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Analysis of Competing Hypotheses 

Analysis of Competing Hypotheses (ACH) is an intelligence analysis method based on 
evaluating plausible a nd exclusive hypotheses for a given question. It involves validating 

or invalidating hypotheses using available information; i.e., observed facts or existing 
data that essentially represent evidence for or against each hypothesis. Through a logical 

elimination process, ACH seeks primarily to refute rather than validate hypotheses. 
In short, it helps select those hypotheses compatible with the available information 

and retrieve the best possible estimate. ACH resembles Differential Diagnosis (DD) in 
medicine, whereby a particular disease is distinguished from others presenting some 
similar clinical symptoms in a patient. ACH enables the user to reduce cognitive bias, 

notably confi rmation bias which compels people to seek evidence confi rming their 
own prejudices. A later version of ACH, aptly named Structured Analysis of Competing 
Hypotheses (SACH), entails breaking down one complex question into simple questions 

then conducting a traditional ACH on each of these questions.

TECHNICAL 
REQUIREMENTS 
While ACH is often 
completed with the use of 
specialized software, such 
software is not necessary. 
One advantage of ACH is 
that it can be completed on 
scratch paper, if need be.

APPLICATIONS SCOPE
ACH was developed by Richards Heuer in the 
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) during the 
1980s to help analysts within the American in-
telligence community reduce their cognitive 
biases when dealing with complex issues. The 
objective is to provide correct explanations of 
a situation or accurate forecasts for the future. 
ACH is an eight-step method based on cognitive 
psychology, decision analysis, and the classi-
cal scientifi c method. The rigor inherently re-
quired means this method is appropriate to use 
in controversial issues for which analysts wish 
to show the components considered in making 
judgements. Applicable to diverse problems 
which may necessitate explaining an actor’s de-
cision or making future forecasts, ACH works 

well when available information is scattered, 
incomplete, ambiguous or deceptive. 

Time frame: The method is appropriate for any 
time frame, but the longer the time frame, the 
less confi dence one should have in the results 
of ACH. Actually, ACH’s limitations appear in the 
relative diffi culty of the questions asked when 
using it.

Domain: One of the true strengths of ACH is that 
it can work in virtually any domain and with vir-
tually any kind of information. 

Number of participants: ACH is typically con-
ducted individually or in small groups. Several 
attempts have been made to make collaborative 
ACH software for large groups but none of the 
attempts has been completely successful.

TOOL IMPLE MEN-
TATION COSTS
ACH typically costs noth-
ing but time to implement. 
There are a number of 
free software packages 
to help with the analysis 
and, as noted earlier, ACH 
can be conducted without 
using any of them.

TIME FRAME
Time frame will obviously 
depend on the nature of 
the question. More intri-
cate questions will require 
signifi cantly more time. 
That said, analysts trained 
in the method can com-
plete an ACH analysis as 
quickly as those who use 
similar but less rigorous 
methods.

L’analyse morphologique
L’analyse morphologique permet d’explorer les futurs possibles d’un système, à partir de 
la combinaison des hypothèses associées à ses variables ou ses composantes. À l’origine 
utilisée en innovation technologique, cette méthode se prête aussi à la construction de 
scénarios prospectifs. La trame d’un scénario sera alors une combinaison des hypo-

thèses sur l’évolution des variables du système ; chaque scénario représentant un jeu 
d’hypothèses différent. Stimulante pour l’imagination, l’analyse morphologique permet 

un balayage systématique et transparent du champ des possibles.

PLACE DANS LES DÉMARCHES 
DE PROSPECTIVE
C’est l’une des méthodes qui permettent de construire des 
scénarios cohérents, à caractère systémique (l’ensemble du 
système est pris en compte), d’une façon transparente (le mode 
de travail et les résultats sont visibles par tous). Cette méthode 
très structurée est utilisée notamment en France, en Europe 
du Nord, en Amérique latine et dans certains pays africains. 

CHAMP D’APPLICATION
C’est la méthode recommandée pour les travaux exploratoires 
sur les évolutions possibles d’un système comportant plusieurs 
niveaux emboîtés, ou plusieurs composantes (économique, 
technologique, sociétale…) ou de nombreuses variables 
d’infl uence liées entre elles. Elle présente l’avantage d’une 
grande transparence à toutes les étapes jusqu’aux résultats. 

Domaines : tous les domaines.

Nombre de participants : en général, un groupe de travail 
réunissant physiquement 5 à 15 participants et refl étant les 
différents domaines examinés. 

COÛT DE MISE 
EN ŒUVRE
L’apprentissage est rapide. 
Le coût, limité, correspond 
au temps nécessaire à l’orga-
nisation de deux ou trois réu-
nions d’un groupe de travail 
— la base d’analyse ayant 
été validée au préalable.

CALENDRIER
Une réunion d’une demi-
journée, une fois la base 
d’analyse validée, pour 
construire les trames des 
scénarios. 
Dans une analyse morpholo-
gique emboîtée, une réunion 
d’une demi-journée par com-
posante pour construire les 
trames des microscénarios, 
plus une journée de réunion 
pour les trames des scéna-
rios globaux.
+ le temps de rédaction des 
scénarios, et de leur valida-
tion en réunion ou à distance.

