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A CRITICAL HISTORY OF SCENARIO PLANNING 

By Andrew Curry1 

Abstract 

Scenario planning developed as a practice and a process almost twenty years after the 

first modern futures practice, yet it has become a dominant discourse within the futures 

literature. Within this discourse, the “intuitive logics” school—closely associated with the 

Global Business Network [GBN] and SRI, and also if less so with Royal Dutch Shell—has 

become influential. Literature reviews of scenario methods can even overlook other 

scenarios processes. In doing this, it has pushed to the background other futures methods 

that were rooted in philosophical approaches, were oriented towards visioning and agency, 

and adopted more critical epistemologies. 

This chapter traces the emergence of scenario planning in the late 1960s and the 1970s, from 

its roots in more quantitative approaches to futures originally developed for the US Department 

of Defense. It was adopted at that time because of the crisis of planning then being experienced 

by large corporations because of the end of the long post-war economic boom. A second wave of 

corporate scenario planning followed in the 1990s after GBN published a simplified process for 

developing scenarios using the double uncertainty (2x2) matrix. 

Several characteristics of corporate scenario planning follow from this history, including the 

“decision focus” referenced in the literature and assumptions about the relationship between the 

business and its broader environment. There is also a correspondence between types of methods 

(for example, deductive or inductive) and the epistemological base of scenarios practice. 

Finally, the chapter draws on Tibbs’ (1999) model of the psychological basis of futures work to 

locate mainstream scenario planning work in the body of business strategy, and to understand 

the business question that scenario planning emerged to address. 
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Part 1 

A woman is newly arrived in heaven, and St. Peter gives her the induction tour. Over here, in 

an outdoor cafe, Hindus and Muslims are studying chess problems. Over there, Buddhists and 

Confucians are vying to out-zen each other. To her left, in the woods, Protestants and Unitarians 

are involved in good-natured theological debate. To her right, in the endless warm sunshine, 

Jews and Rastafarians are playing table-tennis. 

Then abruptly, the little train pulls up sharply against a vast wall. It is nine or ten metres 

tall, and it stretches in both directions as far as the eye can see. 

“What’s on the other side of the wall?”, she asks. 

“Oh”, says St. Peter. “That’s the Catholics. They like to imagine that they’re the only 

people here.”1 

 

Introduction 

The history of scenarios and scenario planning is a myopic one. As written, it often detaches 

itself from the wider body of futures practice and futures thinking. Further, several of the 

more influential accounts exclude significant bodies of scenarios practice, focussing 

narrowly on methods devised largely in North America and used mostly by the commercial 

sector, and to a lesser extent by the military. 

At the same time, scenario planning has also become a dominant practice within futures. 

Other futures approaches, such as visioning, have been eclipsed as the body of scenarios work 

and commentary has waxed. Even within the area of scenarios practice, which includes a wide 

range of methods, a narrow set of approaches has become prevalent. The so-called “intuitive 

logics” school, which is often a shorthand for the 2x2 scenario matrix method promoted by 

Global Business Network from the late 1980s onwards, has become a dominant method2. 

In this chapter, I will sketch a social history of scenarios practice that explains how and why 

this happened, what has been lost in the process, and the nature of the response to this scenarios 

monoculture. There are some relevant geographical strands. There is also a deeper story, for 

although much writing on futures is all but oblivious to epistemology, some of the differences 

here are embedded in assumptions about our knowledge of the future that are rarely challenged. I 

am a practitioner, and this should be thought of as a practitioner’s account, even if it is one that 

is informed by a broad reading of the literature. 
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There is a puzzle within this story. Futures remains a young practice, largely dating from the 

1950s. Its methods can be traced to the Second World War and its aftermath (Bell, 2003, pp.27-

30, 60). One approach to futures practice emerged from American wartime operational planning 

(Seefried, 2014, pp.2-3). The dominant strand of scenarios work seen in business and military 

use today can be traced back to this work. A second approach emerged in Europe as a way to 

reconstruct societies rather than to win wars. This strand was associated with ideas about 

visioning and desirable futures. 

As scenarios practice emerged into the futures mainstream in the 1970s and after, this second 

strand—which had much stronger ideas within it about agency and the ability to change the 

future—all but disappeared for a generation from the literature and from practice. It started to be 

reclaimed by theorists and practitioners in the late 1990s and early 2000s. In writing this chapter, 

I am also interested in the social processes at play in this process of loss and re-emergence. Part 

of my purpose is to re-attach a discussion of scenarios practice and theory to the wider body of 

foresight and futures of which it is part. For this reason, my discussion here ranges beyond the 

narrow scenarios literature. 

 

What is a scenario? 

It is often asserted that futures work in general, and scenarios in particular, suffers from 

“methodological confusion” (for example, Bishop, Hines, Collins, 2007, p.6; Millett, 2003, p.16, 

2011, p.186; Wilkinson, 2009, p.107). The claim was made by Khakee in 1991 (Spaniol and 

Rowland, 2018, p.2), and has been widely repeated. To support this case, writers point to the 

relative youth of futures practice. They note that it has been more influenced by practitioners 

than by academics (van der Heijden, 1996, p.133; Amer, 2012, p.25; Bradfield, Derbyshire, 

Wright, 2016, p.6), and that the academic base remains slight, in terms of the number of 

departments or institutes worldwide specialising in futures. Futures is not yet a discipline 

(Miller, 2012, p.40), in the sense that when a subject becomes a discipline, “the terms and 

institutions that define and limit the practice become familiar and obvious”. 

It is also true that the taxonomies that have been produced of scenarios approaches convey the 

impression of more noise and less signal. For example, Bishop et al. (2007) listed eight general 

categories of scenario technique, and 21 sub-categories, in their review of the field (there are 

also some gaps). The taxonomy by van Notten et al. (2003) identified 14 characteristics of 

scenario-building components. Chermack’s (2011, p.18) incomplete list describes 10 different 
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types of methods. The range appears to reflect Bell’s (2003, p.316) argument that “scenarios can 

be produced by any and all of the specific methods used by futurists”. However, these claims of 

“confusion” are over-stated. 

