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Causal Layered Analysis is 
20 years old this year, if you date it from 
the first published article. This reader—
CLA 2.0, with perhaps a small pun in the 
title—is a measure of how it has grown 
and developed in that time. It has been 
edited by CLA's inventor, Sohail 
Inayatullah, and his long-term collaborator 
Ivana Milojević, and comprises 34 chapters 
in six sections. The first section covers 
"History, context, comparisons"; the other 
five are thematically grouped case studies 
that show CLA in practice. Sohail's 
introduction explains that the book 
represents a "consolidation of the best of 
the practice and research on CLA for the 
past decade or so." Before I go further, I 
need to declare an interest. Wendy Schultz 
and I have a co-authored chapter in CLA 
2.0, a version of our Journal of Futures 
Studies paper on comparative scenarios 
methods.

Causal Layered Analysis, as most 
futurists know, is a futures technique that 
analyses issues in four ways, or through 
four layers. The litany layer is about “the 
empirical, visible and apparent”; the social 
and system layer creates “a rational 
understanding of issues”; the worldview 
layer looks at “the civilisation-based 
assumptions that people rarely question”; 
and the metaphor layer is about “the 
ground of being … the unconscious 
ordering of the universe.” Importantly, 
none of the layers are privileged. The 
quotes here are all from Jose Ramos in 
Chapter 1, which tells the story, or more 
exactly a story, of CLA.   

The benefits of the approach identified 
in the chapter by Adrian Kuah, April Chin 
and Bai Huifen, looking at it through a 
public policy lens from Singapore, can 
stand more widely: 

“First, it goes beyond the usual ‘if/then’ 
analysis of actions and reactions, causes 
and effects; rather, it posits that there 
are multiple layers of ‘reality’ 
underpinning thoughts, speech and 
actions, at both the individual and 
collective level … Secondly CLA 
integrates the objective and the 
subjective; it assumes that reality is 
socially constructed.”

As Ramos explains, CLA is a product of 
the Manoa school in Hawai’i, largely 
because of Jim Dator’s “authentic 
pluralism.” Dator “wanted his students to 
focus on political and technological 
themes,” but “he created spaces for his 
students to pursue their research 
interests.” In his chapter Ramos also 
traces the influence of Hawai’i professor 
Michael Shapiro on CLA, for his 
insistence in the ’80s and ‘90s that futures 
studies needed to engage with post-
structuralism if it were “to move 
forwards.” 

“The program in Hawai’i was supposedly 
about “alternative futures,”” writes Ramos, 
“yet there could be no alternatives in 
Shapiro’s view if one remained blind to 
one’s own discourse, one’s temporal 
(historic) and spatial (cultural/structural/
power) situatedness.”

That specific challenge to 
futures, which sits at the heart of the 
difference represented by CLA, is for me a 
measure of both why it has developed over 
the last twenty years and why, perhaps, its 
growth has been uneven. It is noticeable 
that the chapters here reflect a strong bias 
towards the countries of the Pacific Rim, 
with most of the case study chapters 
coming from Asia and Australia. It may be 
that this just reflects the way new 
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knowledge still tends to spread 
geographically, but I suspect it is a sign of 
broader cultural differences about the 
nature of futures work.

As a practitioner, the 
collection has most value because of 
its case studies. These show how the 
method is being used now to address 
futures issues. There is a wide range here, 
from the future of China to terrorism 
futures, from the future of Australian 
agriculture to the hawala system to the 
emergence of the Nipah virus to learning-
centred teaching. The tone is less 
academic than in the "1.0" version, the 
Causal Layered Analysis Reader, published in 
2004 when the method was younger.

I was first introduced to CLA as a 
scenario building tool, the trick being in 
the inflection of the metaphor or 
worldview statements to build scenarios 
that were created by the shift in values 
implicit in this inflection. Even if no layer 
was privileged at the level of interpretation, 
they were perhaps privileged at the level of 
construction. (Elsewhere, Inayatullah has 
suggested that you can also build scenarios 
at each of the four layers). One still had to 
work down through them and then back 

up again: the first iteration from litany 
level onward told you merely about images 
of the present. 

The case studies here show CLA being 
used in multiple different ways, but often 
as an interpretive tool. For example, in 
Syeda Marisa Absar’s essay, which explores 
Muslim water issues, each of six distinct 
regions across Asia, North Africa and the 
Gulf are given their own CLA analysis, 
with an alternative future for each framed 
intriguingly by a Quranic view at the 
metaphor/mythology layer. 

One element that comes 
across strongly from the case studies is 
the extent to which CLA is being 
combined by practitioners with other 
methods. The multiplicity of methods 
mash-ups here is striking. Frank Spencer 
and Yvette Montero Salvatico use it as a 
framework for Narrative Transformation, 

for the construction 
of preferred futures. 
Tom Graves 
harnesses CLA to his 
Cynefin-like 
analytical process, 
SCCC. Practitioners 
working on the future 
of Australia’s minerals 
sector combined 
CLA with futures 
wheels, “scenario 
art,” stakeholder-
based role-play, and 
backcasting. Marcus 
Anthony, researching 
China’s 
environmental crisis, 

linked it to the “used” and “disowned” 
futures in Inayatullah’s “Six Pillars” paper. 
In Taiwan, looking at primary school 
education, Tzu-Ying Wu used it both to 
deepen a set of of double-uncertainty 2x2 
scenarios and then combined it with 
Galtung’s dilemma-breaking Transcend 
method. 

