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Abstract 

Scenario Planning is a widely recognized and applied tool throughout the international world of business. 

Since its creation in the 1960’s it has consolidated itself through its distinctive capabilities proving particular 

valuable for international businesses operating in volatile industries. In a world of constant change it can be a 

strategic advantage to assess how the business should react on a long-term basis. 

 

Alongside the increasing popularity, scholars have awarded it their attention, leading to diverse definitions 

within the field. The many perspectives brought forward have undoubtedly contributed to the development of 

the tool, but it has also populated the scene with many different opinions.  

 

In this thesis we investigate how the concepts of System Theory and Evolutionary Theory can be used to 

strengthen the foundation of Scenario Planning in regards to further research and business applicability. As a 

mode of application we demonstrate our ability to use the tool in practice by creating four scenarios for how 

the world situation might be in 2030 seen from the Shipping Industries point of view. We use this case to 

apply the concepts in an effort to make them tangible and give the reader an overview of how the concepts 

effect the organization. 

 

We adopt System Theory and Evolutionary Theory to investigate how organizations can improve the use of 

Scenario Planning by conducting a pre-assessment of their capabilities in order to get the optimal use of the 

scenarios. Performing this research establishes the theoretical roots needed, on which further research of the 

effectiveness of the scenario creation process can be conducted. 

 

On the basis of the research design we produce a series of innovative and insightful findings capable of 

strengthening already existing methodologies within the field. Apart from reflecting on the findings of the 

theoretical analysis, we create recommendations for Scenario Planning practitioners and business leaders 

making them capable of improving the perception of what the tool is, how it is dealt with, and how they can 

succeed in using it. 
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1 Introduction 
In a world progressing further into a knowledge age, organizations are faced with an increasing need to 

respond to a variety of changes. Organizations find themselves in increasingly turbulent and ever changing 

business environments, where the ability to approach challenges in a long-term perspective is a competitive 

advantage. One tool that that has distinguished itself for this is Scenario Planning, which is part of the 

Strategic Planning toolbox but distinguishes itself in this way: 

  

“While Strategic Planning has yielded some insight about how organizations can anticipate 

and cope with change, it has not proven its ability to inform organization leaders about 

massive political, environmental, economic and/or societal changes” (Chermack et al., 

2001, p. 7) 

 

Instead of claiming to be able to predict the future, Scenario Planning articulate multiple stories that are all 

different but equally plausible. With a focus on stories about the future, planners must consider paradigms 

that challenge current thinking; i.e. Scenario Planning encourages business leaders to think the unthinkable 

(Chermack et al., 2001). 

 

Scenario Planning is a tool that explores many of the issues that an organization is facing when reflecting on 

the external environment. A business that is pursuing to enter a foreign market needs to be aware of the 

possible effect of economic, cultural, and political variables (Ansoff, 1984).  

The increased globalisation and the battle fought in the arena of information technology have given 

organizations many opportunities as well as challenges in regards to how this should be tackled. 

 

The tool is not concerned with getting the future “right”.  Rather the discipline aims at challenging current 

paradigms of thinking and broadcast a series of stories which have the attention directed towards aspects that 

might otherwise have been overlooked.  

Scenario Planning can be perceived as theories, methods and techniques that make organizations able to 

adapt to the future. 

 

The area of Scenario Planning has undergone – and is still undergoing – significant change. The 

development and application of scenarios is differentiated, hence different methodologies and definitions 

have been developed according to the scholars investigating. Below is a sample of the most important: 
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Michael Porter (1985) defines scenarios as “an internally consistent view of what the future might turn out to 

be – not a forecast, but one possible future outcome”. Schwartz (1991) defines scenarios as “a tool for 

ordering one’s perceptions about alternative future environments in which one’s decisions might be played 

out”. Ringland (1998) defines Scenario Planning as “that part of Strategic Planning which relates to the 

tools and technologies for managing the uncertainties if the future” and lastly Schoemaker (1995): “a 

disciplined methodology for imagining possible futures in which organizational decisions may be played 

out”. 

 

According to Chermack (2001) a crisp definition that captures the true meaning of scenarios is still to be 

defined which also shows in the various methods on how they are constructed. 

The business application of Scenario Planning has mainly developed out of practice and has led to a 

“members only” philosophy where there is a strong community consisting of scenario planners who spend 

less time reflecting upon the implications of their organizational interventions (ibid).  

 

Even though there is a strong practitioner’s community around Scenario Planning there appears to be a lack 

in how theoretical approaches can be used to strengthen the Scenario Planning platform (Chermack, 2004). 

Analysing the tool through a rigid theoretical framework enables a thorough understanding of the processes 

within the tool and how the individual concepts interact (ibid). We have found that the application of a firm 

theoretical approach can help to open up new dimensions that can strengthen the methods in which scenarios 

are constructed. 

 

There are many ways and methods to work with scenarios, which we will come back to later in the thesis. 

For now we can conclude that there are still multiple aspects that need further research.  

In this thesis we aim to critically investigate Scenario Planning from a system theoretical and an evolutionary 

theoretical point of view since both of these theories have a focus on continuous change and adaption.  

 

Based on this we will take our leap into the unknown. 

 

1.2 Motivation 
The motivation for adopting Scenario Planning as the theme for our thesis has been a genuine interest in the 

tool. The fact that Scenario Planning offers possible solutions to navigate in ever more uncertain business 

environments underlines its relevance in the global business world. Today MNC’s operating on a global 

scale recognize the utility in applying a strategic tool that operate with series of potential outcomes instead of 

a uni-dimensional planning strategy. This is in particular a result of the conditions under which big 

corporations work, with operations in all corners of the world thereby increasing complexity as a result. This 
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underlines the international relevancy Scenario Planning has, thus emphasizing its applicability and 

relevancy in relation to our respective master programmes: International Business & International Business 

and Politics. 

 

Through our studies we have been equipped with a variety of tools all together enabling an in depth study of 

Scenario Planning. Among these are contemporary theories on strategic management, insight in the 

complexity of global business, and an understanding of organizational culture and decision making. The fact 

that Scenario Planning includes an international dimension, and that our studies have provided useful 

insights to subjects that are related, strengthened our desire to write a thesis evolving around Scenario 

Planning. Apart from this we found it interesting that Scenario Planning is a tangible way of relating to the 

uncertainty in the business environment. By applying the tool potential risks as well as innovative business 

opportunities can be revealed thereby creating a competitive advantage for the business. With increasing 

competition on the international level this is more important than ever which emphasized our interest in the 

tool.  

 

Through our preliminary research we quickly established that according to a wide range of recognized 

scholars there is a need for a theoretical foundation within the tool (Chermack 2004,Wack 1985, Schwartz 

1991, van der Heijden 2005, Ringland 1998; 2002). Based on this we found motivation in investigating the 

theoretical linkages to Scenario Planning and how these could potentially add to already existing knowledge. 

In this process we realized that no study of the tool could go about without involving an empirical dimension 

in the sense of experts and practitioners within the field. This motivated us to include a range of experts on 

the topic providing key insights to supplement our theoretical findings. In this sense we moved from a solely 

theoretical approach to also including a substantial empirical dimension creating a holistic understanding of 

Scenario Planning. 

 

1.3 Problem Identification  
As mentioned above a group of well-known experts within Scenario Planning have voiced the need for a 

theoretical understanding of Scenario Planning (Chermack, 2004). Because Scenario Planning was mainly 

developed for and by practitioners it has not established strong theoretical roots (Gergantzas & Acar, 1995). 

In order to progress and develop Scenario Planning a deep understanding of the foundation is important 

(Swanson, 1999): “Many established authors in the Scenario Planning literature imply that theory is 

important in the application of Scenario Planning” (Wack 1985, Schwartz 1991, van der Heijden 2005, 

Ringland 1998; 2002).  
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The main objective of this thesis is to provide an investigation of the theoretical deficiency in Scenario 

Planning literature. System and Evolutionary Theory, which has been found suitable for conducting the 

theoretical analysis and will be accounted for later, have been brought forward by scholars within the field as 

two clearly relevant theories to analyse Scenario Planning through (Evans 2011, Chermack 2004).  

 

Another dimension in our thesis evolves around the question: What defines a successful scenario? After 

years of development, Scenario Planning has developed from being an innovative approach to establishing 

itself as an internationally recognized tool. This increased focus has brought a great deal of interesting 

perspectives on how the definition of a successful scenario can be perceived. 

 

On the premise of understanding existing approaches and supplementing them with a theoretical and 

empirical dimension we aim to create clarity in an environment with multiple claims of the truth. By doing 

this we aim to establish a solid understanding of what a successful scenario looks like based on a broad 

assessment of theories and interviews.    

 

1.4 Problem Statement 
This thesis sets out to examine Scenario Planning through the following Problem Statement: 

 

How can successful scenarios be constructed? 

 

In order to approach the Problem Statement constructively a set of underlying research questions have been 

created all contributing to answering the overall Problem Statement. Adopting the research questions enables 

an overview of what otherwise could be a boundless subject as well as it serves as an indicator of the 

chapters in the thesis. 

  

Research questions: 

1. What is a scenario? 

2. How are scenarios constructed? 

3. What are the methodological and theoretical meta-preconditions for scenarios? 

4. What are the boundaries for Scenario Planning?  

5. How is a scenario successful?  

6. What is required to successfully use Scenario Planning? 

 

Answering the research questions will allow us to understand what scenarios are from a theoretical point of 

view as well as what defines them as successful. From the findings of the research questions we will be able 
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to provide a thorough answer to our Problem Statement from both a theoretical point and practical 

understanding. Below table illustrates what parts of the thesis will answer which research questions. 

 

Research question Answered in 

1. What is a scenario? Chapter 3, 4 and 5 

2. How are scenarios constructed? Chapter 3 and 5 

3. What are the methodological and theoretical 

meta-preconditions for scenarios? 
Chapter 4 

4. What are the boundaries Scenario Planning? Chapter 4 and 5 

5. How is a scenario successful? Chapter 4, 5 and 6 

6. What is required to successfully use 

Scenario Planning? 
Chapter 4, 5 and 6 

Table 1 - Identification of how research questions will be answered in the thesis 

 

1.5 Demarcations 
Demarcations are meant as specified borders of the research that are actively constructed by the researchers 

in order to keep a focus on the main research question (Soanes and Stevenson, 2004). Limitations on the 

other hand are external restrictions, which cannot be controlled or influenced by the researchers. In chapter 9 

Epilogue we reflect on the latter.   

 

This thesis is concerned with analysing Scenario Planning from a theoretical point of view supplemented by 

expert interviews as our primary data source. We investigate how, by using concepts from System Theory 

and Evolutionary Theory, the creation phase of a Scenario Planning process can be strengthened. 

 

It is important for the reader to note that we do not intend to create a complete methodology for how 

successful scenarios can be created. Instead we attempt to articulate recommendations and reflections that 

can supplement already existing scenario planning literature. Basing our recommendations on a theoretical 

analysis of Scenario Planning we aim to create new insights on how Scenario Planning can be improved.  

 

The fact that Scenario Planning has evolved into a multi-dimensional tool capable of dealing with challenges 

spanning from employee development to high-level strategy means that we need to define what level our 

analysis of Scenario Planning should be conducted on. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to address 
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elements that relate to specific departments of an organization such as: Human resources, finance or 

communicative aspects of an organization. We focus on the overall level of applicability for organizations 

that operate internationally e.g. MNC’s and NGO’s. Scenario Planning is a tool that overall promotes an 

ability to be aware of changes in the surroundings and be able to respond accordingly to these. 

 

The subject of research in the thesis is limited to treat theoretical ideas and focus on the conceptual level. 

The thesis at hand refrains from using any data-sets but to give an example of the tool, we have created a 

hypothetical industry case that will be used in the discussion. This case-study is not in depth but will be used 

to strengthen the discourse analytical approach taken by using expert interviews in the discussion. It is 

important to understand that the main purpose for adopting the case-study approach in the thesis is to 

exemplify our potential findings in chapter 4 Theoretical Analysis. In other words the case methodology will 

be applied subjectively in order to create most possible value for the thesis.      

 

In the thesis we have chosen to apply a qualitative approach as we have assessed the nature of the problem 

statement can best be illuminated by getting as many perspectives as possible in order to put together a 

holistic view of Scenario Planning. The option of adopting a quantitative approach could have been a 

solution but quantitative scenarios usually investigate particular phenomena by using a key set of variables 

for a specific subject (Schoemaker, 1995). This demands a different data collection process that has not been 

pursued i.e. access to company data or by using questionnaires with numerical scores to represent the 

companies’ perception of successful scenarios. In summary the theoretical investigation and expert 

interviews has been the focus throughout the process in order to answer the Problem Statement within the 

limits of our chosen Philosophy of Science. 

 

We intend to contribute to Scenario Planning methodologies that are applicable for all organizations 

regardless of industry or market type. That is also the reason for choosing the case subject where companies 

operating in global trade will be able to recognize the trends and drivers that we describe.  

The target audience of this thesis is perceived to be scholars, Scenario Planning professionals, and business 

leaders seeking additional knowledge in order to improve or adapt a Scenario Planning process to their 

organization as well as how this might be able to strengthen the strategy in the long run. 
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2 Methodology 
A combined method has been adopted in the thesis allowing our theoretical foundation to be supplemented 

with empirical input from interviews and a case-study. 

 

The rationale for combining the two research approaches is first and foremost that we want to leverage our 

theoretical understanding of Scenario Planning with practical experiences creating a complete understanding 

of the tool. Having analysed Scenario Planning from a theoretical point of view we include a practical 

understanding of the tool through respectively our interviews and the case-study. This allows us to 

understand the nature of the tool when applied by organizations. Combining the two distinctive approaches 

empowers us to understand Scenario Planning in a holistic manner creating the optimal platform for us to 

answer our Problem Statement. 

 

The first step in analysing Scenario Planning in-depth is to present the related concepts relevant to answering 

our Problem Statement. This is done in chapter 3 Scenario Planning Review where a variety of scenario 

construction methodologies are presented, as well as related concepts fostering a thorough understanding of 

Scenario Planning. Apart from this a case-study is performed illustrating how Scenario Planning works in a 

practical sense and as well as it will be used as a tool to exemplify insights throughout chapter 4 Theoretical 

Analysis.  

 

Following the presentation of Scenario Planning and the case-study the analysis will begin. First the tool will 

be analysed through System Theory and Evolutionary Theory. The choice of theory is based on the need to 

understand different aspects of Scenario Planning and each theory thus represents an individual point of 

analysis. In section 2.5.2 Literature Review we elaborate on the choice of theory. 

 

Following our theoretical analysis we embark on an empirical analysis based on six expert interviews 

conducted during the thesis. The analysis will take the form of an imaginary discussion in which we discuss 

the difference of opinions among our interviewees on a variety of topics. Apart from facilitating the 

discussion we will incorporate relevant concepts from the theoretical analysis to emphasise particular points.  

 

Together the Theoretical and Empirical Analysis will constitute the legs that create the platform for an 

informed discussion of Scenario Planning. In chapter 6 Recommendations the central findings from our two 

analyses parts will transform into concrete recommendations to increase the possibility of creating successful 

scenarios. 
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Figure 1 - Research Design. Source: Own production 

 

Level of analysis 

In the thesis we operate on different levels of analysis in order to ensure a holistic view of the business 

environment. The three levels have individual characteristics; hence different parts of the thesis will apply to 

different levels of analysis. 

In the case-example we are analysing on a meso-level operating with macro-trends that have an overall 

implication on the business environment (macro) and not only the shipping industry (meso). 

In the theoretical analysis we are analysing the concepts on a micro-level in order to understand the 

organizational implications. In an effort to combine our theoretical findings to our case-study and make the 

concepts tangible we try to incorporate these to the meso-level (illustrated by the dotted line) in Figure 2 – 

Levels of Analysis. 

The level of analysis is dual as we operate in the theoretical ideal world and the real world where 

reservations must be made in regards to the subject we are treating. In the ideal world obstacles are easier 

dismissed compared to the real world and in the thesis we try capture the best from both worlds. 
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Figure 2 - Levels of analysis. Source: Own production inspired by Saunders et al. (2012) 

 

2.1 Philosophy of Science  
According to Gilje & Grimen (2002), Philosophy of Science is defined as a systemic approach to investigate 

assumptions on which scientific activity and acknowledgement is built upon. Many genres exist each 

contributing to understanding what knowledge is and how it is produced. Applying each tradition has 

specific consequences to the scientific work thus it is important to thoroughly understand the effects a given 

research paradigm imposes on the work undertaken. This is however only if the choice of research paradigm 

and research philosophy, with all its implications, is followed throughout the scientific work thus not leaving 

it as an isolated paragraph in the method chapter. 

 

In this thesis we adopt critical realism and interpretivism as research paradigms and a discourse analytical 

approach as the Philosophy of Science. The discussions in the thesis are therefore limited by its discourse. In 

other words the concept of comprehending the world in separate paradigms contributes to the possibility of 

understanding extensively what scenarios are. 

 

The reason for choosing this approach is to reach a higher level of abstraction through dialogue and 

interviews with a range of Scenario Planning experts and thereby getting a greater understanding of Scenario 

Planning in both a practical and theoretical perspective. This dialogue has given us a broader understanding 

of the implications of using Scenario Planning in a business context. 
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2.1.1 Research Paradigm 
The research philosophy relates to the nature of knowledge (ontology) and how it is produced (epistemology) 

(Saunders et al., 2012). The important issue is not whether our research should be philosophically informed 

but how we are able to reflect upon the choices we make and how they relate to other alternatives (Johnson 

et al., 2006). Research philosophies are designed to achieve different things. For this thesis we have adopted 

the epistemological views critical realism and interpretivism as research paradigms: 

 

2.1.1.1 Critical realism  

What the realist senses is reality. Objects exist independent of the human mind hence reality is independent 

from human apprehension (Saunders, 2012). Critical realism states that the world does not exist as a result of 

our ideas or is constituted by our language. The world exists by itself and ”what we experience are 

sensations, the images of the things in the real world, not the things directly” (Saunders et al., 2012, p. 136).  

 

In continuation of this Bhaskar (1989) mentions:  

“Critical realists do not deny the reality of events and discourses; on the contrary, they 

insist upon them. But they hold that we will only be able to understand – and so change – the 

social world if we identify the structures at work that generate those events or discourses.”  

 

It is a prerequisite that researchers understand how the underlying structures work before they can 

recommend any changes. Inherent in this understanding is the acceptance that the observed subjects are 

dynamic and not static structures. 

 

For the empirical research of how scenarios are constructed we seek the reality as exposed through 

complimentary statements from experts. An objective reality might exist but we are unable to acknowledge 

this as we base our research on subjective descriptions of reality; hence we describe reality differently.  

 

2.1.1.2 Interpretivism  

Below quadrant shows the categorisation of the four social science paradigms and the conceptual dimensions 

that correspond to these: 
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Figure 3 - Categorisation Framework for Social Sciences paradigms. Source: Saunders et al., 2012 

In Interpretivism, which is the subjective regulative paradigm, the question is about the way humans try to 

make sense of the world around them. In the thesis this means that we investigate and understand the 

characteristics of scenarios, how they are developed, and who they are developed by.  

The goal of this research is to get an understanding of how researchers perceive and experience the world. 

 

2.1.2 Discourse Analysis 
According to the framework presented by Larsen & Pedersen (2002), discourse analysis can follow one of 

two beliefs: Discourse analysis for losers and teenagers (DALT) or discourse analysis for winners and 

grownups (DAWG). 

It should be fairly obvious, which of the two beliefs that one should strive to follow. The DALT approach is 

mainly criticised for the uncritical use of sources and documentation; adopting an acceptance of the language 

as the constitution of the world with no grey-zone exceptions, an understanding of human personality as a 

victim of the discourse with no free will, and the approach to well-established values that are subjectively 

classified as simple discourses. 

 

The DAWG approach does on the other hand include a wider perspective on the world and accepts that 

things are not only black and white, but that there is a possible grey area – it’s possible to have a nuanced 

and critical view.     

 

Table 2 shows the five dimensions in which DALT and DAWG can be understood. 

 

 

 

Radical	
Humanist	

Radical	
Structuralist	

Interpre ve	 Func onalist	

Subjectivist	 Objectivist	

Radical		

Regulative	
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 DALT DAWG 

Discourse and empirical data 
Discourse analysis is made on the 

basis of a ”widely held view”. 

The discourse analysis is based on 

concrete consciously chosen 

representative texts. 

The words and reality 

There is no independent reality 

outside the words. Truth is a 

constructed notion. 

There are interaction and 

countermeasures between the pre-

given and the discourse. A 

discourse can be truer than 

another. 

The discourses’ societal origin 

and effect 

The discourses emerge and are 

without effect because there is no 

reality outside the words. 

The discourses emerge through 

the use among several actors. The 

discourse has certain described 

effects It is nuanced and explicit 

societal theory. 

Perception of man 

Senders and receivers are helpless 

victims. Personality is created in 

the situation. 

Both senders and receivers can 

potentially be active. Personality 

is structured by both social and 

psychological elements. 

Critical status 
Teenage-sneering. Indirect 

criticism. 
Explicit critical and alternative. 

Table 2 - Two types of Discourse Analysis. Source: Larsen & Pedersen (2002, p. 33) 

 

To use the above mentioned framework we define this thesis as being a text-oriented discourse analysis 

(TODA) that deals with concrete texts and interviews opposed to the society-oriented discourse analysis 

(SODA) that seems less connected to concrete texts but has a broader focus on how we think and talk about 

specific subject in specific times of age. 

 

Below the five dimensions in relation to the DAWG framework are discussed in detail. Furthermore we 

elaborate on their importance for the thesis. 

 

Discourse and Empirical Data 

When choosing the DAWG analysis references are made to specific texts and not “the widely held view” or 

general opinions as would be the case in the DALT-direction.  

 

In chapter 4 Theoretical Analysis we have selected texts that reflect the most relevant research direction 

contributions to the discourse of Scenario Planning. We have not been able to prioritize all existing literature 

so based on our subjective opinion we have identified the texts we find relevant for the thesis. 
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In relation to our literature research on the theoretical conditions for strengthening the foundation for 

Scenario Planning we have carefully chosen experts who have either practical or theoretical experience with 

Scenario Planning. The interviewees are chosen on a set of defined criteria to make sure that they can deliver 

a substantial input to the thesis. This is elaborated upon in section 2.5.3.3 Selecting Interviewees. 

   

The words and reality 

“Nothing beyond or beside the words” (ibid, p. 23) is the slogan that characterizes DALT. DAWG perceives 

that concepts are not pre-given with a certain content neither are they 100% social or verbally constructed. 

What is interesting to analyse is the social certainties that are lingual and temporarily socially created.   

 

In the context of the thesis we are dealing with a tool that is heavily constructed on an articulated premise 

which is obvious; we cannot predict the future. In dialogue with Scenario Planning experts and through 

literature we try to capture their individual meanings and investigate the connection to the theories thereby 

detecting points where there could be disagreement between the theoretically established and the practically 

preferred. In DAWG a discourse can be more true than another. It is our responsibility to balance this. 

 

The discourses’ societal origin and effect 

The TODA limits research to focus on words and what is being said. It is therefore not possible to discuss the 

origin and causes of the discourse to comply with the TODA, but instead focus on the drivers that are 

inherent within the discourse of Scenario Planning. In this thesis it is the discussion of the theoretical pre-

conditions and the possibilities and consequences of addressing these in the context Scenario Planning.   

 

Perception of man 

The DAWG perceives man to be independent and have a personal way of thinking. The human being is 

dynamic and able to adapt to situations and different cultural settings. In the context of the thesis we interpret 

this as the interviewees are believed to act accordingly to the situation based on their pre-given knowledge 

and the setting. 

 

Critical Status 

It is of utmost importance to remain critical since the aim is to explain how the discourse has emerged and 

what the goal of the discourse is. To avoid the pitfalls of DALT where they are exemplified as sneering or 

indirect criticism we must underline that the critique of the discourse is not based on emotions or personal 

opinions. 
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We have investigated the Scenario Planning tool through the lenses of System and Evolutionary Theory to 

critically review and analyse existing literature on Scenario Planning in order to contribute with an improved 

discourse in regards to Scenario Planning 

 

2.2 Purpose  
Categorizing the research of this paper is not straightforward, as the thesis is a result of an evolvement over 

descriptive, explorative, and explanatory research (Saunders, 2012).  

 

First, descriptive research is done by thoroughly reviewing current literature in the field of Scenario 

Planning and a range of methodologies used to create scenarios. These conclude in a hypothetical case-study 

applying the findings into a practical context, which can be identified as explanatory cf. section 3.1 Scenario 

Planning Literature Review. 

 

Second, we identify, describe, and analyse our chosen theories in relation to Scenario Planning, which is 

identified as both descriptive and explorative cf. chapter 4 Theoretical Analysis. 

 

Third, an explanatory research is conducted through the Empirical Analysis where our interviewees give 

their input to the discourse and identifies phases in the process where they see a need for improvement and 

generally adding their knowledge to the pool of knowledge established in chapter 3 Scenario Planning. 

 

Through our analysis we attempt to provide new insights to the Scenario Planning methodology and identify 

the theoretical concepts within System and Evolutionary Theory that are interesting to include in the 

investigation. The causal relationship that is inherent in the logic of the Scenario Planning process will be 

used in an attempt to provide new insights to the already existing methods of Scenario Planning. 

 

2.3 Approach 

2.3.1 Inductive 
The thesis investigates how successful scenarios can be constructed, and how theoretical disciplines can 

improve the foundation for developing scenarios that can be used by international organizations, industries 

and governments. 

In order to do this we have relied on knowledge and therefore created an explanatory theoretical framework. 

Theory follows data instead of the other way around, which is common in the deductive approach (Saunders 

et al.) Since we have worked with an exploratory problem and end up with a direction for future research the 

inductive approach has been most suitable. Furthermore the interviewees might not share the belief found in 



 
2 Methodology 

 
 

15 
 

the theory meaning a deductively based approach would prove inadequate (ibid). In the case that this would 

be reality the inductive approach would prove to make a reasonable fit. 

In our preparation we found that the inductive approach is not the only appropriate research approach 

whereby abduction is also followed in the thesis. 

 

2.3.2 Abductive 
The term abduction refers to inference explanatory hypothesis (Magnani, 2001). Abduction is an approach 

for reasoning and plays the role of explorer of viable paths to further inquiry it is the pragmatic approach that 

sets out to explore data, find patterns and suggest plausible hypotheses (Ho, 1994). The reasoning and 

understanding in which explanatory hypotheses are formed and evaluated, can be based on the individuals 

language and everyday activities (Magnani, 2001). 