Rowland and Spaniol’s (2018) extensive and structured review of the literature demonstrates 

that there is in practice broad agreement on what constitutes a scenario. They list six 

characteristics of scenarios that are repeated across the literature. Scenarios are: (a) future 

oriented; (b) about the external environment; (c) have a narrative description; (d) are plausibly 

possible; (e) are a systematized set; and (f) are comparatively different. While the claim of 

“plausibility” is contested (van Notten, 2004, p.20, Schultz, 2015b, p.2), this list is broadly one 

that most practitioners would concur with. 

van Notten’s (2004, p.20) definition, based on a critical review of the literature, comes to a 

similar conclusion: “Scenarios are coherent descriptions of alternative hypothetical futures that 

reflect different perspectives on past, present, and future developments, which can serve as a 

basis for action”. 

These broadly comparable descriptions of the characteristics of scenarios also enable us 

better to trace their emergence as a form of dominant practice within the futures field: what 

problem did the scenarios approach resolve for the field? 

 

Bodies of practice 

As noted above, two divergent approaches emerged after the Second World War. The first is a 

set of operational techniques developed by the American policy think-tank Research and 

Development (RAND), initially created in late 1945 to work on the future of military technology 

as Project RAND within the Douglas Aircraft Corporation, and to a lesser extent Stanford 

Research Institute, now SRI. Much of this work was funded by the U.S. Department of Defense. 

This was part of a wider trend: in the U.S. in the post war period, “research institutes 

proliferated […] on the basis that the production of new scientific knowledge could be used to 

create wealth, achieve national goals, improve human life, and solve social problems” (Schon, 

1983, p.38). RAND’s roots in military planning and analysis led it to a “scientific” approach to 

futures, using techniques that drew on data and probability. RAND alumnus Herman Kahn 

evolved an early and distinctive scenarios practice that modelled the outcomes of nuclear war 

(Bell, 2003, p.30-32, Bradfield, 2004, p.4). We owe the word “scenarios” to Kahn’s later work, 

The Year 2000, a term borrowed from the days of silent movies (Bradfield, 2004, p.4-5; Kleiner, 

1996, p.150). 
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The second approach emerged in the 1950s in Europe as part of the process of post-war 

reconstruction. In the Netherlands Fred Polak argued in The Image of the Future (1973), 

published in Dutch in 1955, that our shared cultural images of the future shape our view of it, 

and in turn our ability to shape it. In France Gaston Berger set up in 1957 the Centre 

International de la Prospective—likely the world’s first futures research centre—with a similar 

ambition. As he wrote, “To turn toward the future, instead of looking at the past… is to pass 

from ‘seeing’ to ‘doing’” (Berger, cited in Cornish, 1977, p.81). The future is a basis for action 

that should be informed by possible and desirable futures (Godet, 2008, pp.12-14). His French 

contemporary Bertrand de Jouvenal, an influential figure in the development of futures concepts, 

set up the consultancy Futuribles with a similar ambition. The social base of this work was more 

associated with public organizations and civil society. The use of images of the future was 

adopted by visioning practitioners in the peace movement, and by community activists. The 

peace campaigner Elise Boulding, for example, taught herself Dutch to produce an English-

language version of Polak’s book. 

Much of the American work in the 1950s and beyond concerned itself with increasingly 

sophisticated forms of trends analysis. Kahn’s early work was based in game theory. It was 

largely positivist in tone, perhaps in keeping with American traditions in academic disciplines 

such as economics and sociology. In contrast, the work of Polak, Berger, and de Jouvenal would 

be recognized today as being associated with “desired” or “preferred” futures. To (over) 

simplify, if the American approach tended to be driven by forecast models, game theory and 

probabilistic approaches, the European approach was framed by images and narratives. 

In practice, it took time for conceptual ideas about different types of futures to emerge in the 

futures field. Roy Amara’s famous distinction between probable, possible and preferable futures, 

which covers the range of futures described here, was not published until 1981 (Masini, 2000, 

p.492). Bertrand de Jouvenal (1967) used the French term “futuribles” in the 1960s to frame the 

idea of multiple possible futures, although French innovation in the field has received less 

attention in the literature (Bradfield, 2004, p. 9). John McHale writes of “necessary, allowable 

and ultimately desirable” futures in an essay published after the Mankind 2000 conference in 

Oslo in 1967 (McHale, 1969, p.256). Indeed, in her introduction to the futures field, Gidley 

(2017, p.54-56) suggests—partly following the work of Seefried—that the notion of “plural 

futures” first gained common currency among futures researchers as a result of Mankind 2000:3 

“Mankind 2000 and subsequent events that spun from it marked the post-positivist turn in future 

studies: the how, when, and why of ‘the future’ became ‘a multitude of futures’”. (p.56). 
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Mankind 2000 

Mankind 2000 was convened by Johann Galtung and Robert Jungk in a spirit of critical futures.4 

The two men consistently attempted to problematize futures around questions of power and 

authority. “Future research was in the early autumn of 1967 no longer brand new”, wrote Jungk 

(1969, pp.9-10) in the preface to the published collection of papers. “It had grown, especially in 

the United States, from its first haphazard beginnings in 1944 to a large ‘think industry’ […]. 

But almost all this work had so far been financed mainly directly or indirectly by the armament 

effort”. 

In a short postscript co-written with Johann Galtung (1969, p.368), they returned to the 

theme:  

There is indeed—and we are very much aware of it—the danger that a better, a more 

complex and more informed grasp of things to come might become the monopoly of 

power groups served by experts in the new branch of ‘futurism’. Such a dangerous 

development is already well under way. At least four-fifths of the work done in the field 

has been ordered and financed either by governmental departments, military 

establishments, or large corporations.  

 

Mankind 2000 was the first significant international gathering in the nascent field, and had 

the effect of making futures visible to a range of new audiences. Their warnings went largely 

unheard. 