POINTS CLEFS 
• Construire un scénario tendanciel, des scénarios contrastés 
 ou de rupture et des scénarios de visions d’acteurs participant 
 à la démarche prospective. 
• Privilégier la puissance des histoires de quelques scénarios 
 plutôt que multiplier les scénarios, sans pour autant se limiter
 aux trois scénarios « repoussoir », « rose » et tendanciel. 
• Ne jamais passer directement de la trame des scénarios à 
 leur descriptif par une liste à puces sur un diaporama. Rédiger 
 de façon détaillée le scénario afi n d’éviter les incohérences. 
• Conserver éventuellement une colonne « hypothèse » vide dans 
 le tableau morphologique : lors de la construction des scéna-
 rios, de nouvelles hypothèses peuvent se révéler nécessaires.
• Dans certains cas (manque de temps), construire les trames 
 de scénarios à partir du tableau morphologique avant de les 
 soumettre au groupe de travail.

PRÉREQUIS 
TECHNIQUES
Disposer d’une base 
d’analyse (le système, ses 
variables et leurs hypothèses 
d’évolution) et si possible 
d’un tableur ou d’un traite-
ment de texte. Pour réaliser 
des analyses morphologiques 
complexes, il existe des 
logiciels (Scenaring Tools 
ou MA/CarmaTM).
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Scenario Building: 
The 2x2 Matrix Technique

This collective scenario generation technique pairs the two drivers of the highest 
importance and the greatest uncertainty for the topic under study as axes creating 

a 2x2 matrix which forms the basis for possible scenarios. The 2x2 matrix approach is 
often used for testing medium- to long-term policy because it ensures that policy 

direction is robust within a range of environments. Group diversity, fl exibility, 
and rapidity are other hallmarks of this technique.

RELEVANCE AND USE IN FORESIGHT
Used around the globe, the 2x2 matrix technique helps 
create scenario narratives. Its success may be ex-
plained by how easy it is to implement and generate 
highly contrasted scenarios in a short period of time.

However, the 2x2 matrix technique does present short-
comings. It does not explicitly take into account inter-
action between a large number of variables. Further-
more, because it focuses on key uncertainties, it does 
not integrate stable trends and gradual developments.

APPLICATIONS SCOPE
The 2x2 matrix technique can be applied in any situa-
tion where scenarios are useful, whether as a stand-
alone one-day exercise or part of a project lasting 
several months. 
• Domain: all domains.
• Number of participants: any group of people, from 
3 to over 100, can be engaged in a 2x2 scenario devel-
opment exercise. The sessions work best with a diverse 
group bringing together a variety of expertise and 
experience.

TOOL IMPLEMEN TATION 
COSTS
The main implementation cost will be 
the consultant’s time spent on des-
igning, preparing and facilitating the 
scenario-building sessions and drafting 
the scenarios based on the material 
generated. He or she will need at least 
one assistant/note-taker, and addi-
tional support if more than 30 people 
are involved in the workshops.

For a simple 2x2 matrix project, one 
to three workshops of approx. 6 hours 
each should be budgeted with venue 
and catering included. 

Research and horizon scanning, if 
not already undertaken, will need 
to be carried out prior to the work-
shop sessions.

TIME FRAME
Once the subject and working group 
have been determined, the 2x2 matrix 
technique requires only a few hours of 
group work. However, fl eshing out the 
scenarios generated in the workshop(s) 
does require a signifi cant number of 
hours/days per facilitator or leader. 

BASIC CHECKLIST 
• Scope out the issue to be addressed as a subgroup or 
 project team, undertake some research and horizon 
 scanning of relevant factors and drivers of change 
 prior to the workshop.
• Make sure your work is rigorous and systematic, and 
 can be presented as robust so as to reassure clients 
 or senior staff who may be nervous about the use of 
 intuitive and qualitative methods.
• Ensure that drivers of change (particularly those 
 chosen for the axes) are transformative forces not 
 outcomes. 
• Resist the temptation to ask consultants to develop 
 scenarios for the group. The benefi ts of holding work-
 shops with a diverse group of participants (experts, 
 employees and external stakeholders) outweigh the 
 disadvantages (time and cost).

TECHNICAL 
REQUIREMENTS 
In most cases, no particular prepara-
tion is required. Participants bring 
their ideas, knowledge and experi-
ence.The usual workshop logistics are 
needed, e.g., adequate space, basic 
offi ce supplies (fl ipchart, marker, sticky 
notes), possibly simple audiovisual 
equipment.
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L’abaque de Régnier
L’abaque de Régnier est une technique de consultation d’experts et d’acteurs utilisée dans de 
nombreux domaines. Dans une démarche de prospective, il permet de recueillir des avis sur 
les messages clefs, que ce soient des tendances, des ruptures, des hypothèses, des enjeux 
ou des propositions, et de les mettre en débat. Cette technique, développée en France par 

François Régnier, au début des années 1970, repose sur un système de votes colorés étayés 
par une argumentation. Elle présente plusieurs avantages : l’utilisation des votes colorés 
évite les malentendus du langage naturel ; avec l’abaque, il n’est pas possible de forcer le 

consensus là où il n’existe pas ; enfi n les controverses deviennent compréhensibles et 
libèrent l’intelligence collective.

