Tackling Uncertainty: Using Scenarios
What do we mean by scenarios?
They are a set of plausible assumptions about the way the world works in the future,
explored through dialogue-driven narratives. Scenarios are not about predicting the future:
predictions are almost always wrong, because events happen. Rather, scenarios are about
thinking through a range of possible futures in order to ensure that today’s decisions are
robust.
The following model of scenario planning has been used by in a variety of ways: by countries
in Africa to look at how their agri-food systems might look like in 2050; UK farmers to
imagine what their food system might look like in 2025, energy researchers and industry
partners explore the potential of hydrogen as a domestic fuel. Stakeholders who engage in
this level of conversation are typically, researchers, practitioners, industry partners and
policymakers. All voices are crucial; policymakers can then enact the change.
Why do leaders use this approach?
Scenario planning can:
•
•
•
•

help decision-making in uncertainty;
challenge new ways of thinking;
unblock “business as usual” thinking; and
provide new ways of thinking about potential trends and disruptions.

As a Future Leader Fellow, how might you find this approach useful?
It can be used it to help you and your colleagues ‘see round corners.’ As a leader, you are in
a position to develop your own policies with your team, part of which includes exploring
uncertainty and ambiguity. The structure of a scenarios approach is based on dialogue, often
useful for colleagues to share both concerns and ideas for change. If you choose to use this
method, it is important to work through all the stages to ensure that you explore all the
possibilities to help you make changes and plan for the future. For each stage, I will use the
African example to illustrate how to do this. Clearly, this is a multi-layered, complex, highstakes project – but the principle and the process remain the same, and are useful for any
group to undergo when thinking about where they might like to be and aspirations lie.
Stage 1
Setting the scene. You need to pick an end point: it could be the end of the first phase of
your project. It doesn’t have to be discussion based on the end of the project, as people on
fixed term contracts could find that stressful; it could be about development of people
during that phase, or the translation of your research into a commercial or policy setting any point in the future which you can plan towards.
[What will South Africa’s agri-food system be like in 2050? What crops, grown where, how? Does
food provide nutrition? Equitably? Adaptation and mitigation to climate? ]

Driving forces

What is known?
Stage 2
What are the ‘knowns?’ What are the driving forces behind what the future will bring?
Which organisations/sectors/stakeholders might influence your research? It might be:
funders/UKRI, your organisation, your community, a different sector, fellow experts, your
discipline, economic growth, technology, culture, ED&I.
With the group, explore as many drivers as you think might have an impact on the end point
you have chosen. We know for example that developments in technology might affect your
research, but we don’t know by how much – ‘the known unknowns.’
In Africa some of the drivers for change that will affect Food Systems are
 Social e.g. population - growth/urbanisation
 Technological e.g. – access to tech/rates of innovation
 Economic e.g – market volatility/trade relations
 Environmental
 Political
 Environmental

When you are planning for the future, be aware of the ‘black swans’ – unpredictable events
beyond what can normally be expected and have severe consequences.

'Black Swans’

Stage 3

Identify critical uncertainties

Known, unknowns
As a group, rate the drivers. Are they critical? What are the relevance of drivers at different
scales? What is the relative importance of drivers to different members of group?
Now choose two drivers that will form axes. Axes should (ideally) be:





mutually exclusive/independent of each other (this point is particularly important);
exhaustive, ensuring that most possible outcomes are captured;
reflective of important, impactful and plausible drivers; and
not reflective of pre-determined or certain outcomes (i.e. not ‘known knowns’).

All agree on two axes to focus on.
Example from Africa Food Systems

Stage 4

Develop plausible
scenarios

What does it feel like to ‘live’ in your scenarios?



What are the implications for each scenario with your end point in mind?
Who are the likely winners and losers?

Scenarios for Africa

•
•
•
•

What does each scenario look like?
What are the implications for how the
world will feed 8.5 billion people
sustainably in 2030?
Who are the winners and losers?
How do other drivers (“the knowns”)
evolve and influence the scenario?

Stage 5
Discuss implications and paths

How might such a world come about between now and your end point, what can you put in
place and plan for?

How might decisions made/not made now play out under the different scenarios?



Which strategies might be robust across many of scenarios?
Which strategies currently being pursued would be counterproductive in any of the
scenarios?

These paths give your group a framework in which to discuss the approaches and steps that
can be put in place in order to achieve your vision in the face of uncertainty. If you would
like to talk about facilitating this and have any questions, please email me
s.l.aspinall@leeds.ac.uk
Samantha