 The late 1960s and early 1970s instead saw corporations decide that scenario planning might 

be the solution to an emerging crisis in planning processes, notably General Electric (GE) and 

Shell (Bradfield et al, 2005, p.800; Millett, 2011, pp.187-188; Jefferson, 2012, p.187). There is 

little discussion in the literature of why companies might have experienced a planning crisis at 

this time, and it is usually presented as a social fact (Kleiner, 1996, p.144; Bradfield, 2004, pp.5-

6). However, it seems reasonable to attribute it to signs of the coming end of the long post-war 

boom in 1973 (Levinson, 2016, p.6), and increasing awareness of the dimensions of an 

impending environmental crisis (Meadows, et al., 1972; The Ecologist, 1972). Ansoff, writing at 

the end of the 1960s, notes “a marked acceleration in the rate of change in the environment of the 

firm and particularly in its product-process technology” (1969, p.7). Strategic planning had “not 

proven its ability to inform organization leaders about massive political, environmental, 

economic and/or societal changes” (Chermack, Lyhman, and Runa, 2001, p.7).  

Conceptually, ideas about the contextual environment of organizations (Emery and Trist, 
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1965), open systems, and the notion of “wicked problems” (Lang and Allen, 2010, pp.49-50) 

started to inflect management thinking. Rosenzweig also notes that steady growth is harder when 

the business environment is unstable (2008, pp.147-148). There is almost no public record of 

GE’s scenarios programme, beyond the fact of it.5 Ian Wilson, who ran it, moved to SRI. In 

sharp contrast, Shell’s scenario programme is both over-documented in the literature and not 

properly understood (Jefferson, 2012), as discussed below. 

By the early 1970s, the notion of possible futures or “alternate futures” made conceptual 

sense, but they were hard to create in practice. Herman Kahn’s methods were so personally 

identified with him that they are characterized as “genius forecasting” (Bishop, Hines, Collins, 

2007, p.11). The futurist Joseph Coates (1996) notes, “There are no Kahnian disciples, there is 

no Kahnian school, there is no conceptual methodological framework he developed that others 

follow through with”. 

At Shell, in a sympathetic and well-funded environment, it took Ted Newlands and Pierre 

Wack several attempts to develop a scenarios approach that produced credible results (Kleiner, 

1996, pp.158-159, p.161), even though Wack had visited the United States to attend events at 

Kahn’s Hudson Institute (Williams, 2016, p.524). Fortunately for them, Shell had a patient 

business culture. The method that did emerge owed much to Shell’s existing corporate culture, 

and something to Wack’s gift for story-telling, a characteristic that he shared with Kahn. 

The next section of this paper will contextualize these methods. For the moment it is worth 

noting four elements of Shell’s work that led to its wider influence in the scenarios field. The 

first is that they worked; Shell came out of the 1973 oil crisis more effectively than its 

competitors, at least partly because of actions taken as a result of the scenarios work (Kleiner, 

1996, p.173; van der Heijden, 1996, p.128). Second, they operated at scale and over time, 

creating a considerable body of practice and theory about the Shell approach (Wilkinson and 

Kupers, 2013). Third, this practice and the principles that informed it were published (Wack 

1985a, 1985b; Schwartz, 1996; van der Heijden, 1996; Jaworski, 1998; Kahane, 2004). The 

fourth is that many of those who worked on Shell’s scenarios moved on to other roles as futurists 

in and around the corporate sector and elsewhere. 

One of these was Peter Schwartz, Pierre Wack’s successor in the Shell scenarios group. In 

1987 he returned to the United States to set up a futures consultancy, Global Business Network 

(GBN), with, among others, his Shell scenarios colleague Napier Collyns. Schwartz had worked 

at SRI before joining Shell, and a former SRI colleague, Jay Ogilvy, also came to the new 

business. 

Global Business Network was perfectly positioned for the 1990s, based in San Francisco just 
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as Silicon Valley took off, with a close relationship with the decade’s hottest magazine, Wired, 

and associates that included the counter-culturalist Stewart Brand and the electronic musician 

Brian Eno. From this base, Schwartz published the first mainstream book on scenarios, The Art 

of the Long View ([1991]/1996). At Ogilvy’s suggestion, he included in an appendix (Schwartz, 

1996, pp.241-246) the process for developing 2x2 “double uncertainty” matrices, based on a 

method used by SRI (Curry, 2012). For the first time, a scenarios method was made accessible 

and, apparently, simple (List, 2007, p.78). 6 

GBN went from strength to strength. The consultancy earned its own section in Fred Turner’s 

(2006, pp.181-194) book on the cultural roots of Silicon Valley. It blended the techno-cultural 

and the counter-cultural. Wack’s practice at Shell had combined data, models, and his learnings 

from Gurdjieff and from Indian and Japanese mystics. SRI, once the Stanford Research Institute, 

had been “the first university-based research institute to offer consulting services for business, 

the military and scientific organizations”, (Turner, 2006, p.188) but was also plugged into the 

Bay Area’s alternative culture. But while some of the excitement about GBN was about its 

connections to the rapidly emerging digital culture, that was not where the money was. 

The founders quickly extended GBN’s networks to include the former leaders of the cold war 

military-industrial complex. Over the next ten years, GBN listed as clients both multinational 

corporations such as Xerox, IBM, BellSouth, AT&T, Arco and Texaco, and also the Joint Chief 

of Staff and the Defense Department (Turner, 2006, p.188).  

It was as if Mankind 2000 had never happened. 
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Part 2 

Typologies 

The arguments around scenarios methods that populate the literature can descend into the 

narcissism of tiny differences. However, embedded in some of the distinctions between 

typologies are real epistemological differences—and real differences in practice—that are 

sometimes concealed by the overdone focus on methods. 

Slaughter’s (2002) critique of the different types of approaches in the field is a useful starting 

point. Slaughter used the four layers of Causal Layered Analysis (CLA)—the litany layer; the 

problem or system layer; and the worldview and metaphor layers—in a process he called 

“structural mapping”. This was a strategy to get beyond the dominant empirical tradition within 

futures. Causal Layered Analysis, which will be referenced later in this paper, was designed by 

Sohail Inayatullah to open up “the present and the past to create alternative futures” (2004, p.2). 

Slaughter’s structural mapping identified three approaches to futures: “pop futurism”, 

which corresponds to the litany layer of CLA; “problem oriented futures”, which 

corresponds to the systems layer; and “critical and epistemological futures studies”, which 

corresponds to the worldview and metaphor layers. 