 

Magnani (2001) finds value in abduction due to the fact that it is a “significant kind of scientific reasoning 

and is helpful in delineating the first principles of a new theory of science” (ibid). Abductive reasoning 

occurs when a person experiences a phenomena that creates a transcendental hypothesis of explanation. As 

Itoh, (1996, p. 10) lists: “Abduction is a thought process for devising new theories to fit newly discovered 

knowledge”. Ho (1994, p. 24) incorporates all three approaches and concludes: “Abduction creates, 

deduction explicates, and induction verifies”. 

 

In the thesis, a theoretical investigation of hypotheses about Scenario Planning has been developed and 

accepted. This is followed by a confrontation with scholars and practitioners, who can either validate, reject 

or propose additional elements towards adding new theoretical concepts to the Scenario Planning practice in 

an effort to strengthen the tool. 

 

The nature of an abductive approach is helpful in the identification of patterns and in the creation of new 

hypotheses. In this case it is about the possibility for adding theoretical concepts to an already existing tool.  

 

2.4 Choice 

2.4.1 Mono Method Qualitative study 
Throughout the thesis three sources of evidence have been used in analysing Scenario Planning. First of all a 

number of theories have been chosen to perform a theoretical analysis of Scenario Planning allowing us to 

understand the meta-preconditions scenarios are based on. Secondly interviews have been conducted to 

include an empirical dimension in our paper and thirdly a case-study has been incorporated to demonstrate 

what an applied scenario method looks like, and exemplify our theoretical insights. 
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Format Data type Application in study 

Theories Secondary Theoretical Analysis 

Interviews Primary Empirical Analysis 

Case Secondary Theoretical Analysis 

 

As indicated above the interviews represent the only primary source of data in our thesis, however even then 

the overall method of the thesis is labelled mono method qualitative study (Saunders et al, 2012). In the case-

study we use quantitative elements, however on a scale that does not change the general qualitative focus of 

the thesis.   

 

2.4.2 Case-study  

 

“An empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real life 

context, when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and 

in which multiple sources of evidence are used” (Yin, 1994) 

 

Derived from above definition the case-study excels in testing the phenomenon you are investigating in the 

embedded context (Blumberg, 2005). The context of Scenario Planning can vary greatly but as a rule of 

thumb it is management in companies who executes it. 

  

In this thesis the main part of the analytical work is centred around understanding the meta pre-conditions of 

Scenario Planning allowing us to understand – from a theoretical point of view “what” Scenario Planning is 

– however questions such as “why” and “how” are more difficult answering in  theory-only approach. 

Because of this we find it important to incorporate the practical aspect of Scenario Planning as well as the 

result this process leads to. Doing this contributes to the holistic understanding of the tool as the thesis strives 

for. Apart from demonstrating the ability to follow a scenario construction methodology, the main reason for 

including the case-study in the paper is illustrate how a business in an industry can articulate possible future 

challenges and opportunities by having a strategic conversation about the business strategy. Furthermore we 

want to build an empirical platform to which our analytical findings can be exemplified. 

 

Creating scenarios based on primary data is not our key intent with the thesis. Due to our motivation we 

create a macro level case-study based on secondary data with the purpose to illustrate the method and 

process of creating scenarios with the aim of exemplifying our theoretical findings.  
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In section 1.5 Demarcations we have explained the limitations of the case-study and in section 2 

Methodology how the different levels of analysis will be incorporated. 

 

2.5 Techniques and Procedures 

2.5.1 Literature Research Process  

The Literature research process included a central element of scanning all relevant Literature concerning 

Scenario Planning in order establish a thorough understanding of the topic. As presented in below figure a 

filter was then applied in order to shrink the pool of literature to the most relevant. Applying this process we 

identified all the literature in the thesis as well as what theories to use in our theoretical analysis. 

  

 
Figure 4 - Literature Research Process. Source: Blumberg et al. (2005, p. 162) 

2.5.2 Literature Review 
Apart from the literature included in the thesis a central component in the thesis are the two theories chosen 

to conduct the theoretical analysis. Based on the input from experts in the field respectively System Theory 

and Evolutionary Theory have been chosen to analyse Scenario Planning. 

Step 1 
•Build information pool 

Step 2  
•Apply filter to reduce pool size 

Step 3 
•Rough assessment of sources to further reduce pool size 

Step 4 
•Analyse literature in pool 

Step 5 
•Refine filters or stop search 
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Figure 5 - The Structure of the Literature Research. Source:  Blumberg et al. (2005, p. 159-160) 

 

System Theory has been emphasized as a potential theory base for informing Scenario Planning by 

Chermack (2004), Chermack et al. (2001), Ringland (1998), Schwartz (1991), van der Heijden (2005) and 

Wack (1985). The main reasoning for adopting the system theoretical approach lies in the idea that scenarios 

can be thought of as systems and therefore incorporate the characteristics of systems (Chermack, 2004). In 

relation to perceiving scenarios as systems lies the concept of Scenario Planning creating self-organizing 

systems able to adapt to surrounding changes. Based on this System Theory contains a series of interesting 

concepts that can contribute to creating a theoretical foundation for Scenario Planning. 

 

In relation to Evolutionary Theory the following scholars have applied or recommended the application of 

the theory to Scenario Planning: Walsh (2005), Chermack et al. (2001), Mintzberg (1994). Among the main 

reasons for applying the evolutionary approach to Scenario Planning is the avoidance of applying 

unidirectional planning which combined with the concept of variation appears to be problematic (Walsh, 

2005). In this context the theory offers interesting perspectives about the key principle, perception of control. 

As a note the concept of competition will not be applied since it is not mentioned in the literature as having 

organizational relevance.          

 

•Review different theoretical ideas contributing to the further exploration of Scenario Planning 

1. Present Relevant Theories  

•The literature reviewed and discussed will relate to the Problem Statement presented in section 1.4 Problem 
Statement 

2. Relate Theories  to the Problem Statement 

•The Literature Review summarises previous studies addressing and investigating the Problem Statement 

3. Acknowledge Previous Studies 

•The review discusses theoretical ideas mentioned against the background of the results of previous studies 

4. Discuss Theoretical Ideas 

•The review analyses and compares previous studies in the light of their research design and research methodology 

5. Analyse and Compare 

•The review demonstrates how the findings of the thesis fits in with previous studies, and shows its specific new 
contributions 

6. Demonstrate fit 
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2.5.3 Structure and Methods for Empirical Research Design 
As indicated in the method section the empirical dimension of the thesis consists of a series of interviews 

with handpicked experts within the area of Scenario Planning as well as a case-study. The fact that our thesis 

intends to perform a theoretical analysis supplemented with interviews the method has a clearly qualitative 

direction. Only a limited number of experts are accessible within the field of Scenario Planning so it has been 

important to engage in a comprehensive dialogue with these to obtain as much information as possible for 

our analysis. 

 

2.5.3.1 Thematic Analysis: 

For the purpose of analysing the empirical data collected through our interviews a thematic approach is 

applied. This technique is useful for classifying data in patterns that we can apply in our analysis (Aronson, 

1994). The main patterns will be related directly to our main research questions thus categorizing our data in 

correspondence to these will allow us to discuss the different views the interviewees may have on the 

specific issues. 

 

2.5.3.2 Data Collection and Research Approach 

There exists two approaches to collecting data: Quantitative and qualitative. Based on the complexity of the 

topic we have chosen a qualitative approach by conducting expert interviews.  

 

2.5.3.3 Selecting interviewees 

All experts participating in the interviews have been handpicked on the basis of their insights in Scenario 

Planning. The objective of the thesis being to research Scenario Planning from a theoretical angle, it was 

prioritized to interview persons/organizations who have an in depth understanding of the tool and the 

environment in which it is applied.  

According to Kvale (1997) a qualitative study requires 15 plus/minus 10 interviews to ensure validity. Due to 

the fact that only a limited group of experts within Scenario Planning were available we ended up arranging 

six interviews which put the thesis at hand within the threshold of Kvale’s guideline.  

 

In our search for relevant parties to conduct interviews with, especially NGO’s and consultancy bureaus who 

are working on future research were ideal to include. Below table illustrates the persons we contacted with 

the aim of setting up an interview and the responses we received.  
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Organisation 
Contact 

Person 
Position Experience 

Contact 

date 
Response 

Interview 

date 

Kairos Future Ulf Boman 

Partner & 

Future 

strategist 

Extensive 

experience in 

applying Scenario 

Planning 

15
th
 Dec 

2014 
Yes 

8
th
 Jan 

2015 

Institut for 

Fremtidsforskn

ing (CIF) 

Martin Kruse 
Future 

researcher 

Several 

publications on 

future topics and 

experience in 

applying Scenario 

Planning 

18
th
 Dec 

2014 
Yes 

22th Jan 

2015 

Fremtidsforskn

ing.dk 
Peter Theisen 

Former 

consultant 

Experience in 

applying Scenario 

Planning  

18
th
 Dec 

2014 
Yes 

14
th
 Jan 

2015 

Center for 

Fremtidsforskn

ing 

Jesper Bo 

Jensen 
Consultant 

Experience in 

applying Scenario 

Planning to 

businesses 

8
th
 Jan 

2015 

No 

 
 

Fremtidsforske

ren 
Birthe Lindal 

Future 

scientist 

Experience in 

applying Scenario 

Planning  

15
th
 Dec 

2014 
No  

Straction 
Henrik A. 

Sørensen 
Consultant 

Experience in 

applying Scenario 

Planning to 

businesses 

9
th
 Jan 

2015 
Yes 

29
th
 Jan 

2015 

Damvad 
Manja 

Navntoft 

Business 

administrator 

Works in Damvad 

that deploy 

Scenario Planning 

techniques in their 

consultancy work 

9
th
 Jan 

2015 
No  

Ellab 
Eduardo 

Bonilla Díaz 

Area Sales 

Manager 

Has written a thesis 

on the Future 

Market Place 

15
th
 Dec 

2014 
Yes 

16th Jan 

2015 

Future of 

humanity 

institute 

Anders 

Sandberg 

James Martin 

Fellow at 

Oxford 

Martin 

Programme 

on Impacts of 

Future Tech. 

Extensive 

theoretical 

knowledge 

Scenario Planning 

in a futurist context 

9
th
 Jan 

2015 
Yes 

21
st
 Jan 

2015 

Aarlborg 

University 

Brian Vad 

Mattisen 
Professor 

Experience in 

applying Scenario 

Planning 

1/21-15 No  

Table 3 – Interviewees. Source: Own production 
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2.5.3.4 Invitation and Location 

In the process of arranging the interviews with above we contacted them per e-mail in which we explained 

our purpose as well as attached an abstract of our thesis. All mails were customized in order to match the 

receiver. If a positive reply was returned we engaged in a correspondence determining time and place for the 

interview.  

 

According to Kvale it is important to create an inviting and relaxed atmosphere where openness and mutual 

trust is in place for the interviewee to feel secure. In our case the interviewees were given the opportunity to 

decide a location of choice in which the interview took place. This meant that they were conducted face-to-

face or via Skype. 

 

2.5.3.5 Duration  

The invitation informed the interviewee that the interview would take approximately one hour.  

 

2.5.3.6 Recording 

All of the interviews were recorded using an iPhone. The recordings were used in the analysis and are 

attached in a DVD on the last page of the thesis.  

 

2.5.4 Interview Guide 

The overall structure of the interviews is defined by the research questions that have been presented in 

section 1.4 Problem Statement. The reason for obtaining answers to all research questions is that they 

represent a satisfactory pool of data that can be applied throughout the analysis allowing us to answer our 

Problem Statement.  

Given the fact that each of our research questions has a rather broad scope they were divided into more clear 

and answerable sub questions. To get a full overview of the exact wording of all the questions included in the 

interviews please see section 2.5.4.2 Interview Questions below. 

 

Given the fact that our interviews are categorized as semi-structured they resembled an informal 

conversation rather than a rigid “ask and answer” interview. As a rule of thumb the interviews were 

conducted on the basis of the interview questions, however throughout the interviews, certain questions were 

elaborated and follow-up questions were created. The latter was especially useful for exploring details in the 

replies to our sub-questions as well as pursuing unexpected openings that occurred during the interview.   
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2.5.4.1 Briefing – The Thesis Objectives and its Methodologies   

In order to create the most natural and open atmosphere in the interview situation each interview started with 

a presentation of the purpose of the thesis and the methodology to achieve the purpose. Permission was 

asked to record the conversation as well as it was stated that a copy of the thesis could be forwarded upon 

completion. 

 

Following this a couple of preliminary questions were made in order to understand the position of the 

interviewee and the level of experience within the use of Scenario Planning. Once reaching a satisfactory 

understanding of how Scenario Planning was used within the organization as well as the level of experience 

the actual interview started as specified in the Interview Guide.  

Each interviewee was given the possibility of obtaining total or partial confidentiality in the finished version 

of the thesis (Kvale, 1997).  
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2.5.4.2 Interview Questions 

 

Problem Statement: What is a successful scenario? 

 

Research Question #1: What is a scenario? 

 How would you characterize a scenario?  

Research Question #2: How are scenarios constructed? 

 What methods do you use when constructing scenarios?  

 What information is required to create scenario? 

Research Question #3: What are the methodological meta-preconditions for scenarios? 

 When working with Scenario Planning which theoretical schools do you adopt? 

 Why is Scenario Planning a valid tool within the field of Strategic Planning? 

 What are the underlying assumptions for choosing a given theoretical approach? 

Research Question #4: What are the boundaries for Scenario Planning? 

 Do you see boundaries for where Scenario Planning can be applied? 

 What does Scenario Planning contribute with that other Strategic tool doesn’t? 

 Is there a time boundary for scenarios? How, when and why? 

 When confronted by boundaries which tools would you characterize as a positive supplement to 

Scenario Planning? 

 If anything what would you criticize about the strategic tool Scenario Planning?   

Research Question #5: How is a scenario successful? 

 Is it possible to evaluate scenarios?  

 How do you evaluate scenarios and what are the tools for performing this evaluation? 

 When do you evaluate scenarios (is there a best time?) and how is this performed? 

Research Question #6: What is required to successfully use scenarios? 

 What are the underlying assumptions for defining successful? 

 

When we had asked our prepared questions we asked the interviewee if the person had any insights or 

“words of wisdom” apart from what had been touched upon in the questions. 

Too finish the session we therefore opened up to any perspectives that could potentially be relevant for the 

thesis and had missed our attention.  
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3 Scenario Planning 
This chapter introduces Scenario Planning to the reader. First, we will present a variety of concepts all 

related to understanding how Scenario Planning works. This will be followed by an overview of 

methodologies for constructing scenarios which will be exemplified in a case-study on the shipping industry 

in the end of the chapter. Together all the elements will create a thorough understanding of the key concepts 

in Scenario Planning allowing us to answer research question #1 and #2. 

 

3.1 Scenario Planning Literature Review 
In order to provide a thorough presentation of Scenario Planning many different aspects are relevant. The 

fact that there exists extensive literature on the topic has made it necessary to prioritize in order to describe 

Scenario Planning in a concise manner that fits the purpose of the thesis. The following review is mainly 

based on Kees van der Heijden’s interpretation of Scenario Planning introduced in his book: “Scenario 

Planning, the art of Strategic Conversation” (2005). This has been chosen due to van der Heijden being 

regarded as a one of the leading scholars in the field of Scenario Planning.  

 

Information about Scenario Planning has been found by conducting an extensive literature research as 

specified in 2.5.1 Literature Research Process. Following this a definition of Scenario Planning will be 

presented considering the different aspects that are part of this tool as well as how it is applied. 

Finally, the concepts and methodologies of Scenario Planning will be presented. This section will also 

identify the variety of different approaches to Scenario Planning and the various methodologies.  

 

3.1.1 History of Scenario Planning 
The origins of Scenario Planning being used in a business context can be dated back to 1940 where Herman 

Kahn pioneered a technique he labelled “future-now” thinking (Bradfield et al., 2005; Chermack et al., 

2001). The approach was invented within the RAND (Research ANd Development) corporation researching 

new forms of weapon technology (Chermack, 2001). During the initial years of Scenario Planning the tool 

was mainly used for military purposes as for example in the, Kahn funded, Hudson Institute, which excelled 

in thinking the unthinkable (ibid).  

In the 1960’s the Stanford Research Institute was established offering long-range planning and research 

within companies that considered political, research and economic drivers as important for business 

development (ibid). Soon the Hudson Institute also sought corporate sponsors such as Shell, IMB and 

General Motors and demonstrated that Scenario Planning was not only suitable for military strategic 

purposes but also valuable to business corporations. The application of Scenario Planning in a corporate 

context would prove its worth in the coming years (Moayer, 2009).   
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A key figure in establishing a tradition of Scenario Planning in the private sector was Pierre Wack (van der 

Heijden, 2005). Employed by Shell, Wack suggested in 1967 that the Dutch oil company should start to look 

beyond the traditional 6-year outlook and instead begin to consider what the business environment might 

look like in as far as the year 2000 (Chermack, 2001). Performing this analysis meant that in the aftermath of 

the Yom Kippur war that occurred in 1973, Shell was prepared for the plummeting oil prices saving the 

company for some of the distress many of their rivals went through. Shells success during the devastating oil 

crisis encouraged many other organizations to consider long-term futures by for example adopting Scenario 

Planning (van der Heijden, 2005).  

 

In the following decades the use of Scenario Planning was in decline partly due to the tool requiring heavy 

burdens of human resources for it to be applied. This meant that during times of cutbacks, Scenario Planning 

was often in the line of fire and not the preferred tool (Chermack, 2001). However increased evaluation and 

research in the different methodologies of Scenario Planning also occurred with Pierre Wack among the 

main contributors (ibid). Today Scenario Planning is a widely recognized tool that is used especially within 

very volatile industries. Furthermore it has developed into being much more than a strategy tool as it has 

incorporated additional dimensions from other parts of the business i.e. Human Resource Development. 

 

3.1.2 Definition of Scenario Planning 
Among persons working with Scenario Planning exist equally many interpretations of what characterizes the 

tool. In Kees van der Heijden’s definition of Scenario Planning he operates with a distinction between 

external scenarios and strategic narratives. While the first examines the external world, strategic narratives 

belongs to a person or an organizations and anticipates futures states through a causal story including the 

person/organization itself (van der Heijden, 2005, p. 114). Strategic narratives often take the form of linking 

a goal with a course of action thus placing the organization in a central position influencing the final 

outcome. This stands in opposition to external scenarios, which does not implicate the person/organization of 

which the scenarios evolve.  

 

External scenarios – which this thesis examines – are derived from value free (van der Heijden, 2005) and 

common shared mental models of how the world works. They cover the environment in which we have little 

to none influence but still impacts us significantly. The scenarios are created in sets of four illustrating that 

uncertainty is a necessary evil when investigating the possible outcomes in a – by definition – uncertain 

future. Furthermore they are built upon the variables in the environment which are determined to impact the 

business but which still are outside our control. Summing up the distinction between strategic narratives and 

external scenarios can be described as respectively “the world of desire” and “the world of fate” (ibid).  
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As mentioned scenarios focus on the external environment, identifying variables that can potentially impact 

the company. In order to understand how van der Heijden looks upon this external environment two 

categories are presented. In Scenario Planning only the contextual environment is considered.  

1. The contextual environment is defined by being important to the business but in which it has little or 

no influence. Other players dominate this environment so the challenge is to follow the changes 

being made so the business can adapt accordingly (ibid, p. 115).   

2. The transactional environment meaning the environment, which the business can influence. In this 

environment the business is a significant player that influences outcome as much as being influenced 

by it. The transactional environment is the playing field where the business develops the strategy to 

turn the game to its advantage (ibid).  

 

One of the main objectives when adopting Scenario Planning is enabling companies to articulate test 

conditions upon which different strategies can be evaluated. In order to facilitate this a clear distinction 

between above environments has to be in place as it is the fit between the contextual environment and the 

company in its transactional environment that is the point of interest (ibid).  

 

In table 1 a sample of Scenario Planning definitions have been handpicked from leading authors in the field. 

Even though various definitions exist of Scenario Planning some common ground is possible to identify. The 

distinguishing factor is that it does not serve as a tool for forecasting or prediction. It is based in the 

assumption that getting the future “right” is not possible thus instead current paradigms are to be challenged 

creating new and alternative insights on the world (Chermack et al., 2001). It does this by asking questions 

such as “what can be conceived to happen?” or “what would happen if?” In this manner it aims at exposing 

risks instead of concealing them, which forecasts or visions tend to (Lindgren & Bandhold, 2003).  

 

Other common factors are that scenarios are hypothetical, internally consistent and causally coherent (van 

der Heijden, 2005). The first is evident due the future being unknown whereas the two latter are rather 

interrelated. Internally consistent refers to the fact that the variables included in the scenario are required to 

be individually supportive thus not excluding one another. This lies in line with causally coherent implying 

that the interrelatedness and course of action when constructing the scenarios needs to be supported by 

soundness and logic (OECD, 2006).  
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Table 4 - Definitions of Scenario Planning. Source: Chermack et al., 2001 

 

3.1.3 Uncertainty 
To create a successful strategy entails the ability to weigh what you know against what you think you know 

(van der Heijden, 2005). Said differently; if everything in a given branch was forcastable (and no uncertainty 

existed), all companies would adopt the same strategy. This means that the x-factor in articulating a given 

strategy lies in the ability to understand what lies ahead and relating to this in the best way possible. In doing 

so the concept of uncertainty plays a crucial role. 

 

In today’s business world managing uncertainty can prove to be the difference between success and failure. 

Scenario Planning has over a substantial period demonstrated that it is especially applicable to volatile 

environments with high levels of uncertainty and is a widely recognized for this fact.  

 

In Scenario Planning the concept of uncertainty plays a particularly important role, as it is crucial in shaping 

the scenarios. According to van der Heijden three categories of uncertainty exist: 

1. Risks exist when there are enough historical precedents enabling estimations of probability on 

various possible outcomes. 

2. Structural uncertainty covers events that are sufficiently unique for any perception of likelihood to 

be estimated. We might have an idea of which causal relations that cause an event but no evidence of 

determining the likelihood.   

Author Definition 

Michael 

Porter 

“An internally consistent view of how the future might turn out to be – not a 

forecast, but one possible future outcome” 

Schwartz “A for tool ordering ones perception about alternative future environments in 

which one’s decisions might be played out” 

Ringland “The part of Strategic Planning which relates to the tools and techniques for 

managing the uncertainties of the future” 

Shoemaker “A disciplined methodology for imagining possible futures in which 

organization decisions may be played out” 

Chermack “A process of positioning several informed, plausible and imaginative 

alternative future environments in which decisions about the future may be 

played out for the purpose of changing current thinking, improving decision 

making, enhancing human and organizational learning and improving 

performance” 
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3. Unknowables are, as the name indicates, events beyond our imagination. From history we know 

these exist thus we must assume this continues into the future – however we have no idea what they 

will look like! 

 

The technique that has made Scenario Planning a successful tool in volatile environments is by accepting 

uncertainty as a key-underlying basis for all planning activities. By categorizing the types of uncertainty the 

overall complexity is attempted reduced helping businesses get ahead when making decisions (ibid).  

 
 

Figure 6 - The balance of predictability and uncertainty in the business environment. Source: Van der Heijden 2006, p. 98 
(F = Forecasting, S = Structural Uncertainty, H = Hope)  

     

Risks can be mitigated through forecasting on historical data projected into the future. In other words this 

type of uncertainty does not pose immediate threat to modern businesses as many tools managing risks has 

been invented and applied in modern businesses (ibid).   

 

The second category structural uncertainty is of great importance to Scenario Planning as scenarios operate 

in this field. Structural uncertainty refers to developments in the environment that can be explained in more 

than one way thus multiple cause-and-effect structures can be applied for explanation (ibid). As mentioned, 

plausibility is not possible in this category thus a variety of different, but equally possible outcomes are 

presented.  

 

In order to say anything about the future some elements have to be predictable.  In van der Heijden's 

terminology these elements are labelled predetermined elements (ibid, p. 101). An illustrative example of 

this is demography, which in the timeframe of a typical business is relatively predictable. Obviously 
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demography is just as uncertain as many other things if the timeframe expands too long into the future so one 

of the key aspects in predetermined elements are securing a responsible timeframe.     

The fact that complexity is part of modern day business entails that the horizon in which a business can act 

as a predictable machine is rather short. In many cases the variables that companies relies on exhibit only 

little inertia thus only few things can be characterized as predetermined elements (ibid). 

 

Figure 7 - Scenario building framework. Source: Van der Heijden, 2005 

 

3.1.4 Business Idea 
A principal factor in driving any scenario process is a thorough understanding of the focal point at which it is 

applied: The company. Behind any company lies a fundamental business idea that serves as a guiding force 

on past, current and future success. The definition of the business idea is that it needs to 1) create value for 

its customers by bringing together a 2) combination of competencies in a 3) unique manner thus creating a 

distinctive formula that cannot be replicated (ibid).  

 

In fulfilling the above definition of a business idea two main concepts are identified: 1) distinctive 

competencies and 2) competitive advantages. Distinctive competencies refer to competencies that are 

sufficiently unique which not many competencies can be classified as. Companies reckon they behold 

particular skills and strengths however this does not necessarily refrain competitors from acquiring the same 

skills and strengths whereby they cannot be classified as “distinctive”. In order for a competency to be 

labelled as truly distinct it needs to be embodied in the institutional knowledge base of the company. This 

might come about in the form of embedded processes, reputation, legal protection or specific assets (ibid).   
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If a business idea and its imbedded distinctive advantages are effective it creates competitive advantages 

(ibid). These manifest themselves through either 1) differentiated products or 2) a unique low cost 

production of (non-differentiated) products, also known as structural cost leadership.  

 

The company’s business idea is created over time and can be thought of a “what is particular unique in our 

formulae that prevents others from emulating it?” (ibid, p. 68). Distinctive competencies are the cornerstone 

driving the business as it creates competitive advantages to its adversaries. A business idea is not a static 

concept and has to be reinvented through the surplus that the existing business plan is generating. 

Reinvention is critical due to the buyers value system develops as well as competitor’s finds ways of 

emulating your activities.  

 

3.1.5 Scenario Planning as a Learning Tool 
One factor that distinguishes Scenario Planning from other strategy tools is its emphasis on learning. This is 

based on a fundamental view of the organization as an entity made up by people thus individuals are also in 

focus. However apart from the organization and its constituents being looked upon there is also recognition 

of the institutional embeddedness that organizations build up over time (ibid).  

 

In order to understand the concept of learning David Kolb’s learning loop can be applied (ibid). The model 

serves as an illustration of how experience and observations are turned into concrete initiatives.  

 

Figure 8 - Kolb's "learning loop". Source: Van der Heijden 2005, p. 38 

 

First step in the loop is gaining actual experiences that serve as input to the model. Secondly, these 

experiences are reflected upon, which results in a growing awareness of new patterns and trends that we did 

not know existed. Thirdly, we try to understand the causality behind the newly discovered trends. This 

enables us to develop new theories and concepts in which our new observations fit in. Lastly we apply our 
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new insights and test the implications on our surroundings to see whether they make sense, and how they can 

be improved by applying the learning loop continuously (ibid).   

