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Andrew Curry, the 

editor of this book, 

has led scores of 

scenarios projects 

using a range of 

different approaches, 

and has written about 

scenarios methods.

can be produced by any and all of the specific 
methods used by futurists.” 

The Art of the Long View
This leaves us still with the question of why, 

when there are so many ways of producing 
scenarios, the double uncertainty method has 
become so dominant. The answer seems to lie in 
a moment of publishing history. Peter Schwartz, 
who had run the Shell scenarios team through 
much of the 1980s and had left to set up the 
futures consultancy Global Business Network in 
1987, published his book The Art of the Long View 
in 1991. The book itself is more about approach 
than method, and several of the scenarios projects 
described in it use other techniques, rather than 
the 2x2 double uncertainty method. However, as I 
understand the publishing history, the 2x2 method 
was codified and added as an appendix by his GBN 
colleague Jay Ogilvy. The method has a number of 
virtues, principally that it appears straightforward 
and produces a clear visual representation of a range 
of futures. It is, of course, also highly dependent on 
the quality of the initial framing question, and of 
the analysis that takes the work from the scanning 
stage to the identification of the matrix axes. 

Travelled,” Wendy Schultz and I explored four: 
the double uncertainty method, popularized by 
Peter Schwartz’ book, The Art of the Long View; 
two methods used by the University of Hawai’i 
futures school, Futures Archetypes and Manoa; 
and Causal Layered Analysis, invented by Sohail 
Inayatullah, himself a Hawai’i alumnus. And 
beyond these, the list stretches down the hall. 
The French prospective school has its own scenario 
development techniques, and Morphological 
Scenarios (also known as Field Anomaly 
Relaxation, or FAR) have a long history. ‘Pathway’ 
scenarios methods have been widely used; 
‘trilemma’ models exist; and there are scenario 
development methods based on soft systems 
modeling. Several of these are documented in the 
Millennium Project’s Futures Research Methods 3.0. 
Even this list is far from complete. Close to two 
dozen methods are listed in the 2007 paper, “The 
Current State of Scenarios Methods,” by Peter 
Bishop, Andy Hines, and Terry Collins, although 
some of those listed are visioning techniques. 
Philip van Notten has covered similar ground 
(with colleagues), as has Dennis List. Different 
methods have their strengths and weaknesses. The 
point is, as Wendell Bell observes, that “scenarios 

Scenarios work is one of the distinctive 
practices of futures. In the minds of many 
it is associated strongly with the 2x2 ‘double 

uncertainty’ matrix, in which ‘important’ future 
uncertainties are compressed into two significant 
themes of uncertainty, and a set of scenarios 
developed by exploring the worlds which emerge 
by combining the different outcomes.

However, this method wasn’t always a 
dominant model, and it is worth exploring how 
it came to be so. Futures work is a relatively 
young discipline, and hasn’t yet developed its 
equivalent of historiography, the branch of history 
which looks at why particular views of history 
attained prominence at particular times. In this 
essay, I am going to take a look at the history of 
scenarios practice through the lens of a nascent 
‘futurography’ to understand the evolution of 
different scenarios practice at different times. 

A Multiplicity of Methods
Scenarios can be defined as a group of stories 

which together describe a range of possible 
and coherent future worlds for a given domain 
or system. There is no shortage of scenario 
building methods. In our article, “Roads Less 
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NO

NO

At the time, futures work was in something 
of a lull. The long boom of the ‘80s, and the end 
of the Cold War, meant that people were less 
anxious about the future than they had been. 
Schwartz, who was (and is) dynamic, charismatic, 
and well-connected, constructed GBN in a way 
that was bound to create attention. He was based 
in California – associated in the 1990s with the 
emerging digital wave; he attracted associates such 
as Stewart Brand and Brian Eno who were famous 
in their own right, and conveyed the strong 
message that GBN was not just another business 
futures house; and he developed a relationship 
with Wired, the house magazine of Silicon 
Valley, which in the ‘90s was one of the hottest 
publishing properties in the world. Schwartz’s 
timing was also impeccable, for Pierre Wack’s now 
famous articles in the Harvard Business Review in 
the mid-1980s had rekindled corporate interest in 
scenarios methods. 