For our present purposes, we can follow Slaughter in discounting “pop futures”. This is the 

realm of the megatrend and the conference keynote speaker, and “tends to be acultural and 

ahistorical” (p.496). Problem-oriented futures work represents, as Slaughter observes, “the 

central area of mainstream futures activity”. There are, he argues, “strong assumptions of 

continuity in existing social institutions and the rules”, while a “great deal of emphasis is paid to 

the tools of rational analysis” (p.498). 

In terms of the histories represented in this chapter, problem-oriented futures represents the 

world of RAND, the Hudson Institute, SRI, Shell and GBN, and a slew of methods associated 

with them. These include intuitive logics, critical uncertainties, FAR/morphological 

scenarios,7 and methods such as probabilistic trends analysis and cross-impact analysis. 

Slaughter’s third group references critical and epistemological futures work, which draws 

on “the tools of post-modern analysis and ‘peel away’ the layers of received opinion and 

discern the foundations of social life”. Through these tools and processes, “many of the 

options for renewal and recovery” are revealed (p.503-504). We can guess where his 

sympathies lie. 

This more radical view of the purpose of futures is seen in the tradition that connects Polak to 
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Jungk and Galtung and the work of Elise Boulding. This dissenting strand never went away, but 

perhaps disappeared from mainstream view in the 1980s and 1990s. In these decades it is 

associated with the work on values and on theories of social change seen in the Hawai’i school 

under the leadership of James Dator (from 1971 to 2014), and in methods such as alternative 

futures (Dator, 2009, Bezold, 2009), Causal Layered Analysis (Inayatullah, 2004), images of the 

future, the Manoa method (Schultz, 2015), Schultz’s (1995) visioning methods, integral futures 

(Slaughter, 1998) and, more recently, post-normal futures (Sardar, 2017). Anticipation Studies 

(Poli, 2010, 2011) draws on some of the philosophical roots of futures (represented by Gaston 

Berger, Ossip Flechtheim and others) to construct a different relationship between “present” and 

“future”. 

There are three observations worth making here. The first is the role of Hawai’i in providing a 

centre for some of this thinking (Schultz and Inayatullah are Hawai’i alumni). The second is that 

much of this innovation took place in the Pacific region, well removed from the dominant North 

American or European centres of practice. The third is the role of the World Futures Studies 

Federation [WFSF] in protecting and developing these views of the future, for the WFSF 

emerged from discussions initiated by Jungk, Galtung and others at Mankind 2000 (Schultz, 

2012, p.5; Gidley, 2017, p.56). 

Indeed, Elenora Masini, who succeeded Dator as WFSF president, characterized different 

futures approaches as having different ontological approaches, in a way that prefigures 

Slaughter’s later formulation. Empirical futures, embedded in the philosophical tradition of John 

Locke, are associated with probable futures and can be summarized as “something is changing”. 

Visionary and utopian futures, connected to the critical and post-modern tradition, and associated 

with preferred futures, can be summarized as “something must be changed”. In a third layer, 

possible and probable futures mesh with desirable futures to create agency: “something can be 

changed” (Gidley, 2017, pp.75-76, emphasis in original; Masini, 1993, pp.45-46). 

Fuller and Loogma (2009) observe the role of social constructionist ideas in much of this 

recent critical futures work, notably that of Slaughter and Inayatullah, and also in the work of 

Masini.8 Foresight  

is a social process and its purpose is to construct meaning. […] The constructivist 

epistemology and associated theories of knowledge and action are important for 

foresight. Foresight is intended as a precursor to action and is concerned with 

generating knowledge about the anticipated consequences of different actions, 

including historical actions.  

(Fuller and Loogma, 2009, p.73) 
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These distinctions go to the heart of the futures history represented here, for they allow us to 

connect methodological differences in futures work with conceptual issues. While the fit is not 

exact, there is a sufficient correspondence. 

One of the recurring distinctions in the literature on practice is whether scenarios have been 

developed through inductive or deductive means.9  This distinction is at the heart of the 

competing perspectives on futures that run through its history. The deductive method 

effectively relies on forward inference, and therefore on notions of causality from the present 

to the futures; the inductive method deploys backward inferences or diagnostic reasoning 

(Bradfield, 2007, pp.270-271). 

In one of the few published accounts of a corporate scenarios process based on an inductive 

scenarios process, Farrington, Henson and Crews (2012, p.30) explain the difference in this 

way: 

Inductive scenarios are generated from the bottom up and use systems thinking to 

explore different ways many trends will interact to create alternative futures. This is in 

contrast to the more generally used deductive scenarios, which are top down in nature. 

Deductive scenarios begin with the top two or three critical uncertainties and then fill in 

different scenarios based on how those uncertainties may unfold. They are more 

appropriate for corporate strategy environments where the chief goal is to delimit the 

risk space and aid executive decision making. 

 

As practice, “[t]he inductive method is less structured and relies largely on the patience of 

a group to continue its discussions until a consensus is reached”, write Schwarz and Ogilvy 

(1998, pp.61-62). “In contrast, the deductive approach uses simple techniques of 

prioritization to construct a 2x2 scenarios matrix of critical uncertainties”.10 Methods such as 

Probablistic Trends Analysis and Cross Impact Analysis are also deductive methods. 

Research by Jungermann (Bradfield, 2007, p.270) demonstrated that deductive 

approaches resulted “in very different scenarios than would have been generated by 

anticipatory or inductive developmental models that relay on backward inferences and 

diagnostic effectuality”. People make causal inferences with a greater degree of confidence 

than they bring to diagnostic inferences, and similarly accord more weight to causal 

judgments than diagnostic ones. (This is one of the issues that is disputed in discussions over 

the value of “plausibility” as a criterion for scenarios.) 

In exploratory research with shared data from a prior scenarios project, Curry and Schultz 
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(2009) used a range of different methods—inductive and deductive—to build sets of 

scenarios, and found widely varying results:  

The scenario stories generated by different methods were very different. In the 

process we also learned that different methods also produce substantively different 

types of futures conversations, in terms of the range and type of discussion, and the 

energy level in the room. (p.53). 

