent on innumerable factors but 

present actions and decisions have an effect on the realization of the future. A 
scenario is an orientation tool and thus it can be used in a normative way, that 

includes a strong value basis affecting to the preferred future development. In that 
case a scenario contains a description of the preferred future development as well as 

the primary aims of this development. Other methods of future studies, such as 

quantitative forecasts, Delphi or computer models can be used in combination with 
scenarios. Echoing its conceptual origins in the field of theatre, scenarios provide 

outlined sketches, not detailed and precise descriptions of future development. In 
general, scenarios aren’t meant to be accurate future forecasts but they provide a 

way to cope with the uncertainty of the future.

Usually based on qualitative expert information, yet deploying other available data, 

scenarios are narrative descriptions of possible states of affairs and their 
development. They consist of speculative stories, offering alternative, possibly 

inspiring views on future development. Imagination is a significant factor in the 

scenario method as future scenarios are used to stimulate creative thinking and 
processes considering the future. The scenarios vary in form and structure as they are 

always made for the specified context with special focus issues. They are generally 
seen as a method to examine longer-term development although scenarios have also 

been utilized to perceive and forecast more transient changes. 

A scenario of a good quality is logical, comprehensible and consistent; its value is 

based on its credibility and usefulness. However, a scenario is also a tool for 
expanding the awareness of possible futures, to reveal potential yet hidden paths of 

future evolution. Scenarios are expected to open the future horizon to its extreme, to 

give insight on existing alternative, parallel futures. As intellectual catalysts, scenarios 
are expected to spark the reflective processes, to form the ground for broader 

discussion and changing of conventional opinions. Commonly, several scenarios are 
made but the exact number depends on the conditions and the given context. The 

number of scenarios varies normally from 2 to 4 so that the potential and general 

purpose of the method is sufficiently utilized (May 1996, 157-168: Mannermaa 
1999, 57-61). 
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Below I list the main characteristics of the future scenario method that makes it a 

most attractive resolution for the construction and forecasting of the personal futures 

in the FutureSelf system:

* Scenarios are narratives, used to describe the path of future development. 
* A scenario method is based on speculation, as its main aim is to assist self-

reflective, creative processes.

* Scenarios can be moulded and configured to fit a given context as their form and 
structure can vary almost without limits.

* Scenarios are based on qualitative and quantitative data (created by the user and 
extracted from her environment).

* Scenarios can be used in combination with computer models and other future 

forecasting methods.
* Scenarios take into account the values, fears and hopes that are inherent to specific 

contexts/individuals/groups of people.

Graham H. May makes an interesting notion considering the significance of role-

playing, simulation and gaming in the field of future studies. He sees game- and 
play-based simulations as an efficient way to gain new perspectives on the futures of 

complex systems. These methods provide a way to map the consequences and 
relationships of simultaneous and parallel interactions since they aren’t dependent 

on the sequential, somewhat linear nature of the language. Therefore a game-based 

simulation can give a presentation of the situation that mimics the reality, the inter-
related events of the real world in their full complexity. Subsequently, even the 

consequences of individual decisions made at the personal level become observable.

Naturally, game orientated methods have their restrictions as they are based on the 

selected, fabricated model relying on particular perceptions and views of reality 
(May 1996, 179-180). FutureSelf, as a personal future simulation system, could be 

thought of as a game/play-based simulation that uses factual personal data to 
construct scenarios about possible futures. More precisely, the game-based platform 

is used as an environment for scenario based interactive simulation. I use game-

based techniques to balance and steer the scenario building. The user interacts with 
the scenarios evaluating them continuously as they construct the narrative 

environment of the simulation.

The multiplicity of futures can be explored in digital environments using available 

information sources; computer models and artificial intelligence are used to analyze 
and extract valuable information from varying data sources. International Futures 
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(IFs), a large-scale modeling system, is one of the most ambitious attempts to provide 
insights on future development at the global level. The system’s approach is fairly 

holistic; its purpose is to serve as a “a thinking tool for the long-term country 

specific, regional, and global futures across multiple, interacting issue areas”. IFs 
aims to assist in mapping and exploring global trends and dynamics of changes. As a 

tool, it provides diverse material - ranging from scenarios to graphic presentations of 
quantitative statistics - as a basis for futures discourse and planning. IFs uses different 

data-bases that are updated by several substantial and influential organizations such 

as the UN, the World Bank and the IMF; the data consists of extensive, historically 
and statistically comparable material because the information has been collected 

since the 1960s from 164 countries. The system itself is strongly theory-based and it 
uses various integrated modeling methods (Hughes 2003, 1-16). The IFs system is 

available both as a stand-alone application and as a web-service. 

Nowadays, search engines and their data bases are already used to analyze trends 

and development in the field of economics and medicine. Using quantitative 
methods, a correlation between the use of a tracked search phrase and the 

development in the real estate in U.S. was revealed (Mootee 2008). Additionally, 

Google has tracked the progress of the flu in the U.S. based on “ a constant flow of 
searches” and thus “Flu trends” can be brought out faster than ordinary surveys of 

the disease’s activity. In the game-like stock-market environment “Fool’s Caps” the 
game produces information that could be used to forecast real stock-market 

developments and forthcoming trends. The future is also present in social networking 

sites, as they provide information and suggestions about possible new acquaintances 
and potentially preferred products, cultural items and events.

The future - both in the sense of factual extrapolation or an imaginary narrative - can 

be made accessible through digital environments. Multiple parallel stories and 

narratives of an individual can exist simultaneously without contiguity. The 
individual is the nexus of these distinguishable yet inter-related narratives. They can 

be affected directly or indirectly by the individual and her actions. FutureSelf opens a 
gateway to the experience of personal future in the digital environment.
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Figure 3. Layout for the FutureSelf website (FutureFeed)

 5. CONCEPT OF FUTURESELF 

How would it feel to be able to experience your future before it actually occurs?

Unique information sources, available in digital networked environments, can be 

used as a data set for the analysis of an individual’s possible future paths. Based on 
an interactive analysis process, a carefully crafted system using artificial intelligence 

and behavior adaptive features can generate an immersive, interactive narrative 

about an individual’s potential futures. This emerging narrative can be delivered 
using different communication channels and methods in digital environments. Below 

I will present the explorative concept of FutureSelf, a game-like virtual environment, 
where one is able to experience and explore one’s future in a simulation before it 

actually occurs in real life.
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I’m aware that some of my assumptions regarding, for example technical possibilities 
and potential user behavior, are based on hypothetical yet theoretically valid 

thinking. Accordingly, I utilize the existing theoretical and practical (scientific) 

knowledge and approach to explore the possibilities of expanding the dimensions of 
digital existence. 

I will continue this chapter with a use case scenario that will illuminate the 

characteristics and qualities of a personal future simulation system FutureSelf.

 Scenario 1 — Marianne N. 

Marianne (27 yrs) is an out-going and energetic communication manager in a 

medium-sized agency specialized in movie productions. She uses her laptop and 
iPhone daily in order to keep contact with people both in public as well as private 

matters, related to her work or personal issues. In her daily routines, she uses 
iCalendar and all her mail exchange happens through her Macbook’s Mail 

application (4 different mail accounts including Gmail, Hotmail and 2 work-related 

mail accounts). 

Marianne listens to lot of music using iTunes that exports her daily playlist directly to 
Last.fm, a community site concentrating on music-related activity. She’s also very 

fond of using Facebook, a popular social networking site, to communicate with her 

friends and relatives. Marianne uses Facebook to follow the occurrences of her social 
circles as well as informing others about her attendance at interesting events such as 

music and art performances, movie premieres and parties.

Marianne has heard of FutureSelf from her colleague and she visits the FutureSelf 

website whilst drinking her morning coffee at her desk at the office. After getting 
swiftly familiar with the basic features and requirements of the system, she decides to 

create her own account on Monday 1st of December, 9:00. She enters all the 
necessary personal information and uploads a recent photo of herself to her profile. 

Then she connects the system to her Mail program, iCalendar, Facebook and Last.fm 

accounts. 

Selecting the BASIC mode complemented with the ACTIVITY mode’s features, she 
places her future self one week ahead of the current time. Accordingly, her future self 

will live one week ahead of the real time in the simulation. After finishing the setup, 

Marianne receives the first story from her future self: she has woken up 6:30 on 
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Monday 8th of December and is heading to work (as usual) with her regular number 
71 bus, that will take her directly in front of her office.

When setting up her account, Marianne requested that she’ll get an RSS-feed from 
FutureSelf that helps her to keep track of what is happening to her future self. During 

the week Marianne checks the future story clips from FutureSelf website and her 
newsreader. Below, I’ll provide detailed sample from the emerging story:

Marianne has scheduled an appointment with her hairstylist on Wednesday 10th of 
December at 10:00 AM (merked in her iCalendar). After that she’ll have a meeting at 

work where she will head to a movie premiere party (booked in her iCalendar and 
Facebook-account). On Thursday morning she’ll have a meeting (booked in her 

iCalendar) with her production team. Marianne’s future self tells her about the events 

of Wednesday (10.12.) and Thursday morning (11.12.) a week before they actually 
occur in real life:

A story clip received by Marianne via her personal laptop on 3rd of December at 

11:30 PM

FUTURE TIME: Wednesday 10th of December, 11:30 PM
I (Marianne) went to see John G. (the name is a link to John’s Facebook account) 

in Garden House Beauty Salon (link) at 10:00 AM. John did his ordinary magic 
and the new hair looks great. I decided to get something special for tonight’s 

premiere party (link to movie’s website or IMDB) and now my hair is a bit shorter 

and darker (here’s the link to the attached photo)! “Stunning!”, as John says.

REACTION AND INTERACTION: Marianne thinks that the story presents a desirable 
future scenario and grades it accordingly using the FutureSelf’s evaluation feature. 

Thus the storyline and its elements will affect and be part of the emerging future 

simulation. 

A micro-blog received by Marianne via her iPhone on 3rd of December at 11:45 
AM

FUTURE TIME: Wednesday 10th of December, 11:45 AM

Great hair, I’m happy!

REACTION AND INTERACTION: Thumbs up.

A story clip received by Marianne via her personal laptop on 4rd of December at 

1:30 AM
FUTURE TIME: Thursday 11th of December, 1:30 AM
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Oh. What a premiere! I met Tuomo M., Pia T., Charlotte K., Thomas F., Mark S. 
and several other people (the names are links to their Facebook, Twitter or 

Friendster profiles). And I got some special remarks about my new hair too. The 

movie is good though I wouldn’t go to watch it voluntarily; not my kind of movie 
at the end of the day. I had couple of glasses of champagne but now it’s time to 

head home. Early morning.

REACTION AND INTERACTION: Marianne finds this to be a preferable future 

scenario. Thus the storyline, its elements and some of the characters appearing in the 
story will affect and be part of the emerging future simulation.

A story clip received by Marianne via iPhone FS-widget on 4rd of December at 

9:30 AM

FUTURE TIME: Thursday 11th of December, 9:30 AM
At work on time. Coffee tastes so good and I really do enjoy some classical music 

in the mornings. Arvo Pärt’s Misere is amazing (both the name of the composer as 
well as the piece are links to Last.fm/Pandora/Spotify). In a few minutes I’ll be 

getting ready for the meeting.

REACTION AND INTERACTION: Thumbs up.
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Figure 4. Layout for the FutureSelf website (main page)

FUTURESELF IN A NUTSHELL

FutureSelf is an evocative game-like system that constructs an interactive textual 

narrative describing the future of an individual. The evolving narrative can be 

treated as a future forecast but also as an alternate path of one’s existence.