None of this should be taken as a criticism. At 
a time when futures work had lost its way, GBN 
reinvigorated it. His book, when it came out, was 
immediately influential (it is one of the APF’s 
Most Important Futures Works: see panel). It 
showed that futures had a commercial and social 
value even in times of relative prosperity. 

The 2x2 method is sometimes described as ‘the 
Shell approach’, with the halo this implies from 
Shell’s use of scenarios to ride, so successfully, the 
1970’s oil price spike. In fact the method comes 
from SRI, another West Coast futures consultancy. 

Figure
The Mont Fleur  

Scenarios.

(Source: Adapted 

from Deeper News, 

GBN, and UNEP.)

Jay Ogilvy had joined GBN directly from SRI, and 
Schwartz had worked there before he went to Shell. 
There is an antecedent to the ‘double uncertainty’ 
model at SRI, in its ‘scenario parameter matrix’ 
associated with Tom Mandel, which produced 
four scenarios through a plot- or archetype-based 
framework covering optimistic, pessimistic, and 
present trends extended scenarios, together with 
one wildcard scenario. Shades of the parameter 
matrix can be seen in The Art of the Long View’s 

interest in ‘plots’ and stories. 

For its part, Shell has been agnostic about 
methods. Pierre Wack’s original oil price scenarios 
told their story through a set of pathways, as Art 
Kleiner explains in his counter-cultural business 
history, The Age of Heretics, and were developed 
partly through actor analysis and role-play. 

The South African Mont Fleur scenarios, led 
by another Shell alumnus, Adam Kahane, were 
also built as a set of forking paths, as he explains 
in his book Solving Tough Problems. Similarly Shell 
has also used ‘trilemmas’, in which three sets of 
uncertainties are identified (even if such scenario 
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sets are sometimes 2x2x2 ‘triple uncertainties’ 
traveling lite), and sometimes just scenario pairs, 
even if such an approach is usually regarded as 
poor practice. Wack himself, though sometimes 
over-credited for the Shell scenarios work, evolved 
his practice towards an inductive approach based 
on deep ‘seeing’ and on the identification of the 
‘predetermined elements,’ also discussed at some 
length in The Art of the Long View. Arguably the 
scenarios approaches described by Kees van der 
Heijden are closer to Shell’s methods. 

The Invention of Scenarios
Going further back into the history, Herman 

Kahn is generally regarded as the first person 
to use the word ‘scenarios’ to describe a range 
of possible futures, the inspiration having 
come from a screenwriting friend. Much of his 
research was funded by the military and – as 
is well-known – dealt with nuclear war. It was 

designed, in Kahn’s famous phrase, to help people 
to ‘think the unthinkable.’ His method, largely 
undocumented, drew more on game theory and 
operations research, along with a dollop of ‘genius 
forecasting’, than techniques we would today 
associate closely with futures work. As Joseph 
Coates has observed, “There are no Kahnian 
disciples, there is no Kahnian school, there is 
no conceptual methodological framework he 
developed that others follow through with.”

There is a wider story here. It wasn’t just Kahn 
who had problems systematizing his methods. Roy 
Amara memorably described future work as being 
about preferred, possible, and probable futures, 
but it took practitioners some years to move from 
the ‘genius’ approaches of Kahn and other proto-
futurists of the ‘60s (a group which can be thought 
of as including Alvin Toffler, John McHale, Daniel 
Bell, Lester Brown, Harrison Brown, and Roberto 

Vacca, among others) to build repeatable methods 
to develop the ‘possible futures’ of scenarios. Even 
within Shell, according to Art Kleiner’s account, 
where Ted Newland and Pierre Wack enjoyed a 
sympathetic and well-funded environment, it took 
them three attempts over several years to  
develop a set of scenarios worth sharing more 
widely. The history of success, as ever, is built on  
a history of failures. 

Looking at it through this lens, it is possible 
to believe that the success of the 2x2 method 
is because it took something difficult – the 
practice of scenario building – and simplified it 
in such a way that people were confident that 
they could apply it. But is also possible to think 
that something has been lost in this process. As 
Napier Collyns, a veteran of both Shell and GBN, 
put it in an interview in 2007: “In my experience, 
scenario planning is an interpretive practice – it’s 

The Art of the Long View is perhaps the best 

introduction to the futures field for a person who 

asks, “So what do futurists do?” It comes from a 

well-known, authoritative source (Peter Schwartz). 