 

Yet one finds few signs of these distinctions in the scenarios literature. It is dominated by 

the deductive approach of the “intuitive logics” school to the point where the neophyte 

futures researcher conducting a literature review can simply miss other methods. There are 

striking examples. In their otherwise excellent collection of futures research methods, Glenn 

and Gordon (2009) offer an introductory paper on scenarios that lists deductive methods in 

their review of approaches, and then focuses on the 2x2 as an example of practice. 

Chermack (2011) proposes both a theory of practice and an organizational guide on the basis 

of reviewing a narrow range of methods largely from the intuitive logics school, and lacks a 

critical review of why he has chosen these methods.11 

Along the way, in this conflation of a practice driven by corporate futures and scenarios 

theory, some important assumptions have become reified into recommended or best practice. For 

reasons of space, three examples will suffice here. 

The first is the notion that the scenarios should describe a set of ‘plausible’ future worlds, but 

that the purpose of so doing is to allow the organization to respond better to change when it 

happens. This was popularized by Shell practitioners, although it has its origins earlier. The 

Shell approach, historically, made a clear distinction between the contextual environment, 

beyond the boundaries of the business, and the transactional environment (van der Heijden, 

1996, p.155, p.108).12 

Careful reading of accounts of Shell’s practice suggests that this was a strategy to gain 

acceptance within the business for the use of scenarios. But, nonetheless, it became reified 

along the way. Even Shell insiders eventually concluded that the distinction could not be 

defended. As Adam Kahane (2004, p.17) noted, “Shell […] was in general a beneficiary of the 

way the world’s rules had been written, and actively lobbied for its specific interests”. 

The second element, seen repeatedly in descriptions of practice by GBN and SRI 

practitioners, is that scenarios need to start with a “decision focus” (Schwartz, 1996, p.241; 

Wilson, 1998, pp.84-85) or a “focal issue” (Chermack, 2011, p.19). Mandel and Wilson say of 

the scenarios process “that its starting point […] is not the macroenvironment, but rather 
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clarification of the strategic decision the scenarios aim to address and of key decision factors” 

(Mandel and Wilson, 1993, p.10). This emphasis derives from Kahn (Rowland and Spaniol, 

2017, p.7), who saw scenario development as being focused on identifying and charting 

forthcoming decisions. 

 The third area: deductive scenarios start from a surfacing of drivers of change, and, in this 

process, structural or macro-environmental drivers of change are privileged. In their description 

of SRI’s methodology, Mandel and Wilson (1993, p.10) are again instructive:  

Analysis of these environmental forces usually focusses on two categories—those at the 

industry and market (micro) level that most directly affect the key decision factors, and 

those at the broad social, economic, political and technological (macro) level that set the 

overall (often global) context for the business environment”.  

 

Shell’s practice was often blind to the role of values as a source of significant social change.13 

Yet values can and do shift on a generational time-scale, sometimes from apparently 

unpromising beginnings (Solnit, 2005, pp.33-46). 

These practices are not ever-present in deductive scenario methods, but they remain common. 

 

Incremental change 

These dominant characteristics of deductive scenarios practice affect the way such scenarios work 

portrays and projects the future. Bruun, Hukkinen and Ekland (2001) argue that, “The problem 

with the culture of conventional scenario-making is that its analysis of the future is restricted—it 

can only register the events or trends that its approach allows it to see”. A European Environment 

Agency study (Greeuw et al, 2000, p.8) concurred: “Many scenarios have a ‘business as usual’ 

character, assuming that current conditions will continue to exist for decades”. “[T]he ‘axes of 

uncertainty’ method”, says Schultz (2009, p.14) “can too easily create scenarios that are minor 

variants of ‘business as usual’, rather than explorations of potentially transformative or disruptive 

future change driven by emerging paradigms and challenging worldviews”. 

Slaughter (1998, p.529), similarly observes that,  

current ideologies such as: economic growth, globalization, the pre-eminence 

accorded to science and technology, and ‘man’s conquest of nature’—were 

insufficiently problematized. […] In this view, the future is less open than it might be 

because it is seen merely as an extension of the present. 
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Wright (2004b, p.7) connects these criticisms more broadly to corporate strategy making 

processes:  

Deductive strategy making at the corporate centre is largely a mechanistic activity that is 

industry focused with an emphasis on current knowledge structures. […] It is this context 

that most scenario planning activities have attempted to influence through establishing ‘fit’ 

with corporate perspectives of strategy making. 

 

The discourse is very different among those discussing or recommending the intuitive 

logics scenarios methods, notably the double uncertainty matrix. Bishop, Hines, and Collins 

(2007, p.20) commend the 2x2 for having “the right mix of technical sophistication and ease 

of use for a professional audience”, while cautioning that it is “almost impossible to fully 

characterize the uncertainties of the future with just two dimensions”. Schoemaker (1995, 

p.27) says the use of scenarios “is most beneficial” when used “in corporate-wide strategic 

planning and vision- building”. Millett (2011, p.190) notes (blurring the lines between Shell, 

GBN and SRI practice) that “The intuitive scenarios approach has many attractive features”, 

among them being that it is “non-proprietary”, “highly adaptable”, “can be applied to 

virtually any topic”, and so on. It is clear that there are two different conversations going on 

here. 
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Part 3 

Embodied futures 

In this chapter, so far, I have characterized scenarios and foresight—taking a broad view—as 

being informed by two competing perspectives. On the one hand, there is a ‘positivist’ 

school, which also tends to gravitate towards deductive methods. On the other, a ‘critical’ 

futures school tends to gravitate towards inductive methods. These two schools, and their 

different perspectives, also have different views on the role of agency in futures work. 

The ‘positivist’ approach has its roots in what Donald Schon (1983, pp.31-33) calls 

“Technical Rationality”, with its origins in the rise of scientific and technological ideas 

about society in the 19th century (seen, for example, in the thinking of Auguste Comte). 

Schon argues that Technical Rationality is the expression in practice of Positivist philosophy. 

The second, ‘critical’, approach might also be called “relativist”, or, perhaps, following 

Urry (2003, p.122-123), “relational”.14 It emerged from the intellectual world that opened up 

in the wake of Einstein’s Theory of Relativity. Its roots are in general systems theory, 

cybernetics, and notions of autopoiesis.15 It sees the world as being characterized by 

emergence, feedback, and non-linearity, which are characteristics of complexity. It is 

understood through processes of social construction. 