FutureSelf creates future simulations using the digitized information about the 
individual and her surroundings. The system utilizes automatically the available 

information that is stored and processed in digital networked environments. 

FutureSelf can be seen as an entertaining future laboratory; it gives the user an 

insight into how one is able to affect the future in different ways. In essence, 
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FutureSelf can be seen an instrument for self-reflection that allows one to analyze 
and observe the effects of one’s actions, values and intentions.

The individual’s own preferences, selections and choices (both online and off-line) 
affect directly and significantly the future forecasts generated by the system. Thus 

the system can produce factual, well-estimated extrapolations of personal future 
development as well as imaginary future fantasies depending on the user’s own 

choices and preferences.

FutureSelf can be seen as a time-capsule that lets an individual peek into her 

future in an immersive manner and approach the future through a virtual instance 
of her personality. She can experience her own future - naturally in a restricted 

sense - before it actually occurs. 

FutureSelf is primarily a web service deploying versatile web-technologies. The 

system functions in networked online environments via various devices.

FutureSelf isn’t a virtual 3D environment such as Linden Lab’s Second Life or 

WoW, for example. As most of the output consists of text and pictures, the user 
interface design resembles more of user interface of Facebook, Friendster or 

Last.fm on the computer screen, as a news feed or as a mini-application on the 
screen of a portable multimedia device (i.e. smart phones such iPhone, Nokia 

N97). However, FutureSelf environment can contain rich media elements such as 

3D elements, animation and other media formats.

FutureSelf isn’t a generative system for creating vague, universal and imaginary 
horoscopes concerning one’s future. The FutureSelf system’s future simulations are 

based on the factual yet malleable data about the user.

FutureSelf’s future simulations concentrate on the social aspects of an individual’s life 

as well as events and incidents with further social effects. The system creates a future 
forecast in the form of a narrative using the method of “future scenario”, which is as 

defined in future studies as a description of a logical, causal chain of events leading 

to the defined future state, a possible world. However the scenario created by the 
FutureSelf differs from the scenario method of future studies as it describes the 

“actual” events taking place in an imaginary possible future. Thus at a narrative level, 
it describes the future as it is, as it occurs in the future time. All in all, the FutureSelf 

system creates a simulation of one’s future self, an instance of one’s personality that 

is experiencing the future in a virtual environment. In an abstract sense the emerging 
narrative also becomes an instance of augmented reality where the events of the 
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physical world affect the virtual environment and vice versa (Bowman & al. 2005, 
398-406); this layer of information affects on one’s experience of the past, present 

and future. 

FutureSelf’s main output - delivered to the user using different communication 

channels and even devices - consists of text which is enriched with other media 
elements. The rise and success of social networking sites, content specific 

community sites, micro-blogging services and equivalent systems (i.e. Eons, 

Facebook, Friendster, Youtube, Flickr, Last.fm, Twitter, Dopplr, Del.icio.us), has 
affirmed the strong appeal of text-based, two dimensional virtual environments 

including rich media elements. Some of the leading 2D text-centered multimedia 
environments for social interaction have gained a stable, increasing population 

whilst some of the 3D environments (i.e. Second Life), also designed for networking 

and social interaction, haven’t been able to grow and develop in a similar manner. 

Another substantial phenomenon in virtual social environments concerns the nature 
of one’s presence and identity. Today we are witnessing the growing interest and use 

of one’s “real life” identity (name, other personal information, friends and associates 

etc.)  in the different virtual environments (i.e. Facebook, LinkedIn, Eons, Friendster, 
Twitter). Taking this development as well as its own purpose into account, FutureSelf 

emphasizes the significance of the user’s true identity and personality as it uses it as a 
starting point for the construction of the future self.

However all of the above-mentioned systems including FutureSelf enable the 
manipulation of personal information and the fabrication of imaginary identities. 

Additionally, nowadays digital entities, non-human agents such as spam- and search 
engine “robots” as well as other AI’s (of different origins and purposes) inhabit the 

digital world. Thus virtual environments provide a playground for characters that are 

either a product of the imagination or based on a true living entity, a human being. 
As described already by Turkle at the end of the 90s, digital environments enable 

new, unforeseen possibilities for identity play, the creation, developing and cycling 
of multiple identities simultaneously. This reflects the post-modern insights of identity 

as a set of diverse roles, “that can be mixed and matched”, negotiated according to 

the given situation (Turkle 1995: 177-180).
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MOTIVE FOR THE CONCEPT

FutureSelf creates a virtual playground that challenges and expands the boundaries 

of virtual digital existence by combining elements of an individual’s online and 

offline activity and existence. Thus physical and non-physical worlds (realities) are 
united in a future simulation. At the same time FutureSelf acts as an mediator 

between past, present and future. On the whole, FutureSelf illuminates:

* emerging personal narratives and possible future paths

* the nature of expanded existence that combines non-physical and physical 
environments

* the virtuality and multi-dimensionality of time in narrative and in digital 
environments in general

Through FutureSelf it’s possible to
* approach the future as a (serious) playground 

* experience and “live” the future (as present and past at the narrative level) before it 
occurs in the real world 

* explore one’s personality in a new environment, the simulated future 

* help one to co-ordinate and cope with future situations/developments

INFORMATION SOURCES & DYNAMICS

An adequate model of an individual’s life has to be created in order to create 

credible future forecasts.  In general the model requires: 1) The specification of the 
context according to the observed phenomenon, 2) modeling the objects present 

state and 3) creating models of possible future developments. A dynamic model 
includes specifications concerning the rules and extents of the system 

transformation. The future forecasts are based on the acquired factual (and 

fabricated) information and the functioning of the essential variables in the given 
context. 

As strongly emphasized in the field of future studies, even the information 

concerning the life of a single individual forms a highly complex whole. First of all, 

there exists information that isn’t available or is somewhat impracticable for future 
extrapolation. On the other hand, as described above, the individual and her life is a 

part of the larger system(s) (i.e. including family, society, global community, the non-
human factors) as the world consists of inter-connected, intrinsic systems according 
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to system thinking theory. Thus one should have access to all the information about 
all systems in order to map every single possible event that may affect an individual’s 

life. As current methods and resources concerning extended data mining and 

information processing are limited, this isn’t possible. Hence, future forecasts are 
always based on a limited amount of information. Particular intention of the future 

research affects the requirements considering the requisite data set. Consequently, 
even a limited yet comprehensive and rich data set can be used efficiently to create 

meaningful and comprehensible future forecasts (Masini 1993, 52-53).

The fluctuating, ever-changing sphere of the Internet (www, web) witnesses a 

continuous rise and fall of new phenomena; the popularity of latest up-to-date 
services and applications changes and varies almost on a daily basis. Thus the 

FutureSelf system can’t be dependent upon one external data source or information 

category but it must be able to collect the valuable data from various sources. 
Sometimes, when data isn’t available in real time for some external reasons, the 

system completes the data set using historical material (the history log of the system) 
or neglects the missing information in an appropriate way. As mentioned before, the 

data set isn’t ever perfectly complete as the availability of the information is 

dependent on the given time and context. Thus a future forecast can be considered to 
be an average estimation of a probable future development. 

In the FutureSelf system, the individual’s own system preferences and interactions 

with the system (i.e. feedback loop) affect the emphasis of the information 

management and processing. The user can control the amount of data sources that 
are in use in a given moment. Notably, the individual’s selection of external 

information sources affects the functioning of the FutureSelf system and thus the 
created future simulations. As described above, this emphasizes the meaning of an 

individual’s own fears, hopes and values with regard to desirable, preferred futures. 

Furthermore, the system uses automatically and independently additional external 
data sources (i.e. news, stock market development, weather forecasts) for the 

mapping of the environmental context of the individual.

Below, I will provide an overview of the information spaces that are utilized by the 

FutureSelf system. At the same time, I describe how the system uses primary and 
secondary information sources to create an approachable and comprehensible 

dynamic model of an individual’s life (person and her environment). The acquired 
information is used for thorough mapping of the individual’s behavioral patterns and 

social environments. Additionally, the system specifies other important factors and 

variables of her immediate surroundings affecting considerably the individual’s life 
patterns.
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Figure 5. FutureSelf — this is how it works

PERSONAL INFORMATION

The system collects diverse information about the individual in order to create a 

credible, sophisticated future simulations. These areas of information, based loosely 
on the future studies’ PESTE analysis (Political, Economical, Social, Technological, 

Ecological)5, include personal orientative factors (POF, e.g. name, personal interests 

and values), personal physical factors (PPF, e.g. age, body measures), social factors 
(SF, i.e. friends, education, working history), economical factors (EF, e.g. monthly 

salary, possibly debts, stock market investments, property), political factors (PF, e.g. 
supported political views, religious views) and personal ecological factors (PEF, e.g. 
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geographical location, estimated weekly consumption). The mapping of these areas 
of information about a person and her environment is essential for the creation of 

personal future scenarios. However some of the information areas will have more 

emphasis in individual future simulations since FutureSelf, as a simulation 
environment, can be used for different purposes and therefore forecasts can vary in 

their quality, depth and accuracy. Below I will provide insights into what information 
sources are used and how those sources are utilized regarding the system’s 

functionality.

The user of the FutureSelf enters her personal information to the system. The primary 

information, collected by the system includes:

POF - personal orientative factors

* name
* brief description of lifestyle

* personal interests and values
* possible future hopes and goals

* keywords and tags that are relevant to the user

* favorite brands and products

PPF - personal physical factors
* age

* body measures (height, weight etc.)

* state of health
* avatar photo; a photo of the user containing at least the face

SF - social factors

* closest relatives, friends and associates

* information about education and career

EF - economical factors
* economical situation and prospects (salary, debts)

* material property and investments

PF - political factors

* political and religious views
* memberships of organizations

PEF - personal ecological factors
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* basic information about living environment and conditions (geographical location, 
neighborhood, the size of the apartment, possible amount of flat mates etc.)

* estimated monthly/weekly/daily consumption

Other

* appropriate additional external information sources
* 1) future time and 2) future sphere: Future time describes how far in the future 

one’s future self is living (e.g. 2 week ahead of real time). Future sphere defines the 

time space in which future events will take place. Thus the “future events” described 
by the system are inside the time span, no further than e.g. 2 weeks ahead in the 

future. Accordingly, the events can take place without linear order but they are 
always happening inside the defined future sphere.

Some of the above mentioned data can also be directly extracted from the relevant 
secondary data sources. In addition to the directly entered data, FutureSelf can use 

external data feeds (based on relevance or selected by the user) and information 
coming from various external sources such as:

* social networking sites and services (i.e. Facebook, Friendster, Eons, Jaiku, Twitter)
* social identity platforms (i.e. Cliqset, Chi.ipm)

* activity or content specific community sites/community platforms (i.e. Flickr, 
Last.fm, Youtube, Match.com)

* game environments

* web browser
* Google account

* Email correspondence (i.e. via Thunderbird, Mail)
* information and time manager applications (i.e. Evernote, iCalendar) 

* location & personal navigator services (i.e. Brightkite.com)

The qualitative and quantitative information deriving from other secondary sources 

enriches the simulation as a future forecast, giving more detailed information about 
the individual and her environment. The information flow, depending on the 

individual’s selections and choices, can be quite constant, comprehensive and 

informative.
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EXTERNAL DATA SOURCES 

Social networking sites and other socially orientated web services provide an 

exclusively important way to establish new connections and to nurture existing 

relationships. Consequently, they create a platform for daily social routines and 
interactions. Regarding FutureSelf, this unprecedented amount of digital information 

about social activity and even their very quality helps to connect an individual to 
relevant social circles (i.e. family, friends, co-workers), interest groups (i.e. working 

place, hobbies, communal activities) and other socially meaningful actors (i.e. 

favorite football team). Through this information and activity, it becomes possible to 
map and observe physical and non-physical social realities of an individual. 

