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Underlined text in this document leads to 
hyperlinks with further reading or information.



"Ka mua, ka muri"

"Walk backwards into the future"



What are we 
going to do?

Future

Past



In 2025, people will look back and be 
shocked that in 2020, there was no...



Dornbusch's Law 

“Crises take much longer to arrive 
than you think, but when they do 
come, they happen much faster 
than you would have thought.”



So, as soon as you safely can:  

Stop.  

Slow Down. 

Think about how you are looking at the future.



Past Present Future

We're taught to perceive time as a straight line...



...which can help with project management...



...but life is also full of cycles and repetitions...



...and sometimes when we're caught in the churn, we 
don't notice that the world has gone a little off-course.



When life does go off course, it reminds us that the future 
we were relying upon was only a projection anyway.



Usually, events started to diverge from expectations in the recent past.  
The future overtakes us from over our shoulder...



We need to anticipate multiple futures...

...rather than betting on correct prediction of the one future 
that actually comes to pass.



Multiple futures give you diverse vantage points on the 
present.



"If you do standard 'scenario' forecasting, you 
wind up with a graph with three lines labelled 
'high', 'medium', and 'low'. 

Everyone looks at it and believes they have paid 
attention to the uncertainty. 

Then, of course, they plan on 'medium'!"

- Pierre Wack

Why scenarios and stories instead of graphs and models? 

Not to replace the number-crunching, but to stretch our perceptions and 
reframe our view of the situation.

https://mechanicaldolphin.com/2019/08/30/this-is-wack-fun-wise-and-practical-strategic-foresight/


"Most of the time, forecasts are 
quite good, and this is what 
makes forecasts so dangerous.

Forecasts fail you just when you 
need them most. Forecasts fail to 
anticipate major changes, major 
shifts."

- Pierre Wack



• Risks are known and can be measured 

• Once identified, risks can be mitigated 

• Uncertainties make it impossible to confidently describe 
what will happen next 

• But...uncertainties can create opportunities

Risk vs. uncertainty



• A disciplined approach to thinking about the  
uncertain future 

• Aimed at informing decision making 

• Not predictions or forecasts 

• Exploring and preparing for alternative plausible futures

What is foresight?



What are scenarios?
A small set 
 
of manufactured possible future contexts  

of something 
 
for someone 

for a purpose 

with a pre-specified usable interface 

and used.



We construct possible futures for a specific context, 
user, and purpose;

We only construct enough futures to usefully inform 
decision-making;

We attend, in advance, to how the user will receive and 
incorporate the scenarios into their work;

and the scenario engagement is only truly successful if 
the scenarios are used – that is to say, if they inform the 
decision which needs to be made.



The criterion for good scenarios work is 
plausibility, i.e.: 

Does this work challenge our assumptions? 

Can it inform the decision we have to 
make?



"I sometimes compare scenarios to instructional fables like the Tortoise and 
the Hare. These stories aren’t true, but you can still learn something from 
them. We don’t construct scenarios expecting to “get the future right”, but to 
devise plausible futures from which we can learn. 

When people speak of the signals which may represent an emerging future, 
we can ask: do you expect to successfully find the signal which will come to 
pass, or should we look at a range of signals which represent the futures 
which might be most surprising and significant for you strategically?" 

- Joshua Polchar, Organisation of Economic Cooperation and Development 

https://mechanicaldolphin.com/2020/01/26/interview-with-joshua-polchar-oecd/


What decision needs to be made? 

Who has the power to make it?

The most important questions:



The future is not just the ship 
you sail, it's the seas you'll be 

sailing through. 

So make a map.



YOU

everyone

interact with



you!YOU



Transactional environment



Driving 
forces

Driving 
forces

Driving 
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forces
Driving 
forces

Contextual environment



Focus on the driving forces which affect the 
people & bodies you interact with - not you 

directly.











• What might change about this picture? 

• Which changes would be challenging for us? 

• Which changes would create opportunities?

Ask yourself:



• What issues can we see emerging? 

• How do they affect our purpose and goals? 

• What actions should we prepare?

Ask yourself:



What's "upstream" from us? 

What will that mean for our future?