 

An important point however is that a too strong consensus on one shared mental model ignores other relevant 

ways to perceive things. In other words the organization can start feeding its own learning loop creating a too 

consolidated view of its surroundings. This is obviously not recommendable and an effective system requires 

sufficient variety in its mental models to establish a holistic understanding of its surroundings (ibid). 

 

Individual learning from Scenario Planning serves as a cognitive device creating structure in events and 

patterns in the business environment (ibid). It adjusts the mental map of the employees increasing the range 

on what they see and assist people reflect.  

On the institutional level Scenario Planning provides common language for strategic conversation to take 

place thus organizing ways in which business matters can be discussed in a homogenous manner (ibid).  

 

3.1.6 Structure 
As touched upon some elements in the future are required to be classified as certain for any predictions on 

the future to be feasible. The notion about the concept of certainty derives from an assumption of a deep 

stable structure that pertains over time and it is this structure that the Scenario Planning methodology applies 

when constructing scenarios (ibid).  

 

In part, the power of Scenario Planning lies in its ability to logically and causally organize large chunks of 

disparate data and information. When the structure underlying a given phenomenon is perceived as stable 

(i.e. climate and geography) we characterize it as certain or predetermined. If we on the other hand can 

ascribe more than one structure to a given phenomenon we classify it as uncertain as we have no way to 

decide which of the structures will dominate in the future (ibid). 
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Figure 9 - The perception "iceberg". Source: Van der Heijden 2005, p. 104 

 

In order to understand how structure can be defined and how it comes about the iceberg model in figure 9 

can serve as a help. In the top is what is visible to the human eye: Events. All structure is first and foremost 

based on individual events that at first glimpse may appear random. However considering multiple events, 

patterns and trends might start to appear making us reflect upon why this is? This is where we start to look 

for cause-and-effect relationship that drives the events and patterns. These cause and effect perceptions are 

what Van der Heijden labels mental map of reality and is our perception of the underlying structure (ibid).  

 

3.1.7 Scenario Planning in a Strategic Context 
When discussing Scenario Planning it is difficult not also to include Strategic Planning. Embedded in the 

concept of strategy lies a fundamental notion of an uncertain future to which a strategy has to be adopted.  

 

In order to define what strategy is in the context of Scenario Planning a definition of strategy first of all has 

to be established. Van der Heijden’s interprets the introduction of strategy as perceiving reality through a 

given mental mode resulting in a given course of action being decided. In other words you translate the 

reality surrounding your business through a given perception allowing you to create the strategy best suited 

to handle this perceived reality.  

 

This is in line with the learning loop presented earlier in the chapter and also means that strategy 

development should be viewed as an ever-continuing process. Reality is always different from how it is 
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perceived thus adjustments are required continuously (ibid). As soon as you have made an adjustment to get 

a better fit with your surroundings your perceived reality changes thus requiring strategy to do the same.  

 

The process of approaching strategy mainly revolves around three key questions: 1) What are we doing? 2) 

What could we be doing? 3) What should we be doing? 

In order to create a successful strategy the two first questions are essential in order to approach the last 

questions, which basically refers to “what strategy should we be applying?”. Question one and two 

investigates respectively the “self” of the business and the environment in which the business interacts. 

Understanding these two concepts and the distinction between them is important for constructing a 

successful strategy (ibid).  

 

3.1.8 The Strategic Conversation 
Van der Heijden’s ultimate objective is to shape the organization in a way to which the strategy process is a 

continuously evolving process on all levels of the organization. The days in which old men enclosed in a 

board room decided what the best for the organization was, are over. Instead the goal is to create a self-

organizing organization in which employees on all levels contribute in creating the best possible fit to the 

external environment (ibid). 

 

The strategic conversation consists of an on-going learning loop based on perception, conceptualization and 

action. Van der Heijden views the informal meetings, discussions etc. in an organization as the real arena for 

creating strategy and only by empowering employees to adjust their actions according to their mental models 

a strategic conversation is created (ibid).       

 

Uncertainty plays an important role in the strategic conversation as it constantly contributes in challenging 

the existing strategy thereby creating a platform in which the organization can innovate itself. Successful 

businesses are vulnerable of having an entrenched resistance to change whereby its success can prevent it 

from obtaining important and necessary input from the external environment. Implementing Scenario 

Planning and the Strategic Conversation is a manner in which this can mitigated.      

 

3.2 Methodologies for Creating Scenarios 
Many methodologies have been developed in order to find the best way to build a scenario. However no 

standard process exists but generally all methods seem to have common denominators when developing 

scenarios. Some of the existing qualitative scenario construction methodologies are explained in the 

following creating a thorough understanding of the methodological scenario construction landscape. This 
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will give the reader an overview of existing methods equipping them for the analysis as well as the 

discussion. The section answers research question #2.  

 

3.2.1 Qualitative Methodologies for Scenario Planning 

Qualitative methodologies develop scenarios as a series of alternative narratives about the future. The aim of 

these methodologies is to help managers think about the future in a more innovative and creative manner. By 

using the qualitative approaches, they are able to make and base their decisions on more than present trends 

and possibilities. The methodologies presented in this section are the Stanford Research Institute (SRI) 

Methodology, the TAIDA Model developed by Kairos Future, the Scenario Construction method developed 

by Associate Professor Henrik Duus, van der Heijden Methodology, Global Business Network and the 

Schoemaker Methodology.  

 

3.2.1.1 Stanford Research Institute (SRI) Methodology 

The SRI Scenario Planning methodology was originally developed for Shell in the 60’s and was revised in 

the 70’s to suit the needs of other international businesses. The methodology consists of 6 steps and has the 

following characteristics (Ringland, 1998): 

 It is highly flexible 

 It relies on the identification of issues and drivers  

 There is a high degree of management ownership in the final product 

 

Strategic decision areas and key decision factors (strategic and operational level) are shown in steps 1 and 2. 

The methodology is decision focused instead of focusing on the macro-environment, since clarification of 

strategic decisions is what is of interest to management. The environmental forces that will impact the 

business are chosen in step 3. The heart of the process is the 4
th
 step, which identifies scenario logics and 

alternative future developments through the drivers that can be ranked by uncertainty. The developed 

scenarios are based on the alternative future development and are described in step 5. The scenarios usually 

consist of a narrative; an explanation of differences in the chosen scenarios and selective quantification 

selected key factors (ibid).  Describing the implications for the organization of scenarios is the last step. 
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Figure 10 - SRI's Scenario Construction Methodology. Source: Ringland, 1998 

 

3.2.1.2 TAIDA Model 

The TAIDA methodology is a well-tested model for Scenario Planning and is presented in the book 

“Scenario Planning – the link between strategy and future” by Lindgren & Bandhold (2003). Among the 

persons interviewed during the thesis Ulf Boman applies the TAIDA method, which is short for Tracking, 

Analysing, Imaging, Deciding, and Acting, and include five main steps, with a number of sub-steps: 

 

1. Tracking is the first step in process. The purpose of this step is to trace and describe the changes that 

might have an impact on the focal issue or question that has been chosen prior to starting the process. 

Sub-processes in this step include choosing viewpoint and identifying trends.  

2. When the tracking process is done it is time to analyse the changes that have been detected and 

investigate possible interrelationships between trends. Part of the analysis is also to build scenarios, 

detect possible uncertainties and come up with effective communication, title, storyline etc.  

3. When the gathering of insights is done the desired visions and images are created.  

4. The deciding step includes identifying development areas and strategies that meet targets and goals 

decided in visions developed in the previous step. Sub-steps to this step includes making further 

complementary analysis where new insights and viewpoints might lead to further findings in the 

process and furthermore getting an overview of the system that the scenario planner has set up.  

5. The final step acting has two different meanings (Lindgren & Bandhold, 2003): 1) executing on the 

chosen strategies, 2) continuous follow-up work of the Scenario Planning process such as monitoring 

environmental changes and defining processes for continuous scanning of the environment.   
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Figure 11 - TAIDA Methodology. Source: Lindgren et al., 2003 

 

3.2.1.3 The Henrik Duus Methodology 

In his article “Strategic Scenario Construction Made Easy” Henrik Duus (2014) provides a step by step 

methodology for scenario construction. This method is developed with the purpose of making scenario 

construction easy for professionals and scholars with limited access to 1
st
 hand data. 

 

Long-term Strategic Planning in which, Scenario Planning is a discipline, requires that organizations goes 

through seven steps: 1) creating a mission and vision for the organization, 2) analyse the present and future 

environment of the organization, 3) analyse the internal resources and characteristics of the firm, 4) assess 

the connection (or lack of) between points  2 and 3, 5) develop strategies to increase connection between 

points 2 and 3, 6) choose between the strategies, and 7) implement the selected strategies and evaluate the 

results. 

 

Scenario Planning can contribute to all seven steps but will often focus on the first two steps. To deal with 

the lack of consensus in the scenario creation literature Duus (2014) has developed a 7-point scenario 

consistency test and a 14-point scenario creation methodology. The seven consistency points are as described 

by Duus: (1) the scenario should show a future reality that deviates from the present. (2) Be consistent with 

current reality i.e. the narrative should be able to follow the world of today. (3) Scenarios should be probable 
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and not unrealistic. (4) Scenarios should be equally realistic. (5) Scenarios should be internally consistent in 

the sense that the scenario elements should have a logical relation to each other. (6) Scenarios should have 

distinct differences. (7) They should take all influential drivers and trends into account. 

 

 

Figure 12 - Duus 7-step consistency test. Source: Duus, 2014 

 

With the consistency steps in place Duus presents a 14-step scenario creation method. The steps are as 

follows (ibid):  

1. Identify and formulate the central problem.  

2. Determine the time horizon and the level of analysis (macro, meso, micro) on the basis of the first 

step.  

3. Determine basic trends and / or drivers for developing the defined problem area. In this methodology 

a trend is seen as a development over time and a driver is a factor contributing trend developments.  

4. Rank trends and drivers by predictability and importance.  

5. Eliminate unimportant trends and drivers from the analysis.  

6. Choose predictable trends/drivers to appear in every constructed scenario.  

7. Identify the interconnectedness between the different trends and drivers.  

8. Eliminate co-variations that are impossible.  

9. Continue with steps 5, 6, 7 and 8 until only two trends or drivers remain.  

10. Identify the extreme points for the remaining trends or drivers and insert these in a coordinate system 

or four-quadrant model.  

11. Define the plot of each scenario and give them a name.  

12. Write out a narrative for each scenario that is coherent with the seven steps in the consistency test.  

13. Identify if there’s a need for additional data. If yes, collect this in order to make the scenarios more 

complete.  

14. Describe consequences for the relevant agents. 

 

Deviate from 
the present 

Be consistent 
with present 
day reality 

Be probable, 
not 

unrealistic 

Equal 
Probability 

Internally 
Consistent 

Distinct from 
other 

scenarios 

Take all 
drivers into 

account 



 
3 Scenario Planning 

 
 

38 
 

 

Figure 13 - Duus 14-step Scenario Creation Methodology. Source: Duus, 2014 

 

3.2.1.4 Van der Heijden Methodology 

This methodology does not, as some of the others, apply steps. It identifies some of the concepts an 

organization must incorporate on a more abstract basis and discusses the learnings and findings an 

organization may get from using the process. It has a detailed theoretical approach and therefore we find it 

relevant to give a brief introduction here. 

 

The methodology developed by van der Heijden (2005) applies the concept of business idea at the core of 

Scenario Planning as a method. “The business idea is the organizations mental model of the forces behind its 

current future success” (ibid, p. 63). The business idea consists of two principles, profit potential and 

distinctive competencies. Profit potential refers to creating surplus for stakeholders and creating the 

expectation that a surplus will exist and grow in the future whereas distinctive competencies are 

competencies based on a tacit uncodified knowledge that cannot be copied (Chermack et al., 2001). 

 

The business idea addresses the current state of the business organization and specifies the conditions that 

are required in order to make a surplus of resources. Furthermore the business idea also establishes the 

constraints in order to create this surplus. The business idea is a powerful tool in the sense that it makes the 

internal view of the organization explicit in a way where it is possible to identify how this fits with the 

external environment (van der Heijden, 2005). 

 

When the articulation of the business idea is done, focus changes to uncertainty. Van der Heijden (2005) 

operates with three types of uncertainty: risks, structural uncertainties, and unknowable’s. Risks are dealing 
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with similar events that have taken place in the past in order estimate the probabilities of outcomes. 

Structural uncertainties are concerned with events where it is possible to judge the likelihood of the outcome. 

Unknowables are the events that cannot be imagined. 

 

When the business idea is mapped and the uncertainties are documented the scenario can be constructed. 

This is done by setting a scenario team who will be able to think the unthinkable and which consists of 

extraordinary people who might not have any specific knowledge of - or ties to - the company such that 

original contributions can be part of the output (ibid). There will then be a dialogue between the team and the 

organization which will entail a strategic conversation. This dialogue should lead to early scenarios that 

should all include these five criteria (ibid). 

 

 At least two scenarios are needed to reflect uncertainty  

 Each of the scenarios must be plausible 

 The scenarios must be internally consistent 

 The scenarios must be relevant to the client’s concern 

 The scenarios must produce a new and original perspective on client issues 

 

After these first scenarios have been created it is a process of continuously checking the scenarios for 

plausibility and brainstorming on these scenarios. Common methods for doing this are: listing key patterns 

and trends, mapping causal relationships and influence diagrams, listing underlying driving forces and 

ranking driving forces by probability and impact (Chermack et al., 2001). 

 

3.2.1.5 Global Business Network 

The Global business Network approach to scenarios was born out of Shell’s application of scenario 

technology (Chermack et al., 2001). In the proposed conceptual framework key factors of the internal and 

external environment are assessed through a brainstorming process. The methodology by Global Business 

Network is presented in Schwartz (1991) and covers the following eight steps:  

1. Identify focal issue or decision; start this process by thinking from an inside out perspective. The 

company need to define what decisions the company will be contemplating in the near future.  

2. Key forces in the local environment; based on the decision taken in step 1 a list is created with the 

key factors that will lead to success or failure.  

3. Driving forces; list the driving forces in the macro-economic environment. These include social, 

economic, political, environmental, and technological forces. These forces can also be viewed as the 

forces behind the micro-economic forces identified in step two.  
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4. Rank by importance and uncertainty; the key forces (identified in step 2) and the driving forces 

(identified in step 3) are ranked based on two criteria 1) “the degree of importance for the success of 

the focal issue or decision identified in step one” and 2) “the degree of uncertainty surrounding 

those factors and trends” (Ringland, 1998, p. 230). The results of the ranking exercise are two axes 

along which the scenarios will differ.  

5. Selecting the Scenario logics; based on the ranking exercise in the 4, step 5 is the development and 

selection of scenario logics. Determining these axes is among the most important steps in the process 

with the goal of having just a few scenarios whose differences make a difference to decision-makers.  

6. Fleshing out the scenarios; this step leads back to steps two and three where it takes each key factor 

and driving force and makes them fit with the matrix developed in step four. Plausibility should be 

constantly checked from this point (Chermack et al., 2001).  

7. Implications; this step examines implications of the scenarios that have been developed. The initial 

issue or decision is “wind-tunnelled” through the scenarios. To  check the robustness these 

questions can be asked: “How does the decision look in each scenario? What vulnerabilities have 

been revealed? Is the decision or strategy robust across all scenarios or only a few?” (Ringland, 

1998).  

8. Selection of leading indicators and signposts; select the leading indicators that will send a signal 

when events that are according to scenario might be happening. Selecting these specific identifiers 

will help planners in monitoring events and there possible impact on the organization. 

 

Figure 14 - Global Business Network Scenario Methodology. Source: Schwartz, 1991 
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3.2.1.6 Schoemaker Methodology 

The methodology developed by Schoemaker has some points in common with the Global Business Network 

methodology – at the same time it is trying to overcome some of its weaknesses. The process consists of 10 

steps (Schoemaker, 1995).  

1. Setting the scope and the time frame for the analysis. Both parameters can depend on a number of 

factors such as technology and technology change.  

2. Identify the major stakeholders such as customers, competitors, suppliers, employees, shareholders 

and governments. Identify their current roles and how they have changed over time.  

3. The third step is related to defining the basic trends and describing how and why trends affect the 

present strategy. A helpful tool to this could be to list each trend on a chart or in an influence 

diagram to identify its impact on the strategy.  

4. In this step the key uncertainties are identified. For every uncertainty identified it can be helpful to 

determine and consider possible outcomes.  

5. Construct the initial scenario themes based on the trends and uncertainties by using different 

techniques. These could include putting all positive elements in one scenario and all negatives in 

another or selecting the top two scenarios.  

6. The scenarios created in step 5 still need some revising – this is done in this step by checking the 

scenarios for consistency and plausibility. This is done by using at least three tests: 1) internal 

consistency, 2) dealing with the trends and the outcome combinations, and 3) the reactions of the 

major stakeholders (ibid).  

7. In this step we develop learning scenarios. Learning scenarios present some of the general themes 

based on constructing simple scenarios and checking them for consistency (ibid). By developing the 

learning scenarios, issues will be found that require further research.  

8. This step identifies the need for further research in order to understand the uncertainties. In the end 

the learning scenarios should help to find the blind spots and understand how key stakeholders will 

behave in a given scenario.  

9. Based on the findings in the previous step, quantitative models may be developed according to the 

findings. The potential models should help define the trends and help manager to get a better 

understanding of the issues identified in step 8.  

10. In the final step, steps 1-8 are retraced to make sure that the scenarios address the real issues (ibid) 
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Figure 15 - Schoemaker Scenario Construction Methodology. Source: Schoemaker, 1995 

 

3.2.2 Comparison of Existing Methodologies 
The listed methodologies all develop possible future scenarios with the goal to take advantage of unexpected 

opportunities (Schoemaker, 1995). In the methodologies, each scenario is a consistent and plausible story 

describing interactions between uncertain variables and trying to reduce a large amount of data by turning it 

into a limited number of future states. Furthermore the organizational learning process, the reflection, and the 

conversation are considered to be more important than the end product (scenarios) in the reviewed 

methodologies.  

 

External experts contribute in most methodologies where they contribute with the creation of new ideas. All 

scenarios must be equally plausible but there is no specific step or method to identify the occurrence 

probability in any of the methodologies. Integrating a probability identifier is possibly not something that is 

present due to fact that the methodologies focus on the reflective part of the creation process. It is close to 

impossible to put a probability score on a future event. As we see in history unforeseen events happen from 

time to time. An improved form of cycle analysis could possibly help this, but will not be investigated in this 

thesis. 

 

The presented methodologies have the flexibility to solve many issues such as making sense of a particular 

situation, adaptive organizational learning, developing strategy and anticipation of future events (van der 

Heijden, 2005). Some of the aspects that the methodologies have in common are that they are basically 

generic, include brainstorming and deal with contextual environment analysis. The organizations that choose 

to use scenario creation as part of their strategic process will not get a crystal ball but a tool that allows them 

to phrase future events and contemplate on how these events might affect their organization and how they 

structure their business in an optimal manner. Furthermore a common feature in Scenario Planning is that the 

number of scenarios that must be generated is between two and four in these methodologies (Schoemaker, 

1997). If not conducted in a probable manner and too many scenarios are created it can quickly lead to a lack 

in overview – which is a source of failure. As Aristotle talked about it is matter of aiming towards the fine 

line. 
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3.3 An illustrative case example – The Shipping Industry 
This section presents a scenario construction case example based on secondary data and literature. We want 

to illustrate to the reader how the scenario construction methodology developed by Henrik Duus (2014) can 

be applied on an international industry to create awareness of trends, risks and opportunities in order to start 

a strategic conversation and initiate contemplation. This is useful, as we in our analysis will exemplify some 

of our findings through the use of the case. 

 

To begin with let’s set the context of the case. The shipping industry deals with transporting cargo around the 

world. A shipping company’s core task is to move cargo from A to B based on premises set by the customer. 

There are various types of shipping such as bulk, oil, gas and liner shipping all of which are affected by the 

trends in the world economy (Stopford, 2009). In the scenario case example we focus on the industry as a 

whole since this brings forth the international context as well as the fact that many shipping companies are 

present in various categories of shipping. Also, shipping companies are subject to various macro factors such 

as the global trade fluctuation, changes in market capacity, fluctuating oil prices, and the global economy just 

to mention a few. In other words the industry has volatile characteristics making Scenario Planning an ideal 

tool to be applied.  

 

To attain the goal of creating scenarios as a basis for our strategic discussion we have selected the Duus’ 14-

step methodology for the purpose. The methodology is selected because it encompasses functionalities from 

already existing methodologies presented in 2.2 Methodologies in Scenario Planning and gives a simple but 

thorough overview of what the different steps include and what effect they will have on the final scenario.  

 

In the following Duus’ (2014) 14-step model is applied in order to conduct a scenario creation exercise. 

Afterwards we will apply our findings to the 7-step consistency presented and illustrated in 2.2.1.4 The 

Henrik Duus Methodology.  

 

3.3.1 Detecting Trends and Drivers 
The 1st of the 14 steps is to identify the issue that we want to investigate. For this particular case we have 

chosen “What does the international landscape look like for the shipping industry in 2030?” In step 2 we 

have determined our horizon to be 15-years forward (until 2030) and chosen the level of analysis to be macro 

and meso oriented since we are dealing with large scale processes of an industry as well as a global context, 

which is underlined in the external societal factors to our scenarios. The meso-approach can have two 

functions; either work as a link between macro and micro or represent the specific shipping company – the 

organization level. 
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Step 3: In our scenario case of the shipping industry we have determined the below mentioned trends and 

drivers
1
 to be relevant. We did this by conducting a PESTLE (Political, Economic, Social, Technological, 

Legal and Environmental) analysis where we identified the following trends and drivers: 

 Globalization: Markets are becoming larger and more global. This trend will be relevant to most 

international companies – not only those who operate in shipping. 

 Dispersed manufacturing: The trend that manufacturing is taking place further and further away 

from the consumers by moving to countries with low manufacturing costs will have an increased 

demand on shipping. 

 Increased global demand for commodities and consumer goods: As developing nations get richer 

there is a need for commodities such as steel and energy to support infrastructure. At the same time 

newfound wealth in these nations will lead to an increase in global demand.  

 World trade: The possibility of positive implications from trade agreements will have a positive 

effect on the shipping industry. Negative implications might be laying up ships, taking capacity out 

of the market and trimming organizations. 

 Demographic shifts: Asia and specifically China and India will hold almost ¼ of the global 

population. This combined with other South East Asian Countries having high population growth 

and EU and US having stagnated or negative growth will establish a new consumer base in this 

region. The African countries are also experiencing high population growth giving the continent 

increased potential for shipping businesses in the future.  

 Uneven economic growth and turbulence: Economic volatility might increase and there will more 

turbulence within each trading bloc. So far the world has experienced sustainable growth but going 

forward this might not be the case. This calls for constant care and an ability to look ahead. 

 The geopolitical scene: The geopolitical scene is changing and has since the dissolution of the Soviet 

Union become more turbulent. It is easy to continue to speculate about how the political forces might 

change but it is clear that is has an impact on business. 

 Terrorism: The risk of global terrorism is present and will continue to be a driving cost for security 

measures. This issue is important for the shipping industry, as e.g. piracy in Somalia is one of the 

biggest security problems facing shipping companies. 

 Technology: Technology is changing fast and the effects of R&D in drive cost-savings. As 

technology develops there might be a wish from legislators to implement changes i.e. environmental 

friendly ships.  

                                                           
1 This trend section is mainly based on Shipping Strategy by Lorange (2009) and Shipping Strategy 3.0 by Quartz + Co 

(2010) 
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 Environmental factors: Safety concerns are important not least in shipping. Focus will be limiting 

any spill from ships that can potentially affect the ecosystem and the emission of CO2. This might 

lead to strengthened regulation by legislators. 

 Rebalancing the competitive edge - Developed vs. emerging shipping nations: Competitors might 

emerge in new markets and challenge the existing order in the international shipping environment. 

 More capital-intensive focus: By reducing cost and increasing efficiency an increased focus will be 

on capital intensity and the ability to invest in new ships.  

 Capital abundant – and not so abundant: Financing costs have gone up due to the credit crisis in 

2007 and political regulation has been enforced, which leads to a scarcity of capital.  

 Financial markets: Due to the crisis there is limited liquidity in the market. This could potentially 

lead to companies going bankrupt and causing change in the market place.  

 Accelerated professionalism: Shipping companies need sharp minds in the future and there appears 

to be more competition in the industry compared to previous times. The shipping industry is now in 

need for i.e. financial specialists and is hiring from other industries. Furthermore it appears that these 

new professionals are very internationally minded. 

 Market Capacity: In connection with the development of world trade and the overall economic 

volatility there is a need for analysing the market capacity and adjusting accordingly in order to 

secure profitability. 

 Energy prices: Energy prices will be one of the determining factors when designing networks and 

choosing a commercial strategy. The focus on energy will both be from a capital as well as a 

sustainability perspective. 

 

As shown in the list of trends there are many factors that have an effect on the industry, which leads us to 

step 4, ranking the above-mentioned trends as follows, based on the impact the trend has on the shipping 

industry: 

1. World trade 

2. Globalisation  

3. Demographic shifts  

4. Dispersed manufacturing 

5. Technology 

6. Energy prices 

7. Financial markets 

8. Environmental factors  

9. The geopolitical scene 

10. Uneven economic growth and turbulence 
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11. Rebalancing the competitive edge 

12. Terrorism 

13. Market capacity 

14. More capital intensive focus 

15. Capital abundant – and not so abundant 

16. Accelerated professionalism 

 

In step 5 we eliminate trends 11-16 because we categorized these as having minor importance. Furthermore 

some of the trends and drivers are interconnected. 

In our analysis we have chosen the predictable variable within the shipping industry to be demographic shifts 

and movements – step 6. We identify this as an independent variable that will play a considerable role in the 

time horizon we have chosen for the Scenario Planning exercise. This also applies to the shipping industry 

that relies heavily on where people buy goods which is important when planning the transport network.  

 

3.3.2 Theme Drivers  
In step 7 we detect the interconnectedness between variables and bundle relevant drivers together. Initially 

we created three themes that were imperative for the creation of narratives leading to a better understanding 

of future challenges the shipping industry will be facing.  

The first of these is a combination of the drivers dispersed manufacturing and world trade are combined into 

the strategic driver: Global Trade. This theme focuses on production location of goods and to where they 

will be transported. Furthermore this theme deals with the development in GDP and its effect on global trade. 

