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Images and Stories

IMAGEning  

THE FUTURE

Renate Kenter

We cannot predict the future, but we can try to imagine it. In 

this chapter we’ll describe the application of visual facilitation 

in a scenario-based, strategic approach, and discuss how 

you can use scenario-based strategies in your work.
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SCENARIO-BASED STRATEGY: 
IMAGEning THE FUTURE

WHY NAVIGATE THE FUTURE?
The decisions people make today impact and shape 
the future. Very often, we base our decisions on 
empirical science, and thus on data and experiences 
of the past. This helps us form an understanding 
of the present, but doesn’t necessarily predict 
the future. Despite the saying that history repeats 
itself, the future always differs significantly from 
the past. We need more than empirical science to 
inform our decisions. We need a different approach. 
And this is exactly what scenario thinking provides.

As an international relations student in the late 
nineties, I got hooked on scenario-based thinking. 
International relations is about political and economic 
relations between states—about war and peace. We 
spent a lot of time studying various scholars who’d 
analyzed and interpreted the past, but I felt something 
was missing.  We needn’t be preparing for the last 
struggle; we should be preparing for the next one! 
We should want to anticipate rather than react; we 
should be considering the consequences of our 
deeds in advance. Lastly, we should want to know 
how the decisions we make today might play out in 
the long term. Therefore, it is vital for a business, 
government, or social organization to explore and 
imagine the future in numerous ways. We must 
consider multiple scenarios, because the future 
is uncertain and can unfold in many directions.

Scenario thinking is not a scientific process, but rather 
a creative one. When we explore the future with our 
clients in a collaborative process, we try to create 
a shared image. However, there are no data, photos, 
or film fragments of the future. We can, of course, 
describe these imagined future scenarios in text, 
but words cannot provide a complete picture.

A drawing (or other form of visualization) can 
significantly help to create and share images 

1 Photograph from Paul de Ruijter’s article, “Valuing Uncertainty Using Disruptive Scenarios and Real Options.”

about the future. It is one thing to read a story; 
it is another to experience the future through 
visuals; like drawings, animation, or film.

There are two types of futures. One future happens 
to us because of external circumstances. The 
other future we can try to develop and shape by 
taking action. Our method for strategy development 
supports thinking about both kinds of futures. 
Scenario planning helps us navigate the external 
future. Visioning helps us shape the future we 
can create. And it always starts with an image. 

If I ask you to imagine your life two years from now, you 
might see pictures of it in your mind. Visualizing our fu-
ture goals, and how we are going to meet them, actually 
helps us achieve these goals. Strategy development for 
organizations works much the same. Thus, visual facil-
itation combined with group activities designed to tap 
into participants’ imaginations makes perfect sense.

Image 1: Henk Alkema’s original oil price scenarios for Shell.1
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History of Scenario Thinking in Business

Henk Alkema, of Shell Chemical LP (Shell), 
was one of the first people to use scenario 
thinking in business. He developed and 
visualized the first scenarios regarding 
possible increases in oil prices (see Image 1). 

 These predictions became a success. By 
anticipating a plausible oil crisis prior to 
1973, Shell managed to treat the actual oil 
crisis as an opportunity rather than a threat. 
As a result, Shell emerged from the oil crisis 
much higher on the list of largest players 
than it had been previously. Since then, Shell, 
along with many other organizations and 
governments, have used this way of thinking 
for their strategic, decision-making process. 

THE METAPHOR IN VISUAL PRACTICE
When discussing strategy with our clients, we base our 
process design on the scenario-based strategy method 
we have developed in our practice at De Ruijter Strat-
egy2 over the last fifteen years. It is described in the 
book Scenario Based Strategy: Navigating the Future, 
by Paul de Ruijter with Henk Alkema. This method dis-
tinguishes a number of strategic conversations for or-
ganizations, visualized in a model and visual metaphor.

Figure 1: Scenario-based strategy model.