How will our decisions 
look from their 
perspective?

https://mechanicaldolphin.com/2020/03/15/thinking-seriously-about-how-things-change/
https://mechanicaldolphin.com/2020/03/15/thinking-seriously-about-how-things-change/
https://mechanicaldolphin.com/2020/03/15/thinking-seriously-about-how-things-change/


Driving 
Force X

Driving 
Force Y

Scenario

Scenario

Scenario

Scenario

Deductive scenario planning
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Inductive scenario planning



‘Schools and/or 
Screens’  

Matt Finch / mechanicaldolphin for the University of Oslo 
February 2020

Scenarios for the 
digitalisation of education 
in Norway 

https://mechanicaldolphin.com/2019/10/29/the-digitalisation-of-education-foresight-work-at-the-university-of-oslo/
https://mechanicaldolphin.com/2019/10/29/the-digitalisation-of-education-foresight-work-at-the-university-of-oslo/
https://mechanicaldolphin.com/2019/10/29/the-digitalisation-of-education-foresight-work-at-the-university-of-oslo/


Don't worry if it gets 
messy. 

Use what you've got.



Sketch out what your 
scenario looks like. 

Describe the world of 
the future. 

Allow for multiple 
rough drafts



Make the 
scenarios 

challenging



What signs are there 
that this scenario is 

emerging?

https://mechanicaldolphin.com/2020/03/12/future-health-oslo-and-the-a-ha-moment/
https://mechanicaldolphin.com/2020/03/12/future-health-oslo-and-the-a-ha-moment/
https://mechanicaldolphin.com/2020/03/12/future-health-oslo-and-the-a-ha-moment/


Once the scenarios have 
highlighted the key issue -- 

ditch the scenarios and 
focus on the issue!



• Oslo in 2050 - Corporate power is ascendant 

• Knowledge workers serve corporate communities 
which have effectively replaced the nation-state 

• Data-driven machine intelligence supervises us at 
home and work 

• Every aspect of education is tailored to meet future 
social needs 

• This world is materially comfortable but democracy is 
vestigial

Scenario B 

“Norway Prime”
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which have effectively replaced the nation-state 
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Scenario B 

“Norway Prime”

Surveillance & privacy

Health as a battleground

Corporate vs. state



Arrows of Time

Future

Past

https://mechanicaldolphin.com/2019/12/31/planning-your-2020-with-arrows-of-time/


What do we know is coming?
What do we fear? What do we hope?

What do we expect?
What have we failed to prepare for? 

What can’t we avoid?

What will we still be dealing 
with?

What can’t we get away from?
What isn’t finished yet?



What are we 
going to do 

now?



Commander's Intent

If we achieve only one thing in 
the next 3 years, it should be…

Examples of actions we could 
take that would help us to 

achieve this are…



How will we know if we’ve been successful?

What would excellence look like?



To make this happen, what 
should we:

Start?

Stop?

Continue?



Why is it so important to 
stop doing things?

Because any change, any 
innovation, requires effort. 

Make time and space and 
elbow room for new things to 

happen.

https://mechanicaldolphin.com/2018/11/21/stopping-to-start-allowing-for-creation/


Dornbusch's Law 

“Crises take much longer to arrive 
than you think, but when they do 
come, they happen much faster 
than you would have thought.”

....so what's the next crisis?



Further Reading



• "You say VUCA, I say TUNA" 
• What does a larger scenarios project look like? 
• Prediction vs Plausibility 
• Using Scenario Planning to Reshape Strategy 
• Designing Scenarios 
• Deloitte Coronavirus Scenarios

Explore More Widely

https://www.forbes.com/sites/adamgordon/2016/04/06/oxford/#2f2f78234314
https://mechanicaldolphin.com/2020/03/02/scenarios-for-the-australian-energy-sector-futures-of-heat-light-and-power/
https://mechanicaldolphin.com/2020/01/11/scenario-planning-at-the-mandarin-prediction-vs-plausibility/
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/using-scenario-planning-to-reshape-strategy/
https://danskdesigncenter.dk/en/why-designing-scenarios-should-be-your-next-strategic-step
https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/global/Documents/About-Deloitte/COVID-19/Thrive-scenarios-for-resilient-leaders.pdf


• Ramírez & Wilkinson, Strategic Reframing 
• Peter Morville, Planning for Everything 
• Kees van der Heijden, Scenarios: The Art of Strategic 

Conversation 
• Steve Tighe, Rethinking Strategy 
• Adam Kahane, Transformative Scenario Planning 
• Thomas Chermack, Foundations of Scenario Planning

Go Deeper with These Books

(I think the light ones are more practical and the dark ones are more academic - but all are useful!)



Thanks for your time! 

For further reading, or to find out more, contact me 
at 

mechanicaldolphin.com

http://mechanicaldolphin.com