 

The second theme is created by combining the following industry drivers; globalization, uneven economic 

growth and turbulence, and the geopolitical scene into the strategic driver that we call: Geopolitical 

changes. The world order might change and the traditional power structures between countries are 

diminishing. Some of the specific subjects that are part of this theme are the notion of trade barriers, local 

conflicts between countries and regions, and the economic development in regions that are currently less 

developed than countries in the western world.  

 

Thirdly, we have combined environmental factors with energy prices into the strategic driver: The energy 

landscape. This theme covers the change in energy prices and alternative sources of energy. Furthermore this 

includes an increased focus on environmental factors and sustainability that is driven politically directly 

impacting the way companies conduct their business.   

 



 
3 Scenario Planning 

 
 

47 
 

By continuously redoing the previous  steps 5-8, as step 9 outlines, we narrow the number of drivers to two 

as we have choose to eliminate the third theme The Energy Landscape. 

This leaves us with below quadrant model when populated with our scenarios.  

 

 

Figure 16 - Four Scenarios for Global Merchandise and Geopolitical Changes 

 

3.3.3 The Four Scenarios 
Based on our findings we have created a sample of four scenarios that each tell a different story of what the 

world might look like in 2030 and the implications for the international shipping business. These scenarios 

are named: Positivity, Steady as she Goes, Home Sweet Home and Free Fallin’. These four scenarios are 

based on input from the National Intelligence Councils report Global Trends 2030: Alternative World
2
, 

which has inspired the Geopolitical aspect of the scenarios. BP Energy Outlook 2030
3
, which has added to 

the energy part, and lastly the Global Merchandise Trade Scenarios developed by the Economist Intelligence 

Unit, which have been a source of inspiration for the global trade part of the scenarios.  

The data trends that we have chosen to base our scenario narratives on are shown below prior to writing out 

the narratives.  

 

                                                           
2 

http://fas.org/irp/nic/global_trends_2030.pdf 
3

 http://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/pdf/Energy-economics/Energy-Outlook/BP_Energy_Outlook_Booklet_2013.pdf  

 

http://fas.org/irp/nic/global_trends_2030.pdf
http://www.bp.com/content/dam/bp/pdf/Energy-economics/Energy-Outlook/BP_Energy_Outlook_Booklet_2013.pdf
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This graph shows the development in how World real GDP will develop. Overall GDP growth is expected 

but depending on the scenario growth is at a different pace, see Figure 3, World Real GDP growth in %. 

  

 

Figure 17 - World real GDP. Source: Economist Intelligence Unit (2013) 

 

 

 Figure 18 - World real GDP growth in %. Source: Economist Intelligence Unit (2013) 
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Figure 4 shows the demographic shift and the movement towards the cities. In 2030 60% if the world’s 

population will be living in the cities and approximately 80% of the 60% will be living in cities  located in 

emerging economies. Of the 20 largest cities, 17 are in the emerging world, 10 in Asia alone (Economist 

Intelligence Unit, 2013): 

 

Figure 19 - % Urban population in the world. Source: NIC, p.2 (2012) 

Figure 5 gives a view of how the World Merchandise export will develop in our scenarios. World 

merchandise export is growing but at a slightly various tempi. This will impact strategies for shipping 

companies; hence they need to stay alert for changes in the market.   

 

Figure 20 - World Merchandise export in TRN $. Source: Economist Intelligence Unit (2013) 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

1950 2010 2030

% Urban population in the world 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

U
S$

 t
rn

, 2
0

0
5

 p
ri

ce
s 

World Merchandise export 

Steady as she goes

Positivity

Home sweet home

Free Fallin



 
3 Scenario Planning 

 
 

50 
 

3.3.3.1 Steady as she goes 

In our first scenario global trade continues to grow at a moderate pace. No major multilateral agreements are 

signed and the major regional trade agreements that are currently negotiated – the Trans-Pacific 

Partnership
4
, the EU-US Free Trade Agreement

5
 and the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership

6
 

(RCEP) – are successful. The trade with Latin America does not reach its full potential while the trade 

between the North Atlantic and the North and South Pacific is intensified relatively. 

 

Asia remains the growth engine of the world and the trend is evolving. USA will not continue to be the 

geopolitical centre of attention. There will be a diversification in the marketplace with smaller competitors 

being established in some of the new markets. With the technological development there will be increased 

focus from customers on new ways of doing business. This will demand innovation from the established 

companies in the market and open up for new competitors. 

 

There are still conflicts around the world that have yet not been solved. The battle against ISIS in Iraq and 

Syria has still not come to its conclusion, the road to peace has still not been located in the Israel-Palestine 

conflict and tensions are smouldering between Russia and the west. There are minor conflicts in Africa. This 

combined with a lack in global trade legislation proves to make it difficult to sustain growth and incorporate 

Africa into the global marketplace. A growing middle class continues to drive business and the need for 

goods is increasing.  

 

The world is moving towards a more diverse energy mix as natural and shale gas becomes more widely used. 

With the movement towards a diverse energy mix the oil price will decline. With a low oil price personal 

disposable income increases which will drive trade both locally and globally.  

 

People are still moving towards the city and the urbanization process continues to grow. The multi million 

people cities will primarily be located in emerging markets and Asia where the movement of human capital 

will continue to increase.   

 

3.3.3.2 Free Fallin’ 

The economy fails to gain steam and global trade is severely affected, a further indication of worsening 

overall GDP growth – from 2015 to 2030 World real GDP growth has declined from 2,6% growth to now 

being at 1,98%. In an effort for countries to restore competiveness governments drive currency wars to 

                                                           
4
 https://ustr.gov/tpp 

5
 http://ec.europa.eu/priorities/eu-us-free-trade/index_en.htm 

6
 http://www.asean.org/news/asean-statement-communiques/item/regional-comprehensive-economic-partnership-

rcep-joint-statement-the-first-meeting-of-trade-negotiating-committee 

https://ustr.gov/tpp
http://ec.europa.eu/priorities/eu-us-free-trade/index_en.htm
http://www.asean.org/news/asean-statement-communiques/item/regional-comprehensive-economic-partnership-rcep-joint-statement-the-first-meeting-of-trade-negotiating-committee
http://www.asean.org/news/asean-statement-communiques/item/regional-comprehensive-economic-partnership-rcep-joint-statement-the-first-meeting-of-trade-negotiating-committee
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stimulate their economies. Furthermore they create protectionist barriers, which will also have a negative 

impact on the trade. 

 

The geopolitical scene is characterized by local conflicts and no end to these conflicts seem to be in sight. 

Eastern Europe is still in a state of crisis after the Russian government tried to take over further territories.  

This has led to sanctions from the western world that has affected import and export of goods and services to 

the country. Russia is currently excluded from “the establishment”, which has a negative effect on the 

economy including all industries.  

 

The world economy experiences a general slowdown. The Asian economies that had up until 2015 been 

growing at a steady pace experience a serious setback. Negotiations on trade partnerships fail to reach an 

agreement and the Doha round is unsuccessful leading to a delay in the multilateral agreements, which slows 

down the global economy. Regions are looking inward and as an example European economies increase 

trade between each other, emphasizing regionalisation.  

 

In the Middle East turbulence and instability has led to an increase in oil prices and on a global level there is 

a scarcity of energy. New energy sources such as shale gas are found to be polluting and creating 

earthquakes. Due to extreme weather, a consequence of the climate changes, there is a tendency to stockpile 

resources, which hinders the market to develop freely. The generally high energy prices drive production 

down. These downward factors shrink the consumer’s wallet and drives down demand.  

 

The population is still moving towards the cities that steadily keeps enhancing their role as growth engines, 

but due to the downward spiral in the economy job creation is scarce and buying new products is not the first 

thing consumers are worried about.   

 

3.3.3.3 Home Sweet Home 

Global trade is slowly declining due to a negative outcome of the major trade agreement – the Trans-Pacific 

Partnership, the EU-US Free Trade Agreement and the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership 

(RCEP). Trade is being handled on a regional basis and the need for having goods transported has declined 

due to a more local and sustainable production regime that has come forth. 

 

After several global conflicts the right wing parties have success in elections and have chosen a more 

nationalized approach in politics. This means that regions that in 2015 experienced growth and could see the 

potential in being included in the global trade patterns and joining the global alliances have not been able 

pick up the pace locally. 
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Technology is growing and more people around the world are getting online. Although this has a potential 

effect on the economy this proves not to be the case due to a lack of free trade and an encouragement to buy 

within the region. 

 

While is seems like globalization has stalled, the world is stable and improving after severe conflicts and 

civil wars on different continents. While trade agreements have proved to be unsuccessful the political 

agreements between nations has led to an overall stabile world but with hesitant politicians who are not 

willing to take the first step back into globalization. EU and the US have turned inward in this scenario and 

neither of them wants to take global leadership. 

 

Urbanization is one of the megatrends and at this point in time the Chinese middle class is growing, which is 

a trend we also see in Africa and South America while the trend is not more moderate in the western world. 

3D printing technology is common which has also led to a decline in the global trade since people can 

produce their own goods.       

 

3.3.3.4 Positivity 

Global trade continues to grow based on a positive trade environment and a positively trending GDP profile. 

The major trade agreements – the Trans-Pacific Partnership, the EU-US Free Trade Agreement and the 

Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) – are successful. The positive outcome of these 

agreements removes focus from the Doha Round which turned out to be unsuccessful. In an effort to not get 

lost behind the Western Countries, Latin America and Africa pushes towards agreements that can help them 

establish production and include them as important trade economies.  

  

Technology and digitalization drives production prices down, which has a positive impact on sales. Also 

emerging markets are driving production prices down due to a high level of competitiveness. All this 

correlates positively with the transport industry and a rising consumer demand. 

 

Conflicts in the world are diminishing and the Middle East is less in focus. Africa benefits from an increased 

awareness and cash flows are positive as a result following the increased focus. Africa experiences growth in 

the middle class and trade is increasing which will benefit shipping companies’ who do business there. On 

the other hand the drop in energy prices and the increased trade liberalisation has a somewhat negative 

impact on the region. 

 

What we currently define as unconventional energy sources such as shale- and methane gas is widely used in 

this scenario leading to a diverse energy mix. Due to this diversification in the energy mix oil prices decrease 
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and there and a global simplification in energy regulation occurs. Rather than using long term agreements 

energy is sold on the spot market due to an increased belief in the market forces.  

 

Urbanisation is still very much happening and due to the technological development, production companies 

can drive down cost based on robot inventions and drive more efficient global supply chains. On a global 

scale we experience a more relaxed view towards immigration since countries are in need of skilled 

workforce to populate the increase in innovation clusters that are established around the world. 

 

3.3.4 Consistency Testing 
Checking for consistency based on the 7 steps presented in Duus’ article (2014), we find that all four 

scenarios comply with the test. The scenarios deviate from the present but are still aligned with the reality of 

today. They are internally consistent and equally likely to occur. Finally they are distinct from each other and 

take the theme drivers into account.  

 

The case example is industry based hence all findings are relevant to any company in the shipping business 

as well as other international businesses operating on a global scale. We do not dig into any specific shipping 

segment but deal with the drivers that we find omnipotent for any shipping company that is interested in 

future developments. 

Based on which parts of the scenario you choose to follow through the consequences are different and the 

opportunities and threats for a given company are many.  

 

3.3.5 Scenario implications 
As the final step in the adopted scenario creation methodology we look at the possible implication for agents. 

All four constructed scenarios have implications on a governmental and industrial level. That being said, a 

company operating in the shipping or transport industry will also be able to use these scenarios in order to 

start a reflective dialogue on possible future implications on the company and what precautions one might 

want or need to take. The four scenarios are based on general macro factors that also make them applicable 

for other industries than the maritime.    

 

Neither of the scenarios that we have created can be used to choose a strategic path for a specific company. 

Their purpose is to establish a discourse based on possible future outcomes and how one might react to these. 

To link these to a company level and develop strategic paths would be a possible next step for a company. 

We will not be exemplifying this in the thesis as mentioned in 1.5 Demarcations.  
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Going forward in the thesis we connect the Scenario Planning approach to our theoretical finding in chapter 

4 Theoretical Analysis.  

 

3.3.6 Disclaimer and limitation 
In order to strengthen the scenarios it would be interesting to collect more data in regards to all themes and 

drivers mentioned in the case example. Since this is an illustrative example of how Scenario Planning works, 

we have chosen to limit ourselves in the search for data and empirical material. We have based our case on 

secondary sources and are well aware that there will be disagreements to some of our findings – we would 

argue that this is part of the deal when choosing to use Scenario Planning as a strategic tool. 

  

3.4 Sub-conclusion 
In this chapter we have presented a comprehensive overview of all the central components related to 

Scenario Planning. Furthermore we have used the case to illustrate our findings, all together setting the 

foundation for which the analysis of the tool can be initiated. 

 

Based on van der Heijden’s interpretation of Scenario Planning carefully selected concepts have been 

touched upon setting the frame for which the tool can be analysed in the forthcoming chapter. A variety of 

methodologies for creating scenarios have been presented emphasizing the difference in existing 

methodologies. Doing this we have highlighted how the methods differ, and where there is a unified 

approach towards creating scenarios. 

 

In the case we demonstrated how scenarios can be created by operationalizing Duus’ 14-step methodology 

on the shipping industry. Apart from creating a high-level illustration of how a scenario construction method 

looks like operationalized, we created an empirical foundation to exemplify our recommendations that will 

be part of the discussion.  
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4 Theoretical Analysis 

This chapter marks the beginning of the analysis. Putting the concepts presented in the previous chapter to 

use we inform Scenario Planning through respectively System and Evolutionary Theory as presented in 2.5.2 

Literature Review. The analysis provides a thorough understanding of the theoretical pre-conditions for 

Scenario Planning enabling us to answer research question #3. 

 

4.1 System Theory and Scenario Planning      
In our search for understanding the theoretical foundations upon which Scenario Planning is rooted this 

section will investigate how System Theory informs the process of Scenario Planning. An impressive field of 

scholars within Scenario Planning – Chermack et al. (2001), Ringland (1998; 2002), Schwartz (1991), van 

der Heijden (2005), and Wack (1985) – have all suggested the potential use of System Theory among other 

theories when informing Scenario Planning (Chermack, 2004). The fact that many scholars emphasize 

System Theory has to do with Scenario Planning being conceptualized as a system in itself. In other words 

System Theory is applicable to the systems in which Scenario Planning is used as well as the actual scenario 

stories themselves (Chermack, 2004).  

 

Throughout this chapter a variety of system theoretical concepts will be presented and applied to Scenario 

Planning. Different approaches are taken to broaden the view on possible system theoretical platforms in 

which context Scenario Planning can be analysed. The two main theoretical parts of the chapter consists of 

1) General Systems Theory in the shape of Harkins & Kubic (2000; 2001) and 2) Niklas Luhmann’s theory 

on Social Systems. Their connection to Scenario Planning will be the main focus of this section. Each 

theoretical concept will be accounted for, explained the relevancy of, and applied in our analysis.  

 

4.1.1 System Theory 
Niels Bjørn-Andersen, professor at Copenhagen Business School, defines systems as a quantity of elements 

with connections between the elements and the elements abilities (Bjørn-Andersen, 1972). This leads to a 

further definition of elements that should be understood as physical or abstract parts, components and 

individuals. Relations between these elements are defined as; “what makes us consider a given quantum of 

elements as a system. There will always exist a relation between two random elements in the universe. A 

famous discussion about whether one could argue that there is a relation between a person in Cambridge 

and a stone in the Australian desert concluded that there at least was connection in regards to distance” 

(Andersen, 1972). 
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In the context of scenarios this is an interesting definition and proves that a lot of different relations can be 

set into building a good scenario. Within the definition of a system it is made clear that any system can be 

split into several sub-systems as well as being part of a larger system. It depends on the context in which you 

create the scenario and will be part of the discussion later. 

 

4.1.2 General Systems Theory  
As described earlier the aim of Scenario Planning is not to forecast or predict a single future, but as 

Chermack writes the intended outcome is: “Changed thinking, improved decision making, enhanced human 

learning, and improved organizational performance” (Chermack, 2004). 

 

The point in Scenario Planning is to encourage divergent thinking about possible futures. 

In his article Chermack (2004) addresses Scenario Planning from the System Theoretical Point of view and 

investigates how System Theory informs the process of Scenario Planning (ibid)  

 

4.1.3 Three Types of Systems 
According Kubic and Harkins (Harkins et al., 2001) three modes of systems exists: 

1. Mechanistic  

2. Organic  

3. Teleogenic 

  

Briefly explained, mechanistic systems are identified by being simple, non-human and rigidly controlled. 

Examples of these could be an aircraft landing gear (up vs. down), light switch (on vs. off) and other single 

outcome mechanical systems. Organic systems operate are more complex and found i.e.in computer 

programs, artificial intelligence and biological systems, among others. They are characterized by a high level 

of complexity and properties of self-regulation. Concerning teleogenic systems, these are systems that 

develop and are responsive for the formation of intent or purpose (Chermack, 2004).  

 

Teleogenic ability to cope with purposefulness makes it the system classification that can most appropriately 

be applied to human systems. But as Chermack puts it the core point of differentiation between organic and 

human systems is the notion of purpose (ibid). 

 

“(…) the core point of differentiation between organic systems and human systems is the 

notion of purpose. Organic Systems may serve a purpose, but teleogenic systems create 

purpose” (Chermack, 2004) 
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The notion about teleogenic systems ability to create purpose is important and will be looked more carefully 

upon later. First we will focus on organic systems, the key concepts within this system and how they are 

applied to Scenario Planning. 

 

4.1.4 Organic Systems 
Organic systems are properties of self-regulation. The defined goals of these kinds of systems are often to 

reproduce system parts and structures thus reproducing the system itself, however organic system also 

exhibits some degree of flexibility in their operation (Chermack, 2004). Apart from the reproducing 

characteristics of the system, organic systems are illustrated by the complexity of inputs, processes and 

outputs. Human systems can be classified as organic systems based on the understanding that these systems 

serve purpose however as already touched the generating part of purpose is classified as teleogenic. 

 

In the process of understanding in depth what organic systems are central concepts in the context of organic 

systems needs explanation. The main components of organic systems are 1) autopoiesis, 2) feedback and 3) 

dissipative structures. What these concepts represent and how they link to Scenario Planning will be 

explained in the following. 

 

In the context of an international organization the aspect of being an organic system can best be described as 

the fact that it can control its own operations. The organization is independent from other organizations and 

it serves its own purpose in the business landscape. Shipping company A is organic system in the larger 

system that we define as the shipping industry. The industry is then again also an organic system that 

operates independently and so forth.  

 

4.1.4.1 Autopoiesis 

The meaning of autopoiesis is self-producing and can best be illustrated by using a cell (Maturana & Varela, 

1973). A cell produces its own components, which produces the cell itself in a cyclical and ongoing process.  

  

“A cell produces, and is produced by nothing other than itself” (Minger, 1995) 
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Figure 21 - Circular processes of production. Source: Chermack, 2004, p. 4 

 

This organization of the organic system can be rather complex and the properties of the system occur on both 

a conceptual and an abstract level. The organization is found in concrete examples while structure refers to 

the generality behind these examples (Mingers, 1995). The distinction between organization and structure is 

the distinction between the whole and its parts – organization refers to the events and structure refers to 

underlying assumptions (Chermack, 2004). Autopoetic systems must always regenerate themselves in order 

to maintain organization.  

 

According to Maturana and Varela observing systems influenced by humans is always very complex, since it 

always harder to observe a business organization than i.e. observing a cell that you can observe through a 

microscope. This derives from the abstractness that complexity in human systems creates (Chermack, 2004).  

 

Chermack underlines the importance of being able to change perspective. In an ever-changing business 

environment it is important for an organization to be able to grasp current events and well as being able to 

anticipate and reflect on future challenges. Furthermore autopoiesis is present in human-influenced systems, 

which are also called organic systems. The difference between organic systems and mechanistic system can 

be analysed when asking below questions (Maturana et al., 1973) 

 What is it a system produces? 

 What is it that produces a system? 

 

Business organization systems can be described as having autopoietic characteristics because they naturally 

strive to regenerate themselves through the flow of inputs, processes and outputs thus regenerating resources 
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to sustain themselves (ibid). A shipping company will always observe its surroundings in order to optimize 

the product that it sells in order to maximize its value. 

 

The actual narratives generated in the Scenario Planning process can be viewed as an example of autopoietic 

systems. Referring to van der Heijden’s Strategic Conversation Scenario Planning can be viewed as 

autopoietic:  

 

“A strategic conversation occurs when individuals participate together, share ideas about 

common patterns, reflect together, build a common course of action and act together” 

(Chermack 2004, p.19) 

 

The underlying assumptions of the strategic conversation are that organizational structure exists in action. 

Interaction takes place through conversation and dialogue (Chermack, 2004). 

 

4.1.4.2 Feedback 

Feedback is a concept in System Theory that determines the state of the system and is an important aspect 

when considering business organization as systems. Feedback can be understood as the impulses that affect 

the organization from the external environment. As an organization it is crucial that you are able to receive 

feedback and apply it constructively through the system. 

 

According to Maruyama work on feedback there are four types of feedback and four general system states  

 

“(1) negative feedback, which leads to system failure (2) positive feedback, which leads to 

system growth (3) a balance of positive and negative feedback which pushes the system to 

equilibrium and (4) non-linear feedback which occurs randomly but within limits.” 

(Maruyama 1963, p.20) 

 

Negative feedback, as defined by Maruyama (1963), occurs when the system is in an environment where it is 

not able to adapt and shuts down and positive feedback is the kind of feedback that supports the systems 

growth. Above mentioned is one definition of feedback, in Ramaprasad (1983) other definitions are 

presented to shed light on the phenomenon i.e. negative feedback is the action reduces the gap between two 

levels and positive feedback is if it widens the gap between the levels. An example of this could be 

exemplified by imagining the company as a horse carriage where positive feedback is symbolized by the 

whip and negative feedback by the reins. If the company only gets positive feedback the horse will run in 
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any given direction but not necessarily the intended one on the other hand it won’t move in any direction if 

only negative feedback is provided. 

Another way to distinguish between negative and positive feedback by defining it based on the consequences 

and not the action (Ramaprasad 1963, p. 9). In another example feedback is compared with a thermostat 

where the categorization is based on whether the temperature is raised or lowered based on the temperature 

of departure. 

Balanced feedback is the most common system state and the equilibrium state is the one that most 

organization leaders are striving for (ibid) this state leaves room for improvements for the organization, 

hence continuous development. In the equilibrium state there’s a higher level of predictability since the 

equilibrium is a steady state i.e. the eye of the hurricane. This never lasts long but it’s the constant battle to 

get there and then improve from there. Non-linear feedback occurs when a system has so much self-direction 

that it does not need to be controlled, but there are limits to the changes that can occur within the system 

(Chermack, 2004). 

 

A fundamental question is what system state organizational leaders ought to strive for and why this is 

interesting in the context of Scenario Planning. The equilibrium state is argued as not being the model that 

organizations should strive for since it does not allow leaders to break out a state in order to react to the 

environment. The most productive innovative state is according to Stacey in Chermack (2004) the non-linear 

feedback state since this is where innovation will lead to a competitive advantage for the organization. I.e. 

organizations with non-rigid structures can create independent small teams (subsystems) that are empowered 

to work in an autopoetic way meaning they are self-referential. In this system state leaders of the 

organization are not statically bound as in the equilibrium state but are allowed to react to changes in the 

environment.  

 

Feedback can be viewed as one the most important reasons for constructing scenarios and as described above 

the best suited form of feedback for an organization using Scenario Planning is the non-linear feedback 

mode. The feedback an organization receives indicates the strengths and weaknesses of the organizations and 

gives the organization precise information of what the important strategic drivers are (van der Heijden, 

2005). The communication and the feedback from scenario planners will give the organization an 

opportunity to assess how to react but also if the organizational capacities are different in other system states 

is exposed to similar future situations.  

 

If necessary the state of the organization system can be altered in an imaginary capacity to determine how 

the organization will cope with a different system capacity. In other words the different scenarios act as wind 

tunnels creating imaginary feedback types on which the organization can test itself. In our case we 
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introduced four examples who will impact a shipping company in different ways. By acting out these 

scenarios in a hypothetical manner the company would get an idea of how they should operate in this 

scenario and what the feedback would be. 

 

4.1.4.3 Dissipative Structures 

The concept of Dissipative Structures can be described as openness and an ability to let energy flow through 

it. Capra (1996) uses another analogy but describes the structure as: “A living system that is both open and 

closed – it is structurally open, but organizationally closed. Matter continuously but the system maintains a 

stable form and does so autonomously” (Capra, 1996). 

 

As mentioned in the section on feedback there is discussion on whether an organization strives for 

equilibrium and what the purpose for this might be. Chermack quotes Stacy and defines that organizations 

with a competitive advantage seek a direction that takes them towards uncharted waters and away from the 

norm or equilibrium (Chermack, 2004).  

 

Stacey suggests that “innovative organizations by embracing uncertainty and letting go of the prediction 

thinking and linear management, are systems operating as dissipative structures far from equilibrium” 

(Stacey, 1992). In this state the system generates behaviour that is unstable, but because it is unstable within 

the limits of its behaviour it is characterized as bounded instability. In our case an international shipping 

company would be striving for constantly optimizing their fit to the business landscape this is doing by 

always being alert and letting a flow of information run through the organization and picking out what is 

strategically relevant. 

 

Bounded instability might require a new set of perceptions in regards to the nature and purposes relating to 

the organization as a system and the systems operational state (ibid). The concept of bounded instability 

occurs in dissipative structure when a new perception about the nature of purpose ascribed to the 

organization in the business environment (Chermack, 2004). 

 

The point in viewing the organization as a dissipative structure far from equilibrium is according to 

Chermack (2004) that scenario planners get the opportunity of knowing that the organization is unstable but 

yet within limits. Chermack argues that this is what is required; leaders who are constantly pushing their 

organizations towards equilibrium will never be innovative and therefore not develop a competitive 

advantage. By not considering the constant change that is surrounding the organization the tendency to work 

towards equilibrium could lead to an overweight of negative feedback and in the end system failure (ibid). 
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Scenario stories can be viewed as dissipative structures and according to Chermack there is a utility in 

viewing the characteristics of dissipative structures and comparing them to the characteristics of scenarios. 

This should be understood in the way that Scenarios are open in terms of imagined events that can occur and 

should play a part in the scenario.  

The scenario also acts as a dissipative structure when used as a wind tunnel where it tests the organizational 

ability to adapt, allowing a flow-through of imaginary capacity (van der Heijden, 2005). 

 

Scenarios are used to create pictures and narratives of multiple future states. Scenarios allow experimentation 

with future states that can vary in complexity and uncertainty but do not require organizational leaders to 

select a preferred future. This is one of the differences between Scenario Planning and other strategic 

approaches.  

 

4.1.5 Teleogenic Systems    
Having described the central concepts of mechanic and organic systems we now turn to teleogenic systems. 