2 For more on De Ruijter’s Strategy, visit: www.deruijter.net/home-en.html.

Image 2: A visual metaphor for a scenario-based strategy: 

navigating the future.

We share this visual metaphor illustrating our 
method with every client at the beginning of en-
gagements. We use it to introduce the concepts we 
intend to employ. We have learned that a visual 
metaphor is significantly more effective in engaging 
participants than is simply presenting a model. (For 
more on metaphors, see Sophia Liang’s chapter 
entitled, The Metaphor in Visual Practice.)

Initially, we only reveal the boat and the island, 
introducing the first two conversations about mission 
and vision. We interact with our client during this 
phase, instructing participants to imagine they are 
sailing on this boat; we ask about the purpose of their 
journey. Is it just for fun? Is it a competition? 

Are they trying to win a contest by reaching the 
island first? Then we click our mouse and the tornado 
appears.We use future weather conditions we may 
encounter to introduce the concept of scenarios. 
When we get to the fog, we ask participants whether 
this situation is good or bad, and why. We use the 
visual to build up the story about our method, 
actively involving everyone on our imaginary boat 
ride. Finally, the Jaws-like shark appears. This usually 
makes people laugh. By this time, the participants 
are engaged on both a cognitive and emotional 
level. This combination helps people remember the 
presentation. (As an alternative to PowerPoint, you 
might draw the elements on a flipchart, building 
up the picture while explaining the method.)
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UNPACKING THE METAPHOR
All the elements in the picture illustrating our 
method are explained thoroughly to our client, 
but for the purposes of this chapter, we’ll focus 
on the parts containing scenario planning. 

The sailboat symbolizes mission. This is the strategic 
conversation about the purpose of an organization, 
an individual, or a group of people trying to achieve 
something. It includes core values, raison d’etre, 
and the success formula thus far. The island 
on the horizon symbolizes vision. What is our 
destination? What do we want to achieve? Where 
(or what) do we want to be in the future?

SCENARIO PLANNING
The weather conditions that appear in the picture 
symbolize scenarios, future circumstances in 
which we might find ourselves. Circumstances 
we cannot control (symbolized by unpredictable 
weather), even though they might impact us greatly. 
To illustrate our process, I’ve adapted a scenario 
project we completed for the Network of European 
Citizenship Education in 2014 about the future 
of Europe. Below are the steps we followed.:

Explore Relevant Developments and Trends. 
Start with the exploration of relevant external 
developments and trends in the organization’s 
environment. This can be done through a brainstorm 
session during a trend workshop, or by conducting 
background research and interviews (preferably in 
tandem with members of the client’s organization).

Figure 2: After a brainstorming session, trends 

were clustered into key variables that would 

shape the future environment of Europe.

Trends reveal details about the past and present, 
but they don’t predict the future. Trends are 
based on data, and there are no data for the 
future. Although some developments are easier 
to predict than others, we believe the future as 
a whole to be fundamentally uncertain. That is 
why we prefer using scenarios over forecasts. 

Identify Key External Uncertainties. 
Key external uncertainties are situations with both 
a high uncertainty and a high impact. Together 
with the client, determine what the key external 
uncertainties are for their organization. These key 
uncertainties form the basis of the scenarios. 

Figure 3: Determine key uncertainties from key variables.
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Conduct a Scenario Workshop. 
Next, organize a scenario workshop, preferably with 
participants both inside and outside the organization. 
Ideally, we want to get the whole system in the 
room. If all stakeholders are present, we’ll have all 
the relevant perspectives on their shared future 
context. (Unfortunately, this is rarely possible, so 
we make do with the participants we have.) During 
these workshops, tap into people’s imagination and 
capabilities for reasoning by asking them to create 
relevant, logically consistent stories about plausible 
future situations and how they might arise. We start 
each scenario from an extreme outcome of the key 
uncertainties. This gives us the scenario framework. 

Figure 4: From key uncertainties to scenario framework.