These two approaches are structurally different ways of thinking about the world. From a 

futures perspective, one way to understand this difference is to look at the underlying view of the 

future embodied within each. Adam and Groves (2007a) offer a way to do this. In Future 

Matters, they characterize two different views of time, which broadly map onto the competing 

accounts that have been at play in this history of both futures studies and scenarios. 

In the first version, “The future is represented as an empty space into which we move 

unhindered” (p.57). As a result, it is understood “as a territory belonging essentially to no-one 

and hence one that is open to seizure by anyone in the present” (p.122). This can be connected to 

a ‘fan’ model of time, which List (2004, p.24) says is adopted implicitly by most scenario 

planning approaches. While assuming multiple possible futures, they also presume a single 

shared past and present. 

In turn this relates to the critique by Bruun et al. (2001, p.1, p.10), who describe the 

“methodological limits of scenarios construction” as a form of “epistemic closure”. They suggest 

that this epistemic closure is paralleled by normative closure. However, they continue, this 

normative aspect remains unidentified because the scenarios that are generated are “rarely” 

subjected to critical scrutiny. 
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The second version (Adam and Groves, 2007a, p.123) draws on the work of Heidegger, 

and argues that humans understand the past and present by projecting themselves into their 

potential futures: “To be human is to be ceaselessly becoming”. The implications are that the 

future is not ‘out there’ but ‘in us’. Adam and Groves argue (p.126-127),  

Our past and present are therefore both products of former futures, and processes of 

still-latent ones. […] No-one can ever be outside of the active interweaving of the 

past, present and future of a collectivity within which the significance of the world is 

experienced”.16  

 

In a similar vein, Poli (2011) develops the thinking of Wendell Bell about “dispositions”, 

or “situations that may become active if properly activated”. They are  

those features of reality embedded in it beneath its surface. Latents are real forces and 

structures that work below the threshold of visibility… facts with an anchor in the 

future; they are facts that can happen if the relevant circumstances are triggered  

(Poli, 2011, p.68, p.70). 

 

There are obvious contrasts here between the models of futures that are implied by these two 

approaches. This is true both at the level of analysis—Poli specifically references Slaughter’s 

integral futures model and Inayatullah’s Causal Layered Analysis—and also at the level of 

expectations. Specifically, dispositions construct a different relation between futures work and 

agency. 

 

The lens of practice 

In the literature, these two schools barely interact. Instead, they tend to be treated as separate 

discourses, and there are few contributions that seek to integrate them. One exception is a 

valuable but neglected contribution by Hardin Tibbs (1999). In the context of a broader analysis, 

Tibbs proposes a layered model of the future as a strategic landscape (see Figure 1). “The Star” 

represents our enduring role or purpose; “The Mountain” is a goal, that we hope—and plan—to 

achieve; “The Chessboard” represents issues, challenges, and implementation; and “The Self” 

represents our knowledge, awareness, abilities and values as an individual or an organization.17 

The value of this approach is that it allows us to look at futures practice in the context of 

organizational purpose and practice.  
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Figure 1: Making the future visible. 

Source: Hardin Tibbs (2021). With thanks to Hardin Tibbs 

 

Within this schematic, strategic planning and scenarios work sit on The Chessboard, 

which Tibbs connects to the work of management academics such as Porter, Hamel and 

Prahalad, and “Peter Schwartz’s scenario planning” (p.4). They are building blocks on the 

way to identifying our goals and our visions. Broader perspectives, he suggests, are required 

to build a perspective of the future that includes both “aspiration and anticipation”. 

If this is indeed the role of scenario planning, one can argue that the conventional criticisms of 

scenario planning have less force, given the relatively shorter timescales for which it is typically 

deployed. If a set of scenarios is intended to address, say, a 7-10 year timeframe, across a couple 

of innovation cycles, epistemic and narrative closure may be a feature, not a bug. 

 

Revisiting social construction 

Looking at practice within organizations also helps us to understand the nature of the work 

actually done by them to develop scenarios. It appears, in short, that there is a gap between the 

discourse about scenario planning and the practices that are deployed to develop scenarios and 
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to use them.  

The material production of scenarios in organizational settings, even in the driest accounts, 

include workshops in which organizational members participate, sometimes with stakeholders 

(van der Heijden, 1996; Ringland, 2006; Chermack, 2011). Schoemaker (1995) references the 

role of organizational participants throughout his account of the scenarios process. Millett (2011, 

p.191) adds that the intuitive logics method “places a heavy emphasis on the intuitive qualities 

of the participants”. 

In a pioneering paper, Alex Wright (2004a) used a social constructionist lens to read the 

accounts of Shell’s scenarios practice by Schoemaker (1995) and van der Heijden (1996): 

“The scenarios content does not exist independently of the scenario team to be explored, but 

is created through its collective acts, as such the scenario content is a construction”. Pierre 

Wack’s (1985b, p.140) language about influencing the “microcosms” of managers, which in 

turn “leads them to change and reorganize their inner models of reality”, is, effectively, a 

social constructionist model of scenario building. It is widely repeated in accounts of Shell’s 

practice (see, for example, de Geus, 1997, p.59; van der Heijden, 1996, pp.116-118; Kleiner, 

1996, pp.178-179). Similarly, in their insiders’ account of the Shell scenarios history, 

Wilkinson and Kupers (2013) say, “Corporations, like human beings, act on the basis of an 

agreed-upon reality—which is, in essence, a story”.   

Social construction, in other words, does happen in business-based scenario and decision 

processes. If this element of social construction is not usually foregrounded in books and articles 

that are designed to introduce scenarios to a business audience, this can be understood as a 

rhetorical strategy designed to align scenarios with the discourse of strategy-making, rather than 

its practice. 

Li (2014) concludes that social construction also functions at a broader rhetorical level within 

organizations. Compressing his argument somewhat, “scenarios can be understood as narratives 

composed to reflect different power configurations and claims that persuade and legitimate on 

behalf of particular, competing accounts of reality” (p.78). Beckert’s (2013) work on the 

relationship between business strategy and “fictional expectations” takes this one step further. 