Additionally, it is possible to define the qualities of the existing relationships per se. 
All in all, a person can be connected to the people that have varying roles in her life 

both online and offline. Thus the acknowledged network of people, mapped though 

one’s ongoing social activities, provides characters and actors to the emerging future 
narrative. 

Additionally, socially orientated online environments can provide highly specific and 

versatile information about an individual’s life. This information may consist of 

accurate personal profile information, personal micro-blogs/status updates, blog 
entries, events planned to attend, taste in music, movies, food, fashion etc., and 

geographical location. This versatile, rich information creates a basis for a more 
detailed description of an individual’s daily life patterns (e.g. social interaction, 

mental states, habits, social gestures) as well as its contexts in general (who, what, 

where and why).

Activity-orientated social environments or content specific community platforms 
provide more detailed information about one’s interest and hobbies. Through these 

sources it becomes possible to connect the activity to its social dimension and social 

potential. Other people sharing the same interests and values become visible or can 
be detected in the circle of probable or existing acquaintances. Thus, activity 

orientated or content specific social environments provide rich material for the 
simulated future environment and thus the experience of the future can be made 

more profound and concrete. Flickr connects the individual to new visual material 

(photos and illustrations) and Last.fm introduces new views on the future’s musical 
horizon in the form of the actual songs, events, records, videos and artists. Last.fm 

records one’s listening activity and makes this statistic available in different forms; 
the service works as a statistic generator using the statistics as a basis of content 

recommendations. 
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Dating sites are based on the idea of bringing new people together; different games 

and mini-applications are used to enhance this process of “match-making”. 

However, these environments could provide quite rich information about one’s 
future hopes and fears considering the dimensions of social (love) life. Thus one’s 

preferences in such environments can be highly applicable when creating a future 
simulation in the FutureSelf system. Additionally, game environments, especially 

multiuser role-playing games, can be included in this category since they provide a 

significant environment for social interaction as discussed above.

Activity or content specific social networking platforms serve as additional data 
sources and thus they can be changed or substituted without threatening  the 

system’s functionality or the quality of the future simulation.

FutureSelf can utilize information deriving from one’s email account, digital calendar 

and web browser. A Google account can give access to the very diverse information 
including one’s email correspondence (Gmail), calendar (Calendar), various 

documents of both a public and private nature (Docs), favorite blogs (Reader) and 

real time chat environment (Talk). Additional services expand this information space 
substantially. Thus, access to one’s Google account can give significant new 

information about an individual’s life assuming that the individual actively uses 
Google’s services and applications. 

A web browser is used to explore the contents of the world wide web and other 
accessible networked environments. Consequently, browser applications can serve 

as a valuable information source about an individual’s interests and affinities. 
Accessed material (favourite websites, information sources and their contents/format, 

browsing history) can serve as an important resource for future forecasts as it 

implicates and reveals broader personal interests.

Information and time manager applications (e.g. Evernote, iCalendar) as well as 
location and personal navigator services (e.g. Brightkite, Dopplr) provide interesting 

data for future forecasting. An individual’s personal notes and schedule plans include 

valuable data about future development. Location and daily routes of transportation 
also have a significant impact upon the daily rhythm of one’s life. Sometimes a 

specific location or the selection of a particular bus line or driving route, can 
substantially affect an individual’s future. However, some of this information might 

already be available through the above-mentioned data sources.
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In addition to the information directly related to a person, the FutureSelf system 
automatically uses other relevant data sources to map and observe the individual’s 

environment. These sources can include news feeds (based on the Google-account 

information or any other news feeds being used), Wikipedia, traffic services (e.g. 
traffic jam inspectors), transportation services (e.g. public transport schedules) and 

weather forecasting services. 

All in all, the personal future simulation system must be able to utilize diverse, 

complex data inputs when considering the various data sources discussed above. 
Extracting diverse information from different information sources can be technically 

quite challenging. In addition, the use of external data sources requires sophisticated 
development and implementation within system’s information architecture. In this 

concept, I won’t provide technical solutions to overcome all these challenges. 

However, recent development has proved that various second and third party 
developers have been successful in creating highly functional mash-up services 

deploying complicated, multi-faceted information resources and technological 
platforms (i.e. social identity platforms which combine information feeds from the 

several sources).

Considering the information management and processing, FutureSelf is an adaptive 

system that reacts and learns through observing a user’s reactions in every relevant 
environment that is part of the FutureSelf’s data set. It neglects the things that it 

considers to be irrelevant due to the individual’s own behavior or the quality of the 

given data. On the other hand it emphasizes elements that are meaningful and 
important to a person However, as a sensitive, holistic personal future forecasting 

system, it will track and follow certain clues and possible future trends that might still 
be invisible to the individual. These future signs (Kuusi & Hiltunen 2007) exist as 

almost indistinguishable potential but in the course of the future their impact might 

grow considerably. A simulated environment, such as FutureSelf, can potentially be 
used to “amplify” these future signs since a data set consisting of digital information, 

can be isolated and thus exposed to an analytical, computer-aided quantitative and 
qualitative observation.
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Figure 6. Simulated future time

FUTURE SIMULATION — EXPERIENCING THE FUTURE

“I explore the endless possibilities of future and at the same time FutureSelf has 

proven to be practical in the level of my daily decisions.”

      Joel Gordon, user of FutureSelf

“Future is open but it’s easy to limit one’s views on it. For me FutureSelf provides a 

place for dreams and fantasies, a dimension where I can be more myself than in 

the real world.”

      Charlotte Summers, user of FutureSelf

The future is open in every possible way but quite often we unnecessarily restrict our 
future views. Even though the future is consequential upon the past and present, the 

actualized reality is more than this. As Bertrand de Jouvenel argues, quite often 
people treat the future as if they know how it will become. One of the leading 

figures of futures studies, Wendell Bell, states that the future isn’t predetermined and 

it can’t ever be anticipated or foreseen in the most complete manner. The future is an 
emergent phenomenon where the potential of past and present becomes real 

(Kamppinen, Malaska & Kuusi 2002, 23-24: Kamppinen & Malaska 2002, 56-57, 
95-96: Wheelright 2005, 21-22). The idea of FutureSelf will concentrate on the play-

57



aspect of the future as the future can be seen as a playground for different 
possibilities and endless variations.

FUTURE NARRATIVE

After the user has set up the system and created her own account, FutureSelf starts 
automatically to collect and process appropriate personal information deriving from 

multiple digital environments. Based on this digitized data FutureSelf is able to 
generate story clips that are stored in the FutureSelf database and provided to the 

person. These story clips are organized into a comprehensible, meaningful and 

logical future narrative, the simulation of a possible personal future. The system uses 
both linear and nonlinear narrative structures in the creation of the future simulation.

An individual, or rather an individual’s future self, is the main protagonist of the 

generated simulation. The narrative describes the future as if it has already happened 

or happening in unison with the present. The character of the future self is a 
projection of one’s current personality and thus an instance of one’s existence. The 

character of future self is born inside the evolving narrative that consists of little 
stories and incidents related to one’s daily future life. The alternate instance of one’s 

personality becomes more concrete in the avatar image of one’s future self. The 

contents of future forecasts can vary substantially between different individuals. In 
one extreme, the future simulation describes quite expected and highly probable 

future events. In the other extreme, the future becomes an imaginary fantasy world 
without explicit connection to the prevailing, perceivable personal reality. This 

variation is possible, since every individual decides independently how the system 

will create the future simulation.

The future simulation is a combination of interconnected narrative elements and 
layers. First of all, there’s the main meta narrative, depicting the broader storyline of 

an individual’s future. However, the meta narrative is in itself a construction of the 

individual’s imagination since the simulation itself consists only of short narrative 
elements (future story clips). Thus, the system uses the human ability and inclination 

to complete and construct larger narrative structures based on sensible, smaller story 
elements. A good example of this auto-completing is one’s interpretation and 

perception of other person’s micro-blogging or status updates (Twitter, Facebook). 

One’s imagination combines and connects individual narrative elements (i.e. status 
updates, micro-blogging entries) into a meaningful, unique personal story.
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Accordingly, one’s imagination becomes part of the system and the simulation as the 
person completes future narrative, filling holes and gaps between the connected yet 

distinct story elements. Thus the direction of the future narrative is continuously re-

configured and transformed by these smaller story segments. A story clip can be an 
individual notion, a description/suggestion of activity or an event or expression of 

one’s mental state. Additionally, a single story clip can combine all the above-
mentioned elements. Depending on the future story element, the individual can 

access a more detailed description of the incident and possible additional 

information such as links to external contents inside and outside FutureSelf. The 
future story can contain images and other interactive elements such as animations 

and links to additional material. Images and other rich media elements are used 
alongside the text to enliven the future simulation. Interactive media elements can 

form the core of the future story or they can be used as supplementary material in 

the future forecasts. 

In its standard mode, the layout of the narrative resembles a layout of an advanced, 
interactive blog; future stories are easily accessible and navigable. The connections 

between individual future stories are represented sensibly as different stories can be 

interlinked depending on their topic and contents. Every individual system-generated 
story clip can be evaluated by the user. Additionally, the user can attach tags and 

keywords to the future stories thus enabling navigation and search function based on 
content tags and keywords. 

In essence, in its most basic level, the future simulation resembles a blog or status 
feed about one’s future life. Thus FutureSelf can be easily fitted into one’s daily 

routines; an individual’s future is accessible through a personal website and its 
extensions (e.g. RSS feed). The system can be reached and operated on any computer 

with internet access. The most basic yet well-designed and balanced user interface 

hides the functioning of a complex narrative engine and the continuous processing 
of relevant information deriving from various data sources.
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Figure 7. FutureSelf — setup flow

Additionally FutureSelf provides more explorative ways to experience the future 

simulation. In ACTION MODE one’s future self can contact the person via email or 
text messages (multimedia messages) containing information about the future (e.g. 

description of one’s activities and events, status updates). Messages and up-dates 
from the future can arrive unexpectedly and by surprise. In ACTION MODE the 

future is brought into the midst of one’s daily activities in a simple yet fascinating, 

captivating manner. A person lives her life together simultaneously with her future 
digital counterpart. The most advanced of the explorative modes (TRACE MODE) lets 

FutureSelf embed cues and tips about the future into one’s digital environments and 
media devices (e.g. suddenly revealing new documents, browser windows with a 

surprise url, animations). The user can bump into these cues or she can search for 

them more systematically. This mode could be compared with a jigsaw puzzle; some 
of the story fragments will make sense when they’re combined with or interpreted as 

parts of the larger whole. 

In TRACE MODE future simulation emerges through a nonlinear narrative consisting 

of inter-connected story clips. Tips and cues can be brief and vague or they can 
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contain more detailed information about the future. When found, the user can 
examine these cues in more detail (i.e. follow links) as they are always connected 

and part of the broader meta narrative of one’s future. These advanced features make 

the future simulation, and thus the future itself, a constantly present dimension of 
one’s everyday activities. FutureSelf actualizes possible futures by simulation and 

thus the future can be accessed and experienced at the present moment.