As mentioned the main characteristic of teleogenic systems is purpose and generating this. Within teleogenic 

systems are central concepts as Anticipatory Memory, Requisite Variety and Self-Organization. The 

following will describe each of these concepts, explain its relevancy and analyse Scenario Planning through 

it. 

 

It makes sense to apply a teleogenic theoretical approach to Scenario Planning because scenario planners 

attempt to develop “purpose-seeking systems by providing and constructing multiple plausible visions for the 

future. These visions are used to challenge the status quo and current thinking about the strategic agenda of 

the organization and other potential options” (Chermack, 2004). 

 

In applying teleogenic systems it is possible to incorporate all three modes of systems: Mechanistic, organic 

and teleogenic. Viewed via a case company it will look something like this. Some parts of the company 

might work in mechanical manner, i.e. production, whereas others can be characterized as organic, i.e. the 

marketing department. The teleogenic system however brings together all these parts and delivers an 

understanding of purpose and intent (Chermack, 2004). Teleogenic systems create purpose.  

 

Another way of looking at teleogenic systems is by the notion that there exist too many options to plan for 

one set of circumstances instead of choosing an understanding of teleogenic systems will allow humans to 

create their own futures (Banathy, 1993). Scenario Planning, as part of teleogenic system, enables 

organizations to make better decisions as a result of the improved understanding of the options have at their 

disposal and the challenges the future might hold (Chermack, 2004). 
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Teleogenic systems are most appropriately applied to humans systems since “true purposiveness is 

characteristic of human behaviour, and it is connected with the evolution of the symbolism of language and 

concepts” (von Bertalanffy, 1969). 

 

4.1.5.1 Requisite Variety 

As mentioned one of the main concepts in teleogenic systems is Requisite Variety. Key to the notion of 

teleogenic systems is the concept of system anticipation or preparedness which in part is created through the 

development of Requisite Variety (Chermack, 2004). Of definition of the law of Requisite Variety is: 

 

“That larger the variety of action available to a control system, the larger the variety of 

perturbation it is able to compensate.” (Ashby, 1956) 

 

Said differently; the more you are aware of the multitude of potential futures you can encounter, the better 

you are able to face these futures when they occur. Ashby illustrates the way Requisite Variety works by the 

example of a press photographer:  

 

“A press photographer would deal with twenty subjects that are (for exposure and distance) 

distinct, then his camera must obviously be capable of at least twenty distinct setting if all 

the negatives are to be brought to uniform density and sharpness.” (Ashby, 1956) 

 

This rather simple example illustrates quite well that given the fact that the photographer needs to take 

pictures of all the twenty different subjects his camera needs to be able to cope with the diversity in terms of 

exposure and distance. A key function when applying Scenario Planning is to provide the organization with 

the required Requisite Variety to cope with the imaginable external forces of the business environment 

(Chermack, 2004). 

 

Applying the concept of Requisite Variety correctly enables scenarios to act as wind tunnels for the 

organization in which they consider the possible actions in a different plausible and challenging situation 

(Chermack, 2004). In other words an organization with Requisite Variety is an organization that has 

considered many plausible futures and most importantly how it will adapt if one of the futures occurs. In this 

way the organization archives preparedness for what lies ahead. 

 

When the shipping company have detected the drivers, as we have done in our scenario exercise, applying 

Requisite Variety to the organizations requires dig further into the scenarios and investigate how the given 

circumstances will impact the company.  
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4.1.5.2 Anticipatory Memory 

Closely related to Requisite Variety is the concept of Anticipatory Memory.  

 

“Anticipatory Memory occurs when a system, or organization, encounters a situation that it 

has considered previously in a scenario” (Chermack, 2004). 

 

Following this notion Anticipatory Memory is about having envisioned the possibility of the event occurring 

(Requisite Variety) and thus taken the required precautionary measures enabling Anticipatory Memory. 

Described differently Anticipatory Memory is about being prepared so if “X” happens I will be ready to do 

“Y” (Chermack, 2004). 

 

In continuance of the example of application given in previous section about Requisite Variety the step now 

is detect what the measures that need to be put into place are. How is the company going to deal with this 

challenge?  

 

As part of having Anticipatory Memory throughout a given organization is the objective of picking up on 

events as they happen. There lies little value in having an organization with Requisite Variety but no radars 

to pick up on when it is relevant to apply the preparedness that has been established. In other words it is 

crucial in Anticipatory Memory to select leading indicators and signposts that are critical for the detection of 

a given scenario unfolding (Schwartz, 1991). The chosen indicators and signposts are to be monitored on an 

ongoing basis so the progress of the organization in the given scenario is mapped. Keeping track of how 

different scenarios are unfolding are crucial in building up Anticipatory Memory so actions can be taken as 

soon as it becomes evident that a strategic driver in a scenario is unfolding (Schwartz, 1991).   

 

By applying Anticipatory Memory the reaction time of organization to respond to external changes in the 

environment can decrease significantly by being pro-active because they have already been considered (De 

Geus, 1998)(Schwartz, 1991)(van der Heijden, 2005).   

 

4.1.5.3 Self-Organization 

Applying all the concepts
7
 analysed so far in this chapter enables the organization to adopt the characteristics 

of a self-organizing organization. The definition of self-organization is:  

 

“The spontaneous emergence of large system via the collective innovations of several simple 

and smaller systems” (Chermack, 2004) 

                                                           
7
 Autopoeisis, Anticipate Memory, Requisite Variety, Dissipative Structures and Feedback 
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By obtaining the characteristics of Self-Organization the organization is able to demonstrate its ability to 

self-organize into networks of relationships that change and adapt as the environment fluctuates (Prigogene, 

1997).  

Self-organizing systems reject system states of equilibrium in order to stay off-balance and open to changes 

in its surroundings. It actively searches for information and feedback thus constantly alert for changes in the 

external environment and has Dissipative Structures so the system is able to adapt to any new reality that 

might occur independently by analysing information. 

 

Because the system has self-knowledge (business idea) and Anticipatory Memory the system is able to self-

organize in order to adapt to the changing environment based on assumptions about what will happen. The 

system is self-referential - an adaptive mechanism. This means that when the environment changes and the 

system notice a need for change, the system will change in a manner that is consistent with itself (Chermack, 

2004). This process is similar to autopoiesis – a self-referential system focused on maintaining and 

producing itself. If information from the external world is brought on to the system it will increase 

complexity. This complexity can be handled by introducing sub-systems to the systems already in place. 

An example would be an international business where the degree of specialisation of each department each 

contributes to the reduction of the complexity faced by the company. In the shipping context it could be an 

oil trading team reducing complexity in the procurement process by specializing in a specific product. 

 

When the environment changes and indicators/signpost notice a change in environment the system will 

change accordingly however staying consistent with it (Chermack, 2004). The goal of initiating a Scenario 

Planning process is not to change the organization, but to have conversations about the future and how the 

organization will be effected by possible future actions. 

 

Applying Scenario Planning is an ideal way to create a self-organizing organization. By building Requisite 

Variety, Anticipatory Memory along with the other concepts analysed in this chapter the organization is able 

to self-organize through the strategic conversation taking place internally in the organization. The concept of 

the self-organization is suited to make the organization more adaptable and effective (ibid). 

 

By eliminating rigidity in structure organizations can create systems that help drive innovative processes. 

Chermack (2004) uses the example of Sony, but establishing a Scenario Planning Process on a continuous 

basis to evaluate the future challenges on the overall level and on the practical level having a team (sub-

system) that would review strategy and challenge assumptions about future occurrences.  
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4.1.6 The Luhmanian Social Systems and Scenario Planning 
Applying Luhmann’s System Theory gives us the opportunity to create a solid analysis in regards to how the 

various parts of a scenario are linked together. This is highly relevant in this thesis as we investigate how a 

scenario is created and how it can potentially be evaluated. Being aware of the pieces that put together create 

the big picture enables a holistic and constructive understanding of scenarios. 

  

In Niklas Luhmann's System Theory it is the social systems that are the core element (Thyssen, 1997). 

Luhmann considers the whole world as existing via systems for which there is an external world. A social 

system is to be seen as the product of its counterpart (Andersen, 1999). This should be understood in the way 

that a system can only be constituted as a system based on its opposite: A man is only a man because of what 

he is not - a woman. If the difference in gender was not present it wouldn’t make sense to define anything as 

‘a man’.  

 

The justification in systems must always be found in their functionality; systems are created as a solution to 

the endless problems and challenges that exist in the complex world. Complexity, which is defined as the 

amount of possible ways of being and events that may occur, is the starting point for the creation of systems. 

Systems are created to reduce complexity. In this sense systems can be seen as a structured set of rules that 

guide through the incomprehensible chains of relations that they are part of on a daily basis. 

 

An illustrative example could be the legal system where legislation determines the distinction between what 

is considered legal and illegal. Without legislation the consequences of people’s behaviour would be 

immeasurable while we know that by having laws we can determine the rules for what is legal and what is 

not. The legal system is in this way a structured set of guidelines and rules that reduce complexity. The way 

in which the system is created and upheld will always be a problem because the external world is always 

more complex than the system itself (Luhmann, 2000). In the context of Scenario Planning this can be 

understood in the way that the individual system state should never be more complex than the whole system.  

 

4.1.6.1 The Creation of Social Systems 

This part will elaborate on how to define and characterize a system. 

 

Systems are everywhere in any kinds of shapes and formats. They are characterized by being autopoietical 

and operationally closed to each other. Being autopoietic means, as explained earlier, that they reproduce 

themselves, which should be understood in the way that they will not develop themselves by including 

communication from other systems but will perceive the communication of other systems and decide if the 

communication is relevant for the system. In this way the system produces communication of its own 
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communication. This explains why they are operationally closed to each other in the sense that a system 

cannot ‘rule’ over another system – it’s always up to the individual system to decide whether a different 

systems communication should be the subject of its own. At the same time communication sets the 

boundaries for what the further communication can be about and reduces complexity by reducing the 

numberof possible communications. In this sense communication creates expectations for the 

furthercommunication.  

 

Figure 19 - System theoretical levels of Analysis. Source: Luhmann, 1995, p. 2 

Luhmann lists a number of system types, among here the social systems. Social systems have three levels of 

analysis; society, interaction and organization which in our thesis can be understood as society, industry and 

organization. The society system is a way to understand the world, in this case the largest system that 

embraces all communication. The society system is structured through various functional systems, which are 

subsystems that have specific functions in society i.e. the economic system, the legal system, the political 

system etc. These functional systems are constituted through binary codes. E.g. the economic system is 

constituted by the code payment/non-payment (Becker et al., 2006, p. 22).  

Furthermore the society system also contains interaction and organizational systems. The interaction system 

is constituted through presence while the system of organization is constituted via decisions. 

 

4.1.6.2 Scenario Planning as a System 

Applying the system theoretical concepts presented so far to Scenario Planning is a way in which the 

individual components of the tool can be highlighted as well as how they relate. In the end of this section 

Duus’s 14-step methodology, as presented in chapter 3.2 Scenario Methodologies will be analysed in order 

to understand how the different steps interrelate. Performing this analysis enables us to critical assess Duus’s 

methodology whereby suggestions for improvements can be articulated.  
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According to Chermack’s suggestion on how to study Scenario Planning Dubin’s eight-step theory building 

methodology is applied (Chermack, 2005) (Dubin, 1978).  

Briefly explained Dubin's model consists of eight steps in which a given theory can be desiccated for the 

purpose of understanding the different components the theory consists of, the laws of interactions, and how 

the theory can be tested empirically. In this section we won’t carry out the full eight-step methodology since 

we are interested in the theoretical model and not the empirical testing.  

 

 

Figure 22 - Dubin's eight step theory building methodology. Source: Chermack 2005, p. 60 

The first step in Dubin’s model is to identify which units the theory consists of. Looking overall at Scenario 

Planning as a tool the following five units are identified (Chermack, 2005): 

1. Scenarios 

2. Learning 

3. Mental Models 

4. Decisions 

5. Performance 

 

In Dubin's model the first step is the actual scenario itself on which a strategic conversation within the 

organization can take place. Based on the narratives created through the scenarios a system of learning is 
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created in which the core is to reperceive the organization in its environment (Wack, 1985). This learning 

process requires the individuals and groups within the organization to learn something new about the 

organization and the environment in order challenge the present and past perceptions (Wilson, 1992 & 

Godet, 2000). This lies in direct relation to the mental model being challenged and if needed adjusted. The 

mental models encompasses all the assumptions and generalization that are deeply engrained in the 

organization thus the learning process serves as a manner in which these can be altered (Wack, 1985). Step 

number four concerns the action of deciding. At the end of the day there is only one way to make a decision; 

and that’s by making up one’s mind and my making it. What Scenario Planning enables is providing the 

decision maker with adequate amount of relevant information creating an optimal platform for which to take 

the decision. Finally the primary outcome of applying Scenario Planning is performance improvement 

(Chermack, 2005). While the other units (scenarios, learning, mental models, decisions) affect performance 

they do not embody performance themselves. Performance in the context of Scenario Planning can be seen 

as focused or general. Either you focus on performance enhancement within a particular focus area, or the 

organization as a whole (Mintzberg, 1994 & Ansoff, 1965). 

 

Having presented the overall units of Scenario Planning and elaborated on their justification as separate units 

of analysis it is possible to analyse the laws of interaction. As described in Luhmann’s functional systems 

these systems are constituted through binary codes, which serve a useful tool when analysing the relation 

between the different units in Scenario Planning. 

 

In Scenario Planning’s five units of analysis it is possible to identify five categorical laws
8
 and four 

sequential laws
9
. As illustrated in figure 21 all units are linked with Categoric Laws, as a change in any one 

of them will provoke changes in at least one other unit. The sequential laws of interaction stress the 

importance of the time element in the process (Chermack, 2005). In other words each unit precedes the next 

for the tool to function.   

 

                                                           
8
 Categoric law: A law of interaction that states that values of a unit are associated with values of another unit (Dubin, 1978). 

9 Sequential law: Law of interaction defined as a law that is “always employing a time dimension” used to order the relationship 

among two or more units (ibid). 
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Figure 23 - The laws of interaction in theory of Scenario Planning. Source: Chermack 2005, p. 64 

 

By viewing Scenario Planning as a conceptualized system containing five units connected by laws of 

interaction, it is possible to identify the different system states of the system and how the transitions between 

these states occur. In order to illustrate this, the concept of binary codes (0, 1) presented earlier is applied by 

0 indicating that the condition is not fulfilled and 1 indicating that the given condition of unit has been 

accomplished (Chermack, 2005).  

 

Applying the concept of binary codes to the units identified previously identifies six possible system states 

(Chermack, 2005): 

1. System state 1: Nonoperation  

2. System state 2: Scenario generation 

3. System state 3: Reflection and learning 

4. System state 4: Revealing and altering mental models 

5. System state 5: Improving decision making 

6. System state 6 Assessing performance. 
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Figure 24 - System state 1 in a theory of Scenario Planning nonoperation. Source: Chermack 2005, p. 65 

In figure 22 an example of system state 1 (Nonoperation) is exemplified. This system state can also be 

identified as the inactive Scenario Planning state. Due to the fact that unit one (Scenario Stories) equals zero 

each of the following units also take the value of zero due to the categoric and sequential laws. In other 

words, if the sum of the system states equals 0 it is certain that the overall system state is system 1: 

Nonoperation.  

 

By applying this logic it is possible to assess the Scenario Planning process as a linear procedure in which 

each unit informs the next. In other words the fulfilment of each step in the process is fundamental for 

fulfilling the overall goal of performance enhancement. In order to accomplish this system state (system 6: 

Assessing performance) all units need to take the binary code of 1 thus equalling a total sum of five. 

 

Applying the analysis of Scenario Planning seen through Dubin’s eight-step theory construction model 

creates relevant knowledge which can be applied to the scenario construction method that has been chosen in 

this thesis (Duus’s 14-point scenario construction method). In the same manner as each of the previous units 

were connected by laws of interaction the 14-point step model has a similar structure. Each of the 14
 
steps 

requires the previous step to be completed in order to reach step 14 (“describing the consequences for 

relevant agents”). Understanding the interaction of the particular steps is of great utility in understanding 

which phases that can compromise the overall product of the method.    

  

Understanding the boundaries of Scenario Planning is an aspect that is important to encounter. The 

boundaries mentioned in Chermack (2004) relates to how Scenario Planning as a system interacts with 

surrounding systems and environments. This is important because can do more than construct scenarios 

about the future. Scenarios can also use these different futures for learning, altering mental models, test 

decisions and improve performance (ibid).  

 

4.1.6.3 Organizational Systems 

Organisation systems are constituted through decisions that relate to previous decisions that become the 

premise for future decisions. All communication in an organization refers to this decision premise (Becker et 
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al., 2006, p. 27). These decision premises are part of defining the space in which the organization can act – 

what decisions that expectedly can be taken and which decision that can be expected to start or lead to a 

conflict in the organization. The decision premises are primarily created through three defining traits: (1) 

membership, which can be regulated by the organization (2) roles, that create expectation to persons in 

specific and (3) programmes, which is an expectation that is set towards a multitude of decisions (La Cour, 

2002, s. 71).       

 

Scenarios are often based on the needs of an organization in regards to setting the strategic direction or 

figuring out which way things are moving, hence in which direction you should move or how to react. In the 

Luhmanian systems the Scenario Planning process is clearly reflected including the different parameters with 

which you can set the expectation for a Scenario Planning Process and thereby try to visualize what a 

successful outcome of the process might look like. 

 

4.1.6.4 Meaning 

Social systems create themselves through meaning (Andersen, 1999, p.120). This meaning is defined by 

Luhmann as the difference between actuality/potential. At the specific point in time a communication is the 

centre of a system. But this time specific communication is always in relation to other communications that 

could be the centre of the communication. This actuality is in that sense always in relation to the potential. 

Something shows up while other things get excluded (Andersen, 1999, p. 121). It is in that sense Luhmann 

wants us to understand meaning – as the actual that is given by the boundaries for what is potential. 

 

Meaning is the social systems relation to the external work. It is through meaning that a system defines the 

difference between system and external world and it is through meaning that systems are constituted. Due to 

this it is central that the communication of a system is not causally determined by the external world but of 

the meaning that the system gives the idea itself (Kneer et al., 2002, p. 79). Meaning is in this sense more 

than just something that systems operate by. Meaning is the essence that constitutes, stabilizes and develops 

social systems (ibid, p.42). 

Scenario Planning and System Theory might be working better together if the latter serve as a philosophical 

orientation in considering the function of scenarios and Scenario Planning. If you view scenarios and 

Scenario Planning as systems and therefore incorporate the characteristics and properties of systems, System 

Theory has potential to be an important and foundational theory in the Scenario Planning process. 

Chermack (2004) argues that the ultimate contribution of System Theory to Scenario Planning seems to be 

the concept of self-organization. An organization that continuously regenerate itself, uses feedback to assess 

its environment, can spontaneously alternate among a series of structures that are organizationally formed, 
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yet allow resources to flow through them and that uses scenarios to establish anticipatory memory. In theory 

this organizational unit should be able to cope with today’s demanding and ever-changing business 

environment.  

 

4.2 Evolutionary Theory and Scenario Planning 
Evolutionary Theory is normally linked to Darwin and his theory concerning the origin and development of 

the species. In this context evolution is primarily based on natural selection (Barron, 2006). In an effort to 

critique, analyse and evaluate the creation of scenarios, Evolutionary Theory is viewed as a theory which has 

features and frameworks complementing Strategic Planning theory (Evans, 2011). The purpose of this 

section is to incorporate the framework and central concepts from Evolutionary Theory and analyse Scenario 

Planning in order to understand the role Evolutionary Theory plays in this context. 

 

Figure 25 - Illustration of components in Evolutionary Theory. Source: Own production, inspired by Evans (2011) 

 

As illustrated above the central components in Evolutionary Theory are variation, selection, retention and 

competition (ibid). In this thesis we have chosen not to include competition. The concept of competition is 

what decides which routines are chosen and plays a minor role; hence we will not be focusing on this in the 

thesis (Barron, 2006). 

 

 Evolutionary Theory can be used to examine organizational change at multiple levels including the 

organizational (micro), the industry (meso) and the macro level. Theory often acts in an ideal state whereas 

Scenario Planning operates in the “real world”. We intend to incorporate the concepts of ideal state of the 

theory and apply them to business case examples. Evans (2011) assesses Evolutionary Theory on the 

organizational level because Scenario Planning often takes place here (ibid). Our level of analysis will at the 

starting point be organizational, but with an additional application to the meso-level explained in chapter 2 

Selection 

Retention Competition 

Variation 
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Methodology, in order to assess the level of application to the case presented in section 3.3 An illustrative 

example – the Shipping industry.   

 

4.2.1 Evolutionary Theory – an introduction 
Through the application of Evolutionary Theory in regards to Scenario Planning, Evans (2011) tries to build 

a framework for the theoretical development of the scenario narrative process in relation to organizational 

change. The organizational learning and change process and the relation to Evolutionary Theory is 

something that we will elaborate in 4.3.6 Organization Learning. 

 

Philip Walsh (2005) adopts the evolutionary perspective arguing that it is necessary to assess environmental 

factors. In his article, “Dealing with the uncertainties of environmental change by adding Scenario Planning 

to the strategy reformulation equation”, Walsh focuses on exploring Scenario Planning as a strategic process 

defining components such as 1) drivers of change, and 2) the creation of a framework for analysing change 

variables and strategy development. He focuses on strategic variables and less on the components from 

Evolutionary Theory in his analysis on the process dynamics of Scenario Planning as a method for 

developing and evaluating strategy (Evans, 2011). Evans argues that in previously published literature there 

has been a tendency to describe the literature as containing an evolutionary perspective, but no one has so far 

dug into the substance but has only surfed the surface. 

 

“Evolutionary Theory can contribute to the study of a Strategic Planning process” 

 (Evans 2011, p.462) 

 

When establishing a Scenario Planning process the end purpose is according to Walsh (2005) to create 2-4 

scenarios that are useful. Evolutionary Theory problematizes the confidence shown towards unidirectional 

planning. Nobody is able to project the future and the purpose of a Scenario Planning process is to open up a 

discussion about important drivers that will lead to strengthening the organization. Unidirectional planning 

makes the organization blind to other possible actions, which can lead to a decrease in awareness for external 

factors that might be a risk to the organization. The illusion of control can lead to individuals 

underestimating possible risks (Evans, 2011), which is one of the reasons why, a theoretical analysis of 

Scenario Planning investigate different parts of the process enabling to understand how theories complement 

the process of creating scenarios and if this enhancement contributes to creating scenarios. Accepting that 

several strategic directions are possible can lead organization executives to a perceived level of control, 

which can lead to a bias of individuals underestimating risks (Evans 2011). This is an example of how 
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Evolutionary Theory has critiqued strategy development and why variation is an important part of the 

scenario process.   

 

The outcome of the Scenario Planning process is not necessarily the most important factor when preforming 

a Scenario Planning exercise. Emphasis is put on the conversation about perspectives of the organization and 

that it is able to detect strategic drivers of importance. This shows what could happen if the drivers that have 

both highest likelihood and impact in that assessment would occur. The first approach when developing 

scenarios is to identify as many possible perspectives as one can and as the process moves along condense 

these into fewer and more concentrated scenarios eventually leading to a maximum of four scenarios 

(Lindgren et al., 2003).The broader you open up the angle when looking for perspective the more input you 

will be able to find. This should lead to a better organizational fit since you are able to understand your 

contextual environment in a broader sense. 

 

According to Varum and Melo (2010) most research around Scenario Planning has focused on defining 

Scenario Planning processes and decision-making. In their study, that was not related to Evolutionary and 

Ecological Theory, the results pointed towards a lack of research in relation to performance outcomes as 

opposed to a consensus that Scenario Planning improved learning processes, and enabled a better 

identification of issues and improvements in decision making (Chermack, 2005; Varum &Melo, 2010). 

Improving the foundation for decision making is one of the key outputs of a Scenario Planning process. This 

foundation should be based on the ability to collect as much information as possible and dissect the findings 

via conversation between the parties who are taking part in the process. The process of learning will be 

approached by the fact that the scenario creation process is not a one off as illustrated in the learning loop in 

figure 4. To continuously develop the organization by performing a scenario creation process will increase 

the chances that the organization keeps a good fit and preparedness in the international business marketplace. 

In order to assess the performance outcomes for a company that has taken part in a Scenario Planning 

process is not part of the scope of the thesis. The assessment would be based on how various companies’ 

performance was relative to each other.  

 

4.2.2 Variation 
Variation in organizations concerns routines as well as formal and informal modifications that keep an 

organization evolving. In a Scenario Planning process this equals the step where you bring up ideas about 

what can potentially happen when bringing a multitude of possible futures to the table – you start the 

discussion. 
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An example of the concept is how Scenario Planning differs from other forecasting disciplines through 

variation. In the Scenario Planning process multiple stakeholders take part of the process and not only 

leaders or experts (van der Heijden, 2005). This fosters the inclusion of multiple perspectives potentially 

leading to better results, improved adaptation and organizational change (Evans, 2011).  

 

A negative effect by selecting a too broad perspective is the possible state of inertia due to restrictions on 

both organizational learning and large degrees of variation due to stakeholder interests (Evans, 2011). When 

creating and developing scenarios there are no guidelines in regards to the number of people who can take 

part in the process. It can be one scenario professional who executes the task or it can be a group of 

internal/external resources. A key to eliminating possible noise in the scenario process is to ensure that 

everyone knows the purpose and communication is clear. 

 

The concept of variation contains four sub-components that are important to ensure effective variation 1) 

blind and intentional variation, 2) equiprobability, 3) unrestrainedness, and 4) the possibility of failure 

(Evans, 2011).  

Blind and intentional variation are two concepts within variation. Intentional variation occurs when people 

attempt to solve problems via actions such as Scenario Planning whereas blind variations are outcomes 

based on chance or luck rather than action (ibid). Furthermore intentional variation makes sure that an 

organization does not filter the process down to a single path but emphasizes equal plausibility. Whether we 

look at blind or intentional variation in the context of Scenario Planning, it goes without saying that both are 

present.  

 

Scenario Planning creates narratives of possible future states of the organization, which includes variation in 

how the organization can potentially develop based on a given scenario narrative. Variation makes the 

organization aware of possible risks and should lead to sharpened attention in regards to future challenges; it 

is the mechanism in which innovation is introduced.  