PLACE DANS LES DÉMARCHES 
DE PROSPECTIVE
La consultation des acteurs et la mise en débat de leurs avis 
à l’aide d’un abaque de Régnier sont fréquentes en France. La 
technique permet de repérer aisément les communautés d’inté-
rêts et leurs différentes visions de l’avenir à partir de la répar-
tition des votes. Elle valorise les arguments qui expliquent les 
positions et permet d’identifi er les controverses ainsi que leurs 
tenants et aboutissants. Elle est particulièrement adaptée aux 
sujets impliquant différents groupes d’acteurs, et contribue à 
éclairer et comprendre la variété des façons de penser l’avenir. 
Elle diffère fortement dans ses objectifs de la méthode Delphi qui 
vise à établir une convergence de visions entre experts. 

CHAMP D’APPLICATION
L’abaque de Régnier peut être utilisé à différentes étapes 
d’une démarche de prospective. En voici quelques exemples : 
• Mise en débat auprès d’experts et acteurs des hypothèses clefs 
 d’une analyse prospective thématique (santé, biodiversité…). 
• Consultation d’un panel représentant une profession, un type 
 d’acteur donné, en vue de la préparation d’une vision commune.
• Mise en débat de projets, chantiers, expérimentations auprès 
 des parties prenantes.
La technique permet d’animer un groupe de travail en présentiel 
mais aussi de consulter en ligne plusieurs milliers de personnes.

COÛT DE MISE 
EN ŒUVRE
Le coût est lié au temps de 
conception de l’enquête, de 
repérage du panel qui sera 
consulté, d’administration et 
de mise en débat de l’enquête. 
Les phases de test sont essen-
tielles. Les répondants ont 
accès aux résultats. L’en-
semble peut être réalisé sur 
Color Insight qui est acces-
sible gratuitement. 

CALENDRIER
De trois semaines à deux 
mois lorsque l’enquête est 
réalisée en ligne auprès de 
plus de 100 répondants, re-
lances comprises. Ce temps 
inclut les semaines consa-
crées à la mise au point du 
questionnaire et au test. La 
valorisation des résultats et 
leur mise en débat néces-
sitent un travail de quelques 
semaines supplémentaires. 

POINTS CLEFS 
• Accorder la plus grande attention à la formulation des items 
 du questionnaire (hypothèses, enjeux, projets) sous la forme 
 d’affi rmations franches pour permettre l’expression de la va-
 riété des avis. Les rédacteurs des items doivent se garder de 
 toute infl uence et préférer l’exposition d’idées contradictoires 
 plutôt que d’idées de synthèse.
• Ne pas négliger la phase de test.
• Une enquête abaque n’est jamais une fi n en soi et ne se suffi t 
 pas en elle-même, elle s’inscrit dans une démarche avec une 
 base d’analyse à l’amont et un processus de travail à l’aval.
• Considérer la valorisation des résultats comme une étape en 
 soi en commençant par une mise en débat des résultats de 
 l’enquête abaque.

PRÉREQUIS 
TECHNIQUES
Avant de mener une enquête 
abaque de Régnier, il est utile 
d’avoir déjà participé à une 
démarche où elle a été mise 
en œuvre. Il est préférable de 
connaître le fonctionnement 
de Color Insight (en accès 
libre) : www.colorinsight.fr.
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Futuribles International is a think-tank on the future. It is dedicated to understanding the major 
transformations taking place in our world. It incorporates a long-term perspective by stressing the 
scope for manoeuvre available to the various actors and the possible strategies they may adopt.



Aspirational Futures:  
Integrating Aspirations and Fears 

in Collective Futures Building 
Aspirational futures is an approach for learning about the future and committing  

to achieving a preferred future. Most often experienced through the scenario-building 
process, this method strives to take into account biases, especially participants’ fears 

and aspirations related to the future.

RELEVANCE AND USE IN FORESIGHT
The aspirational futures method proves useful to kick off 
touchy discussions, particularly on threats. The method pro-
vides a neutral space (often called a “safe space”) for explor-
ing fears, challenging situations, and individual aspirations 
especially in relation to collective aspirations (the organiza-
tion’s aspirations).

This method may be applied to take into account stakeholders’ 
fears and aspirations regarding changes in the organization’s 
environment, particularly when there is a transition in the 
leadership team or in any other major situation of change. It is 
also effective in identifying the need for change.

APPLICATIONS SCOPE
Time frame: Mid- to long-term changes in the global  
environment and within the context of the organization,  
especially new paradigms, global transformations.

Domain: All fields. The idea is to help stakeholders identify 
new domains of agency regarding their own future, even when 
they do not think they have agency.

Number of participants: From 10 to 100. 

TOOL IMPLEMEN­
TATION COSTS
In-house Costs: Wages/
hours of any employees 
involved. 

External Costs: 2 consul-
tants (minimum 30 days per 
project), illustrator/graphic 
artist.

TIME FRAME 
Appropriation of aspirations 
and fears leading to imple-
mentation of large-scale 
changes takes about one 
year to one year and a half. 
In shorter time frames, the 
scenario and forecasting 
method is used to provide an 
understanding of key trends 
and weak signals about the 
future.

BASIC CHECKLIST 
•	Participants are key stakeholders in the issues at hand. 
	 They are ideally willing to participate.

•	Project objectives state explicitly why an aspirational  
	 approach to the future is relevant.