It articulates and demonstrates the use of the 

basic principles of the field, particularly the role of 

uncertainty in long-term futures requiring the use of 

scenarios rather than single-valued predictions. It is 

full of great stories and case studies, and it contains 

the steps for the famous GBN scenario development 

process in the Appendix. – Peter Bishop
Most important  
Futures Works
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really closer to magic than technique. … Look long 
enough, hard enough, and the pieces will fall into 
place. Magic is a very difficult thing – most people 
spend their whole life cutting magic out.”

The various scenarios methods which have 
emerged in the 50 years since Herman Kahn 
reflect most of the interdisciplinary roots of 
futures. These come from three main sources: 
from cybernetics and systems, from sociology 
(through Emery and Trist, and separately, through 
visioning practitioners such as Elise Boulding), 
and from political science, notably represented 
through the contribution of the Manoa School at 
the University of Hawai’i. And as Roberto Poli has 
written recently, there was also a fourth source, 
that of philosophy, which became submerged 
in the 1960s but seems to be re-emerging now. 
(Pioneers here include Ossip Flechtheim, Gaston 
Berger, and Fred Polak). 

A Spectrum of Methods
It is possible to characterise methods as 

running (crudely) on one spectrum – in terms 
of methods – from ‘harder’ more technically-
oriented approaches to softer, more intuitive 
methods, and on another – in terms of frameworks 
– from frameworks which focus more on structure 
and those which focus more on values. 

In very general terms, the more technical 
(and more structural) scenarios methods evolved 
first, perhaps reflecting the initial customers in 
government and business.

Figure
Mapping scenarios 

techniques. 

(Source: Andrew Curry)

There is some correlation between harder and 
structural approaches, and more intuitive and 
more values-based approaches, but importantly 
also some approaches which sit in the other 
quadrants. Pathway scenarios, for example, are 
generally both structural and intuitive, while 
the IPCC scenarios are technically-oriented but 
clearly led by values. 

A new method such as Causal Layered 
Analysis, which is intended as a broader approach 
to futures as a whole, but has a scenario building 
approach embedded within it, evolved at least in 

part to fill perceived gaps in existing methods. 
It draws on structural approaches, while being 
deeply underpinned by values, and tends to 
the intuitive rather than structural. The Three 
Horizons approach, originally devised by Bill 
Sharpe and Tony Hodgson, which I have helped 
to develop, can also be read as a way to bridge 
between structure and values. 

From a ‘futurography’ perspective Richard 
Slaughter’s critique of scenarios approaches 
which emphasize the empirical and external 
as objectifying existing power relationships, 

Methods

Fr
am

ew
or

ks

Structure

Values

Te
ch

ni
ca

l Intuitive

Prospective

Trilemmas

Double Uncertainty (2x2)

Morphological scenarios

IPCC Climate Change scenarios

Limits to Growth models

Systems-led scenarios

Causal Layered Analysis

Archetypes

Manoa

‘Pathway’ scenarios



15

leading to what he called in Futures Beyond 
Dystopia a ‘flatland’ in which “current ideologies 
... were insufficiently problematized and seen 
as natural” is part of this story too. Perhaps it is 
not coincidence that he was able to develop this 
critique at a distance, from the different cultural 
perspective afforded by Australia. Geography 
matters. And it is relevant that these methods 
emerged towards the end of the long global boom, 
at a time when the values which underpinned it 
were starting to be questioned.

As futures work continues to evolve, we will 
see new challenges to scenarios methods, and 
new methods developed. The jury is still out on 
whether, for example, scenarios will be able to 
absorb questions of complexity while remaining 
useful as ‘futures objects’ which are sufficiently 
straightforward to enable participants to have 
useful conversations about possible futures and 
consequent present actions. What we can be sure 
of, as the discipline matures, is that the process of 
selecting a method will become less prompted by 
habit and familiarity, and more by reflection. This 
is as it should be; it is a sign of a practice which is 
grown-up enough to ask itself questions. In the 
process, perhaps it will also rediscover some magic.

With thanks to Wendy Schultz and Napier 

Collyns for comments on earlier versions.  

Any errors are mine alone.
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