 

At the same time there is the possibility of something unforeseen happening (Kruse, 2010), which represent a 

significant risk when trying to outline possible futures or a strategic actions lists for companies and 

organizations. These, unknowable’s as van der Heijden labels them, are events that lies beyond human 

imagination, and therefore impossible to anticipate. Even though blind variation is impossible to 

comprehend Scenario Planning never the less is a tool that creates a platform for which unknowable’s can be 

addressed. Whether they are anticipated or not Scenario Planning is a tool that acknowledges their existence, 

and to the extent possible attempt to incorporate it in the planning process.  
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Scenario Planning as a process reflects intentional variation more than blind variation. Also Scenario 

Planning is a tool that can be used when organizations try to compensate for issues that can limit variation 

such an as overconfidence, bias and tunnel vision (Evans, 2011). Intentional variation is the acceptance of 

the fact that we cannot know what will happen tomorrow. We know something will happen and therefore it 

makes sense to try and anticipate the possible occurrences that can impact the organization – we know that 

future will be arriving so why not prepare? The prepared organization will be faster out of the starting grid if 

the possible occurrence is thought of in advance. Scenario Planners would not have much work to do if they 

focused on blind variation – at least their job would be a lot easier. 

 

Relating the concepts to the shipping industry intentional variation refers to the numerous variables related 

to how the industry develops. In 3.3 An illustrative example - The Shipping Industry step 3 presents the 

variables most relevant for understanding what affects shipping companies, which is an example of 

intentional variation. Blind variation on the other hand is when something unforeseen happens – an example 

being a cyclone raging on the Chinese east coast hindering all sailing. Understanding the distinction between 

the two concepts provides value as it illustrates what is within our capacity to comprehend and what lies 

outside. Intentional variation is something a business has to incorporate in the Scenario Planning process 

while blind variation is something the business does wise in acknowledging exists.     

 

4.2.2.1 Equiprobability 

Another aspect in Scenario Planning is in regards to the likelihood or probability that a given scenario might 

take place. Scenario planners operate with equiprobability – every scenario has the same amount of 

probability that it will happen. Due to differences in the purpose when developing scenarios, i.e. whether it is 

concerning risk mitigation, strategic actions or something third there will be different requirements in both 

the number of scenarios that should be developed, and how to create the best fit with the organization. 

Assigning each scenario equal probability is a measure that is used to limit potential bias towards focusing 

more on certain scenarios than others. As stated earlier the purpose of Scenario Planning is not to try and 

predict the future or add probability measures to each of the scenarios. The open discussion is the primary 

focus of the Scenario Planning process, which is why equiprobabililty is an important concept to incorporate 

when creating scenarios. 

 

Relating this concept to our case-study means that all four scenarios articulated have equal plausibility hence 

each should be prepared for accordingly. It goes beyond saying that the Free Fallin’ scenario is an unpleasant 

future outcome, however if the Scenario Planning tool is to be applied correctly the scenario is to taken into 

account on line with the three others. In today’s use of Scenario Planning this is not always the case, as 

companies adopting the tool focus on some scenarios and crosses their fingers that others does not happen. 



 
4 Theoretical Analysis 

 
 

78 
 

This might be beneficial if the gamble pays off, but costly if reality turns out differently than hoped. Scenario 

Planning is a tool that operates with equiprobability hence the product should be viewed the same way. 

 

4.2.2.2 Unrestrainedness 
In the scenario context this concept deals with the fact the organization, and the people, taking part in the 

Scenario Planning process should be as open and unrestrained as possible. Evans (2011) uses the example of 

Shell in her article and argues that in the particular case total unrestrainedness would not be possible when 

working in a top-down, and consensus oriented environment. In order for the Scenario Planning process not 

to lose sight of the goal some form of restrainedness however must be in place in order to be successful.  

 

Apart from the concept being important in the brainstorming phase unrestrainedness can also be viewed as 

the ability of the organization to incorporate many differentiating views when identifying strategic drivers. In 

many of the methodologies presented in 3.2 Methodologies for creating scenarios an element of a workshop 

is present including external participants. External participants representing specific expertise and different 

views are important if Scenario Planning is to lead to reperception. In the shipping industry case this would 

mean that not only shipping experts should take part in identifying strategic drivers, but also a wide range of 

other experts – some maybe only remotely related to the industry. This includes the ability of Scenario 

Planning to create value-free scenarios creating the reperception that is fundamental for the company to 

increase its responsiveness. 

 

4.2.2.3 Possibility of Failure 

When constructing scenarios there is no limit as to what information or which perspectives the participants 

can choose to include in the scenarios. One of the things criticised in the Shell scenarios was the neglect of 

articulating a scenario with the possibility of failure (Evans, 2011). Most organizations will probably have a 

hard time speculating in their own failure but it might lead to a deepening of the discussion. Many businesses 

adopting Scenario Planning has a specific goal of identifying specific risks in order to prepare of hedge 

these. In doing so the possibility of failure plays a central role underlining the necessity of painting a realistic 

picture of the future and not just thinking wishfully.  

    

Related to our case study the shipping industry has always been characterized by their volatile markets 

representing great risk. Because of this it is important to incorporate the possibility that the bottom drops out 

of the market and the company you represent will be in dire straits. Since this is possible it is worth 

contemplating how either the industry will act under those circumstances or how your own business will act. 

The ability to perform such exercises is one of the core strengths Scenario Planning brings along. Not many 



 
4 Theoretical Analysis 

 
 

79 
 

strategic tools provides an platform to critically assess what happens if everything goes down the drain, 

however in the case of Scenario Planning this is one of the main objectives. 

 

Depending on the individual case there will be a variance in which of the sub-components to variation that 

can viewed as significant or not. Evans (2011) uses one of the famous Scenario Planning examples, Shell, 

and applies the Evolutionary Theory terminology to this case. The Shell case, as many other Scenario 

Planning cases, has an imaginative side to it in the sense that it is trying to tell the story of what might 

happen and how this will have an effect on Shell. Scenarios are supposed to show distinct stories and 

imagined variations not blind or unintended variations. In order to do so stakeholder involvement is 

important to make the concept have the best fit (van der Heijden, 2005). 

 

4.2.3 Selection 
Selection is the 2

nd
 concept in Evolutionary Theory. Selection processes include choosing or eliminating 

variation where it sees a benefit in reducing risk (Evans, 2011). In the scenario context this means that any 

choices requires an elaboration of the specify reasoning for selecting a scenario (Barron, 2006). From an 

organizational point of view the choice could be based on beneficial innovation such as reduced risk of 

failure or increased profit (ibid). It is important in the process that it is understood on what basis the strategic 

drivers are chosen and how they contribute to the scenarios. The organization should only choose the given 

drivers if they characterize the development and narrative that the organization feels describes them in the 

best way. The purpose of selection is to limit delirious innovations and focus on what that benefits the 

organization. 

 

The Scenario Planning exercise is about imagining multiple future narratives. When a scenario has been 

constructed successfully, based on the chosen methodology, scenarios need to be explained and 

communicated to the rest of the organization in order to secure support. Analysing the trends that have been 

found in the analysis this is the time when you eliminate the ones that are not important and go forward with 

only the most important ones (Duus, 2014). 

In practice the selection aspect occurs when limiting the number of drivers that you want present in you 

scenarios. The purpose of doing this is to sharpen the narratives by having as much focus as possible on the 

innovative aspects of the driver.  

 

4.2.4 Retention 
Retention is the 3

rd
 component in Evolutionary Theory and involves the maintenance of variations that have 

a positive impact on the firm (Evans, 2011). The retention process is about choosing or eliminating possible 
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variations. In the context of innovations retention is the process when the particular chosen mode of 

innovation spreads from the original innovator to a larger group of people. This could be either from one 

team to the rest of the organization or from an organization to the rest of an industry (Barron, 2006). This 

process can only be done if the selection and variation process has taken place.  

 

In the biological world retention is achieved by the person who passes on the mutated gene (i.e. the 

developed scenario) from parent to offspring. Barron underlines that: 

 

“It is perfectly possible for entities such as organizations to evolve via processes of 

variation, selection, and retention that are only remotely connected, if at all, to analogous 

biological processes” (Barron 2006, p. 3) 

 

With this reservation in mind we can apply retention to Scenario Planning as the extended selection process 

that passes on selected narratives to the organization. Retention is when the scenario moves from the 

innovator to the group. This is an important step in creating support for the Scenario Planning process since 

in the long run a cascading of findings must be done down through the organization in order to create value.  

In our case-study this step is somewhat similar to step 14 where possible agents are informed of implications. 

Depending on the comprehensiveness of the scenario process it is important to share the findings gained 

through the scenarios so it is not only the members participating achieving reperception but also the entire 

organization. For this to happen communication within the organization plays a crucial role as a successful 

implementation entails that all corners of the business benefits from the findings of the scenario process.  

 

4.3.5 Weick’s Approach 
Weick has a different approach to Evolutionary Theory where he transforms the concepts variation, selection 

and retention into enactment, equivocality and an enactable environment. The latter refers to making sense 

of the contextual environment i.e. by retrospective meaning, understood in the way that you make 

assumptions based on past events. The experiences you have had become the basis for future decisions 

(Evans, 2011).  

 

The enactable environment is an output of organizing activities based on assumptions and actions stemming 

from previous events. Retention is according to Weick (1979) defined as an enactable environment, which is 

the product of the earlier mentioned sense making process in which routines and processes are stored. What 

has been enacted in the first step becomes active in an environment that supports it. Selection is when these 

routines and rules occur and actors try to reduce equivocality by creating structures such as routines or rules 

that are based on past experiences (Weick, 1979) and adding these concepts to scenarios.  



 
4 Theoretical Analysis 

 
 

81 
 

 

Weick's way of approaching Evolutionary Theory is one of many. Evans argues that selection and retention, 

in the perspective of Weick, does not map directly onto the Scenario Planning process because this process is 

an exercise in imagining multiple, distinct future narratives (Evans, 2011). The organization that embarks on 

the process of creating narratives has the task of deciding what input the organization wants to base a 

potential decision on. This refers back to the discussion of variation and the eventually narrowing of this in 

the selection process, which is beneficial when optimizing the fit of the scenarios to the business (Evans, 

2011).  

 

For organizations the selection can be based on various factors such as market forces, competition, the 

impact of institutionalized norms, formalized industry controls, regulations and or others (ibid). There are 

very few details about how, when and why organizations use scenarios. In the case of Shell they did not 

address any scenarios that had possibility of failure from an internal perspective (ibid) only external factors 

such as poor global security and lack of trust in institutions were incorporated. The Shell process reflected 

imagined equivocality and enactment by envisioning macro factors such as strong versus weak nationalism 

or increase or decrease in regulation (ibid). Why this is can be difficult to analyse unless speaking to those 

who were part of the scenario creation process. The managerial premises for making a decision are 

unarguably many. Therefore a successful scenario creation process might not lead to successful 

implementation or utilization of the scenarios. In theory this will not impact on whether scenario is 

successful and can be evaluated, hence Scenario Planning as a managerial tool and the processes around 

potential implementation will not be the focus of this thesis.  

 

4.3.6 Organizational Learning  
Past experiences are in many strategic forecasting disciplines a premise for being able to look forward. The 

shipping industry for example relies on a solid understanding of the results of previous years when they build 

their forecast as a prognosis. Scenario Planning, on the other hand, does not attempt to forecast in the way of 

predicting future but rather contemplate and reflect about what the future might hold and how this, in the 

case it becomes reality, will impact the organization.  

 

From an organizational perspective Scenario Planning is an exploratory learning framework. The approach 

focuses on how organizations process information affecting the environmental fit (ibid). According to van 

der Heijden (2005) and Chermack (2005) a successful scenario process should lead to organizational 

learning. Evans defines this as:  
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“Organizational learning meaning that the mind-sets and assumptions of decision makers 

have been shifted. This learning at the organizational level then entails better adaptation”. 

(Evans 2011, p.465) 

 

The organizational learning process follows the Scenario Planning process from start to end in the 

organization. In chapter 5 Empirical Analysis we will elaborate on the evaluative efforts that should be an 

ongoing part of the process leading to a better adaptation on the meso and macro level in order to secure a 

better understanding of the contextual environment. 

 

In the context of Evolutionary Theory the Scenario Planning process entails limitations, challenges and 

potential for a poor outcome of the Scenario Planning process (ibid). When proposing changes in an 

organization there is the possibility that members of the organization will lack commitment and resist 

changes.  Biases in the Scenario Planning process can lead to narrowing the number of possibilities of 

variation or the selection of known variations based on specific scenarios. This can have a negative impact 

on the organizations adaptability efforts and should be avoided if possible (ibid).  

 

Relating to this, humans have an ability to quickly narrow their view in on one right scenario. Scenario 

Planning normally avoids trying to find the single strategic plan or one line of thinking. Scenario Planning as 

a tool should include the ability to think abstract and reflect on a high level and only towards the end start 

reflecting on what the different scenarios have in common – as a preliminary stage to the selection mode.  

 

The reflective process is imperative to successfully develop scenarios. This process includes looking into 

possible threats and opportunities for the organization and analysing what the key strategic drivers for the 

organization are. These drivers will identify the focus on specific issues and how they might impact the 

organization in a future state should any of these drivers change. Scenario Planning is about broadening the 

view for the strategic challenges that the organization could be facing. 

 
The Scenario Planning process mirrors modes of variation, selection and retention at the organizational 

level. These modes are all relevant in order to make a fit with the external surrounding of the organization. 

Evolutionary Theory seems therefore to be a good fit with Scenario Planning when it comes to creating 

plausible narratives and strengthening the theoretical foundation of Scenario Planning (ibid).      

 

Scenario Planning reflects some of the evolutionary concepts such as learning via exploration and intentional 

variation, which can be used to strengthen the theoretical foundation. Furthermore structural and strategic 

inertia can better be addressed in the context of Evolutionary Theory (ibid).   



 
4 Theoretical Analysis 

 
 

83 
 

 

Scenarios cannot be produced without some kind of blindness or uncertainty but according to Evans (2011) 

applying a strong theoretical framework like Evolutionary Theory it can be made easier to evaluate 

alternative futures for organizations and improve the organizations ability to adapt to changes in the 

environment.  

 

“In biology variation occurs when genes mutate, Selection occurs when beneficial mutations 

allow an organism to produce more offspring, and Retention is achieved by passing on the 

mutated gene from parent to offspring.” (Barron 2006, p. 3) 

 

In the context of Scenario Planning the evolutionary process with its different phases can be seen as the way 

organizations try to map out potential drivers that need to be identified in order to work out what likelihood 

and impact they might have on the business. The analysis of these drivers and the ability to map them can in 

some cases prove to be the make or break moment for a successful process and outcome.  

 

4.4 Summary 
As stated in research question #3 in 1.4 Problem Statement, a part of answering our Problem Statement 

implies understanding: “What are the methodological and theoretical meta-preconditions for scenarios?” In 

this previous chapter we have attempted to answer this question through the use of System and Evolutionary 

Theory. Each of the theories has provided its individual perspective on interpreting Scenario Planning by 

creating insights, which will be reflected upon in the 8 Discussion. 

 

4.4.1 System Theoretical Analysis 

In the system theoretical analysis we found that scenarios act as systems according to their ability to reduce 

complexity. By changing the perspective put on the field of interest a filtration occurs mitigating the vast 

complexity surrounding an organization.  

 

Through the concept of dissipative structures we viewed Scenario Planning as a tool to demonstrate the need 

for open structures and thereby a platform to imagine all conceivable events leading to reperception. This 

implies allowing positive or negative feedback into your organization enabling decisions on an enlightened 

background. Furthermore the equlibirum concept showed than in order for an organization to continuously 

innovate itself it is required to position itself in a non-linear feedback mode removing itself from its comfort 

zone to follow the changes in its environment. Something that Scenario Planning is ideal to facilitate through 

uncertainty being an embedded part of the organizational culture. 
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Requisite variety showed that through constructed scenarios the organization makes itself aware of the 

multitude of potential futures it can face. By applying anticipatory memory it follows the changes in its 

environment enabling execution of requisite variety.  

 

Applying the concept of autopoiesis enabled an understanding of how the organization can be viewed as a 

self-organizing entity that is able to adapt to its enacted environment. This way of thought, combined with 

other theoretical insights, created an understanding of how Scenario Planning promotes the ability of 

organizations to self-regulate according to how it perceives its contextual environment. These insights relate 

to the strategic level on which the mental models of the organization are created, as well as the 

organizational level as the structure of the organization is important to promote self-regulation. 

 

Finally it was demonstrated how Scenario Planning as a system can be viewed as separate units each 

responsible of a particular responsibility in the overall scenario process. A clear overview was created on 

how the different units inform the following and what implications each of the units can impose on the 

overall result of the Scenario Planning process. 

 

4.4.2 Evolutionary Theoretical Analysis 
In the analysis of Evolutionary Theory we analysed Scenario Planning through a variety of concepts among 

which the most central was variation, selection and retention. Viewing Scenario Planning through the lenses 

of Evolutionary Theory serves as an excellent way to understand the variety of options and decisions 

organizations and scenario planner’s face when constructing and implementing scenarios.    

 

In the construction phase variation demonstrated the value of including a variety of different stakeholders 

thus producing many differentiating opinions on what strategic drivers to characterize as fundamental for the 

business. Unrestrainedness emphasized this point underlining the importance of using Scenario Planning as 

a platform that allows all kinds of ideas and perspectives – also the ones necessary to create worst-case 

scenarios including the possibility of failure.  

 

Variation also underlined the value of the key premise of Scenario Planning; viewing the future as a 

multitude of options. In an effort to move away from the uni-dimensional planning mode scenarios are able 

to articulate equally plausible futures based on the principle of equiprobability. 

 

Intentional variation and blind variation underlined the importance of accepting the unpredictability of the 

future thus allowing multiple perspectives. Intentional variation is the occurrences that a business is able to 
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detect by doing an analysis of its external world i.e. a competitor buys company whereas blind variation are 

the events that are impossible to foresee i.e. a hurricane that makes it impossible to transport good to and 

from the Philippines.  

 

Selection and retention emphasized the power of the scenario planner in choosing and prioritizing between 

multiple variables as well as scenarios. Selection requires a constant awareness of the basis of which choices 

are taken and Retention is detected when communicating to the organization.  

 

The enactable environment derived in combination with the retention concept emphasizes that assumptions 

and previous actions create the basis on which future decisions are made. This leads the way for a learning 

loop in which the business can reflect on environmental variables and how these have impacted the industry 

over time. 

 

4.4.3 Analytical Comparison of the Chosen Theoretical Approaches 
Together the two theoretical approaches provide a terminology of concepts that are applicable when 

discussing Scenario Planning. The concepts illustrate what is presented in various methodologies but add an 

extra dimension in the sense that they are linked to a general theory. The theories chosen discuss concepts in 

general terms that should be present in the organization, in order to successfully adapt Scenario Planning as a 

strategic tool. The concepts outlined in above sections illustrate what is needed in order to achieve this. 

Concepts from both System Theory and Evolutionary Theory have similarities suggesting potential synergies 

between the two lines of theory when combined. Where System Theory seems to at times introduce a static 

approach Evolutionary Theory has a focus on innovation that can supplement in order to ensure the right 

balance between order and chaos.  

 

Both of the theories have the bandwidth to supplement with theoretical insights but furthermore the overlap 

provide us with both the developmental perspective that is part of Evolutionary Theory and the system 

connective aspect provided by System Theory. 

Throughout the Theoretical analysis the concepts we have introduced have played a role in establishing a 

discourse for how theory can be applied to Scenario Planning. By introducing concepts we understand what 

is important according to our findings is absolute openness of the organization in regards to changes in the 

contextual environment.  

 

Our level of analysis in this chapter has been the micro/organizational level as a starting point for analysis 

since this is also the point of departure taken in the literature. According to figure 2 in chapter 2 we have 
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pulled strings between the meso and micro level in order underline scenarios are a way to develop an 

understanding of the external world i.e. the industry.   

This will be further discussed in the chapter 7 Discussion. 
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5 Analysis of Empirical Data   
 

“Researchers generate information by analysing data after its collection. Data analysis 

usually involves reducing accumulated data to a manageable amount, developing 

summaries, looking for patterns and applying statistical techniques.” 

– Blumberg et al. (p.70). 

 

So far in we have provided the reader with a thorough understanding of the main concepts in Scenario 

Planning as well as various methodologies for constructing scenarios. Furthermore we have applied System 

and Evolutionary Theory in a full-scale analysis that has provided an understanding of the theoretical 

foundation upon which the tool is built. 

 

This chapter focuses on the empirical data gathered through our interviews as presented in 2.5.3.3 Selecting 

interviewees. Through the facilitation of an imaginary discussion between the interviewees the analysis will 

provide input to all of the research questions presented in 1.4 Problem Statement. Where previous chapters 

answered specific research questions the empirical data is relevant to all the questions. The many different 

perspectives provide value to thesis and add a practical dimension to the theoretical approach.   

 

The following analysis will start with a discussion on why Scenario Planning is a good tool to envision the 

future through. Following this we will look deeper into the construction phase to understand what is 

important. Finally we will discuss whether scenarios can be evaluated and how this can be done.  

 

5.1 Why Scenario Planning? 
Throughout the series of interviews that were conducted an overall positive attitude towards Scenario 

Planning was detected. As we intentionally searched for experts within the field whom have practical 

experience in applying the tool we were aware of this positive bias. Only Peter Theisen, Chairman at 

Fremdsforskning.dk, voiced serious concerns about the applicability of the tool, which we will discuss later 

in the chapter. The rest of the group of interviewees all condoned the use of the tool even though certain 

pitfalls were mentioned in the application of Scenario Planning. 

 

5.1.1 Scenarios Envision the Futures 
Among the emphasized points on why Scenario Planning is regarded as a useful tool, the notion of scenarios 

being a method to articulate and discuss the future was highlighted. Boman says: “Scenario Planning is 

excellent for a client to talk about the future” (Boman, 4.20) and continues that scenarios is a manner in 
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which “discussing what is uncertain instead of what is certain” (Boman, 5.10). This way of thought relates 

to what many interviewees’ replies, Henrik A. Sørensen’s gives an illustrative example:   

  

“Now you are Columbus who is ready in Lisbon with his three ships, and you say what 

should we take with us for the future? We have no idea what lies on the other side. We think 

it is India, but we basically don’t know. What do you bring with you on the journey?” 

(Sørensen, 28.50) 

 

By applying the example of Columbus, Sørensen illustrates the uncertainty of the future and the necessity of 

being prepared for whatever you may encounter. Anders Sandberg, Ph.D. from Oxford University supports 

Sørensen by stating: 

 

“The large merit of Scenario Planning is that it can shape a wide range of futures. 

Compared to statistical modelling where one would think it gives an absolute truth, 

scenarios, due to the wide range, can show a truth somewhere in between and make us 

reflect on the future and what it might hold” (Sandberg, 7.55) 

 

Analysing scenarios through the concept of variation enables an understanding of the view expressed by the 

interviewees. This underlines the usefulness of envisioning the future in multiple scenarios thus not 

subscribing to a uni-directional planning mode. The value of constituting the future as a series of equally 

possible future sets creates an understandable translation of what the contextual environment might hold for 

a company when looking into the future.  

 

5.1.2 Scenarios as a tool for Decision Making 
Apart from being a tool to envision possible futures, many of the interviewees underline the utility of the 

Scenario Planning as a foundation for decision making. Martin Kruse, senior futurologist, states: “Scenarios 

are a foundation for taking decision on which you can take a series of actions” (Kruse, 4.49). A number of 

quotes support this argument that Scenario Planning only brings value if actual decisions/actions are taken in 

direct consequence of the created scenarios. Otherwise the application of the tool is considered superficial.  

 

In line with above Boman views scenarios as a way to “ask yourself what you need to do if one of the 

scenarios come true” (Boman, 8.50). In other words scenarios are a way in which decisions can be taken on 

the basis of the uncertainty embedded in the external environment. Sandberg asks the rhetorical question 

“How can we make decisions under extreme uncertainty?” (Sandberg, 2.52). Scenario Planning as a tool for 

enabling decision-making is supported by both the system and evolutionary theoretical approach applied in 
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the theoretical analysis. When viewing Scenario Planning as a system, one unit of analysis is “decision”. 

Scenario Planning has to affect decisions affecting the performance of the company as illustrated in Dubin’s 

model applied to Scenario Planning (Chermack, 2005). Sandberg argues: “Scenarios should always affect 

decisions and be a tool for discussion” (Sandberg, 35.21).  

 

A theoretical point that can be emphasized in relation to Scenario Planning is that it serves as imaginary 

feedback with which the variation of strategic decisions possibly taken by the company can be tested. This is 

best illustrated in a “wind tunnel” – a tool to stress test the organization under various circumstances. 

Sørensen supports this view: “What is interesting in using Scenario Planning is the alertness it creates in the 

company” (Henrik, 21.05). Alertness defined as the potential consequences of a decision that has been tested. 

This ties in well with the concept of requisite variety. Only by envisioning the future and testing your 

strategy based on this, you are able to build preparedness for the particular situation.  

 

5.1.3 Scenarios Create Flexibility 
In continuation of the points from our interviews; being able to envision the future, thus making it execution 

able in the form of actual decision-making, is the notion of a company being a self-correcting entity 

automatically adapting to the present environment. Boman touches upon this in the following quote: 

      

“Creating an agile and flexible organization that can handle the changes that the future 

might hold” (Boman 11.30) 

 

Agile and flexible are two important concepts in Scenario Planning. Constantly being aware what might lie 

ahead, and actively preparing for it to happen, creates an organization that lives up to the definitions of 

respectively agile and flexible. This lies directly in line with many of the points made in the system 

theoretical analysis. By ascribing the dissipative characteristics to the organization, and viewing it as an 

organic system, the notion of it being a self-producing entity arises. This is i.e. found through the concept 

anticipatory memory that creates the alertness Sørensen mentioned earlier in this section.  

 

Van der Heijden’s interpretation of Scenario Planning emphasises the ability of the tool to reconstruct the 

way an organization conducts its business. This can be exemplified by implementing the learning loop mind 

framework on an employee level, restructuring the organization so it enables Scenario Planning to flourish 

etc. However through the interviews very little emphasis was put on these points. The practitioners appeared 

to only have experience in contributing to the actual scenario construction process whereas the 

organizational development perspective did not receive much attention. This could be due to Scenario 
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Planning mainly seen as a strategy tool to be applied on particular areas of interest, whereas using it in a 

holistic organizational approach was not something our interviewees had experienced with.   

 

5.2 Limitations to Scenario Planning 

The points covered so far underline Scenario Planning’s capabilities of envisioning the future and how this 

can contribute to the organization developing into a self-organizing entity. This section will be finish off with 

the key points of criticism that were voiced against Scenario Planning. 

 

5.2.1 The Unknown Future 
Dealing with the future is a rather tricky task. Whenever something is deemed to happen, an unexpected 

twist occurs and your preparations end up being for no reason at all. Because of this we learn to prepare for 

the worst and beyond anything always follow our mothers advise as she - knowing the future or not - seems 

to always know best. 