Fictions, he says, “provide orientation in decision-making”. These “do not have to be true but 

must be convincing”.  

At the same time, the scenario planning approach is in competition within the 

organization with other methods of analysis and interpretation, drawn from the wider 

repertoire of management and strategic practice. On this reading, accounts in the scenarios 



19 

literature that emphasize more “scientistic” and instrumental aspects of practice are a 

function of this competition with “rival, more positivist and quantitatively-driven 

organizational processes” (Li, 2014, p.85). 

 

Power and purpose 

So let us assume that mainstream scenario planning processes draw on forms of constructionism 

that suggest, in practice, that they are more relativist and more concerned with agency than 

conventional discourse suggests. Even allowing for this, there is still a gap here between the 

competing ‘positivist’ and ‘critical’ perspectives. This gap is about questions of power relations 

and purpose. This challenge is made explicitly by Inayatullah (2004) in his development of 

CLA. “The goal of critical research is thus to disturb present power relations […]. For an actor 

who is deriving intellectual, financial or epistemic benefits from the current system a method 

such as CLA will be uncomfortable, since it reveals his or her interests, including challenging 

the position that he or she is interest free!” (p.10). 

If scenarios do—at a macro level—convey “an organization’s view of the future” (Li, 2014, 

p.87) there is a question about how much controversy an organization can bear, or its willingness 

to reflect self-critically on the nature of the systems it enacts. For example, for all his skills as a 

scenarios practitioner, and his belief that scenarios should lead to “reperceiving” (Wack, 1985b), 

all of Pierre Wack’s work was done for extractive industries (‘Scenarios 2018’, 2018). 

Nor does controversy lead necessarily to better social outcomes, or more sustainable ones. 

Shell broke with its own assumptions in 2005 when it publicly espoused its ‘Blueprints’ scenario 

over ‘Scramble’ (Shell, 2008).18 But Shell’s behaviour was far more informed by ‘Scramble’. By 

2008, it had disposed of most of its investments in renewables, and bid heavily for drilling 

licences in Alaska. Funk observes that Shell’s multiple futures allowed it both to imagine global 

warming, and to take advantage of it as a potential market opportunity (Williams, 2016, p.537). 

Such pressures become more intense in turbulent business environments. The 

combination of the long-run decline in economic growth rates, the business costs of global 

warming, and a financialized investment sector, taken together, produce a toxic cocktail in 

which short-run returns to shareholders are just as likely to be prioritized as long-run 

benefits or the creation of shared value (Porter and Kramer, 2011). 
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Reflections 

One conventional way to conclude a piece on the history of scenarios work can be 

summarized as “one last push”—a set of “if only” statements that review a familiar set of gaps 

and suggest that, if only they were filled, scenarios practice might be able to move on from its 

current state. 

If only they were better theorized; if only the discourse on scenarios were less dominated 

by practitioners; if only there were less methodological fragmentation; if only there were more 

science and less art; if only there were better proof of effectiveness; if only scenarios work 

engaged more fully with critical futures perspectives. This hypothesis, in short, positions the 

scenarios problem as being that not enough work has yet been done at the level of theory and 

practice. 

And, if only, what then? Scenarios practice might emerge from the confines of government 

and business practice and become more widely used. 

And yet: it is striking that the intellectual energy in the futures sector has shifted away 

from scenarios in the last twenty years. In the 1990s all of the innovation, even excitement, 

in the world of futures practice and studies was around scenarios. Schwartz ([1991]1996) 

and van der Heijden (1996) both published their books; Kleiner’s The Age of Heretics 

(1996) located the development of Shell’s scenarios practice in a counter-cultural history of 

management. 

But since the turn of the century, this has not been true. Successive innovations—with the 

partial exception of CLA—have barely touched on the scenarios method, from Anticipation 

Studies (Poli, 2017) to Three Horizons (Sharpe, 2013) to post-normal futures (Sardar, 2017), to 

design and experiential futures (Candy and Potter, 2019). One of the largest practice-based 

projects, Seeds of Hope, combined visioning with weak signals and three horizons to create 

preferred futures (Pereira et al, 2018). It was funded by Sida, the Swedish International 

Development Agency.  

In contrast, recent work in scenarios practice has largely involved tidying up the earlier 

work. A series of papers by Rowland and Spaniol (2015, 2017, Spaniol and Rowland, 2017, 

2018) capably tied various loose ends in the literature. The Shell approach has been codified 

as the Oxford scenario planning approach, largely for corporate clients, by Shell alumni and 

others at the University of Oxford (Ramírez et al, 2016). It has also been positioned more 

clearly as a response to “turbulent environments” (Ramirez, Selsky, and van der Heijden, 

2010). 
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But a second, rather different, hypothesis about scenario planning also emerges through re-

reading the literature and the history. This hypothesis is that scenario planning emerged in the 

business community when it did, in the early 1970s, and in the form that it did, as the minimal 

possible response to disrupted business conditions. In this version, scenario planning is not an 

alternative to the business and strategic planning processes that became less fit for purpose at 

that time. Instead, it is a modification to them that allowed the assumptions and models of the 

world that informed the processes of strategic planning to continue. 

One of the most important assumptions was about rationality. “In our day”, wrote the 

McKinsey strategist Kenichi Ohmae in the early 1980s, “the culture of the large corporation 

exalts logic and rationality. […] It is not unreasonable to say that many large U.S. corporations 

are run like the Soviet economy” (Ohmae, 1983, p.3). Corporations are the late-twentieth-century 

expressions of Technical Rationality. In this world, says Ohmae, “Analysts rather than innovators 

tend to get ahead” (p.3). 

A basic principle of systems “is the preservation of the character of the system” (Katz and 

Kahn, ([1966]/1969, p.97, emphasis in original). In behavioural terms, “systems will attempt to 

cope with external forces by ingesting them or acquiring control over them” (p.98). “Social 

systems”, says Schon (1973, p.31) are self-reinforcing systems which strive to remain in 

something like equilibrium”. As a result, organizations seek to maintain themselves as a system 

(Vickers, [1965]/1995).  

