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WAYS OF THINKING ABOUT THE FUTUREWAYS OF THINKING ABOUT THE FUTUREWAYS OF THINKING ABOUT THE FUTURE

• Prophecy
• Expert consultation
• Forecasting Models

projections
econometric
statistical
input/output
optimization
dynamic simulation
evolutionary

•• ScenariosScenarios



rather they are about perceiving
futures in the present
(Peter Schwartz).”

ratherrather theythey are are aboutabout perceivingperceiving
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““ScenariosScenarios are are notnot aboutabout predictingpredicting
thethe futurefuture,,



SCENARIOS: IMAGES OR 
TRAJECTORIES?

SCENARIOS: IMAGES OR SCENARIOS: IMAGES OR 
TRAJECTORIES?TRAJECTORIES?

ScenarioScenario: a : a possiblepossible coursecourse ofof eventsevents
leadingleading toto a a resultingresulting statestate ofof thethe worldworld
((oror imageimage ofof thethe futurefuture).).

A A hypotheticalhypothetical sequencesequence ofof eventsevents
constructedconstructed forfor thethe purposepurpose ofof focusingfocusing
attentionattention onon causal causal processesprocesses andand
decisiondecision pointspoints..



• importance of considering 
scenarios as courses of events: it 
directs attention to the unfolding of 
alternatives and to branching points 
at which human actions can 
significantly affect the future



LongLong--termterm scenariosscenarios mustmust includeinclude
structuralstructural changechange..

ShortShort-- andand mediummedium--termterm
scenariosscenarios: : usuallyusually assumeassume structuralstructural
invarianceinvariance ((becausebecause ofof inertiainertia, , 
slowerslower raterate ofof changechange))



itit directsdirects attentionattention toto thethe unfoldingunfolding ofof
alternativesalternatives

andand
toto branchingbranching pointspoints atat whichwhich human human 
actionsactions can can significantlysignificantly affectaffect thethe
futurefuture..

ImportanceImportance ofof consideringconsidering scenariosscenarios
as as coursescourses ofof eventsevents::



• Scenarios embody the perspectives of their 
creators, and thus they are never value-free

• They draw on both science - an 
understanding of historical patterns, current 
conditions and physical and social 
processes—and imagination, to conceive, 
articulate and evaluate a range of socio-
ecological pathways

• Consequently, scenarios may be more 
analytical (concentrating on the unfolding of 
basic processes) or more impressionistic
(introducing specific vivid events for 
illustration)



ANATOMY OF SCENARIOSANATOMY OF SCENARIOSANATOMY OF SCENARIOS
CurrentCurrent SituationSituation
CriticalCritical DimensionsDimensions
DrivingDriving ForcesForces
StrategicStrategic InvariantsInvariants ((PredeterminedPredetermined
ElementsElements))
CriticalCritical UncertaintiesUncertainties
PlotsPlots ((LogicsLogics ofof thethe ScenariosScenarios))
ImageImage ofof thethe FutureFuture



Current SituationCurrentCurrent SituationSituation

• the characterization of the current 
situation includes the identification 
of a focal issue to be analyzed, or a  
critical decision to be made, and a 
description of the major aspects of 
interest



Critical DimensionsCriticalCritical DimensionsDimensions
• Together define multidimensional space 

within which scenarios can be mapped or 
constructed

• Do not necessarily imply causal assumptions; 
defined in terms of relevance; descriptors of 
most important attributes of the images of the 
future

• Are not chosen because of scientific 
importance, but on basis of their political or 
axiological value

• Used to assess desirability and feasibility of 
scenarios 



Driving ForcesDrivingDriving ForcesForces
• The key factors, trends or 

processes which influence the 
situation, focal issue, or 
decisions, and propel the 
system forward and determine 
the story’s outcome. 



Strategic Invariants
(Predetermined Elements)

StrategicStrategic InvariantsInvariants
((PredeterminedPredetermined ElementsElements))
• Some driving forces are invariant over all 

scenarios; that is, are to a large extent 
predetermined

Examples:
• slow-changing phenomena (human population 

growth, building of physical infrastructure), 
processes already in the pipeline (the members 
of the teenage population of the next fifteen 
years –which are already born-), inevitable 
collisions, and constrained situations



Critical UncertaintiesCriticalCritical UncertaintiesUncertainties

• Some of the driving forces may 
represent critical uncertainties the 
resolution of which fundamentally 
alter the course of events.



Plots (Logics of the
Scenarios)

PlotsPlots ((LogicsLogics ofof thethe
ScenariosScenarios))

• scenarios unfold according to an 
internal logic which links the elements 
into a coherent plot

• Challenge: identifying the plot that
best captures the dynamics of the situation and
communicates the point effectively 



• The building blocks are put 
together by a narrative, showing 
how the world would go from here 
to there

• Scenarios explore 2-4 of those 
alternatives, based on the plots 
which are most worth considering.



Image of the FutureImageImage ofof thethe FutureFuture
• The end point of the scenario is an 

image of the future situation
resulting from the unfolding of the 
scenario, outlining the situation 
along the critical dimensions at the 
extreme of the time-horizon of the 
scenario



examplesexamplesexamples

• Global Scenarios by GSG
• World Water Visions
• WBCSD
• Venice
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WWV: choice for qualitative 
scenarios, rather than quantitative 

modelling, was deliberate to:

WWV: choice for qualitative WWV: choice for qualitative 
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modelling, was deliberate to:modelling, was deliberate to:

• allow in the many social, institutional and 
other issues that  are not susceptible to 
modelling in satisfactory manner

• create a forum for debate, transparent but 
also comprehensive/integrated





WBCSDWBCSD