QUALITIES OF FUTURE SIMULATION

In an abstract level, FutureSelf’s user experience is based on two key factors; 

presence and transparency. Presence means that the person is continuously 
connected to her future in an active manner. One is continuously able to observe 

and examine her future simulation. Even though one’s future self wouldn’t be up to 

anything particular or spectacular, micro-stories of the future are accessible and 
available for the user. She can check the status of her future self at any given 

moment. In addition, the user can also interact with the future simulation in real time 
thus affecting directly the future development inside the system. 

All in all, the presence denotes the availability and accessibility of the emerging 
narrative whole and all its comprehensible elements. In the simulation, the future is 

presented as if it would be happening all the time in unison with the present. 
However, regarding the existence of future time, the future narrative is always 

experienced with a certain delay since the narrative becomes available via the 

selected media device after the simulated future event has already taken place in the 
simulation. Somehow, this resembles Baudrillard’s idea concerning the latency that is 

characteristic of all human experience. Even the present eludes the individual; one 
can not consciously react to the present in the real time in the strictest sense of the 

concept.    

Additionally, the parallel future existence is available in an historical sense as the 

individual can access the history of her alternate future self. The simulation, with all 
its story elements, is archived and thus accessible on the user’s demand. The archive 

can be navigated as a time strip, where different story segments and elements are 

highlighted and connected in the visually appealing way. The archive can contain 
animated trend illustrations where the effect of different factors and variables can be 

illuminated. On a larger scale, access to the history log enables the creation of 
alternate and somewhat independent personal narratives. 
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The sense of presence is linked to the concept of time and its manipulated nature in 
the FutureSelf system. The conception of time has been altered and modified by the 

new information spaces and their application in different fields of human life. In the 

FutureSelf, the future time is simulated and thus virtualized. Consequently, the 
simulation creates another alternative yet possibly parallel time continuum. Thus an 

individual can experience and access several time spaces simultaneously as time is 
virtualized in the generated simulation. There exists several personal flows of time at 

the same time in different, digital and non-digital environments. The user of 

FutureSelf can access these different time spaces as future narratives, descriptions of 
probable future events.

Even though the perceivable, the “real” future wouldn’t actualize in the way depicted 

by FutureSelf, a digital record of the alternate, non-actualized future remains inside 

the system. Obscuring the linear, causally ordered connection between past, present 
and future, FutureSelf generates histories of times and events that haven’t yet 

occurred according to one’s perception of the objective present time. Virtual histories 
of simulated futures emerge. Thus there can simultaneously exist several narratives 

about an individual’s life depicting simultaneously her past, present and future. Some 

or none of these narratives can be said to be based on the realized events, having 
occurred in the perceivable reality. I propose that this multilayered mode of 

existence would be called multilinear existence meaning that several linear and non-
linear narratives about the same individual emerge simultaneously in different 

environments. 

The sense of presence puts the future in the hands of the individual. However, the 

system always uses all available appropriate data to create future forecasts. Simulated 
future can always be only partially controlled, if the user allows the system to utilize 

all the available secondary data sources in the construction of future simulation. One 

can affect the emerging future story in real time but the consequences of one’s 
actions might be unpredictable and unexpected. Surprise elements and random 

actors, of either human (other people, community, society) or non-human origin (e.g. 
weather) might affect the evolving narrative. Non-detectable factors and variables are 

always at work in a dynamic complex systems. This leads to a sense of suspense 

which is integral in the creation of immersive, engaging “interactive” experiences 
(Thomas 2003). Even though the individual could control the future simulation to 

some extent, the future forecast could always surprise her. The future remains open 
and fascinating. The user can minimize her control over the system and let the 

system be in charge of the fine-tuning of its configuration and future forecasting.
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Transparency refers to the creation of future forecasts. Forecasts are explained and 
validated because the user can observe the individual factors and variables that have 

affected the future simulation. Naturally, the causal relationships and dynamics of a 

single event can’t be unfolded in their full complexity but the system provides a 
summary of the affecting factors. The system shows what data sources are used in 

relation to certain future forecasts. The accuracy of the details is related to and 
dependent on the given event and its context. A person can evaluate every single 

future event. Additionally, she can request the system to point out important future 

factors and variables. The user is able to follow future traces and causal chains (color 
cues and links) back in time using the archive, the history log of all FutureSelf events. 

In BASIC, ACTIVITY and TRACE modes user can subscribe to a weekly future forecast 
where certain key aspects of the future simulation are represented in a more concise 

form. The user can also order a weekly trend summary where all the most important 

tags and keywords along with the related events are represented in one interactive 
FutureSelf entry.

SYSTEM FEATURES

The user can configure the system according to her own preferences. FutureSelf 
allows one to affect form, style, factors, variables and parameters of the simulation.

* The user selects the FutureSelf operational mode; BASIC MODE, ACTIVITY MODE, 

TRACE MODE. The modes can be used also concurrently.

* The user can define future goals and wishes. They’ll affect the scope and style of 
the emerging narrative. 

* One can choose the style and mood of the narrative based on literature or movie 
genres (e.g. epic novel, romance novel, comic novel, fantasy, science fiction).

* Narrative angle is set by the user; the point of view  (1st person or 3rd person); the 

first person narrator is more intimate and direct, the third person narrator acts more 
like an observer.

* The user can customize the layout of the narrative environment (e.g. in the BASIC 
mode the user can affect to the visual style of the personal website, its colours, fonts 

and basic layout).

* The user can affect the emphasis of the emerging narrative by evaluating the story 
clips describing the possible future.

* The significance of characters (around the main protagonist, the user herself) can be 
affected by the user as well as their possible role and appearance. However, the 
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system will also independently select characters and modify their actions and 
appearances depending on the focus and direction of the future path.

The user can change her preferences and settings on the fly. The effect of these 
changes is immediate at the system level; however the changes in parameters and 

preferences don’t necessarily affect the future in the most obvious or expected ways. 
The user is also able to influence on the direction of the future narrative by 

evaluating story clips that have been delivered by the system. The user gives grades 

to the story clips and thus the system will either strengthen or weaken the role of 
certain story elements in the emerging future simulation. Using this feedback loop 

the future narrative is focused on the matters and aspects that are truly important and 
meaningful to the individual.

FutureSelf’s website can be extended into a community platform with networking 
features. In the FutureSelf community the user can share her future simulation via her 

own FutureSelf page with other users of the environment. Additionally she can place 
a FutureSelf widget into her blog, social networking site profile or other such an 

networked digital environment. The user can allow the selected other users to view, 

evaluate and comment upon her future stories. Thus the FutureSelf supports the 
characteristic features of today’s social media environments by letting other users 

participate through discussion, evaluation and commenting. Shared futures enrich 
the user experience as the future become open and available for the individual’s 

social network.

Depending on the mode, FutureSelf uses various methods to deliver the future 

simulation to the user. In the basic setting, the user can access the FutureSelf 
environment in the form of a personal website using a computer (mobile, portable or 

desktop device). She can use either the web service, a special desktop widget or a 

desktop application connected to the FutureSelf service with restricted offline 
functionalities (resembling web service).

More explorative and experimental features include versatile modes of interaction: 

* An individual’s future self can send SMS messages and /or emails from the future 
containing text, images and other rich media elements

* The user can enter speech and other sounds into the system. Thus FutureSelf can 
generate sound messages that are sent from the future time.

* The user can have a special FutureSelf device that sends signals from the future: 

e.g. it illuminates, becomes brighter when the future self is active and the color of 
the object changes according to the moods of future self.
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* In the later stages of development the user is able to chat with her future self
* The system produces an up-to-future avatar image based on the photo that is 

automatically transformed by FutureSelf system (e.g. new hairstyle, some other minor 

changes such as make up, the effects of flu or fatigue).

FutureSelf enables additional, highly experimental ways to approach the emerging 
narrative of an individual’s future. Using the information collected using the system, 

a team of human (and non-human) actors could create a virtual drama of an 

individual’s future as an installation in a virtual environment such as Second Life. 
People have used virtual environments for role-playing and liv acting since the times 

of MUDs; nowadays different 2D and 3D virtual environments such as Second Life, 
Habbo Hotel or game worlds act as arena for creation and performing drama plays 

or adaptations of movies (Turkle 1995: Taylor 2006).

EFFECTS AND IMPLICATIONS

An interesting question is raised when considering the FutureSelf system’s possible 

effects on actual human behavior. Are the individual’s actions affected and even 

guided by the future forecasts produced by an intelligent system? My analysis is 
based on mere hypotheses since FutureSelf or any similar systems don’t exist today. 

However, the potential existence of a personal future forecasting system provides a 
considerable amount of food for thought. We could convincingly assume that such a 

system would affect the life patterns of its user as today’s social networking sites, 

game environments, (micro-)blogging services and instant messaging affect human 
behavior in the contemporary world. In its minimum, the system would provide 

possible alternate views on the future of an individual. One would be able to peek 
into one’s own future. And everyone of us is curious. FutureSelf would provide a 

“what-if” environment that would make future possibilities visible through 

entertaining, evocative experiences. 

Even though FutureSelf is primarily an explorative playground, it can affect the actual 
decisions made by an individual. FutureSelf uses material deriving from the 

perceivable reality, the real world in its extended sense (real real and virtual real). 

Accordingly, FutureSelf can create future forecasts that are very close or match 
completely with real world events. When used as a complementary part of one’s 

time management, FutureSelf can be highly practical and useful for its user. 
Depending on the selected time span and parameters, the system could point out to 

the user (either implicitly or explicitly), a forthcoming rush at work and its possible 
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effects on the individual’s social life (e.g. comparing the calendar for work-related 
issues and one’s other social activities, leisure time). Similarly, FutureSelf system 

could create appealing and believable visions of desirable futures even though it 

couldn’t provide solutions and insights on every aspects of the individual’s life. 

In the more dramatic scenario, the system could have a direct impact on an 
individual’s present and future life. A person could prefer the simulation over real 

world events. Consequently, the simulation could become more real than real for a 

particular person. Similarly, a person could mimic behavioral patterns presented by 
the system and thus act according to the simulated reality. Consequently, the events 

of real future would be predetermined into some extent. In this process, simulation 
and its origin are united. The line between simulacrum and reality becomes 

indistinguishable. Simulation is united with reality as it affects the actualization of 

the real.

The analysis of virtual social environments by Turkle and Taylor suggests that a 
person uses digital social environments to explore and even to define her identity. 

The individual’s real life personality might change due to the reflective processes 

taking place in a virtual context. The same thing can occur when a person is using 
FutureSelf. A person can attach attributes and abilities to her future self, that she 

might not possess at that time in the “real” world. Subsequently, the spheres of 
fantasy and reality are connected and mingled. As stated by Taylor, personal 

narratives deriving from virtual environments become part of the personal narratives 

that are forming in the physical “real” world. The characteristics of person’s online 
identity represent part of her offline personality as seen by the individual herself and 

by other people familiar with both instances (Taylor 2006, 19, 84-85, 118-119).

FutureSelf has access to valuable personal information that is intended exclusively 

for the individual herself. Also the unique, delicate output of the system must be 
delivered securely to the user of the system. Consequently, all the information about 

an individual is considered to be valuable in itself; thus it has to be utilized and 
processed according to the benefit and interests of the individual. Therefore, security 

issues have to be taken seriously into account when considering the technological 

solutions and implementation of the FutureSelf system. 