•	Balance between so-called right-brain skills (summarizing, 
	 seeking meaning) and left-brain skills (analyzing, seeking  
	 truth) among the team members. 

TECHNICAL  
REQUIREMENTS 
Facilitator’s Skills:  
Combination of left- and 
right-brain skills, creative 
writing for excellent narra-
tives, foresight experience to 
separate the significant from 
the anecdotal.

Availability of stakeholders  
to work in a group.

	 APPROACHES	 SCOPING 	 INFORMATION	 SURVEYS	 SCENARIO	 STRATEGY-	 INNOVATION-	 MEDIATION / 
	 & CONCEPTS	 & FRAMING	 & DYNAMICS	 TECHNIQUES	 BUILDING	 FORESIGHT	 FORESIGHT	 COMMUNICATION 
			   ANALYSIS		  TECHNIQUES	 LINK	 LINK	 TOOLS

Prospective and Strategic Foresight Toolbox© Futuribles International



futuribles
	 I N T E R N A T I O N A L

Prospective and Strategic Foresight Toolbox
February 2017

Aspirational Futures
by Marguerite Grandjean*

*Based in Paris, Marguerite Grandjean is a futurist and research director.  
A graduate of the London School of Economics, Ms Grandjean spent three years  

as a futurist in Washington, DC, at the Institute for Alternative Futures (IAF),  
where she used the aspirational futures method extensively. Currently a foresight  

expert for the European Commission (DG Research & Innovation), Marguerite  
Grandjean also documents emerging trends and innovations at OuiShare,  

an international social innovation network. 

She may be reached at margueritegrandjean@gmail.com

The Prospective and Strategic Foresight Toolbox is a Futuribles International and CAP Prospective project
Editorial assistance: Kathryn Radford

© Futuribles International - 47 rue de Babylone - 75007 Paris - France 

www.futuribles.com



Aspirational Futures

	 © Futuribles International 	 3

Keywords 
Aspirational Futures  ❙  Vision  ❙  Scenario Construction  ❙  STEEP  ❙  IAF

Abstract
Aspirational futures serves as a powerful capacity-building approach that accomplishes three 
goals: learning about the future, visioning a preferred future, and committing to achieving this 
preferred future. The key objective of the method is to generate awareness of positive biases  
(aspirations) and negative biases (fears) about the future. Participants’ awareness deepens their  
interest in achieving a desirable future and consequently their commitment to action. This helps  
managers or organizers pinpoint and pursue an organization’s goals more successfully. As a 
foresight approach, the method also explores several possible paths that may be considered 
while looking at the future, with both the organization and the broader context in mind. To 
this end, the method analyzes trends and emerging signs of change which enable teams and 
managers to understand what might drive future possibilities.

Aspirational futures was first developed by the Institute for Alternative Futures (IAF), a non-
profit advisory group and think-tank based in Washington, DC, in the 1970s. Clement Bezold, 
IAF’s founding chairman, pioneered the approach, drawing on work by Alvin Toffler and Jim 
Dator. Over the years, current IAF President Jonathan Peck has contributed major psychologi-
cal notions and theories of change. Other contributors to the approach include Roger Fritz and 
Robert Olson. 

Developing scenarios that explore the expectable, challenging and visionary distinguishes the 
aspirational futures approach to scenario development. In fact, aspirational futures is most 
often experienced and best understood through a scenario-building process that includes four 
scenarios: (i) an expectable scenario that draws on today’s best available intelligence (Scenario 1); 
(ii) a challenging scenario that asks what could go wrong (Scenario 2); and (iii) two aspirational 
scenarios, Scenarios 3 and 
4, that show two different 
paths and images of what 
success could look like. 
Scenario construction is 
based on a set of methods 
including environmental  
scanning, forecast develop-
ment, and several vision-
ing techniques applied in 
interviews and workshops. 
Aspirational futures may 
also be used to create a vi-
sion statement, which ex-
presses an inspiring image 
for an organization’s strat-
egy or operations as a focal 
point (“North Star”), and 
follows up with the explicit 
description of associated 
audacious goals. n

FIGURE 1. THREE ZONES OF THE FUTURE,  
AS CONCEPTUALIZED AND DESIGNED  

BY THE INSTITUTE FOR ALTERNATIVE FUTURES (IAF)
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Description of Aspirational Futures and the Scenario 
Development Process
Application

Instead of other scenario-building processes, the aspirational futures approach is recommended  
in the following cases: 

w A team or organization (especially top managers or leaders) commits to considering the long 
term in their strategic decisions and wishes to assess opportunities and challenges.

w A trigger for significant change or improvement is needed because (i) external factors are 
threatening the organization or opening up major opportunities (e.g. a new investment), (ii) 
transition is occurring in the leadership team, (iii) internal factors block the achievement of 
specific goals.

w Touchy discussions, particularly on threats, are difficult to get started. The aspirational fu-
tures method offers a neutral forum, sometimes called a “safe space”, in which to explore 
fears, challenging situations, and individual aspirations in relation to the collectivity (the or-
ganization). This method also aims to convert the discussion of difficult matters into positive 
possibilities through the two aspirational scenarios.