Schon (1973, pp.46-47) concluded that this led organizations to behave in a way that he 

called “dynamic conservatism”. There are complex organizational strategies at play here, but 

their purpose is to maintain the social structure of the organization in the face of external 

change. “When processes embodying threat cannot be repelled, ignored, contained or 

transformed, social systems tend to respond by change—but by the least change capable of 

meeting or neutralizing the intrusive process” (emphasis in original). 

In strategic terms, then, the approach has moved from a “planning” model, combining a 

rationalist view of internal processes and a perspective that the external world is controllable 

(Mintzberg, Ahlstrand and Lampel, 1998, pp.49-66), to an “environmental” strategy approach, 

where the internal processes are still rationalist but the external perspective is of an 

“unpredictable” and “confusing” world (pp.288-291). 

On this account, scenario planning is still a useful tool when applied intelligently in the 

right settings. These settings, however, represent a limited range of futures practice. The 

reason that this range has come to dominate the literature so comprehensively is because 

these settings are also those which are hegemonic—in corporations, governments, defence. 
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It also follows that expecting conventional scenarios practice—and notably, the intuitive 

logics school—to evolve beyond its current range, or to address issues of power or meaning, is a 

category error. It can do this, in the hands of capable practitioners, but usually only by applying 

other futures techniques designed to open up such questions. 

Scenario planning, in this view, becomes something that works precisely because it is 

embedded in a rationalist corporate culture. This is a conclusion that Jimenez (2010) 

reaches, perhaps reluctantly, at the end of an article comparing Future Search conferences 

with scenario planning. “[S]cenario building—having been used primarily in the context of 

large corporations, government departments and the military, where hierarchies are 

dominant—may have evolved to suit this type of organization best” (p.44). It is hard not to 

conclude, as environmental conditions become increasingly turbulent, social values become 

more informal, and organizations continue to experiment with being less hierarchical, that 

scenario planning will be displaced by more critical futures techniques. 

 

Thanks to Sahar Hadidimoud for editorial comments.  
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Endnotes 

 
1 Versions of this joke were told by the Irish Catholic comedian Dave Allen. See also Sloterdijk 

(2016), p. 213. 

2 The 2x2 scenarios method identifies two critical uncertainties from the system under scrutiny through 

researching drivers of change and their relationships. It then uses these as axes to construct four distinctive 

scenarios. See Curry and Schultz, (2009, pp.42-44). 

3 The idea of multiple futures also appears during the 1960s in the cybernetic analysis of Stafford Beer 

and the work of Buckminster Fuller (J. R. Williams, 2016, p.497, pp.506-7). 

4 The idea for the Mankind 2000 conference was first conceived by Robert Jungk and James 

Wellesley-Wesley in London in 1964 at the first conference of the Confederation for Disarmament and 

Peace. (Andersson, 2012, p.1422). 

5 Millett (2011, pp.187-188) has a brief comparison of similarities and differences between the 

approaches used by Shell and GE. The similarities are greater than the differences. 

6 The scenarios literature repeatedly, and incorrectly, conflates GBN’s 2x2 double uncertainty method 

and the Shell scenarios approach (see Fahey and Randall, p.17; Bishop, Hines, Collins, 2005, p.5; Millett, 

2011, pp.189-190; Chermack, 2011, p.19). This is a misreading. As Wilkinson and Kupers (2013) say, 

“Deductive methods for generating scenarios—for example, a 2×2 matrix with axes for public/private and 

more expensive/less expensive—were never core to the Shell practice, although they are often identified 

with it because Peter Schwartz, who ran the scenario team in the early 1980s, subsequently promoted their 

use at the strategy consulting group Global Business Network.” Thomas Chermack told a conference in 

2018 (‘Scenarios 2018,’ Warwick Business School) that in reading the papers in the Pierre Wack archive, 

he found only two 2x2 diagrams, one of which was not a scenarios diagram. 

7 FAR, or ‘field anomaly relaxation’ is a morphologically-based scenarios method that identifies the 

‘fields’ of interaction in a given system, and then develops potential outcomes for each field. The scenarios 

are developed by combining different outcomes. The method is most associated, at least in English-

language practice, with Coyle (2004, pp.62-81). 

8 The concept of the social construction of reality was developed by the sociologists Berger and 

Luckman (1966). 

9 I am aware of discussions of “abductivist” scenarios construction (Wilkinson, 2009, p.111), which 

seeks to bridge these. However, the literature on this remains under-developed. 

10 The 2x2 can also be thought of as the minimum condition of a morphological scenario, with two 

fields and two uncertainties (Bishop, Hines, Collins, 2007, p. 15). 

11 Chermack also conflates the Shell approach and the GBN 2x2 (pp. 18-19). 

12 Even on its own terms, the practice is contentious. Mason and Herman (2003, pp. 24-25) argue in a 
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paper about their corporate scenarios work that, “co-evolution is more common than independence. […] 

Many of our clients were determined to try to create the conditions for their success rather than just 

waiting to see what happens around them.” 

13 In Shell’s case, this may be because the company felt it had made errors in its scenario analysis in 

the late 1970s by assuming that counter-cultural or less materialist values would arrive in the mainstream 

more quickly than they did (Jefferson, 2012, p. 191-192). 

14 “The linear metaphor of scales, such as that stretching from the micro level to the macro level, or 

from the life world system world, which has plagued social theory from its inception, should thus be 

replaced by the metaphor of connections.” (Urry, p. 122) 

15 The notion of autopoiesis, developed by Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela, describes a 

system that is capable of reproducing and maintaining itself; in other words, a living system. 

16 In an earlier draft of the manuscript, Adam and Groves (2007b, p. 84) write that “futures are 

imagined, pasts are recalled, but only the present is observed and inhabited here and now. From this point 

of view, the future is nothing but a resource that awaits exploitation.” 

17 If this model seems familiar, an adapted version of it is used but not sourced in Sohail Inayatullah’s 

(2008) paper, “Six Pillars: futures thinking for transforming.” 

18 In Shell’s (2008) account: “In the first scenario – called Scramble – policymakers pay little attention 

to more efficient energy use until supplies are tight. Likewise, greenhouse gas emissions are not seriously 

addressed until there are major climate shocks. In the second scenario – Blueprints – growing local actions 

begin to address the challenges of economic development, energy security and environmental pollution.” 