Strategic and organizational decisions influence the nature and features of the 
system. The system could be implemented as a part of an existing social networking 

platform or site, extending significantly the dimensions of the contemporary social 

media environments. Consequently, economic intentions and motives would have a 
prominent role in the development of the system as a part of an environment, driven 
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by commercial interests. On the other hand, the system could operate as an 
independent web-service, owned partly by a non-profit organization and the users 

themselves. In such a situation, the user community as well as actors from the 

scientific field could develop the system together. As an independent service, the 
system would support openness and awareness related to its development and 

design. In such a situation, the rights of the user could be clearly stated; in general 
terms the individual would own all the rights to the produced future simulations and 

related material. The terms of use considering the acquired personal information as 

well as the future simulations are discussed and negotiated with the FutureSelf’s user 
community. Thus the FutureSelf system would support the methods of co-design and 

co-creation in addition to the open-source approach. 

The ethical values related to the system’s design, development, existence and use are 

treated more in depth in Conclusions & Reflections section of this work.

SYSTEM DESIGN

The emerging story is orchestrated by the individual herself. She’s the story 

designer in the middle of a fluctuating, unique information flow.

The focus of this explorative concept lays in the artistic as well as philosophical 

aspects of the system. Thus the system description - specifications considering system 

architecture, technical solutions (e.g. narrative engine) and implementation - is 
preliminary and only accurate in the depth that’s sufficient for the description of the 

concept’s artistic and philosophical characteristics. Considering the focus of this 
paper, FutureSelf’s technical integration to other platforms and environments (e.g. 

Google, Facebook, Twitter accounts, iCalendar etc.) isn’t provided. Below I will 

present some ideas considering FutureSelf’s narrative engine and its operational 
framework while describing briefly existing, proposed solutions. Simultaneously I 

will provide general ideas related to the system’s information management and 
functionality.

INTERACTIVE STORYTELLING SYSTEMS

The current development of interactive storytelling systems has taken versatile, 
productive paths with encouraging results. Contemporary interactive narrative 
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systems have tended to utilize planning techniques and external story designers with 
or without a fixed overall story goal. Simultaneously, more independent and 

interactive systems have been designed to deepen the immersive experience and to 

make the user a free agent inside concise and rich narrative universes. Considering 
the technological development along the context specific solutions, existing 

powerful game engines have been successfully utilized as components for interactive 
storytelling systems. 

In some of the systems such as DINAH, the author creates a database of ready-made 
story elements which are used in the construction of the interactive narrative. 

Consequently, in DINAH the individual becomes a selector of paths in a 
predetermined narrative universe. Plot and rule-based systems or systems with a 

restricted amount of narrative elements affect the originality, scalability, immersivity 

and dynamics of the interactive narratives. The Generator of Adaptive Dilemma-
based Interactive Narratives (GADIN) system creates partially non-deterministic 

interactive narratives which are finite and original. The narrative is created “in 
collaboration with the user’s actions and dilemma decision[s]” using a particular 

knowledge base depending on the selected theme of the story. Dilemmas as conflict 

situations are considered to add to the dramatic tension of the story and thus deepen 
the individual’s experience. The construction of the dilemma points is based on the 

clichéd storylines used in different literature genres. In GADIN the creation of the 
story requires a pre-selected yet changeable and dynamic story goal to ensure the 

satisfying enclosure of the narrative (Barber & Kudenko 2008: Cavazza, Lugrin & al. 

2007: Ventura & Brogan 2002). 

Regarding FutureSelf, a unique approach combining different methods of storytelling 
is needed since pre-planned or predetermined narrative structures and solutions 

become insufficient for the creation of an ongoing future simulation. In FutureSelf 

system, story elements are constantly fluctuating. A predefined thematic and 
contextual framework created by the user has an affect on the emerging story 

patterns but external information sources continuously provide new material for the 
generated narrative. 

At the abstract level, I share my vision with Marie-Laure Ryan considering the nature 
of the interactive narratives and their future. An overarching plot or a decisive story 

goal isn’t needed to create immersive narrative experiences. The narrative could be 
made out of little stories that would be connected to each other in a thematic setting 

such as in FutureSelf. Thus the creation of linear and nonlinear narrative structures 

without a clear ending becomes possible. Generated story clips are delivered to a 
person in a way that enables the creation of broader narrative (meta)structures (Ryan 
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2001, 330). This approach can be adapted in a situation where the elements of both 
linear and nonlinear narrative (i.e. characters, settings, plot, objects, other variables) 

can change and transform almost endlessly. It seems that some of the existing 

methods could be utilized in the creation of individual story clips in FutureSelf 
system.

Particularly, FutureSelf doesn’t have an external human story designer (author) who 

would create ready-made story clips for the system. The narrative, consisting of 

shorter story clips, is designed by the system in collaboration with the user. 
FutureSelf’s system uses information about the person and her environment - 

collected from the several information sources - to construct story elements that are 
organized and delivered by the system in a form of an enriched textual narrative 

including other media elements. Some of the used data is entered to the system 

directly by the user as described above. A user can feed the system her personal 
information and her future hopes, intentions and aims; the user can also evaluate 

each delivered story segment. This constant feedback loop and the automatically 
collected information affect the direction and patterns of the emerging future 

narrative. However, the user doesn’t create individual story clips; she is rather an 

active participant in a simulated narrative environment. In a nutshell, the user (and 
her environment) provides the material that is used by the FutureSelf’s narrative 

engine to construct stories that are evaluated by the user herself. In this process the 
user becomes her own future story designer; she orchestrates the focus of the 

narrative both intentionally and unintentionally as she affects the elements and the 

development of the story.

An extended GADIN system, with an automatically updating knowledge base could 
be utilized in the creation of FutureSelf’s narrative engine. The interactions between 

the user and the narrative inside the FutureSelf system can be defined in a quite 

straightforward manner as a user can evaluate the story clips (future simulation) and 
modify her system settings. Thus a limited set of actions is sufficient inside the 

system. The actions could be targeted towards the story elements as well as the 
characters of the narrative. It is essential to understand that FutureSelf system can 

generate future narrative independently without the participation of the user after she 

has set up her account and activated the system. 

In general, FutureSelf’s narrative engine would utilize the method of system building; 
using the available material FutureSelf builds automatically a dynamic system out of 

an individual’s digitized life patterns. Thus the outline and scope of the future 

narrative and its variables can be feasibly defined (Malaska 1993, 11: Kamppinen & 
Malaska 2002, 99). In addition to the user’s personal information, settings and 
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preferences, FutureSelf spots automatically keywords, tags and comprehensible, 
recurring textual patterns (either pointed out by the user or analyzed by the system) 

in order to extract the relevant information from all the available information 

sources. Based on this extracted, contextualized information, the system is able to 
create unique future story patterns for every user. Accordingly, the system can 

produce comprehensible, coherent narratives from the user’s point of view.

FutureSelf is provided to the people as a web-service. Thus the system’s narrative 

engine(s) and databases function and operate in a networked digital environment. 
However, FutureSelf widgets can have application-like features, since they retrieve 

future simulations beforehand reserving material for off-line periods of use. As a 
system using multiple diverse information sources, the service should be open-

minded towards second and third party developers. Additionally, the user 

community should be encouraged to participate in the development of the system 
and its features. This would guarantee that the system would serve primarily the 

interests and aims of the FutureSelf community and its members as well as all the 
users of the system.
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Figure 8. Layout for the FutureSelf website (forum page)

TARGET AUDIENCE & USE CASE SCENARIOS

“It was like if I was reading the script for my future life. Things didn’t turn out to be 

exactly that way, but the story was enlightening and entertaining at the same 

time.”

      Marianne Nevalainen, user of FutureSelf

FutureSelf provides an explorative, playful and entertaining way to approach one’s 

possible futures. The system can be seen as a game-like playground or a dream 
machine which is connected to the actual factors of the individual’s life. Thus the 

system is able to create credible and comprehensible stories of one’s future. 
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Stimulated, aroused curiosity towards one’s personal development plays an integral 
part when considering the appeal of the system. 

In the era of social media when ordinary people have become central, crucial figures 
to the development and success of digital “products”, it is possible to question the 

sense and significance of a defined target audience. Media spaces, applications, 
services, sandboxes and game environments can be created in order to be found, 

experienced and assimilated by the users themselves. The people who find the digital 

artifact appealing and usable will have a substantial effect on its future development 
and destiny. The durable attention of potentially interested people is vital for the 

success of a digital product. Consequently, the intentions of the designer are just one 
factor affecting the actual (mis)uses, applications and adaptations of a given digital 

artifact. Therefore, I will provide a brief, very general and even speculative view on 

the intended target group of FutureSelf system. My main emphasis is on the use case 
scenarios as they will contextualize and illuminate the possible uses and adaptations 

of the system.

The main target audience of the application consists of people (age varying from 

15-40 yrs) that are familiar with networked environments and digital devices in 
general. People belonging to the target audience can approach their personal futures 

in a speculative, playful manner. However, at its basic level, FutureSelf can be tried 
out by anyone interested in the their personal future prospects. Below I present two 

more scenarios - including a short example of future narratives created by the 

FutureSelf - depicting the possible uses of the FutureSelf by real users.

 Use case scenario 2 — Joel G. 

Joel (32 yrs) is a clerk in a pharmacy store. He’s a huge fan of role-playing games and 
an enthusiastic member of a indie rock band. He lives alone and his band is 

practicing in the basement of the same apartment building. Joel goes out a lot, 
especially to listen to live music acts. He keeps track of recent trends in gaming and 

music scene by following actively several game and music oriented forums and 

websites. Joel has an account in WOW, Last.fm, Epitonic, Pandora Internet Radio and 
Friendster. He also has his own music blog called UG Tunes Extraordinaire.

John works from 7 to 4 in the store and he uses the desktop computer to surf in the 

web when there are no customers around. John doesn’t really enjoy his work that 

much so virtual online environments, in addition to his band, provide him the true 
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meaning of his life. He communicates with his online and offline friends using email 
(Thunderbird), an instant messaging application (Messenger) and internet phone 

application (Skype). 

Joel found the link to FutureSelf from a forum of role-playing enthusiasts. Some of the 

senior members are recommending the site, but some commentators are saying that 
FutureSelf isn’t a proper game at all. Inspired by the conversation, Joel visits 

FutureSelf’s site in the evening after work on 8th of January 2009. He decides to 

create himself an account immeaditely. Joel is familiar with these kind of setup 
systems and thus his FutureSelf is configured and running in a couple of minutes. He 

decides to customize his personal blog-style FutureSelf website to meet his aesthetic 
taste. Joel has entered some future goals into the FutureSelf system. These include the 

wish that he could find work in the field of ICT and that his band would get a chance 

to play at the best rock club in town. Additionally he would like to find a girlfriend 
some day in the future. His future self is living five days ahead of the real time and 

Joel has selected a third person narrator point of view to depict the actions of his 
future self.

Joel is planning to go shopping next week with his friend and they’ve emailed about 
the schedule and exact time. He’s also going to visit his favorite indie club on Friday 

17th of January in order to see a rising talent, a band called Beach House. Next day 
his band will have rehearsals in the basement. Below is an example of excerpts from 

the FutureSelf narrative.

A story clip received by Joel via his home computer on 9th of December at 9:30 

PM
FUTURE TIME: Thursday 14th of January, 9:30 PM

Joel just arrived home content and happy. He had been shopping with one of his 

best friends Michael T. (a link to his Last.fm account). They visited a couple of 
shops and a good café nearby the shopping mall (link to café’s website). John 

found himself a nice pair of D Jeans from Jeans&Tees Shop and a new ToS sweater 
(links to the model of jeans, sweater and to the website of the store). They also 

bumbed into some friends, Sara H., Tina W. and Anna S., (links to their Facebook/

Twitter/Last.fm profiles) during their visit to the shopping mall.

