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Typical Timelines for Strategic Plans

2030+Present

Strategies, Policies & ProgramsSDV Cluster Sectorial Objective Policies

Where were you 20+ years ago? 

What can you remember of the last twenty plus years?



What unexpected / unpredicted events 

have occurred in the last ~25 years +?
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http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/2f/Flag_of_the_United_Nations.svg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/c/ce/Haitian_national_palace_earthquake.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/2/2e/IceStormPowerLines.png
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/b2/WWW_logo_by_Robert_Cailliau.svg
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/0,9263,7601940131,00.html


Planning through a Vortex of 

Uncertainty

Future Plans



The Mediator

A Scenario Planning Approach

• will allow us to plan with the uncertain and evolving scientific
evidence (eg climate change science)

Plan making requires a process and a 

methodology that:

• can deal with long term issues in an uncertain future



Scenario Planning

… based on the premise that the future is not “knowable” –
statements, stories, narratives or scenarios about the future are 
hypothetical possible futures that may or may not be realised

(O’Brien, 2000)

… a systematic way to develop and test plans and strategies (and 
decisions) in uncertain times by creating possible futures to test 
them

(O’Brien, 2000



Scenario Planning
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 What is scenario planning?

• Scenarios: structured accounts of possible futures; not 

predictions of a particular future (nor outputs of modelling)

• Scenario planning: method for thinking creatively about 

possible complex and uncertain futures

 Why use scenario planning?

• Most useful when there is a high level of uncertainty

• Creative, flexible way of preparing for uncertain future

• Exploration of possible futures rather than a single predicted 

future

• Provides framework for development & assessment of policies & 

strategies

• Works best when participants are key decision makers



Categories of Scenario Planning

Predictive Scenarios (What will happen if the most likely development unfolds?): 
examine likely impacts and outcomes of future events in the short to mid-
term. Scenarios can use modelling and trend analysis and describe how a future can 
emerge from the present (eg IPCC work).

Explorative Scenarios (What can happen?): explore future situations characterised
by uncertainties and drivers of change and their possible implications for decision 
making and strategy development – they generally seek to include a variety of 
perspectives. 

Exploratory scenario methodologies are typically based on four assumptions:

• The future can be shaped by human choice and action.

• The future cannot be foreseen or accurately predicted.

• Uncertainty requires us to consider a variety of future possibilities.

• Scenario development requires interactive and participative processes (Mietzner and Reger, 2005).

Normative Scenarios (How can a specific target be reached?): assist the 
development of plans and strategies to meet pre-specific goals / targets through 
controllable adjustments to the current situation. Scenarios represent adjustments 
to actions and/or policies (eg ‘backcasting’ - scenarios represent a future defined 
time horizon in which important problems have been solved  or targets reached)



“Wind Tunnel” Test 

of Intended Actions

Future Options (including policies & programs etc)

Scenario 1 Scenario 2

Testing of Future Policy Options

Policies supporting SDV Cluster Sectorial Objectives



Scenario Planning Steps

Define Focal 

Question

Identify certain & 

uncertain drivers of 

change

Develop Scenarios 

based on drivers

Test Policies for 

SDV Cluster 

Sectorial Objectives

against scenarios

Assemble Policies for 

SDV Cluster Sectorial 

Objectives

Develop  storylines to 

communicate Roadmap

1st Workshop 
Facilitation team task

Stakeholder task

Review SDV 

Cluster Sectorial 

Objectives & 

Policies

2nd Workshop

Backcasting to highlight SDV 

Cluster Sectorial Objectives

review needs

3rd Workshop 

4th Workshop (?) 
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Cyclic (Continuous) 

Planning

Implementation of Scenario Planning 

Outputs 

SURVEY  ANALYSIS  PLAN

Traditional Linear Planning Process X



Cyclic (Continuous) Planning Process: Steps in 

the Implementation Phase including an Adaptive Management 

Framework

Select Indicators

Establish 
Performance 

Criteria

Monitor

Evaluate

Report

Improve

Learn

Review

The 

Agreed 

Plan or 

Policy

Renegotiate

Renegotiations



Limitation of Scenario Planning

• Biased scenarios can undermine their capacity to 

investigate multiple plausible futures.

• Potential for conflicts to emerge during participatory 

scenario planning processes as well as 

underrepresentation of stakeholder groups. 

• Requires time, commitment and energy from 

participants and acknowledgement of multiple 

perspectives.

• Many technological support innovations still being 

developed.

• Requires full institutional support for any highlighted 

institutional innovation and change. 



Benefits of Scenario Planning

➢ Improves decision-making processes:
• brings together participants to collectively explore multiple plausible futures 

• can identify new issues or challenges that may develop in the future 

• can find creative and flexible ways to meet goals and address future vulnerabilities.

➢ Involves multiple sectors: 
• its interdisciplinary nature promotes the inclusion of a diversity of worldviews, 

stakeholders and information across multiple spatial, temporal and institutional scales. 

➢ Appropriate for engaging a wide range participants and 

community:
• its outputs and processes can involve a range of methods, tools and formats 

(including emerging combinations of quantitative and qualitative information and 

visually dynamic representations for communication 

• enhances the ability to deal with uncertainty and inform long-term strategic decisions 

involving otherwise complex information that is not easily understood by a wide range 

of people.



Thank You!

Questions?



Scenario Planning: Summary

Category General Applicability Applicability for shock and resilience 

testing

Predictive 

scenarios

• Deals with foreseeable challenges (e.g., 

population growth)

• Informs planning for future developments

• Limited application to deal with deep uncertainty 

(for which relative probabilities are unknown)

• May hold historical biases as they cannot address 

complex interactions between future drivers of 

change

Exploratory 

scenarios

• Enables participatory decision- making

• Can be tailored to target specific social groups 

(e.g., business owners, residents, policy makers)

• Explores consequences of alternative 

developments under deep uncertainty

• Provides a wide range of future possible changes 

that are outside the remits of previous 

experiences

• Enables the consideration of multiple futures to 

advance conventional practice for many 

organisations

• Assists decision-makers to select options/ policies 

that are likely to have better performance (more 

robust and flexible options) under different 

future uncertainties

• The resilience of some strategies may not be 

compatible with any of the scenarios

Normative 

scenarios

• Deals with deep uncertainty

• Informs the development of alternative pathways

• Assists in the operationalization of adaptive 

management practices

• Supports anticipatory approaches that address 

future developments, challenges and 

opportunities

• Creates pathways to achieve intended outcomes 

that can take shocks and surprises into account

• A vision of a resilient system in its most extended/ 

holistic form can guide the development of 

pathways