Requirements 

Aspirational futures projects require calibrating the following resources: 

w Time: Time frames vary considerably from one scenario or visioning project to another. 
Effective aspirational futures projects usually require several months. In fact, an IAF project 
averages about a year. However, one-time workshops may prove useful; they do require prior 
preparation for best results. 

w Participants: It is essential to identify the people who will be most affected by the explored 
futures (a specific team, a city or local community, the users of a given public service or com-
mercial offer), as well as those who will have the most impact on future developments (often 
the top leaders). Usually an aspirational futures project requires one or two project officers 
from the partner organization. This internal officer or administrator must work regularly, even 
closely, with the foresight team, to oversee operations, provide input, and coordinate with the 
organization’s key teams or individuals.

w Skills: It is important to have a blend of left- and right-brain skills within the team that leads 
the scenario-building process. The following specific abilities are needed: 

• analytical, detail-oriented research; 

• “connective” minds capable of making unexpected links between trends; 

• creative writing ability for excellent narratives; 

• foresight experience and intuition to separate the significant from the anecdotal;

• capacity to combine objective assessment of trends with subjective understanding of ethics, 
culture, values, and ethics in decision-making.  

For best results, an aspirational futures process should begin only once the following prepara-
tions have been completed: 

• project is clearly defined, including staff, timeline, and budget;
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• project objectives are explicit in stating why an in-depth exploration of the future is needed 
and on which changes it should have influence;

• teams and leaders most affected by the organization’s future or with the most influence in an 
organization have been identified and, ideally, are ready to participate;

• practitioners and participants know which particular audience will be reading the final prod-
uct (deliverable) communicated and with what intention.

How Aspirational Futures Works with Scenario Development

In this approach, scenario development usually starts with environmental scanning, a first 
step that involves futures research about key trends and weak signals that are driving future 
evolutions in the organization and its environment. Data are collected primarily through ex-
pert interviews and literature reviews from varied sources ranging from academia to futures/
technological magazines to more futuristic blogs. 

Once the research has been collected, 
the second step, forecast development, 
follows. Note that in common foresight 
terminology, forecast most often refers 
to quantitative modeling. At the Institute 
for Alternative Futures, however, the  
term means a projection into the future  
of specific key forces or emerging drivers 
found through environmental scanning. 
These forecasts act as micro-scenarios 
about one given key force or driver con-
sidered in relation to its broader context.  
Depending on the length and require-
ments of the aspirational futures proj-
ect, forecasts may be presented in full 
storytelling form with narratives or in a 
matrix summarizing key changing ele-
ments or in research summaries. Full blown forecasts may thus only be developed in the 
expectable zone of the future, as a way to organize the best available intelligence on different 
future topics. Three or four alternative forecasts may also be developed to show expectable, 
challenging, and aspirational possibilities for each driver; i.e., the array of anticipated out-
comes for that driver over a given period. The forecasts may be published in the final deliv-
erable and also presented to stakeholders during interviews or workshops in order to prepare 
and develop the scenarios.

On a practical note, the production of fully written alternative forecasts for each driver requires 
a lot of work, in terms of researching and writing. Although alternative forecasts do feed into 
the final scenario narratives, they are independent from final scenarios. Moreover, not every 
forecast and trend will appear in the final narratives.

The third and final step is scenario development itself. The aspirational futures approach re-
quires scenarios to fit into the three zones of the future illustrated in Figure 1. This means that 
the main differences between the scenarios lie in their desirability levels (negative, positive) 
as well as in their perceived probability level, with expectable scenarios assumed to be most 
likely and aspirational scenarios assumed to be less likely. Interestingly enough, a participant’s 
perception of “less likely” may change when aspirational possibilities are explored more deeply 

STEEP

STEEP commonly serves as a mnemonic refer­
ring to the five generic metacategories in which 
most trends fit: Social, Technological, Econ­
omic, Environmental, Political. In some sec­
tors, other categories may be added, e.g., L for 
Legal or V for Values. The latter category may 
involve evolutions related to populations’ expec­
tations, value shifts, levels of consciousness, 
and spirituality. 

The STEEP acronym ensures facilitators do not 
omit any of the key forces that should be ex­
plored within an organization’s environment. n
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and converted into signposts and strategic objectives. IAF recommends developing four sce-
narios, with two aspirational scenarios showing two distinct possibilities of success. Indeed, 
those two aspirational scenarios counter a bias toward pessimism or a lack of imagination that 
renders it more difficult for participants to imagine success than failure in most organizations.  

The significance of these three zones should be considered in terms of how subjective views of 
the future (checked against plausible research findings) may stimulate participants’ commit-
ment to a preferred future and interest in building it. Facilitators should explain the purpose 
of the three zones, notably in European contexts, where the structure might be seen as a rigid 
representation of abstract archetypes. 