 

Whether the following two gentlemen followed their mothers advice is to be unsaid, however they did 

contribute to the debate on how the future is to be regarded as well as treated. The Scottish philosopher 

David Hume (1711-1776) stated in the 18
th
 century that any predictions pointing into the future are by 

definition false as the world could explode tomorrow (Kruse, 2010). Whether the world is actually capable of 

exploding is to be unsaid however today threats like chemical war, a meteor impact or on a more personal 

level; getting hit by a car seems more realistic. In any case –the point is that statements concerning the future 

are by definition false as we can only be sure of the world as it is right now.  

 

Another old, yet important, notion on how to treat the future is derived from Aristotle (382-322 BC). The 

Greek philosopher argued that any object categorized as “unreal” is to be subjected to other requirements 

than “real” objects are subjected to (Kruse, 2010). What applies to “real” things does not apply to “unreal” 

things. This means that any statement being made about the future is to be subject to other requirements than 

statements that can be verified.  

 

Relating to this Peter Theisen states: “Future science doesn’t exist. You can investigate the present and the 

past, but not the future” (Theisen, 3.02). This general, but very relevant statement, serves as a good point in 

creating awareness that Scenario Planning is always based on what we know from past and present. This 

relates to the enacted environment from the theoretical analysis in which it is defined as the assumptions and 

actions that always stem from previous events. There is a danger in being caught up in the same old clichés 

about the future without allowing feedback from the external work thus creating broad, diversified and 
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maybe radical scenarios. This is supported by Kruse who often find that people haven’t got the imagination 

or guts to believe in the most radical scenarios:  

 

For example two years ago we developed some scenarios where we stated that it was not 

unlikely that the oil price would drop 50 dollars… and the CEO and CFO would say “no – 

we don’t believe that”. This is because of the bias that exist” (Kruse, 2.55) 

 

There lies a real danger, and irrational logic, in applying Scenario Planning without understanding that one 

of the purposes of the tool is the ability to identify what situations could occur in the future. In the case with 

the CEO and CFO they were biased and paid dearly when the scenario proved to be telling the truth. One of 

the aspects of Scenario Planning is to envision the possibility of failure and be aware of the actions that can 

lead to this.   

 

In order to avoid “protecting” your organization from unpleasant or irrational impulses an important job is to 

create the conditions upon which the organization is susceptible to outside feedback – negative or positive. If 

this condition is not met it holds a danger to the organization being a closed organic system that rejects all 

disagreeable feedback and feeds its own learning loop thus with time creating an imprecise perception of the 

environment surrounding the organization.  

 

Peter Theisen’s main point of criticism towards Scenario Planning is that the future is fundamentally 

unpredictable and that there are only few things we can define as “certain”: 

 

“Our belief is that there are 17-18 long-term variables that you can prove are consistent 

systematically over 250 years” (Theisen, 3.50) 

 

This rather radical view imposes drastic restrictions on any kind of future research. Theisen argues that only 

few things in the world develop consistently over periods of 250 years emphasizing how uncertain the world 

is. This implies that planning techniques that incorporate other variables are by definition basing their 

assumptions on an uncertain foundation. Theisen bases his quote on the often sudden changes in the 

environment, or as van der Heijden characterizes it; unknowable’s that occur changing the rules of the game 

fundamentally. No one could have imagined 9/11, so when it happened it had an effect on businesses that 

had to adjust their long-term plans accordingly.  

 

Theisen is probably correct that very few variables are consistent over extremely long periods, however 

modern international businesses reduce the time horizon when planning for the future due to an increase in 
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complexity. This means that even though Theisen’s point from a principle standpoint might make sense, the 

practical implications of very distant future (+200 years) is not something organizations incorporate in their 

Scenario Planning efforts. However the point made by Theisen, is that the future is structurally uncertain, 

which undoubtedly is something any scenario planner must acknowledge. Van der Heijden incorporates this 

through unknowable’s meaning that completely unexpected events will always occur at a given time 

changing the course of events fundamentally.  

Furthermore a counterargument to Theisen’s statement could be that Scenario Planning indeed is a very 

useful tool for establishing an imagination of the many possible outcomes of the future; realistic as well as 

what is perceived unrealistic. One of the concepts when constructing scenarios is unrestrainedness; to think 

the unthinkable thus allowing the organization a platform to create likely as well as unlikely futures. Boman 

states that “predeterminants not being valid, assuming you are wrong, is part of the game” (Boman, 14.27) 

underlines Theisen’s point, on the future being fundamentally uncertain however this is part of the game and 

should not prevent organizations from attempting to imagine future events. It might be that phenomenon’s 

like “unknowable” is something that will impact the surrounding environment of the organization, however 

creating an agile and flexible organization with focus on the relevant parts of the contextual environment still 

presents great value to any organization. 

 

Theisen applies a reverse logic in which the company is in control of the future in contrast to being subject: 

“The future is the number of possibilities in the present. Based on the open options that humans have at any 

time they choose their future. First in thought, then in action” (Theisen, 6.15). Following this ontological 

view of what the future is he believes “that organizations shall themselves decide their future based on all 

the long term development steps” (Theisen, 13.13). This ties in well with the concepts of variation and 

selection that emphasizes the need to understand what opportunities that exist and how you can possibly act 

on them in order to achieve a strategic advantage.  

 

5.2.2 Scenarios as a Source of Truth 
An opinion shared across the interviewees was the emphasize of Scenario Planning not to be regarded as a 

tool that anticipates the future but attempts to show which directions the future can develop in. Kruse 

explains:  

  

“They (read: Scenarios) can have the downside that people think that the given number of 

scenarios cover the future. It’s like having a light and lighting up the road; you can see 

something but not all” (…) Scenarios are really good at saying there is an uncertainty out 

there and we cannot predict the future”. (Kruse, 35.30) 
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Understanding that scenarios are a human made construction based on past and present data underlines that 

Scenario Planning has limitations in foreseeing the future. However through the concept of equiprobability 

the scenarios attempt to create boundaries within which the future probably will take place. This can be a 

challenge when applying the tool as Sandberg points out: “People might believe in specific scenarios instead 

of understanding there is a great variety” (Sandberg, 15.45) and is supported by Sørensen: “Another pitfall 

is when a client asks which scenario should we choose. You must understand that you should not choose one 

scenario but this is range” (Sørensen, 29.13). In other words a neutral and objective approach should be 

taken when working with Scenario Planning. Being biased in the construction phase of the scenario process 

or when applying them is misunderstanding the toll as you move away from the key notion of scenarios 

being an value free entity that allows you to obtain new and different knowledge of your contextual 

environment (van der Heijden, 2005).  

 

In relation to this Sandberg brings forward the risk of conjunction fallacy: “Downsides to Scenario Planning 

– conjunction fallacy, if I tell you more and more about something it will sound more true” (Sandberg, 

14.28). This emphasizes the danger that is inherent in an increased focus on scenarios capturing the future, 

which could lead to a lack in awareness on the possibility of the scenarios failing to capture the future. 

Sandberg explains: “The fault about Scenario Planning is that people start believing that the scenarios are 

the only things that can happen. Scenarios are only possibilities” (Sandberg, 8.45). Scenario Planning is a 

technique attempting to capture the span of possible futures; however it is not necessarily successful in this, 

which the receiver needs to be aware of.       

 

5.2.3 Resource Intensive Process 
A general notion is the tendency to view Scenario Planning as a demanding tool to operationalize. In Henrik 

Duus’ article “Strategic Scenario Construction Made Easy” (2014) a practical and easy applicable method is 

presented. Even so, a typical Scenario Planning process is to some degree a cumbersome affair. Conducting a 

Scenario Planning process includes extensive data gathering followed by analysis. Furthermore a range of 

internal and external resources need to take part in the process. Communicating this should be a mandatory 

step in any organization that conducts a scenario construction exercise. In order to achieve the benefits of 

applying Scenario Planning, the work involved – being resource heavy and time demanding – is an implicit 

condition. Sørensen and Boman underline this view below: 

 

“Con’s towards Scenario Planning: It’s tedious work and it takes a long time, it requires a 

lot of work… (Boman, 45.35).  
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“It has a limitation that it for some resembles a heavy process. It demands time, resources 

and determination (Sørensen, 27.15) 

 

5.2.4 Scenario Planning – a practical tool 
By focusing our Scenario Planning research on an academic and theoretical point of view, an important 

element to investigate during the interviews was the practical application of Scenario Planning. Kruse 

explains this quite passionately how viewing Scenario Planning solely as a theoretical tool excludes the 

practical dimension: 

 

“The people that have written those theoretical books doesn’t have shit real time experience, 

they just let out bullshit (…) I have talked to several professors and they don’t understand 

how it works” (Kruse, 28.15)     

 

Kruse underlines that it is fundamental that any research in Scenario Planning or the application of the tool 

needs to incorporate an element based on experience. Many theories and concepts can excel on paper but fail 

when translated into the real world at the end making them worthless. This thesis, being based on a 

theoretical foundation, risks the problem that Kruse presents in his quote. Theories operate in an ideal state 

which can be difficult to exemplify which is why we have chosen to seek knowledge in the mix of expert 

interviews, a case-study and a theoretical investigation. 

 

Boman agrees in Kruse’s critique adding: “Scenario Planning is based on experience and not scientific 

proof” (Boman, 27.51) and continues “There is no scientific way of limiting yourself. The distinction lies in 

the practical circumstances” (Boman, 25.56). Again experience and practical circumstances are emphasized 

as two important elements in adopting Scenario Planning. The critique of Scenario Planning - to be 

approached only through academics - is important when analysing any Scenario Planning methodology.  

 

5.3 Constructing Scenarios: 
When initiating a Scenario Planning process the first step is to define the purpose of the operation in which a 

desired outcome is articulated. In example; my organization wants to “understand how the oil price will 

develop”. For a successful Scenario Planning process to unfold, this step is crucial in shaping the 

forthcoming construction of the scenario with the aim of fulfilling the stated objective. Sørensen supports 

this by saying: “Yes, I think it is important to be clear about the objective and create a purpose for this” 

(Sørensen, 20.10).  
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Closely connected to articulating a purpose is the central element of understanding your own business and 

the contextual environment in which your business operate. As described in the section 3.1 Scenario 

Planning Review analysing the organization’s business idea is a foundation on which the construction of 

scenarios can be built upon. It is from the business idea definition that relevant variables are identified and 

scenarios are constructed. Having a well-established perception of your business idea enhances the 

likelihood of formulating a purpose to which the scenario process can assist the organization.   

 

5.3.1 Likelihood vs. Impact  
When choosing the variables driving developments important to the organization several interviewees 

emphasized a simple technique: Seriousity mapping.  In short the technique entails mapping the variables 

you are examining in an impact vs. likelihood matrix.  Kruse explains: 

 

“(…) impact and plausibility matrix, what has great impact and high plausibility is what we 

conceive interesting. The stuff that has high impact and low plausibility is what ruins 

companies” (Kruse, 30.35) 

 

Typically what catch the eye are events that have high impact and high plausibility since these are the most 

acute threat to the organization. Kruse however underlines that events with low plausibility are just as 

relevant to consider - if they happen they might turn everything upside down. When constructing scenarios it 

is important to include all ends of the plausibility span creating a variety of scenarios that represent all 

imaginable outcomes of the future. Sørensen also applies seriousity mapping but focuses on what has high 

impact. He says: “You can’t prepare for everything then you turn paranoid. You have to prioritize on what 

you find most important” (Sørensen, 16.30). Here Sørensen underlines the necessity of prioritizing the 

variables that will have the most severe business impact on your organization. 

  

By adopting seriousity mapping in the construction phase you are able to filter data and focus on the most 

important drivers related to your organization. This relates to the characteristics of System Theory in the way 

it reduces complexity.  

 

5.3.2 Causality 
One of the most emphasized points during the interviews was the notion of understanding the underlying 

causality driving the companies’ environment. Causality is connected to assessing the strategic drivers 

propelling the business and its surroundings. A big part of the value of Scenario Planning lies in constructing 

the scenarios as you thoroughly assess your organization and contextual environment.  
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An illustrative example of how causality should be viewed in a potential scenario case is brought by Kruse: 

 

“An example of causality: Chinas middleclass is growing. That means they need more 

telephony. In telephony cobber is required. Cobber is from Chile. So when Chile exports a 

lot, their currency gets twisted. That means Italian wine peasants have a harder time 

competing on the world market. That means the French wine peasants are in a favourable 

position. This means that the fact Chinas middleclass is growing carries along that French 

wine peasants are doing better. Those kinds of relations are fucking hard to understand” 

(Kruse, 1.08.19)  

 

The above quote represents an example of a complex but illustrative example of the kinds of cause-and-

effect patterns that need to be identified when constructing a scenario for a particular organization. The 

above example could be useful for Italian wine peasants investigating what drives the Italian wine export or 

for people trying to understand the interconnectedness in the global marketplace.  

 

Identifying and prioritizing which cause-and-effect drivers to include or focus on in the scenario construction 

process can be viewed in the same way as the concepts variation and selection. On the basis of a variety of 

possibilities you select what is regarded as most important/probable and include these in your scenario 

construction process. This process helps distinguish what information the scenarios incorporate and what has 

been excluded. To emphasise the choices is important for the client to understand the foundation the 

scenarios have been built upon. Kruse says: “Communicating this to the costumers is important to ensure 

that they understand the foundation in proper way” (Kruse, 1.10.25). 

 

5.3.3 Granularity 
In the process of choosing the fundamental drivers a central issue is deciding the scope that the scenarios 

should incorporate. Choosing the granularity of your analysis is decisive in order to assess on which level 

your variables are to be located and how precise the output of the scenario process is. Sørensen applies 

Schoemakers (2002) approach to scenario building consisting of the three following levels: “First you have 

macro level – external world (…) then you have industry or branch level (…) lastly you have the company 

level which can be broken down to product level. Doing this gives you a hierarchy with three levels” 

(Sørensen, 12.15). 

 

Based on what the scenarios evolve around a series of choices on the above three levels need to be made. 

Sørensen exemplifies: “If you for example are a marketing boss, you can to choose to take a series of things 
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for given. Maybe you only want to create some scenarios on product level (…) Then you create a series of 

assumptions for a series of elements. You have to decide on what level to conduct the analysis before 

creating the scenarios” (Sørensen, 13.30).  

 

The choice of granularity has a direct impact on the Requisite Variety incorporated through the Scenario 

Planning process. In the theoretical analysis we learned that Requisite Variety equals “the larger the variety 

of action available to a control system, the larger the variety of perturbation it is able to compensate” 

(Ashby, 1956).  In other words choosing the level of granularity of your scenario process and identifying the 

key cause-and-effect relationships you regard as decisive has a direct impact on the requisite variety and 

anticipatory memory of the organization. This point links to the previous section; namely that the choices 

you actively take during the scenario construction phase are important when understanding the capabilities of 

the scenarios as well as the opposite.  

 

5.3.4 Certainty and Uncertainty    
In principal looking into the future with the aim of foreseeing what lies ahead is by definition an impossible 

assignment. Furthermore when testing any statements concerning the future are to be different than 

statements made about “real” objects. Even though we acknowledge these points, we need to apply a more 

realistic and constructive approach to future studies because we are forced to relate to the future, one way or 

another. In order to do this we assume that we actually know quite a bit about the future and based on 

different variables and probabilities establish an idea of what lies ahead.  

 

The French future researcher Bertrand de Jouvenal expresses this very adequate: “It is all very well to say 

that the future is unknown. The fact remains that we treat many aspects of it as known, and if we did not we 

could never form any projects” (Kruse,2010). 

 

Bertrand the Jouvenal's quote are in line with the main concepts in van der Heijden’s view on strategy; in 

order to make any meaningful strategy; some degree of certainness needs to be in place (van der Heijden, 

2005). A world with no stabile elements equals a world with complete uncertainty hence no constructive 

predictions can be made. A world with complete certainty entails that no predictions are necessary because 

everything is given in advance. These two extremes rely on a mix of stable (certainty) as well as unstable 

(uncertainty) elements (ibid).    

 

So how do we approach the daunting task of investigating the future? Sociology Professor Wendel Bell from 

Yale classifies future studies as part of the sociological science, hence it is to be scrutinized under the same 

research criteria’s as within this field. The overarching tradition within this field is that the explanations are to 
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be found plausible and the data, which has been applied in forming the explanations, have been critically 

examined and found credible (Kruse, 2010). 

Every effort should be to include all relevant facts and not simply present tendentious results (ibid).  This is in 

line with the interviewees that emphasise the mix of certainty and uncertainty as important for Scenario 

Planning to thrive as well as solid sources. 

 

The variety of scenarios is based on the degree of uncertainty in the contextual environment. As illustrated in 

figure 4 – Scenario building framework certain data is shared on all the scenarios while the uncertain 

variables create the distinct scenarios. As Sørensen mentioned in the previous section some degree of 

assumptions need to be made in this process in which he refers to the concept of certainty. Boman supports 

him: “If everything is uncertain there is no point in doing Scenario Planning, you’d be better off doing 

wishful thinking” (Boman, 35.56). Boman agrees with van der Heijden (2005) that the notion of certainty is 

an important concept for any planning to take place. He adds: “Consider factors to be certain. You cannot be 

sure that they are but you consider them to be” (Boman, 12.52). Again, Sørensen’s statement about 

assumptions is supported. This stems from the necessity that parts of the future need to be considered 

“stabile” as well as a practical need to reduce the work burden related to Scenario Planning.  

 

Kruse explains his approach to selecting the variables in the following:  

 

“You have selection several places. In the scenario process you will typically have a number 

of uncertainties. Because there are too many you will have to select so you have four-to-

something uncertainties. So in this case we have variation – a number of uncertainties – that 

are selected on the basis on what can be regarded as critical and you make the actual 

scenarios” (Kruse, 22.22) 

 

Drawing a line to Evolutionary Theory Kruse emphasizes that the active process of selection is a key part of 

constructing a scenario. Selecting being a subjective choice on what to include, and what to exclude, implies 

that the premise of selection needs to be valid. That involves objective data, rationale argumentation etc. 

Kruse says: “You can adopt classical research criteria: Sources have to be correct, argumentation has to 

make sense” (Kruse, 52.37). Furthermore part of selecting is experience which whether based on a 

theoretical or practical understanding of Scenario Planning is crucial. 

 

Asked upon what time horizon to apply when constructing scenarios the general feedback was that it 

depended on the issue at hand. It was proposed by Sandberg that the time horizon could be ignored and 

replaced by uncertainty. Sandberg explains: “Chronological time doesn’t matter, it’s the sum of uncertainty 
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that matter for the timeline as to what you want to do scenarios about” (Sandberg, 22.46). In other words the 

sum of uncertainty is decisive when deciding how far into the future the scenarios should be. If the chosen 

time horizon has the effect that very few things remain certain the timeline must be adjusted, while if 

everything is stable you can go bit further. Boman supports this view: “If you have a mix of enough 

certainties on the one hand and enough uncertainties on the other hand your good to go with scenarios” 

(Boman, 35.34). 

 

5.4 Evaluating Scenarios  
In the beginning of this chapter we talked about Scenario Planning being a tool for which multiple futures 

can be envisioned creating an improved foundation for decision-making. In this part of the chapter we 

investigate when a scenario process is successful.  

 

5.4.1 Predicting the Future 
A key appreciation of Scenario Planning that needs be established at an early point in any Scenario Planning 

process is that the tool does not predict the future. As already established at the beginning of this chapter, 

Scenario Planning lays out the landscape for possible futures with the potential downside of getting it all 

wrong – it is the future we are talking about! In other words plausibility is a fundamental fallacy. Forecasting 

as a technique for anticipating the likelihood of a future event is fundamentally different than what Scenario 

Planning sets out to achieve. Scenario Planning is primarily a qualitative study should encourage the 

strategic conversation and not focus on plausibility. Kruse explains his view on this point: “You have to 

move away from the notion about scenarios that the success criteria is plausibility. The success criteria’s are 

good sources, good construction, understand the dynamics and critic the sources” (Kruse, 1.01.09). 

 

Scenarios that turn out to be directly wrong are still valid scenarios. It goes without saying that if you have 

four scenarios 75 % of them will undoubtedly not fulfil completely. A business could choose to focus on 

two, hedge the third, and ignore the fourth. But this would be misunderstanding the ideal use of the Scenario 

Planning process. Kruse says:  

 

“The success criteria isn’t being right. If you have four scenarios it goes without saying that 

three of them are wrong but if you have made the company more agile then you have created 

the company money. That’s what it is all about” (Kruse, 7.10)  

 

Continuing on this note Kruse emphasizes that scenarios can’t be assessed on whether they occur or not: 

“It’s possible to create bad scenarios that occur and good scenarios that don’t. You can’t assess scenarios 
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on the parameter of success being whether it happens or not” (Kruse, 1.00.32). This underlines the 

unaccommodating nature of the future and scenarios trying to interpret it, he continues: “We always argue 

why we propose a certain view. Then looking back these arguments are seldom correct. It might have been 

other factors and that’s just the way it is – the future is unpredictable” (Kruse, 46.40). The point of scenarios 

is not necessarily about getting the future right even though the aim is obviously to create a cobweb of 

scenarios that catches the future to their best ability. The aim is just as much to initiate a process in which the 

organization examines itself and its surrounding environment with an open and curious mind.   

 

In the article “After all the world could explode tomorrow” Kruse (2010) engages in the discussion about 

scenarios predicting the future or not. As just stated he fundamentally disapproves the reasoning that a good 

scenario predicts the future and bad does the opposite. The truth criterion being “true or false” simply is not 

appropriate when working with scenarios (ibid). Based on this he explains another dimension; presumptive 

true or presumptive false. The first describes predictions that are able to withstand being subjected to 

verification or falsification whereas presumptive false fails in this. Following this Kruse (2010) explains 

another concept; terminally true and terminally false. These concepts refer to whether the prediction actually 

does occur in reality.  

 

Above conceptualization opens some interesting perspectives on how the anticipation of the future and the 

potential fulfilment of scenarios can be viewed. Normally it would be argued that what is presumptive true 

will also lead to a terminal truth (de facto truth) however other possibilities also exist. For example 

presumptive true can turn out to be terminally false. An example of this is climate changes. The majority of 

climate researchers argue that the world is experiencing human made climate changes. In other words it is – 

probably – presumptive true that if we do not change behaviour it will lead to a future scenario of serious 

climate problems. However the reason why something that is presumptive true can turn out to be terminally 

false is that humans always have the possibility to intervene in the present and form their future, i.e. 

tomorrow politicians decide to take any action possible in order to change current climate developments, it 

might turn out that the way we anticipated the future (anticipatory true) turns out to be terminally false even 

though all the research was conducted correctly. This is an embedded premise future research is founded on 

and relates to Theisen’s statement in 5.2.1 The unknown future addressing the notion that human beings are 

at all times at responsible for their future based on existing options. 

 

5.4.2 Causality 
Continuing from the previous paragraph the key concept of understanding the cause-and-effect relationship 

that affects your organization arises. “What is good Scenario Planning? It is creating very different futures 

with the purpose of reflecting upon cause and effect” (Sørensen, 3.45). Based on our interviews a key factor 
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on which Scenario Planning can be assessed is through the clarity the scenario process entails. Constructing 

the scenario implies a thorough analysis of the fundamental drivers in the environment affecting the 

organization – figuratively speaking the organization is put under a microscope in order to understand why it 

is competitive. This process of scrutinizing yourself as well as the contextual environment represents just as 

much value as the actual scenarios do according to many of our interviewees. Sørensen says: 

 

“For me a good scenario process is about being precise on what the strategic critical 

success factors are for the company, and how these are affected? Doing that it is not super 

important to create a plausible future – I know that is the purpose but it is about being 

precise on what I just said” (Sørensen, 4.45)  

 

Comprehending what critical success factors determines an organizations success is what earlier in this 

chapter has been defined as understanding the causality surrounding your organization. Scenario Planning 

acts as a tool to identify causal relations as well as testing these drivers in different “wind tunnels”. Kruse 

says: “It is about testing of strategy not predicting the future – it’s not possible“ (Kruse, 37.35). 

 

5.4.3 Reperception 
In the theoretical analysis we applied Dubin’s model of theory construction in which we identified the 

following five units in Scenario Planning: 1) Scenarios, 2) Learning, 3) Mental models, 4) Decisions and 5) 

Performance. Number three “Mental Models” refers to the perception an organization has of its contextual 

environment. A key parameter for measuring the success of a Scenario Planning process is altering the 

Mental Models of the organization so it perceives its surroundings in a more satisfactory and accurate way 

than previously.      

 

“Scenarios are to result in a reperception because if you don’t have a reperception you 

won’t take action on it, and you if you don’t take action the scenarios are useless. So the 

success criteria for a scenario is that it alters the perception of how the world looks and they 

act on this new knowledge (Kruse, 7.01)  

 

Without achieving reperception the application of the tool has no value. A fundamental part of Scenario 

Planning consists in examining the causal drivers propelling contextual environment thus adjusting the 

perception you have of the world around you. Sørensen underlines this: “Half of evaluating a scenario is 

perception” (Sørensen, 37.35). 
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A constant awareness of your current perception, and an ongoing effort to develop this, creates the best 

possible foundation upon which to prepare for the future also understood through the concept of requisite 

variety.  

 

5.4.4 Internal Discussion 

In van der Heijden’s definition of Scenario Planning a central element is to establish the strategic 

conversation within the organization on the basis of the mental models that the scenarios generate. This point 

is shared among many of our interviewees who underline the utility of Scenario Planning to act as a manner 

in which dialog can be established.  

 

“The important thing is not being right or wrong, the important thing is to discuss things 

and have them in an open debate in the group and also challenge peoples mind-sets, it’s 

alright to be wrong” (Boman, 14.53)  

 

Through the concepts like unrestraindness, the organizations create a platform for which existing 

perceptions of the organization and the environment can be challenged creating a more accurate 

understanding. In relation to this Boman supports the point mentioned earlier that scenarios are not 

necessarily about revealing the future but just as much about initiating fruitful and diverse conversations. He 

says: “If you are talking about the scenarios they are good in that specific sense. Whether they will work we 

won’t know until the specific year” (Boman, 39.51) and is supported by Sandberg: “Are people evaluating 

scenarios in a good way? Does scenarios lead to a good discussion? We made that scenario, it happened 

and it was a good decision” (Sandberg, 34.35).    

