The Janus Strategy: Finding Our Way Forward by Remembering Where We’ve Been
By Katie McAllister

Life in 2026 feels a bit like standing in a strong wind. Everything’s moving fast—Al doing our thinking,
machines doing our work, screens doing our talking. And yet, for all that forward motion, a lot of us keep
glancing over our shoulder. Funny thing is, that’s not a problem. It might be the smartest move we’ve got.

When the world feels noisy and unpredictable, people naturally reach for what feels solid and familiar.
Looking back isn’t about getting stuck—it’s about getting your bearings. Sometimes the best way to figure
out where you’re headed is to remember what’s mattered before.

Memory Is How We Imagine What’s Next

Turns out, our brains work that way on purpose. Scientists tell us the same parts of the brain light up
when we remember the past and when we picture the future. We don’t dream up tomorrow out of thin
ai—we cobble it together from things we’ve already lived.

That’s why nostalgia packs such a punch. When people talk about wanting walkable neighborhoods,
handwritten notes, or tech that doesn’t shout at them all day, they’re not just being sentimental. They’re
naming values—connection, calm, care—that they want to carry forward.

The Grinch Socks That Said More Than You’d Think

Take McDonald’s “Grinch Meal” from last December. On the surface, it was just fast food dressed up for
the holidays. But look closer. Instead of plastic toys, you got cozy, collectible socks. You seasoned your
fries yourself with “Grinch Salt.” It slowed things down. Made it tactile. Real.

By tapping into a story folks grew up with—and giving them something they could actually wear and feel—
McDonald’s hit a nerve. Those socks went viral not because they were clever, but because they felt
grounding. In a digital world, people are craving things they can hold onto.

Sometimes the Clues Are Behind Us

Foresightisn’t just about spotting what’s new. It’s about noticing patterns—especially the old ones that
keep coming back around. In fact, some of the strongest hints about what’s next are hiding in what we
thought we’d left behind.

If you’re scanning the horizon in 2026, here are three places to look:

e The Counter-Trend: The louder and faster life gets online, the more people lean into quiet, slow
things—Ilike the surprise comeback of snail mail.

e The Cross-Generational Echo: When Boomers and Gen Z both love the same look—say, old-
school furniture or vintage logos—that’s not a fad. That’s identity taking shape.

e The Friction Point: Anywhere life feels cold or automated, nostalgia sneaks in to warm it up.
Hence the rise of tech that feels more human and hands-on.

Welcome to the Age of “New-stalgia”



Right now, people aren’t betting everything on long-range plans. They’re curating who they are—mixing
old comforts with new tools. Call it grounded optimism.

Here’s how it’s showing up:

e Old-School Glam (Neo Deco): Chrome, brass, and bold patterns are back, signaling a hunger for
structure and richness after years of beige minimalism.

¢ The Human Touch: Folks are happy to let Al handle the spreadsheets—but they want to keep the
creative, hands-on work for themselves.

e Snail Mail’s Second Act: Searches for handwritten letters are way up, proof that “instant” is
losing ground to “intentional.”

e Retro-Futurism: Chunky pixels and early-internet vibes feel safer than today’s always-on, always-
watching tech.

Don’t Let Nostalgia Fool You
Of course, there’s a line you don’t want to cross. Nostalgia can guide you—or it can trap you.
+ Restorative nostalgia tries to rebuild the past exactly as it was, ignoring who it left out.

+ Reflective nostalgia asks what the past did well—and how to do that again, better, with today’s
tools.

The smart question isn’t “How do we go back?” It’s “What did people need back then—and how do we
meet that need now?” If the ’90s felt more real and unfiltered, the answer isn’t bringing back pagers. It’s
building spaces where people can speakin their own voices again.

Time Isn’t a Straight Line—It’s a Spiral

We don’t march forward and leave everything behind. We circle back, again and again, each time a little
wiser. The future that really works won’t erase the past—it’ll stitch it in thoughtfully.

That’s the heart of the Janus Strategy: one eye on the road ahead, one eye on the road behind. Our
memories aren’t weights dragging us down. They’re signposts, quietly pointing the way forward.