We then combine this frame with the other develop-
ments found in the exploration of the environment. 
For example, when thinking about possible future 
situations, consider the visual of our shark. He 
symbolizes the transactional environment, like 
competitors or other players in the field. How will they 
act in each scenario? How will those actions affect 
our client’s organization? Create a set of three or four 
plausible, relevant (to your client), novel scenarios 
that provide new insights into future challenges, 
opportunities, and playing-field dynamics. 

Figure 5: This example shows various scenarios 

about the future of Europe. 

Generate Strategic Options and Stress Test Current 
Plans. 
Use the created scenarios to generate strategic options 
for action and to stress test your client’s current plans 
to assess whether or not they are future-proof. 

Figure 6: From scenarios to options: identifying problems 

helps create solutions.

At this stage in the process, all results from the 
strategic conversations held thus far are used as 
input for the creation of the actual strategy. In 
an iterative process with the client, the actual strategy 
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is written out on a roadmap. The roadmap is not 
a singular linear plan, but consists of multiple paths 
leading to the vision, taking the still-uncertain (but 
possible) future conditions (scenarios) into account. 

Figure 7: Roadmap of a dynamic strategy.

Once we are moving in real time, it is important to 
monitor both the external and internal environments. 
To monitor the external environment, we ask, “What 
are the circumstances really like, and do they resemble 
one or more of the scenarios?” Our internal monitoring 
question asks, “Are we still on track with executing our 
mission and moving toward our vision?” Answering 
these questions helps our client decide which path to 
actually take, given the real circumstances in which 
they will find themselves. By imaging multiple scenar-
ios, we help our clients, through simulation, to pro-
actively prepare for the uncertain future and draw up 
a resilient strategy with built-in agility. They can adapt 
to shifting circumstances and still remain on track.

3 ”Learning Graphic Facilitation - 7 Elements.” YouTube, uploaded by BiggerPictureVideo, 5 June 2013, bit.ly/BigPic7Elements.
4 For an English translation summarizing the Agreement on Energy for Sustainable Growth, see 
www.energieakkoordser.nl/doen/engels.aspx.

TIPS FOR EMPOWERING YOUR PARTICIPANTS 
TO EXPRESS THEMSELVES IN IMAGES
When creating scenarios, let people who 
don’t like to draw use other visual techniques, 
like icons made from clip art, pictures from 
magazines, photographs, or video.

 ∙ Introduce people to drawing and let them 
practice. Consider an instructional video,like 
“Learning Graphic Facilitation - 7 Elements,” from 
BiggerPictureVideo3 (available on YouTube).

CASE STUDY: SCENARIOS ON ENERGY 
EFFICIENCY IN BUILDINGS BY 2050
The next case discussed pertains to the 2013 
Agreement on Energy for Sustainable Growth.4 This 
particular example highlights two important facts. 

1. To create valuable content about the future, 
both graphic facilitation and visualization are 
extremely powerful tools to incite participants’ 
much needed creativity and imagination.

2. Both graphic facilitation and visualization provide 
meaningful ways to transfer and communicate 
complex content in a way that enables partici-
pants to assimilate and use the information.
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About the Project 
What will the future of energy in the man-made 
environment look like in the coming decades?

Image 3: A sustainable man-made environment for the future.

The 2013 Agreement on Energy for Sustainable Growth 
marked the start of the transition to a sustainable 
future in the Netherlands. Part of this agreement 
pertained to the built (man-made) environment—all 
buildings must have an A label energy performance 
by 2030, and must be energy-neutral by 2050.

In preparation of meeting this goal, in 2015 the Ministry 
of Interior Affairs started a long-term survey on energy 
in the built environment. The goal of the survey was to 
enable the Ministry to identify opportunities, obstacles, 
and options for energy supply in buildings,  

thereby enabling stakeholders to design and align their 
strategies to realize a zero net-energy built environ-
ment. An important building block for this long-term 
survey was the development of scenarios regarding 
the future of energy efficiency in buildings by 2050.