REACTION AND INTERACTION: Joel thinks that the story presents a desirable future 
scenario and grades it accordingly using the FutureSelf’s evaluation feature. Thus the 

storyline and its elements will affect and be part of the emerging future simulation.
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A story clip received by Joel via his home computer on 11th of December at 
11:00 AM, attachment 2 photos

FUTURE TIME: Thursday 16th of January, 11:00 AM

What a great band (a link to the band’s website and to a photo from their live 
performance) and what a great show they played at the Cave club (a link to the 

club’s website). Joel bought the record (link to the record) after the gig and the 
debut album of Beach House has been the soundtrack of the night. Joel even got a 

chance to have a little chat with the band’s cute and charismatic vocalist Angela. 

After that she met her friend Sara (link to her Facebook profile), and they had a 
good and long conversation. Great night.

REACTION AND INTERACTION: Thumbs up.

A story clip received by Joel via his home computer on 11th of December at 2:00 
PM

FUTURE TIME: Thursday 16th of January, 2:00 PM
Now Joel is getting ready for the band rehearsals. He has called Matthew C. (link) 

and woke him up. Everyone’s coming to play today. They have to get ready for the 

upcoming gig. They will perform in the local pub next month and some special 
people are going to come to watch the show.

REACTION AND INTERACTION: Thumbs up.

A micro-blog received by Joel via his home computer on 11th of December at 
4:00 PM

FUTURE TIME: Thursday 16th of January, 4:00 PM
We’re ready for the gig!

REACTION AND INTERACTION: Thumbs up.

 Use case scenario 3 — Margaret W. 

Margaret (35 yrs) is a graphic designer in a well-known publishing house. She’s 
interested in a variety of cultural activities yet her work takes a considerable amount 

of her time during the weekdays. Margaret is a very precise, proficient and ambitious 
designer; she believes that the success is in the details and in perfect finishing. Her 

professional attitude derives from her broader views on life in general. Margaret has 

always been a good student finishing with the best possible grades and honors. Her 
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social life is thriving in spite of her considerable amount of work duties. She has 
grown to take responsibilities and to manage her life successfully. She has been 

confident about her career and its development. 

However, lately Margaret has been under considerable pressure. Her new position as 

head of a design team has really offered new challenges and she thinks that her 
quality time with herself has been diminishing since she was promoted to her new 

position. Margaret thinks that she is in need of new ideas and even dreams. She has 

gained a lot professionally, but now she need to find a new gear in her personal life.

Margaret is introduced to the FutureSelf system by one of her older colleagues. She’s 
interested in the basic idea yet suspicious about the possible future forecasts and 

their quality. However she decides to give it try and creates her own account in the 

system. After entering her basic information and connecting the system to secondary 
information sources, Margaret decides to select the combination of ACTIVITY and 

TRACE modes. She want to be surprised by the system and its future simulation and 
configures the future sphere to outreach four weeks time from Tuesday 7th of April 

2009, 6:00 PM. Thus her future forecast comes from the selected time span without 

the necessary chronological order. Regarding her future goals, she just states that she 
want to explore and play with different possibilities.

A story clip received by Margaret via her mobile device on 8th of april at 7:00 PM

FUTURE TIME: Friday 24th of April, 6:00 PM

I’m going for a short vacation this weekend to visit my aunt (a photo and contact 
information) in Miami (link to the city’s website). Sitting in the airport listening to 

some Bob Dylan (link to the song and album) and reading the latest issue of 
Interior Design (a link to the website and information about the release of the 

mentioned issue in the tooltip). I feel a bit adventurous and I like it.

REACTION AND INTERACTION: Margaret thinks that the story presents a desirable 

future scenario and grades it accordingly using the FutureSelf’s evaluation feature. 
Thus the storyline and its elements will affect and be part of the emerging future 

simulation.

A story clip received by Margaret via her mobile device on 9th of april at 2:00 AM

FUTURE TIME: Saturday 25th of April, 1:15 AM
Just arrived at my aunt’s place (information and Google map location). I feel tired 

yet somehow refreshed at the same time. Delightful to meet my aunt (photo); we 

keep a lot of contact with email and Skype but nothing beats the old-fashioned 
face-to-face conversation.
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REACTION AND INTERACTION: Thumbs up.

A story clip received by Margaret via her mobile device on 9th of april at 11:00 
AM

FUTURE TIME: Wed 15th of April, 5:45 PM
Had a great conversation with Anna (link to Anna’s Friendfeed and Twitter page) 

about my personal future. There has been lot on my mind lately (link to some of  

Margaret’s private documents containing plans and ideas). We had a glass of wine 
quite unexpectedly (link to a wine and its producer) together. In the middle of the 

week! Change the routines, that works magic, doesn’t it?

REACTION AND INTERACTION: Margaret feels a bit uncomfortable with this 

scenario. She decides to leave it without evaluation. Thus the system will either 
discard or keep the included story elements in the future simulation depending on 

other relevant external information.

A story clip received by Margaret via her mobile device on 10th of april at 8:00 

AM
FUTURE TIME: Saturday 25th of April, 9:00 PM

All day outside. We visited the beach nearby my aunt’s house (link to Google 
maps) and took a long walk along the shore. I feel relaxed and refreshed (a 

smiling picture of Margaret). Bob Dylan (link to the song and the album) again in 

my iPod.

REACTION AND INTERACTION: Thumbs up.
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RELATED PROJECTS, APPLICATIONS & SERVICES

Below, I will present a diverse variety of existing and/or ongoing projects, 

applications and services that have inspired the development of the FutureSelf 

concept. It’s important to notice that the benchmarked material isn’t necessarily 
directly connected to the future simulations or future forecasting. Regarding some of 

the examples, I’ve been mainly interested in the quality, characteristics and the spirit 
of the project rather than the actual digital artifact or product itself.

INTERNATIONAL FUTURES
International Futures (IFs), a large-scale modeling system, is one of the most 

ambitious attempts to provide insights into the future development at the global 
level. The system’s approach is fairly holistic; its purpose is to serve as “a thinking 

tool for the long-term country specific, regional, and global futures across multiple, 

interacting issue areas”. IFs aims to assist in mapping and exploring global trends 
and dynamics of change. As a tool, it provides diverse material - ranging from 

scenarios to graphic presentations of quantitative statistics - as a basis for futures 
discourse and planning. IFs uses different data bases that are updated by several 

substantial and influential organizations such as the UN, the World Bank and the 

IMF. The data set consists of extensive, historically and statistically comparable 
material because the information has been collected since 1960’s from 164 

countries. 

The system itself is strongly theory-based and it uses various integrated modeling 

methods (Hughes 2003, 1-16). The system produces material that can be used as a 
basis for more precise and thorough qualitative and quantitative analysis. It’s rather 

an assistive tool than an autonomous instrument for the production of valid, 
comprehensible future forecasts and extrapolations. The IFs system is available both 
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as a stand-alone application and as a web-service. However its use is quite 
complicated and requires in-depth exploration before it can be used adequately.

http://www.ifsprev.du.edu/ifs

CLIQSET AND CHI.IMP — SOCIAL IDENTITY PLATFORMS

Social identity platforms have been designed for the management of an individual’s 
diverse personal digital instances (social identities) existing in different socially 

orientated networked environments. Chi.imp promises to help a person to manage 

one’s online identity, contacts, content and privacy. Cliqset wants to be seen as a 
secure neutral platform for creating and sharing social information, to control one’s 

presence and emerging narratives simultaneously in multiple environments using 
multiple devices.

Both of these services can be connected to a remarkable variety of existing, 
substantial socially orientated digital environments. Successful implementation of 

such a services utilizing a cross-platform approach indicates that it is possible to 
create systems that can automatically utilize varying, multiple information formats 

deriving from versatile separate digital environments. 

http://cliqset.com 
http://chi.mp

FACEBOOK — PEOPLE YOU MAY KNOW TOOL

Facebook, a highly popular social networking platform, has a feature that 

recommends to the user new acquaintances, people that she might already know in 
the “real world”. Given recommendations are based on the shared, mutual friends of 

the user and her probable friend. 6 However, the PYMK-tool is quite a future-
orientated feature by its very nature. Even though it explicitly suggests and points out 

possible real life acquaintances, the tool at the same time implicitly recommends 

possible future “friends”. Therefore, the feature helps one to find new future 
acquaintances and to expand one’s social sphere.

http://www.facebook.com

LAST.FM — MUSIC/EVENTS RECOMMENDED BY LAST FM
Last.fm, a music orientated social networking platform with strong statistical 

approach, recommends music, events and other music-related material based on the 
user’s existing musical taste and preferences (statistics of one’s listening activity). 
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Similarly to Facebook’s People You Might Know Tool, recommendations expand the 
individual’s existing musical as well as social sphere, providing clues and hints 

considering the material that would be potentially preferred by the individual. The 

feature can be considered to be highly future-orientated, as its intention is to affect 
the individual’s future behavior.

http://www.last.fm

DINAH

DINAH is an authoring tool that is used for the creation of interactive, dynamic 
textual narratives. See a more precise description of the system from the chapter 

Interactive storytelling.

PERSONAL FUTURES NETWORK

R. V. Wheelright has developed A Personal Futures Workbook, a text book for 
planning, envisioning and coping with one’s future. The book, including practical 

instructions, describes different methods for the mapping and accomplishing of a 
desirable personal future. These methods include future visions, scenarios and 

defined action plans and future strategies. Personal abilities, needs and hopes as well 

as values and present conditions create the basis for the strategic planning. Future 
scenarios are used to define the path to a desired personal future.

http://www.personalfutures.net

FUTUREME

FutureMe’s basic idea is both very simple and brilliant at the same time. Using the 

system, an individual can send an email to her future self. The user writes an email 
and sets a time when the email is delivered to herself. After clicking the send-button 

the email is on its way to the future. FutureMe allows the user to play with the 
conception of time because the service connects history, present and future using a 

simple digital mode of communication, email. The user doesn’t know the exact 

situation of her future self and thus the email is sent to a still “unknown” person 
since everyone changes through times. When receiving the mail, the person gets a 

unique, authentic glimpse of the past, her personal history. FutureMe was selected 
for ARS ELECTRONICA in 2004.

http://www.futureme.org

GOOGLE FLU TRENDS
Google Flu Trends lets people explore the development and progression of the 

common flu in the U.S. The service provides information about flu trends faster than 
normal surveys since the system automatically counts the flu-related search queries 
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made by the users of Google. The system provides estimates of flu progression on a 
daily basis and thus Google has announced that “Google Flu Trends may provide an 

early-warning system for outbreaks of influenza”. Google Flu Trends can be treated 

as an example of a functioning forecasting system that may affect the actual future 
life of an individual. 

http://www.google.org/flutrends

FOOL’S CAPS

The Motley Fool's CAPS is a digital stock market simulation system (service) for the 
people interested in investing. Consequently, the system produces valid information, 

that could be used to forecast and anticipate the development of the real stock 
markets. The information is based on the user behavior in a simulated stock market 

context, mimicking precisely the features of real stock exchange activities. CAPS has 

been online a considerable amount of time and it’s open for everyone. 
http://caps.fool.com
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 6.CONCLUSIONS & REFLECTIONS 

“To think extreme phenomena, thought itself must become an extreme 

phenomenon.” Jean Baudrillard (1996, 66)

Technology, as “a marvelous adventure” has become an extreme phenomenon in its 

pervasiveness, in its praxis of observable and transparent applications that are both 

virtual and concrete. The digitized mass of information, gathered and constructed by 
humans and machines alike, is archived in databases around the globe. This 

information is nothing in itself; it remains silent and dead without utilization. The 
raw data as a mass of inactive information exists without intelligible form or 

intention. However, when processed, structured and given form through a creative 

act, this information can be brought into observable existence. Furthermore, 
information has to be processed into perceivable and desirable patterns that become 

meaningful through one’s experience, through continuous contextualizing and re-
contextualizing. 