Besides scenario development, visioning, strategic analysis, and leadership development are 
employed in aspirational futures, as sketched out below.

w Visioning: This is the process that leads to a vision statement, an explicit description of the 
higher contribution that an organization aims to make in the long run. The words selected 
should reflect a sense of commitment plus a deep feeling and belief in the purpose, meaning, 
direction, and reasons for existence of an organization. Audacious goals may then be devel-
oped as a complement to the vision. This process includes depicting a range of stretch goals, or 
over-arching aims that require giant steps, in order to make the vision more tangible and likely. 

w Strategic analysis: A form of exploration that is most often accomplished through scenario 
workshops during which participants delve deep into the various scenarios developed and an-
ticipate the potential consequences of developments in their own area. Sometimes alternative 
physical settings are used. Strategic analysis often includes an assessment of the robustness 
and desirability of different strategies against different scenarios. 

w Leadership development: This is a sub-process in which techniques based on aspirational 
futures are applied to develop the capacity to inspire action and to communicate authentically 
within organizations. Aspirational futures recognizes that subjective dispositions influence 
commitment and effectiveness in actions; as a result, it may be necessary to spend time explor-
ing participants’ representations, biases and feelings toward the organization and its future. 
Various psychological techniques and theories may be used, e.g., dialogue, guided visualiza-
tion, appreciative inquiry, spiral dynamics, positive deviance, aspirations model workshops 
and the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI). 

Tips and Best Practices

What follows is pragmatic advice adapted or quoted primarily from Clement Bezold’s 2010 
article “Lessons from Using Scenarios for Strategic Foresight” (please see the bibliography). 

w Take into account differences in individuals’ capacities to deal with the uncertainty associated 
with foresight, and the visionary aspect of aspirational futures.

Warning: Not everyone is comfortable with foresight! Some might add that foresight can trigger 
“allergic reactions” depending on individuals’ psychological preferences. In fact, practitioners 
should take preferences into account and make the aspirational futures process transparent to 
participants so as to encourage learning and capacity development. 

According to Swiss psychiatrist Carl G. Jung (quoted in Bezold 2010, p. 1515), “differences in 
behavior result from people’s inborn tendencies to use their mind in different ways, particular-
ly in how they take in information (perceiving) and come to conclusions (judging).” In perceiv-
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ing information, one “can focus on the concrete/specific (Sensing — S) or on iNtuition — N.” 
Jung notes that people may use the judging function “more objectively by Thinking — T, or 
more subjectively by Feeling — F.”

In the context of foresight, the same article cites Jonathan Peck, IAF President, who “points 
out that most futurists commonly prefer the ‘intuition’ form of perception (what Jung called 
instinctive apprehension), while the majority of individuals have an opposite preference ‘sens-
ing’ and take more detailed, fact-based views”. Moreover, in the IAF’s experience, “the model 
type for leading executives in government and corporations are ‘STJs’. These ‘Sensing, Think-
ing and Judging’ individuals focus on details, process in their heads rather than their hearts, 
and can come to conclusions quickly. They often react negatively to the uncertainty that scenar-
ios raise and find exploring the future to be stressful. Alternatively, ‘Intuitive Thinkers,’ or NTs, 
can deal more comfortably with scenarios that provide a systems view. For ‘iNtuitive Feelers’, 
or NFs, value and vision work comes most naturally as an approach to the future, while STJs 
tend to ignore work on values and vision in the organization and can be suspicious of any 
claim to know what the future holds.”

w Err on the side of boldness

Clem Bezold highlights that “the value of scenarios is greater when more diversity is consid-
ered, and generally the future will include more rather than less change.” In the aspirational 
zone especially, the more audacious the change proposal is, the more optimistic capacity for 
change it may trigger. In some cases, participants will select one aspect in the aspirational 
scenarios and set off toward achieving it. In one IAF case, the team (part of the organization’s 
Board) decided to commit a fairly large budget to deploying a decentralization strategy, which 
was not identified before the scenarios were developed, and which emerged in the aspirational 
zone as the most effective way to avoid the organization’s decline and death. It is worth noting 
that the ability to generate daring aspirational proposals that are both plausible and compelling 
depends largely on the foresight experience or competence of the practitioners leading the 
scenario construction process. 

w Trust the participants

In the IAF’s experience, teams engaged in an aspirational futures process led by a seasoned fa-
cilitator will gradually accept their role and engage in subjective projections into the future. In 
most instances, they will come to terms with their own subjective conception of the future and 
converge toward a meaningful vision. Eventually participants who find the process difficult 
will come around even when futures work unearths significant threats. This was demonstrated 
in one IAF project in which expectable forecasts based both on research and the documented 
fears of some of the leaders revealed how the organization was in effect heading toward extinc-
tion. Although initial reactions upon discovering these forecasts were strongly negative, the 
tools for exploring higher aspirations and the options outlined in Scenario 4 led participants 
to not only recognize the intensity of the threat facing the organization but also trust in their 
agency and their power to provoke key changes.

w Pay attention to what happens after the process ends

In the case of scenarios, tools exist to monitor how the scenarios are advancing and thus avoid 
the final report being shelved and never touched again. Two typical follow-up tools are easily 
tracked signposts related to each scenario and ongoing environmental scanning. Ideally, the 
organization would have the means to check the evolution of a scenario’s likeliness and desir-
ability plus its implications. 
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Errors to Avoid

w Do not pretend this method is something else

Aspirational futures remains a unique method not easily related to other scenario development 
approaches. It addresses the subjective mind, which may frighten or surprise participants, 
while seeking to engage both head and heart. Nevertheless, the method uses rational thinking 
and robust research to underpin plausibility. Practitioners should be transparent from the out-
set about this “double identity”. They should use the appropriate vocabulary and avoid focusing 
on only one of the two lenses (objective and subjective) of the approach. Otherwise, the risk of 
disappointment is high.  

w Do not avoid in-depth discussions

It is easy to neglect time-consuming discussions considered unusual in government or corpo-
rate settings. 