In a large piece of work with the 
regional leadership team of a global bank, 
CLA was harnessed by Robert Burke to a 
dialogue process, Leadership Insight 
Dialogue, that sat at the core of the 
overall project process. In her work on 
university management Maree Conway 
used the CLA layers as the basis for a 
questionnaire, Lynda Shevellar as a 
framework for semi-structured interviews 
about community development practice.

In their project on military and veterans’ 
health, Jane Palmer and Niki Ellis 
combine CLA, STEEP and “Push-Weight-
Pull” to construct a factor matrix for 
analysis purposes. Peta Dzidic and Brian 
Bishop applied it to a psychology project 
as a way of coding interview responses, 
while researching the experience of 
women roller-derby participants. In an 
introductory chapter Inayatullah refers to 
some of his newer CLA approaches, 
including the interesting “CLA game”. 

The interpretative quality 
of the method is seen here most strongly 
in the cultural essays that are scattered 
through the book. Patricia Kelly uses 
CLA as a method to approach James 
Cameron’s film Avatar, and Sabina Head 
reads three plays through it. In one of the 
rare Northern hemisphere essays, Joonas 

Schematic of Causal Layered Analysis. Source: Andrew Curry & Wendy Schultz

If some futures methods seem 
to have fossilised, CLA is still 
evolving rapidly
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Vola looks through a CLA lens at the 
“Black Hawk Down” photos of the death 
of US Staff Sergeant William Cleveland in 
Mogadishu in 1994. It is hard to think of 
other futures methods that have this same 
flexibility. If some futures methods seem 
to have fossilised, CLA is still evolving 
rapidly.   

The metaphor layer of Causal Layered 
Analysis, in my experience, is at once the 
most difficult and most distinctive part of 
CLA. Reassuringly, at least personally, I 
found reading the case studies that it 
wasn’t just me: a number of these case 
studies (without pointing fingers; this is 
difficult work) didn’t get close when it 
came to the metaphor layer. The reason 
metaphors are distinctive is because they 
tap a part of the mind “belonging 
historically to the realm of poetry, stories, 
fables and fictions,” as Lynda Shevellar 
writes, a part that other futures processes 
don’t reach. But metaphors connect 
futures to power and its critiques. 

Ian Lowe picks up on this in a reflective 
essay on the history of Limits to Growth 
and climate change, which deploys CLA to 
reconstruct this history as a cultural 
history:

“Causal layered analysis … suggests there 
is little point in refining the science or 
improving the mathematical proofs for 
these serious problems. Effective 
responses are only likely to be socially 
acceptable and politically practicable if 
society embraces new metaphors.” 

The pseudonymous Saliv Ben Larif—a 
disguised Sohail, perhaps—broadens this 
in a rich chapter specifically about 
metaphor: 

“As Lakoff and Johnson note, when 
governments, media and other powerful 
groups use metaphors it has implications 
for policy, legislation and public opinion: 
‘The people who get to impose their 
metaphors on the culture get to define 
what we consider to be true.’ … Thus, 

metaphors not only describe reality but 
create it. In turn, historical and social 
contexts also determine what kind of 
metaphors gain currency and become 
‘entrenched.’” 

In our modest pilot research project, 
Wendy Schultz and I found that scenarios 
developed from worldviews—where the 
metaphorical layer remained too difficult 
to see—seemed not to be poorer than 
those with added metaphor. But reading 
several of these essays, including Larif ’s, I 
wonder now if the impact of the work is 
greater when the metaphor layer is fully 
developed, in terms of constructing 
preferred futures that challenge the 
present. Larif ’s essay can be read as a first 
set of notes towards helping facilitators, 
and groups, develop a process for doing 
this more systematically.

Sohail Inayatuallh observes in an 
introductory chapter here that as CLA has 
evolved, so “the post-structural toolbox” 
that provided the context for it “has seen 
little use or evolution.” He makes the 
important point that the elements within 
that toolbox—deconstruction, genealogy, 
distancing, alternative pasts and futures 
and reordering knowledge—are essential 
in ensuring that CLA remains open, and 
therefore able to evolve. 

I think he is worrying too much here. 
Effectively what CLA does is code these 
tools into practice through a Max Boisot-
like Social Learning Cycle. To take just one 
example from many in the book, Robert 
Burke writes,  

“The CLA process guided the 
participants into the realization that 
addressing their worldview and its 
underlying myths and metaphors had the 
promise of finding solutions to those 
problems.” 

In a valuable final chapter, 
Ivana Milojević both pulls together the 
themes of the Reader under the headings 
of CLA’s four layers and sets out a primer 
to help run a CLA process. “The 
assumptions behind CLA itself is that 
apparent reality is not discerned from 
some objective reality ‘out there,’ but 
created, co-created and recreated,” she 
writes. And later in the chapter: “CLA is 
also about creation of preferred value-
laden futures, and yet it does not foreclose 
by providing a stark blueprint.” Twenty 

years on, the openness of Causal Layered 
Analysis is still giving it space and energy 
to grow.    

TLDR? If you’re a futures practitioner, 
this is the best snapshot you’ll get of how 
causal layered analysis is being used by the 
futures community. You need a copy of 
CLA 2.0 on your shelf.  ◀ 

Historical and social contexts 

determine which metaphors 

gain currency 