Through this process, information is enriched and altered through interpretation and 
interaction. One can approach information as material for creating new realities, 

new layers and dimensions of existence. The future will witness realities that are 
created both by human and non-human agents, by individual entities and 

independent actors, by communities and organizations. It is possible that some day 

these realities go beyond an individual’s grasp, beyond one’s understanding and 
recognition. Collectively constructed intrinsic and interconnected realities are 

already present in today’s world. In the future, technologies may become 
(completely) autonomous with their own ontologies, intentions and purposes. 

Ultimately, technologies may detach themselves from the destiny of mankind. 

At this very moment, the most substantial challenge is to make the existing vast 

quantity of digitized information alive, to utilize it for the benefit of individuals and 
society. However, severe risks and problems relate to the management and 

utilization of such valuable material.

81



THE MARVELOUS ADVENTURER

Jean Baudrillard can be seen as a trickster of paradoxes, a magician of poetic future 

revelations and visions. His ideas concerning reality, virtuality and illusion are 
contradictory and confronting. Baudrillard’s thinking is based on the provocative 

dialogue of diverse ideas and insights. Contrasts make meanings stand out as 
difference makes things and phenomena distinguishable. Baudrillard challenges us 

to create new approaches, new terms and concepts, to avoid the equilibrium of 

thought in the same manner as presented by the tradition of critical design and 
design noir. The virtuality of thought, fluctuating theories and interplay of meanings 

constitute the infinite source of raw material for radical, creative and exceptional 
thinking. 

At the same time, all this sparkling interplay of paradoxical arguments makes one 
curious. Where is the baudrillardian isolated individual who wants to become non-

existent through technologies of virtualization? Where are the monstrous apocalyptic 
technologies of de-realization and illusion, capable of erasing or transforming every 

trace of human existence and reality itself? Where is the contemporary individual 

who escapes her identity and abandons the world and its appearances through the 
technologies of hyperreality? 

As stated before, an individual continuously leaves digital traces of her existence. 

These versatile traces, either unintelligible ones-and-zeros or comprehensible marks, 

signs and expressions, can be used as the material to enable creative processes to 
enrich existing realities. It seems that modern information technologies strengthen 

one’s presence in the world since networked digital environments provide versatile 
spaces for human activity. At their best, networked digital spaces extend social reality 

enabling connection, communication and interaction rather than isolation and 

alienation. Contemporary social media environments support collective creation and 
openness because content is created, modified, conveyed and evaluated by the 

people themselves. Nowadays digital environments, as services, applications and 
platforms, are created to support both individual and collective creative activity, 

participation and self-expression. On the other hand, one has to be and become 

aware of the versatile motives and values directing and affecting the development of 
digital environments and social realities.

The individual, the marvelous adventurer, has become an integral actor in the field of 

digital media in which we are witnessing a demanding and continuous competition 
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for people’s attention. A substantial amount of innovative powers and resources are 
used in the creation and search for the Next Big Thing that will gain the attention and 

support of the masses. The individual is an agent of change whose choices will have 

a significant effect on the development of digital domain and its dimensions. 

Simultaneously, the interactive nature of digital environments, emerging virtual 
communities and social networking sites, draws the individual to the center of 

things. Therefore, the individual becomes more and more visible to others in several 

digital environments simultaneously. It is naturally possible to question the quality of 
the digital existence but as a multidimensional space for varying realities, it 

undeniably multiplies one’s possible modes and representations of existence. Thus 
digital technologies seem to substantially amplify rather than annihilate human 

existence as Baudrillard has suggested.

Pierre Lévy emphasizes the “positive” potential of the technologies of virtualization. 

The virtual provides the domain for unlimited acts of creation without a conflict with 
reality. The virtual is part of every entity since everything is open for interpretation 

and problematization. In the process of actualization and virtualization, virtual and 

real are united, complementing each other. Virtualization detaches an entity from 
conventional physical space thus freeing it from material constraints. Therefore the 

technologies of virtualization give new characteristics to the entities; a virtual 
community or virtual body or any virtual artifact gains unique, domain specific 

qualities.

The simulation of the future affects the conception of time and its extensions. A 

virtual future is created using virtualized time. Consequently, the future becomes 
accessible as future time exists in a simulation of a virtualized future. Hence, a 

virtual future constitutes a new time zone, a new sphere of existence. As Lévy has 

suggested, virtualization makes the dimensions of the physical world disappear as 
space and time can be modified and transformed almost endlessly in the virtual 

environment. As we’ve seen above, the very idea of FutureSelf plays with the 
concepts and conceptions related to time, virtuality and the future. The concept itself 

reaches towards the future as a contextualized vision of a personal future simulation 

system and description of its essential features.  

For me (as for many), Lévy’s ideas concerning virtuality appear inviting and 
inspirational. In my work, I’ve been focusing on the virtual, simulated future. In this 

work, I’ve presented FutureSelf which in itself virtualizes the future, making it 

observable and exposing it to self-reflective thinking. FutureSelf system creates the 
simulations of alternative realities. Some of the simulations are more probable than 
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others, some of these simulations belong to the sphere of fantasy. The virtualized 
future becomes part of one’s sense-reality as an enriched narrative experience 

enabling problematizing, envisioning and playful speculation. In an idealized 

situation, FutureSelf provides forecasts, simulated futures, that open up the future of 
an individual, creating new qualities and possibilities. The virtual future breaks free 

from  the constraints of the physical world and conventional thinking, yet it still 
remains comprehensible and attached to one’s existence and activities.

As the director and main protagonist of the future simulation based on her own life, 
the individual faces an intriguing challenge. Conflict with the “real” is essential for 

this challenge since confronting representations of possible futures can make the 
individual to react to the current state of things. Repudiation, acceptance and 

indifference can all be equally important for the ongoing process of self-reflection - 

the essential substance of identity play. FutureSelf provides stimulants, catalysts for 
thought. Simulation becomes a mirror world one can jump into. Furthermore, the 

system creates a new virtual dimension to individual’s existence that will affect to her 
choices concerning sensible and desirable futures. 

FUTURESELF AS A SERIOUS SIMULATION PLAY

MULTILINEAR EXISTENCE

Contemporary human being exists inherently in several environments 

simultaneously; one’s personality is visible in multiple environments and channels at 
the same time. The information about oneself is available with or without one’s 

awareness or intention. On the other hand, different media environments and 
interaction methods create social spaces where one can observe the activity of 

others, taking place both in non-physical and physical worlds. At the same time, it’s 

important to realize that there is a significant amount of people who don’t have 
continuous, intentional (or unintentional) activity in digital environments either by 

choice or because of restricted amount of resources.

The identity of an individual is constructed, maintained and developed 

simultaneously in several socially orientated environments. The representation of 
one’s identity depends on the particular environment and its functional dimensions 

since different environments serve different purposes as social realities. An 
individual’s existence and identity becomes visible through observable and 
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accessible linear or nonlinear narratives that exists as fragments or concisely 
constructed storylines depending on the given environment (e.g. Google search 

results, Twitter status stream, Facebook activity history, photo blog). The context of a 

narrative affects its meanings and possible interpretations. 

Today’s digital media environments are under constant change; continuously 
updating and changing media contents and elements, and their complex visual, 

textual and associative relationships form ever-changing unique patterns for endless 

interpretation. Thus the interpretation of one’s status-message, photo or blog entry 
can vary depending on the other contents that are visible simultaneously in the same 

context. Different types of narrative patterns become intermingled in this huge 
dynamic jigsaw puzzle, in which every piece can change in form, style, meaning 

and function.

All the public and private digitized material deriving from various sources (e.g. one’s 

profile in Facebook’s profile information, Google search results, Twitter’s micro-blog 
entries, blog entries, the list of material borrowed from the public library) can and 

could potentially be used to observe an individual’s existence and activities. 

Digitized information enables the (re)constructing of concise, comprehensible 
narratives about an individual. When a person is leaving traces in several digital 

domains simultaneously, her personality has multiple instances and forms of 
existence at the same time. Consequently, a person can use these emerging 

narratives as channels for self-expression. 

With all this in mind, I will propose the concept of multilinear existence which 

means that an individual becomes visible to others and herself through multiple, 
linear and nonlinear narratives which exists simultaneously in various dynamic 

environments. An individual can be seen as a nexus of a parallel yet distinguishable 

emerging narratives; through these narratives she can be seen as a nexus for various 
instances of her personality and identity. Multilinear existence is layered existence, 

consisting of interconnected intrinsic narrative elements that exist both in physical 
and non-physical environments. Through multilinear existence, unique patterns of 

human behavior and social practices will emerge. We must understand the meaning, 

value and importance of this new form of human existence as it substantially affects 
our future way of living.  

Multilinearity of existence will affect basic needs and possibilities of personal 

expression; it will have an effect on sociocultural behavior, structures and 

manifestations of the whole society. We must be able to evaluate and analyze the 
environments and channels of existence in order to analyze the essence and 
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influence of multilinear existence. Furthermore, multilinear existence will affect the 
design of new artifacts in virtual worlds as well as in the real world. As the 

importance of non-physical, digital realms increases in ways never seen before, the 

role of the design of these environments thrives as well. Developers and designers 
are constantly affecting the mental processes of the human being relative to 

introspection, social orientation, social awareness and social behavior. At the 
moment, new unique methods of engagement and technologies of interaction are 

being designed, developed and tested. Different methods of co-design and co-

creation are utilized to let the people actively participate to the development of new 
products, services and environments. All in all, multidisciplinary design teams will 

define and design the experience of multilinearity in co-operation with the ordinary 
people. 

Figure 9. Multilinear existence

Thus I'll suggest and emphasize that today and in the future designers are not just 

designing applications, services, products or devices; designers are also designing 
future users, customers, clients, their models of behavior and expanded mode of 
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existence – the future human being with a multilinear existence. In the future, the 
design of virtual environments will have more and more impact on an individual’s 

experience of reality as a whole. Designers have to be aware of the values affecting 

their design choices and solutions in general. The influences of design patterns 
fluctuate back and forth from the physical world to the non-physical environments 

and vice versa.

FUTURESELF & ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS

FutureSelf, as a personal future simulation system, is a holistic system. It deploys all 

available information about the individual to create comprehensible and fascinating 
future simulations. In order to create these simulations, FutureSelf has access to the 

diverse information sources of both a public and private nature depending on the 

individual’s own choices and preferences. Future forecasts and their source material 
contain undeniably valuable personal information. Thus FutureSelf is an information 

processing, producing and management system with profound security demands. 
The security of this information is highly important for the individual as well as for 

the system operation. Corrupted or distorted data could affect negatively to the user 

experience and the system itself. In a world where information is the most valuable 
asset, reliability becomes a key matter and secured privacy denotes peace of mind. 

As a sophisticated information processing and producing system, FutureSelf could be 

used for the benefit of the individual and her community. However, in the wrong 

hands such a system could  form a serious threat to the individual’s independence, 
intimacy, security and freedom. Ethical issues related to privacy, user rights and the 

ownership of information become significant when considering aims, use and 
utilization of a personal future simulation system. 