 

5.4.5 Checkpoints 

Evaluating the scenarios also include the element of keeping track of whether they actually happen. A crucial 

step in benefiting from the requisite variety is following the development of the present thus understanding 

what scenario might be turning into reality. Sørensen explains: 

  

“The process of enlightenment (Scenario Planning process) makes key variables visible and 

that is not necessary many. In this way – based on intelligence – you can see what plausible 

reality you are in. You begin to see what scenario is beginning to be reality” (Sørensen, 

35.25) 
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Sørensen underlines the necessity of creating checkpoints in which you track developments relevant to the 

Scenarios. Doing this, you not only keep track of the contextual environment, you also collect the 

information required for the organization to make use of its alertness and flexibility. Only if the organization 

knows when to dispatch its requisite variety it will be on top of developments as they happen and ahead of 

their potential competitors 

 

The actual practice of creating checkpoints for an ongoing evaluation of your scenarios is explained by 

Kruse: “For example we are looking at the climate. Next year there is a climate summit, which serves as a 

cardinal point for which two options can happen. So after the summit we can assess in which direction we 

are heading” (Kruse, 1.04.40). In the example, the climate summit serves as a crossroad indicating which 

scenario is turning into reality - very useful information for benefitting for the preparedness the scenarios 

build. Sørensen recommends that you “follow up every quarter” (Sørensen 45.40) but this is obviously 

relative to the subject at hand. Theisen also underlines the necessity of keeping track of developments: 

“Where are we in the project? What are the success criteria?” (Theisen, 49.00). 

 

5.4.6 Acting on the Scenario 
As already mentioned a success criteria in Scenario Planning is that it creates reperception, enables decision 

making which ultimately improves the performance of the organization. One basic requirement for this to 

happen is that you actually use the scenarios! It might sound blatant but as Kruse mentions this is not always 

the case: “It is crucial that the clients use it! We have tried many times that the scenarios ends on the shelf 

doing nothing” (Kruse, 58.20). Again, it might sound as pure logic but as touched upon earlier Scenario 

Planning requires commitment in order to benefit from the tool. Kruse says: “Really often when people don’t 

believe you it is because of argumentation “why should it oil price drop like that?” But sometimes its easiest 

to say “fuck it” – just prepare for that it can happen (…) It is very difficult to explain why things happen, 

they just do” (Kruse, 46.10). Instead of assessing the particular scenario as to why and if they appear 

realistic, or whether they seem appealing, they should be regarded through the concept of equiprobability. In 

other words; prepare for all scenarios occurring also the ones you do not necessary like. 

 

 Another dimension in applying the scenarios is communicating it to the constituents in the organization in 

an easy and comprehensible manner. Theisen says: “It is crucial to keep it in a language that is simple and 

understandable in order to make people act on it” (Theisen, 36.50). Doing this can constitute a danger as a 

complex topic that is translated into a comprehensible language can potentially conceal the complex nature 

of the undertaking and the assumption it relies on. This means that even though language is important, and it 

should be a priority to understand the scenarios easily, it is always important to be open about the Scenario 

Planning process thus creating the best possible platform for the receiver to be critical of the product.   
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5.5 Sub-conclusion 
In this chapter we have pursued the goal of answering our research questions through the insights of a group 

of experts and practitioners. In other words this part of the thesis will partly answer all research questions as 

it provides supplement to the theoretical analysis.  

In this chapter we have discussed the answers derived from the interviews in the format of hypothetical 

discussion. We have emphasized points dominated by consensus as well as the opposite. The key objective is 

to bring forward the perspectives that cannot necessarily be explained through a theory-only approach. 

Throughout the analysis we made use of the concepts applied in the theoretical analysis illustrating their 

relevance and applicability.   

 

A potential source of error implicit in the hypothetical discussion is that the majority of all participants 

strongly advocated for the use of Scenario Planning. Put differently it was never likely that Scenario 

Planning would be undermined through the analysis but instead nuances within the tool are demonstrated as 

well as elements of critique were discussed.  

 

Based on the Empirical Analysis Scenario Planning is a useful tool for envisioning the future on the premise 

that it is fundamentally uncertain. It is part of creating a discourse about the future and helps detect the 

strategic drivers that are important to an organization. Creating this awareness in the organization enables 

Scenario Planning to act as a decision-making tool promoting flexibility.  

 

According to our interviewees organizations that adopt Scenario Planning have to be made aware that 

plausibility is something Scenario Planning refrains from applying. Instead it creates equally possible futures 

that try an embrace how the future development. One of the main points however, is not necessarily to 

articulate perfect scenarios, but instead to imitate a comprehensive dialogue within the organization mapping 

the strategic drivers of importance. Achieving just the latter is a big part of successfully applying Scenario 

Planning.  

 

In order to benefit from the tool it is beneficial to acknowledge the work burden related and practical skills 

necessary of applying it correctly. Viewing the tool solely as a theoretical discipline is a misinterpretation, as 

it requires experience and know-how for a successful implementation.   

 

Regarding the scenario construction phase it is fundamental to state the purpose that the scenarios will deal 

with. Apart from creating narratives describing the future, analysing the causality underlying the 

organization is an essential objective of any scenario process. Recognizing this before initiating the Scenario 

Planning process presents a value that underlines the different objectives it incorporates.  
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In order to construct the scenarios correctly the granularity of the investigation as well as data variables 

included is crucial for understanding what the narratives will tell. This process is the sole responsibility of 

the scenario planner thus a subjective assessment and decision has immense impact on the end product, 

which is part of the Scenario Planning discourse – the truth is not objective but lies in the narrative and 

information behind it.  

 

Based on the analytical work that is part of constructing the scenarios, the organization needs to reach a 

reperception on which an internal discussion of current and future actions can be discussed. Only if a state of 

reperception is reached and related actions are taken Scenario Planning can be labelled a success.  

 

Tracking the scenarios checkpoints is advised in order to keep the organization alert.  Anticipatory memory 

emphasizes this point, as it is important to have understanding of whether the future is developing in 

accordance with the fundamental reasoning behind the scenarios.       
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6 Recommendations 

6.1 Recommendation #1: “If you don’t like the truth, don’t ask for it” 
In order to allow Scenario Planning the best working conditions and provide knowledge for the business 

complete unrestrainedness and equiprobability is fundamental when constructing and assessing the 

scenarios. This means that you need to treat the best case scenario exactly the same way as worst case 

scenario as they are equally probable. 

 

6.2 Recommendation #2: “The future is unpredictable” 
Scenario Planning accepts uncertainty but does not remove it from the equation. By creating a series of 

scenarios, it attempts to describe a variety of future outcomes creating a platform on which the organization 

can start the strategic conversation and assess what strategic actions that are needed.              

The future is a tricky thing to envision, this is no different when adopting Scenario Planning. Expecting that 

the span of scenarios captures the future is potentially reality twisting because the underlying assumption 

should always be that the future is unknown and nobody can predict it perfectly. 

 

6.3 Recommendation #3: “Scenario Planning is heavy – accept it” 
Based on our analysis it seems difficult to achieve the benefits of Scenario Planning without undertaking the 

comprehensive task it is to carry out a complete Scenario Planning process. It appears that there is a positive 

correlation between the value derived from the tool and the work related to making use of it. By simplifying 

complex undertakings you risk compromising the overall quality and validity for the sole purpose of 

reducing the work burden. 

 

6.4 Recommendation #4: “Practice makes perfect” 

The process of constructing scenarios has a clearly practical dimension which implies that involving 

consultants or persons with extensive knowhow and experience within the field is an advantage.  

The fact that constructing scenarios in most methodologies involves a series of practical features such as 

inviting outside experts, arranging workshops, collecting data etc. shows that it can be beneficial for any 

Scenario Planning process to consult someone who has previously gained experience through a similar 

process.  

 

6.5 Recommendation #5: “Scenario Planning provides an alternative 

perspective”  

In order to achieve reperception through Scenario Planning it is crucial that the persons who take part in the 

construction phase obtain an objective and neutral approach. In our theoretical analysis we presented the 
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concept unrestraindness which illustrates this point. The Scenario Planning platform is to be regarded as a 

safe haven promoting reflections on the organization and the contextual environment. If this condition is not 

met the reperception created through the Scenario Planning process will be based on false premises 

potentially leading to misguided actions.        

 

6.6 Recommendation #6: “Prepare your organization for Scenario Planning” 
Scenario Planning has evolved into being much more than a strategy tool. Applying Scenario Planning does 

not necessarily begin with creating the purpose and end with writing the narratives. If a limited use of 

Scenario Planning is desired above could be the approach however if an organization wants to benefit from 

the complete set of capabilities inherent in Scenario Planning the organization needs to structure itself 

accordingly. 

 

In the theoretical analysis we articulated a series of concepts describing organic systems and their 

arrangement within the system. Autopoieseis, feedback, dissipative structures and enactment all explain how 

systems arrange themselves on the basis of outside feedback. Understanding the function of each of these 

concepts provides great value for any organization that wants to adopt Scenario Planning for the purpose of 

transforming itself into a self-organizing unit. 

 

6.7 Recommendation #7: “Introducing the Call off Criteria”   
As a consequence of the work burden related to Scenario Planning a concept called the “Call of Criteria” is 

introduced. Adopting Scenario Planning is a decision based on the perceived value it generates to the 

organization. As mentioned Scenario Planning can evolve into a resource demanding operation which might 

not produce much value in the end. An ongoing part of any scenario process should be to assess whether the 

return of investment is greater than the cost of establishing the process. In other words if it costs more to 

conduct the Scenario Planning process than what is expected to be saved the project should be closed. This is 

the “call of criteria”.  

 

6.8 Recommendation #8: “Emphasize your assumption” 
Any prediction on the future is based on an assumption. Van der Heijden makes the distinction between 

certainty and uncertainty, the first describing what we assume to be predictable beyond reasonable doubt. 

However, even though we characterize something as certain it can still turn out to be the opposite which is a 

potential source of error in the scenarios. 
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Avoiding this should be prioritized. In order to mitigate this potential risk it should be communicated to the 

organization what assumptions the scenarios rely on. Doing this emphasises the potential sources of error as 

well as equips the organization to keep track of whether these assumptions are indeed valid going forward. 

 

6.9 Recommendation #9: “It’s all about acting on the reperception” 
A stated previously a key ability ascribed to Scenario Planning is that it creates reperception in the 

organization. Reperception should be a key parameter for tracking the progress of the tool in the 

organization. A way to measure the effect of the Scenario Planning process is to compare the perception 

before engaging in the process versus the reperception achieved after completing the process.    

 

Relating to this the organization should continuously ask itself what consequences the reperception inflicts. 

Achieving reperception is irrelevant if no action is taken directly on its behalf. In other words actions and 

decisions affecting the performance of the organization are tangible outcomes from the Scenario Planning 

process and a good way to measure the usefulness of the tool.       

 

6.10 Recommendation #10: “Don’t let your scenarios get away from you!” 
When the scenarios are constructed actions can be taken in accordance to the reperception. However this 

should not conclude the Scenario Planning process. Scenarios often span many years into the future so a 

continuous follow and check mechanism should be deployed keeping track of how the identified challenges 

and drivers develop. 

 

In order to benefit from the anticipatory memory and requisite variety in the organization strategic 

signposts/milestones should be identified enabling close tracking of which future is on the doorsteps. Doing 

this the organization should constantly be aware of when and how to prepare accordingly to the scenarios 

built.   
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7 Discussion 
Through the findings in chapter 4 Theoretical Analysis and chapter 5 Empirical Analysis we have detected a 

variety of interesting insights and perspectives allowing us to answer our Problem Statement. In the 

following we will combine our insights across the different chapters and discuss some of the broad topics the 

thesis touches upon.  

 

7.1 Incorporating the Theoretical Dimension 
The key objective in the thesis, apart from answering our Problem Statement, has been to contribute to the 

theoretical understanding of Scenario Planning. This has been done through a comprehensive theoretical 

analysis in which Scenario Planning has been informed by a wide range of different concepts such as 

autopoiesis, dissipative structures and variation just to mention a few. In other words the question is no 

longer how a theoretical analysis of Scenario Planning looks like, but what benefit can be derived from the 

insights gained through the analysis.  

 

In parts of the theoretical analysis a challenge was to apply the theoretical concepts onto Scenario Planning. 

A general difficulty in any theoretical study is to apply a diverse reality into a rigid theoretical framework 

which definitely also was a hassle for us. Theories are brilliant at assessing general frameworks but have 

difficulties when going into detail as i.e. with the scenario methodologies. Our theories have been good at 

identifying and analysing one concept at a time and combining the concepts as a system thereby allowing us 

to identify the pre-conditions for analysing Scenario Planning. System Theory in particular excelled in 

deconstructing the tool and analysing the elements where Evolutionary Theory allowed us to understand how 

a continuous adaptation process works and how a business can develop by being aware of these concepts and 

structures. 

 

As part of conducting the theoretical analysis we attempted to involve our interviewees in the discussion on 

the theoretical underpinnings in Scenario Planning. This topic however seemed to draw limited interest as 

well as their input did not contribute significantly in creating the theoretical understanding of the tool. Their 

expertise was on explaining how to make use of the tool with the client and what should happen during the 

process in a practical context.  

Businesses are different and the context of the client plays an important part when deciding the approach. In 

the context of the thesis we have therefore not been able to connect the findings from the theoretical analysis 

with the empirical findings in the way we would have liked. Some of our interviewees showed scepticism 

when being asked about the theoretical foundation for their way of applying Scenario Planning, which can 

mean two things; 1) either they do not want to be tied by theoretical paradigms or 2) their product becomes 

hard to sell to clients if it appears to be too complicated. 
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Reflecting on the knowledge produced in the theoretical analysis most of the findings has limited 

applicability to the actual methodologies for constructing scenarios. In section 3.2 Methodologies for 

Creating Scenarios we presented a wide range of methodologies, which we, based on our theoretical 

insights, have no reason to challenge. Through our theoretical approach we approach the methods and 

analyse them step by step in order to see if there is room for improvements however the result remain the 

same; a range of scenarios.  

 

In order to emphasize which parts our theoretical approach has contributed to, a Scenario Planning timeline 

consisting of three parts can be created: 1) Pre-scenario creation, 2) scenario creation and 3) post-scenario 

creation. Our theories have primarily investigated the pre-conditions for scenarios hence the first phase, and 

due to the abductive approach taken, we focus on this part. In order to assess the full timeline of a scenario 

process it would require a different choice of theories since they would bring a different perspective to the 

analysis.  

 

The main insights derived from informing Scenario Planning through Evolutionary and System Theory are 

related to the organizational dimension. By applying theoretical concepts in a Scenario Planning context we 

have assessed the organization from a variety of different perspectives allowing us to understand which pre-

conditions needs to be in place in order make the most benefit of the tool. A main point in Scenario Planning 

– which is mentioned repeatedly throughout the Empirical Analysis - is that the tool is just as much about 

initiating a strategic discussion within the organization as it is about creating accurate scenarios. In order for 

this discussion to take place, creating perfect scenarios is not necessarily the primary concern, but instead the 

organization needs to be structured and prepared in the best way possible. The findings resulting from this 

are undoubtedly something that contributes to existing literature within the field and hopefully will inspire 

scholars as well as practitioners to make use of our insights when working with Scenario Planning.   

 

In the previous chapter we articulated a series of recommendations based on the insights gained through our 

theoretical and empirical analysis. As mentioned many of the recommendations have characteristics of 

general pre-conditions that organization should take into account before starting the Scenario Planning 

process. This underlines the nature of our theoretical findings as they refer to the organizational dimension 

instead of the Scenario Planning methodology in itself.  

 

Creating scenarios is not about predicting the future, but about establishing a strategic conversation. Both the 

theoretical and empirical analysis showed an agreement on this fact by focusing on the variation that occurs 



 
7 Discussion 

 
 

111 
 

in the business landscape leading to a strengthened awareness of the position of the business possibly leading 

to reperception and an increased degree of adaptability to the surroundings.  

 

The ability to structure a narrative of possible future states starts by knowing your starting point. In this sense 

the reflective conversation is a key asset. The weakness is the possibly intangible results that a qualitative 

process like this might lead to. But the strength of a process like this is that you are able to choose a much 

broader scope compared to using a quantitative approach. Scenario Planning is not just about creating 

scenarios. Scenario Planning is a holistic tool that demands and delivers value to all parts of the organization. 

 

Level of analysis 

The scope of our theoretical analysis has been with a focus on the organizational level. As specified in 2 

Methodology our case-study provided a meso-scope by analysing trends and drivers from a business point of 

view in order to make an assessment of the different strategic driver. 

  

To get to an understanding of all the possible future challenges, positive as well as negative, we have found 

that it is of most value to incorporate all three levels of analysis to the extent possible. First, to assess 

whether the organization is fit for using Scenario Planning, are the right measures put in place, is the 

business agile and ready for possible change. Secondly, what is the current state of the industry, are 

competitors taking initiatives that could have an effect on the business and what would the possible actions 

that can and need to be taken. Thirdly, it is to ask the question of where do we see the overall trends in the 

global economy and how can we benefit from this development in order to prevent losing track.  

 

By understanding these levels of analysis and making an assumption on the state of your own business the 

holistic approach will be highlighted, hence giving the business an opportunity to choose actions directed at 

the relevant stakeholders.   

 

Predicting the future 

Anybody can create a scenario, but the question is how much value it will add to the organization and 

whether the scenario narrative reflects reality. When working with the future this limitation, and one the 

interesting findings in the thesis, is the approach to which you choose to work with uncertainties. 

 

To make most value of both certainties and uncertainties a thorough assessment must be made by the 

business. Certain variables can be detected by analysing business trends while uncertain variables are based 

on the level of reflection in the process of creating scenarios by the participants. In order to react on the 
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uncertainties it is important that an assessment of business capabilities has been made in order to secure that 

the business can successful respond to future developments. 

 

The value of Scenario Planning as a qualitative tool does not lie in its ability to predict or foresee changes. 

The strength lies in the contemplative discussion of how future occurrences might impact the business and 

how you can in the most valuable way set up your business to be agile and proactive in order to create a 

strategic advantage for your business.  
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8 Conclusion 
 

Throughout the thesis we have examined Scenario Planning from respectively a theoretical and empirical 

standpoint. This has produced a pool of knowledge and insights, which we in our discussion have reflected 

upon as well as used for creating tangible recommendations to existing scenario construction methodologies. 

Some of the findings we have encountered in our investigation are relatively common in the Scenario 

Planning community while others are innovative insights that can be part of developing the tool. Either way 

they represent the findings of our analysis and are valuable in answering our research question. 

 

What is a scenario? 

A scenario is an opportunity to describe a possible outcome. Following the emergence of Scenario Planning, 

scholars have attempted to articulate their personal interpretation of the concept. Without entering a 

discussion about which one of these is most correct a general definition, based on inspiration from above 

scholars, one could be that scenarios are about: Managing uncertainty by creating multiple equally plausible 

narratives that articulate possible and imaginary futures thereby enhancing organizational learning and a 

possible improvement of performance.  

 

How are scenarios constructed?  

A wide range of methodologies exists each presenting its own interpretation on how to construct scenarios. A 

common denominator, apart from articulating the purpose, is that it is the strategic drivers in the contextual 

business environment that provides the input for understanding what can affect your business going forward. 

Based on a distinction between certain and uncertain strategic drivers the latter paves the way for shaping the 

scenarios.   

 

A fundamental understanding when creating scenarios is that the uncertainty about future is the main 

ingredient determining which scenarios are to be constructed. Structural uncertainty describes developments 

in the external environment that can be explained through more than one cause-and-effect relationship. This 

produces a fundamental uncertainty, which Scenario Planning interprets when constructing multiple 

scenarios.  

 

What are the methodological and theoretical meta-preconditions for scenarios? 

The pre-conditions identified through our theoretical analysis illustrated the need for the organization to 

actively prepare when applying Scenario Planning to it. The concepts presented in our theoretical analysis all 

play a role in conceptualizing Scenario Planning enabling a piece by piece understanding of the tool. The 

pre-conditions detected in our analysis provide a good idea about what is needed in order for an organization 
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to make full use of Scenario Planning. In order to understand the meta-preconditions the organization must 

view itself from the outside in order to make the assessment. A shared language that is understandable for 

everyone and openness towards flexibility and change are important parameters if you want to be successful 

in creating scenarios. 

 

From a methodological point of view the pre-conditions required can vary from basic to complex. In its most 

simple form it requires two people who are able to reflect upon how the contextual environment can develop 

and how this can impact the business, hence initiating the strategic conversation. A requirement for this 

conversation is the knowledgebase possessed by the participants. In order to be successful in this context 

knowledge is needed about the levels of analysis.        

 

What are the boundaries to Scenario Planning? 

The boundaries are determined by the chosen methodology and those performing the Scenario Planning 

exercise. On one hand there is a time horizon boundary depending on the purpose you choose, and on the 

other hand there are boundaries in relation to the consistency of the scenarios. In order for a scenario to be 

valid it must pass the consistency test if the methodology adopts one. In the Scenario Planning landscape this 

is not always the case but to create successful scenarios active boundaries should be present. Without 

boundaries the scenarios can potentially escalate to projects that will not necessary deliver a value add to the 

organization.  

 

How is a scenario successful? 

Viewing a successful scenario solely as a scenario that predicts the future is an erroneous conclusion. In the 

definition of a scenario lies that multiple futures can occur thus using what actually happens as an indicator 

for success/unsuccessful is fundamentally incorrect.  

A successful scenario enables the organization to reflect upon its strategic drivers whereby it can anticipate 

and prepare for potential development patterns in in the future. Creating a series of scenarios ideally captures 

future developments – foreseen as well as unforeseen – whereby the organization gains a competitive 

advantage.  

 

What is required to successfully use Scenario Planning? 

In conclusion we found that Scenario Planning is a tool that can strengthen the overall fit of the organization 

with the contextual environment on micro/meso/macro level. By actively accepting uncertainty in the 

business environment the organization creates a platform enabling a structured approach to understand the 

unknown future. Derived from this a strategic conversation can take place within the organization creating a 

flexible and self-regulating entity.    
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A fundamental condition for achieving above is however to structure the organization according to the 

requirements of applying the Scenario Planning tool. As shown in the previous analysis and discussion and 

long list of conditions can be identified when assessing Scenario Planning. All of these represent individual 

points on how to prepare the organization in the best manner possible if the objective is to benefit fully from 

a Scenario Planning process. A successful scenario is therefore far from only following a scenario 

construction methodology, but just as much about mentally and organizationally preparing for adopting the 

Scenario Planning approach. No matter which construction methodology is applied, the preparation measures 

have similar characteristics. Throughout the thesis many of these characteristics have been identified 

enabling an understanding of how successful scenarios are constructed. 
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9 Epilogue 

9.1 Limitations 

 

”The section should be a thoughtful presentation of significant methodology or 

implementation problems and the consequences these limitations might have on validity of 

the outcomes”  

-Blumberg et al., (p.483) 

 

This section is divided into three sub-sections covering external limitation, methodological limitations, and 

research limitations. 

 

9.1.1 External Limitations 

Scenario Planning has not been part of our curriculum at CBS nor have any of us taken electives within the 

field of strategic planning or forecasting. Furthermore the literature written about Scenario Planning is 

limited and appears the few scholars have written the majority of the key texts that we have been able to find. 

In chapter 3 Scenario Planning we have listed a number of approaches towards constructing Scenario 

Planning – they all seem to be more alike than different. This might have a negative effect on validity. 

 

Companies that are spending resources on disciplines where focus is on future actions often operate in more 

secretive manner. Due to this it can often be hard to get insights from various industry professionals due to 

confidentiality. This can limit the scope and is why we have chosen to ‘attack’ Scenario Planning from a 

theoretical angle. 

 

9.1.2 Methodological Limitations  

The thesis is based on the methodology of a thematic discourse analysis which focuses on Scenario Planning 

as explained in chapter 2 Methodology. We have deliberately chosen not to focus on how specific companies 

handle the Scenario Planning Process. This might weaken validity in our points since we mainly operate on a 

theoretical level. 

 

In regards to the interview process there was a limited group of people who we found relevant to interview 

and of this group we unfortunately had to accept that some couldn’t find time in their schedules to 

participate. More input could potentially have increased validity as more opinions could possibly lead to 

expanding and diversifying the positions held that we met during our data collection process.  
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9.1.3 Research Process Limitations 

Without an already approved discourse in regards to Scenario Planning we are running a risk of weakening 

the validity of our findings by using semi-structured expert interviews. The experts that we use have in some 

cases a different perspectives and understanding of the discourse for Scenario Planning, which we have 

applied in this thesis.  

In order to limit the risk of the above we attached an abstract in the email we sent to the interviewees. By 

doing so we ran a risk in regards to jeopardising validity by potentially assimilating the approach taken by 

our interviewee. In the end we found it important due to our goal of obtaining empirical data from the 

expert’s based around the same discourse of Scenario Planning. 

 

Our experience as interviewers was limited at the time when we conducted the interviews. This could mean 

that our interviewees have been able to deliver a message that could potentially an either positive or negative 

bias, which can have had an effect on validity. 

  

9.2 Future Research Perspectives   

In the process of writing the thesis an extensive amount of literature has been processed expanding our 

insights on Scenario Planning. From the point of commencement the understanding of the tool has developed 

enormously and throughout our writing process new and different perspectives has kept appearing. Many of 

the perspectives altered our ongoing approach to the thesis as our increasing level of knowledge opened new 

and interesting paths. The fact that things appear clearer in hindsight is nothing new; however it is interesting 

to assess all the different approaches that could have been taken in the research. 

 

An obvious idea to what future researchers could investigate is what insights other theories than System and 

Evolutionary Theory could produce. Many scholars call for Scenario Planning to establish theoretical roots, 

and hopefully our study has contributed to this, however many other theories could be relevant in applying to 

Scenario Planning (Chermack, 2004). Examples could be: Learning theory, cognitive development theory, 

decision theory and performance improvement theory (Chermack, 2004). Even repeating our choice of 

theories could have been interesting in terms of knowing whether the results would equal ours, or deviate 

significantly.  

 

Another potentially interesting approach to Scenario Planning could be to assess the actual performance 

implications the tool give rise to. Throughout the Scenario Planning community there is widespread 

agreement that the tool has unique capabilities that are valuable for almost any organization. This seems to 

be supported by the extensive use of Scenario Planning among businesses however very little evidence 
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actually exist on the concrete results derived from applying the tool. An interesting research topic could be a 

quantitative assessment of what the tangible benefits are from deploying Scenario Planning in an 

organization.  

Investigating the following tangible topics in an in-depth company case-study could for example be 

interesting: “How much cost did Scenario Planning save the company?”, “how did the employee learning 

patterns develop?”, or “has the organization developed significantly after applying Scenario Planning?” 

Achieving hard data on topics like mentioned above would strengthen the understanding of Scenario 

Planning from an quantitative point of view, providing a tangible understanding of the benefits of using the 

tool.  

 

Integrated in above research lies a central question of how to assess the value of Scenario Planning. Value 

might derive from actual cost savings that can be achieved by applying scenarios, whereas other savings are 

related to the increased understanding of the contextual environment. Related to these difficult questions 

appear further research into how the value of employees mental models changing can be assessed. All of this 

would have to be part of a value-assessing investigation, which definitely would provide interesting 

knowledge.  
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