Our Approach 
In order to create plausible, relevant, and insightful 
scenarios on the future of energy efficiency in build-
ings, we needed to explore long-term developments 
and uncertainties. What might we expect to happen 
in the next decades from a demographic, economical, 
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social, technological, and ecological point of view? 
What might the playing field look like? Which parties 
might play a role, and what might be the rules of the 
game? These questions were answered through 
background research, interviews, and a trend workshop.

We needed to share the results of this vast exploration 
in workshops with limited time, and without losing too 
much of the complexity involved. Visualization came to 
our aid. We created a visual template of a model 
previously developed at the Oxford Futures Forum in 
2011 (in which we took part). 

Image 4: Trends and dynamics in the man-made environment of the Netherlands.

The model divided the world into physical, social, and 
conceptual layers. This allowed us to portray all the 
developments we discovered (the yellow sticky notes), 
and show the dynamics between these developments 
and the actors involved in specific parts of the built en-
vironment (the orange sticky notes) in multiple layers. 
Participants could add to this by attaching additional 
(green) sticky notes in place. The results were also writ-
ten up in an elaborate report, but without the visualiza-
tion we wouldn’t have been able to share them in such 
a comprehensive way (without vastly oversimplifying). 

Based on the results of this exploratory phase, we 
developed four scenarios during an interactive 
process. We included delegates from residential and 
commercial building contractors, energy companies, 
installers, architects, and knowledgeable institutions. 

We used graphic facilitation in our workshops. After 
allowing participants some practice time with the 
“Learning Graphic Facilitation - 7 Elements” video 
(referenced earlier), we divided the group into four 
smaller groups, one for each scenario. We asked each 
group to draw versions of their respective scenarios. 
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Images 5 and 6: Participants drew their future scenarios 

illustrating the transition toward a sustainable, man-made 

environment in the Netherlands.

At the end of the workshop, each group presented their 
future scenario by telling the story that corresponded 
with their drawing. We recorded the presentations 
and used them as input for the final scenarios. 

The Results 
All four scenarios assumed a definite transition 
to a zero net-energy built environment, as 
described in the objectives of the Agreement 
on Energy for Sustainable Growth. 

Image 7: Four scenarios for the transition to a sustainable 

man-made environment in the Netherlands.

The four scenarios were as follows:

1. Gradual Transition. This scenario described a step-
by-step transition to a zero net-energy built environ-
ment, elaborating on current developments in energy 
efficiency, and focusing on collective agreements. 
Currently, the gradual transition scenario is closest to 
reality. However, the participants saw various devel-
opments that could accelerate the gradual transition 
to zero net-energy buildings. These developments 
are described in the remaining scenarios.

2. Technology Adoption. This scenario might 
occur if user-friendly innovations in energy 
efficiency become affordable and  attractive 
to a growing number of people.

3. Urgency. If society as a whole felt an increasing 
urge to take drastic measures to fight climate 
change, our transition might be accelerated.

4. Scarcity. If the worldwide growing demand 
for fossil fuels led to limited availability and 
higher prices, the energy used in the built 
environment might lessen by necessity.

In the next step of the process, the scenarios were 
written up in a report and visualized in an animated 
video. This video was used in a number of workshops 
referred to as option workshops. During these sessions, 
various groups of stakeholders (who actually have 
to make the transition to zero net-energy happen) 
brainstormed policy options for the government and 
actionable options for themselves. The groups included 
installation companies, representatives of homeowner 
organizations, building societies, real estate investors, 
and so on. The animated video proved to be really ef-
fective in helping participants imagine different scenar-
ios, especially for people who had participated in the 
scenario-making process. All that remains now is for 
everyone to start acting for real, to turn our shared vi-
sion of a zero net-energy built environment into reality!

Regardless of your client’s dreams and goals, I’m 
confident that scenario-based planning sessions will 
help you illuminate and guide their future path.
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