Products, digital services and applications are always made for a certain audience 
and preferred user group. They are made to please and fulfill the expectation of a 

potential user. In today’s world the ultimate purpose of every application, service and 
digital product is to make profit for their producers. In the minority, there exist 

services and applications that are designed and developed by non-profit 

organizations, communities and individuals without economical interests. The 
motives behind the production are explicitly or implicitly present in the produced 

cultural artifacts. Therefore, stake-holders, financiers, managers, designers, 
developers and ordinary people as consumers and users are part of the continuous 

discourse regarding values and their application in the world.
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Values can be considered as an individual’s attitudes towards the phenomena 

happening in the world. Values are always present in the interactions between a 

human being and the world. Accordingly, values become part of the design 
processes and practices. Thus applications, services and devices are never neutral or 

objective with regard to values. The purpose, functionalities, user interfaces, 
information architecture and even minor color choices of services and applications 

indicate the existence of guiding values and guiding principles behind the design 

choices. “Neutral” design is in itself a representation of a certain value set. On the 
other hand, the most extreme visible representations of values could lead to their 

disappearance and loss of meaning. All in all, the designer makes value choices that 
affect either directly or indirectly the value choices of the user of an artifact. The 

designed artifact affects the way the person can express her own value choices. In 

my interpretation, every interactive product and every design object is part of the 
broader value discourse. As containers of values, these cultural artifacts affect the 

way the individual perceives the world and her values connected to it. 

The precisely defined values guiding the design or underlying implicit value 

propositions affecting the product development can be distinguished and analyzed 
through observation and analysis. The important thing is whose values are 

predominantly present in individual’s relationship to an application or service or 
cultural artifact in general. Can a person express herself according to her own 

insights, ideas and values? Accordingly, it is possible to observe how the designed 

environment modifies an individual’s own thinking, attitudes and behavior.   

The design of the FutureSelf system is based on openness and awareness because the 
future is seen as an open, multidimensional playground for creative thinking and 

activity. The system’s aim is to connect the individual to the world and its 

possibilities. In addition to that, the FutureSelf system design can be said to include 
some educational nuances. Openness is related to the transparency of the system’s 

operation and processes of information management. The basis of future simulations, 
all the relevant data sources, affecting variables and factors, can be observed by the 

individual. Through transparent processes, simulation becomes a tool for self-

reflection. Through future simulation, one becomes aware of various existing 
possibilities as well as the possible future implications of one’s actions. At some 

level, the purpose of the system is also to make people aware of their digital traces; 
how their activities are being continuously digitized and archived in various 

environments with varying user terms and rights. In the digitization process as a 

whole, the line between the public and private spheres often becomes obscured and 
ambiguous.
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The FutureSelf system and the generated future simulations don’t explicitly provide 

any normative guidelines concerning an individual’s activities or behavior. In that 

sense, the system produces future simulations that try to be objective towards the 
individual’s futures and the values that they contain. The system is not supposed to 

provide guidelines to one’s lifestyle; its aim is to provide images of the almost 
endless possibilities of personal futures. 

Considering the future simulations generated by the FutureSelf system, the 
significance of values has to be acknowledged. Values are always present in future 

forecasts; this is something about which most of the scientists in the field of futures 
studies agree. In FutureSelf, values become visible in at least two distinguishable 

levels. First of all, the FutureSelf’s future simulation is based on the user’s explicitly 

and implicitly described values when she defines the goals and basis for her future 
forecasts in her system preferences. Values are manifested through implicit and 

explicit choices and interactions. Additionally, the user can directly affect the 
appearance of the values in the future narrative while grading and evaluating the 

emerging future narrative. 

Secondly, the selection of the secondary information sources has a significant effect 

on the value basis of the generated future simulation. Value-charged information 
derives from external data sources since the used information is gathered from 

multiple information sources, all affecting the filtering and processing of the user 

generated content. The secondary information sources affect the appearance of the 
values in the future forecasts since every individual external application and service 

enables different forms of self-expression. This has a substantial impact on the nature 
and quality of the content and the values it contains. Thus external services and 

application can be seen to act as value filters. They can either amplify or diminish 

certain fears, hopes and wishes, change discreetly one’s views on life’s guiding 
principles and values. This can happen at the conscious or unconscious level, 

intentionally or unintentionally, without the user’s direct acknowledgement about her 
changing values or the things that have an affect on those changes.

FUTURESELF AS A UNIQUE INFORMATION SOURCE

An effective personal future simulation system would provide unique possibilities to 
pervade an individual’s life and consequently there exist several ethical issues 

concerning the use and utilization of such a powerful system. Naturally, 
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considerable risks are involved in the processing of  information of such a delicate 
and intimate nature. The information produced about personal futures can be 

considered to be highly valuable to certain parties in different sectors of society 

including economical actors, authorities in the different fields of society, and 
scientists from various disciplines.

For economical actors and their marketing departments, the system could offer very 

valuable information considering one’s lifestyle, consumption habits, and even the 

development of one’s purchasing power. Economical actors could utilize personal 
future forecasts effectively in their marketing plans and product placement since the 

system would enable very precise techniques of product placement, marketing and 
brand promotion. The context specific marketing methods would enable the 

utilization of efficient and subtle marketing methods. 

In the FutureSelf system, products could be placed and implemented as natural parts 

of a future simulation describing possible future life of an individual. Most suitable 
product descriptions, images and other rich-media elements could be attached in the 

right places in the emerging future narrative. People could buy desired and 

appropriate products conveniently online using the FutureSelf system. The marketing 
methods could vary from the subtle inline links and references to larger interactive 

ads depending on the individual’s own preferences and choices. Through intelligent, 
adaptive marketing, the products would conveniently and imperceptibly become 

part of the individual’s personal story. Hence, successful, appropriate and desirable 

products would become essential elements of desirable personal futures. The user 
could evaluate and compare different products and brands as part of the FutureSelf 

experience. Context specific product placement in future forecasts would act like a 
recommendation. At its best, in an ideal situation, the right product placement and 

brand choices would deepen a user’s relationship to the future simulation and her 

future self.

The aim of the FutureSelf system is to reveal the potential and possibilities of 
personal futures. In addition, the system analyzes the individual’s orientation towards 

her future and its prospects. In this context, new solutions, products and brands 

could be made to appear in favorable and beneficial ways from the perspective of an 
individual. Therefore FutureSelf service provides unique marketing potential. If 

harnessed by the forces of marketing powers, the system would substantially affect to 
individuals customer and consumer habits and behavior. 

In a dystopian vision, a personal future forecasting system could become a powerful 
marketing system that would direct an individual’s behavior using versatile effective 
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techniques of manipulation. Consequently, being able to make accurate, appealing 
future forecasts, the system would decide what is interesting and desirable for an 

individual. Economical actors would use the system as an instrument of subtle yet 

poignant propaganda, constantly manipulating an individual’s hopes, fears and 
desires in a highly sophisticated manner. The future horizon would become filled 

with ads and commercials of desirable products and brands. The individual would 
become a living brand promoter, a supporter of the forever-growing consumption. 

One’s life would resemble a continuous shopping trip and one’s future would 

become a never-ending commercial since the individual would turn into the slave of 
international, powerful brands with enormous marketing resources. 

However, there are many aspects that would undermine the realization of such a 

dystopia. Most importantly, the people themselves actively affect the development 

and utilization of digital environments. Thus the motives of the economical actors 
would form only one factor affecting the development and utilization of such a 

system. Secondly, some of the major economical actors are becoming more aware of 
the importance of durable values and their implications in the world; thus the system 

could be used to promote brands and products that would be beneficial to an 

individual and to society as a whole.

For authorities, the system could provide highly interesting and practical information 
about an individual as a citizen. FutureSelf could be connected to a government’s 

data bases. Thus it would act as a gateway to a sensibly filtered personal information. 

The system could provide valuable information that could be utilized in political, 
economical, social and ecological planning. The authorities could deploy the 

personal future forecasts in the prevention of crimes and accidents and in the 
mapping of diseases. The growing interests towards pre-crime detecting systems 

proves that the society needs to anticipate and prepare for the possible and probable 

criminal activity. An efficient and accurate personal future forecasting system could 
provide a method to search for potential criminals. Simultaneously, FutureSelf could 

provide very interesting data for different fields of scientific research. As the future 
forecasts are based mostly on factual information, the system would give unique, 

precise and rich insights into the lives of contemporary people representing versatile 

segments of the population. Sociologists, psychologists, future researchers and other 
humanists as well as natural scientists would have access to unique quantitative and 

qualitative material about an individual’s life.

Dystopias are easily imagined, since a powerful future forecasting system would 

provide unforeseen methods to observe and analyze individual lives. Every user of 
an all-pervading future forecasting system could be exposed to the all-seeing eye of 
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the authorities, scientists and economical actors. The user and her life would be 
treated as a material unit; she would become a part of larger machinery without 

realizing her own destiny and role in a wider context. An individual’s actions would 

be steered by society and the established structures of power. 

In the wildest utopia such a system would create a basis for an era of ultimate 
modern enlightenment. Every individual’s needs, hopes, fears and wishes could be 

taken into account; society, culture and economy would flourish as everyone’s needs 

would be satisfied. The awareness of the future would lead to a more conscious 
human behavior. People would understand the meanings and implications of their 

actions at the global level. The knowledge about the future would be used for the 
common good at an unprecedented level. The future could be grasped and made to 

happen in a way that would be most beneficial to both the individual and global 

community. Naturally there would be conflicts and mutual challenges, but they 
would be overcome through critical analysis, durable planning and decision making.

In the end, every powerful, intelligent information processing, management and 

producing system could be misused and put to work for questionable ends. The 

managers, developers, designers and users and their values count. At its best, the 
FutureSelf system could enhance the existence of an individual and increase the 

awareness of the future’s possibilities both at individual and collective levels. It 
would remind us that the future is open and that everyone of us is responsible of its 

actualization right here, right now.

EPILOGUE

In this work, I’ve utilized the bricolage method since I have combined different 

branches of theoretical thinking to the praxis of concept design. This has enabled a 

unique way to explore the special qualities and characteristics of the digital domain 
as well as the design of a feasible personal future simulation system.

The design object, in this case a digital artifact, is always a part of a larger whole. As 

I have emphasized, a substantial background research is required to understand the 

special characteristics of a complex design context and the key factors and issues 
regarding the design itself. Based on my study, I’ve created the concept of multilinear 

existence, thus crystallizing my own interpretations and insights on the relationship 
of a human being and networked digital environments. Furthermore, in the process 
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I’ve studied and analyzed the theoretical framework of a personal future simulation 
system.

The concept of a future simulation system, as described above, remains still 
incomplete as the further development of such a system would require additional, 

pragmatically orientated research and experimental implementations. The required 
study would include systematic mapping of the technological solutions as well as the 

system’s exposition to the real users via user-testing and other methods that engage 

real persons to the design process. The research considering technologies of the 
interactive storytelling (narrative engines) should be combined with the mapping of 

suitable artificial intelligence systems, supporting the functionalities of a future 
simulation environment. The construction of preliminary as well as advanced 

dynamic prototypes would enable more precise user studies and testing. In essence, 

thorough testing and applicable co-design methods would enable the creation of a 
sensible, appealing system, that could successfully operate to the benefit and 

entertainment of an individual and her community.

Thus this work can be considered as a first yet substantial step, leading to an 

actualization of a functional personal future simulation system. Regarding the aim of 
this study, I’ve hopefully been able to provide useful insights on the expanded 

existence of contemporary human being. Multilinear existence, taking place in non-
physical and physical realities, challenges the traditional conceptions of time, space 

and identity uniting virtual and real into an ambiguous, multidimensional whole. 
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