Yet, one of the most important elements of aspirational futures is conducting in-depth one- 
on-one discussions during interviews with the key people concerned in an organization, par-
ticularly those with power to impact the future. These interviews are designed not only to 
collect expertise but also to elicit fears and wishes projected onto the future. To achieve this, 
dialogues, appreciative inquiries, and visioning exercises remain essential along with the abil
ity of practitioners to facilitate tactfully and appropriately. Of course, collective activities such 
as workshops at various stages of the process are equally important, and practitioners should 
rely on appropriate, calibrated discussion techniques during these sessions, too.  

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

w Who should initiate and use aspirational futures?

In the words of IAF cofounder, Clement Bezold: “Ideally foresight for an organization is done 
from the top.” (See Bezold’s 2010 article, the source for this section.) The aspirational futures 
method is usually applied when there is the need for major change; hence, it is essential to 
involve the right levels of the organization and its stakeholders. “In a corporation, this would 
mean working with the CEO or other senior leader. In government agencies, it would be the 
senior ministry officials, both political appointees and senior career officers. Much foresight is 
indeed focused on this level.” 

In what Clem Bezold calls “leadership from the middle”, middle managers in different de-
partments (R&D, manufacturing, human resources, marketing) within a corporation or public 
agency may also do foresight activities on a regular basis. 

As such, aspirational futures may be useful in government, corporate or civil society settings. 
Indeed, the process is often used in a similar fashion, although companies tend to dedicate 
more resources and move more quickly in developing the project and acting on the final report.

w Desirable… for whom? 

Participants will resist mentioning a “desirable”, or “preferred”, future on the grounds that one 
person’s preference or desire may not converge with someone else’s, albeit a member of the 
same organization. However, in the IAF’s experience, this often occurs when the subjective 
component is kept at a superficial level; i.e., when the exploration of aspirations and biases 
fails to reach a deeper meaning in the individuals and how they relate to their organization. In 
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one rather telling example, IAF conducted an interview with the CEO of a major US profes-
sional association. When asked what the organization’s key ambition was, the reply focused 
on specific operational objectives aiming to regain market share, trim unnecessary expenses, 
and beat the competition. This answer was at odds with the way other team members saw the 
nonprofit’s priorities. Subsequently, more dialogue was led both individually with the CEO and 
collectively with staff and Board members. Over the months, the process uncovered that all the 
participants did share one belief. They all believed that the key meaning of their work laid in 
the organization’s mission; in other words, advancing technology for the benefit of humanity. 
This eventually led to action plans for deep change, which would have been unthinkable be-
forehand given how opposed some participants’ views were. 

w How should practitioners communicate scenarios based on aspirational futures?

A few rules of thumb help in communicating scenarios and exploring the future which under-
pins those scenarios: 

• Find a short, catchy title.

• Make sure only one person is in charge of scenario writing, so that the overall style is coherent.

• Make sure this person has excellent creative writing skills.

• Add personal vignettes (“a day in the life of someone in 2030”), images, or videos (made by 
a professional) customized for each scenario. Based on IAF experience, these audio or visual 
touches help participants in understanding key points in the scenarios and in “feeling” the 
scenarios.

• Ensure early in the process that the people concerned with scenario development are indeed 
involved. 

Case Studies: Three IAF Scenario Projects 

Public Health 2030: A Scenario Exploration (2014) 

IAF in partnership with the Prevention Institute developed for the Kresge Foundation and the 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation four scenarios on the future of public health in the United 
States. This work emerged from previous IAF futures work on American health issues: Prim­
ary Care 2025 (2012) and Vulnerability 2030 (2011). The future of health and well-being deserves 
special attention at a time when the actors, budget, and scope of public health in the United 
States are changing profoundly.

w Project Organization

IAF recruited a small advisory committee of public health leaders, tasked with providing input 
and guidance on project directions, reviewing draft forecasts and scenarios, and participating 
in the national Public Health 2030 workshop. Within the Kresge Foundation and the Robert 
Wood Johnson Foundation, three project officers oversaw the development of the scenarios. 

w Environmental Scanning

Besides carrying out research, the IAF team interviewed a broad range of experts in public 
health and related fields, both individually and within assembled public health groups. Six 
drivers shaping public health were identified: 1) chronic disease; 2) climate change and en-
vironmental threats and impacts; 3) community prevention; 4) economics and public health 
financing; 5) injury prevention; and 6) technology and information system advances. 
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w Forecast Development

A set of expectable, challenging, and visionary forecasts for each of the drivers was then de-
veloped based on the aspirational futures approach. The IAF team fleshed out the forecasts 
for four drivers while the Prevention Institute crafted the forecasts for two drivers. A range of 
experts were then interviewed and focus groups were conducted, based on the forecasts devel-
oped. These forecasts enabled experts to explore the interaction of the driving forces. 

w Scenario Development

Using the forecasts, experts’ reactions to those forecasts, experts’ other forecasts and their 
implications, IAF developed the four alternative scenarios for public health, as illustrated and 
summarized below.

• Scenario 1: One Step Forward, Half a Step Back

FIGURE 2. “PUBLIC HEALTH 2030” 
ILLUSTRATION OF SCENARIO 1

Amidst continued fiscal 
constraints, public 
health agencies and 
health care slowly ad­
vance their capabilities. 
Many use automation 
and advanced analytics 
to improve services 
as well as community 
and population health. 
However, climate 
change challenges 
continue to grow, and 
there is little progress 
in improving the social 
determinants of health. 
Great variations in tech­
nological capabilities, 
funding, and approaches 
to prevention, combined 
with a continuous rise 
in health care costs, 
significantly limit public 
health gains.

Source: IAF, Public Health 
2030: A Scenario Explora­
tion, 2014. © Visual Insight
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• Scenario 2: Overwhelmed, Under-Resourced

• Scenario 3: Sea Change for Health Equity

FIGURE 3. “PUBLIC HEALTH 2030” 
ILLUSTRATION OF SCENARIO 2

Funding cuts and a 
hostile political context 
undermine the role of 
public health agencies, 
which subsequently fail 
to attract talented young 
people. Public health 
crises grow worse and 
more frequent, largely 
due to climate change. 
Private sector initiatives 
produce significant 
innovations for health 
and wellness, but 
these primarily benefit 
the middle class and 
affluent groups. Tech­
nological, economic, 
educational, and health 
disparities grow, and 
the institutions of public 
health have little capac­
ity for doing anything 
about them.

Source: IAF, Public Health 
2030: A Scenario Explora­
tion, 2014. © Visual Insight

FIGURE 4. “PUBLIC HEALTH 2030”  
ILLUSTRATION OF SCENARIO 3

National and local econo­
mies gradually grow, and 
changes in values and de­
mographics lead to “com­
mon sense” policies and 
support for health equity. 
Public health agencies 
develop into health de­
velopment agencies that 
use advanced analytics, 
gamification (the appli­
cation of game-design 
elements and principles), 
and diverse partnerships 
to identify problems and 
opportunities, as well 
as catalyze and incen­
tivize action to improve 
community health. While 
some disparities persist, 
in 2030, the vast majority 
of Americans have at­
tained greater opportunity 
for good health through 
quality improvements in 
housing, economic oppor­
tunity, education, and 
other social determinants 
of health.Source: IAF, Public Health 2030: A Scenario Exploration, 2014.	 © Visual Insight
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• Scenario 4: Community-Driven Health and Equity

World Scenarios to 2030 for IEEE (2013)

The Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE), tasked the IAF with developing 
scenarios to describe a range of alternative contexts in which the IEEE may be operating in the 
future.  

The world’s largest association for technical and technologi-
cal professions has as a mission to advance technology for the  
benefit of humanity (https://www.ieee.org/about/vision_mis 
sion.html).

In this instance, the goal was to help the IEEE frame and nour-
ish its strategic planning process.

w Project Organization

An IAF team was in charge of developing scenarios from the 
input provided by a project officer at IEEE. 

From the onset, the project addressed and included key leaders 
within the IEEE’s Board of Directors and management team. 

w Environmental Scanning

In order to contribute to the research, an IEEE project officer provided IAF with an extensive 
research document on future trends. The trend data had been collected internally, but the in-

FIGURE 5. “PUBLIC HEALTH 2030” 
ILLUSTRATION OF SCENARIO 4

Public health agencies, partners, and local health improvement initiatives coalesce through technology and social 
media into a national web of community health enhancing networks. These networks help communities exchange 

news on their innovations 
and best practices, plus 
leverage the expertise of 
public health and other 
agencies. The nation also 
strives to come to grips 
with its racial and socio­
economic histories, and 
supports real changes 
and legislation to create 
a more equitable so­
ciety. This value shift to 
equity is accelerated by 
the proliferation of new 
community economic mo­
dels that help households 
sustain themselves 
and improve health and 
well-being. Public health 
sheds many functions 
and facilitates these 
movements to improved 
health.

Source: IAF, Public Health 
2030: A Scenario Exploration, 
2014. © Visual Insight

IAF, Scenarios for IEEE, 2013 	
(report cover)
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house team lacked the expertise to organize the material into compelling future possibilities 
and stories. Based on the research supplied, IAF identified 18 drivers specific to IEEE’s macro 
and operational environment. Through an online survey, IEEE top leaders selected nine of 
these drivers: 1) global intelligent networks; 2) knowledge creation and dissemination; 3) work-
force; 4) scientific disciplines; 5) intellectual property; 6) technologies; 7) generations stan-
dards; 8) conferences; and 9) energy.

w Forecast Development

For each driver, IAF developed one forecast in the expectable zone. These forecasts were de-
signed to be used as the basis for interviews with members of the Institute of Electrical and 
Electronics Engineers’ Board of Directors.

The interviews were vital to the project. Besides adding further content to the expectable fore-
casts, IAF used dialogue techniques to elicit aspirations and fears about the Institute’s future 
and to prepare for the upcoming scenario construction workshop. 

w Scenario Construction Workshop  

Participants at this workshop designed and facilitated by IAF in October 2013 were mainly 
members of the IEEE ad hoc Committee on Strategic Planning. During the first part of this 
workshop, participants outlined two alternative forecasts for each driver (one “challenging” 
and one “aspirational”) as a complement to the “expectable” forecasts provided before the 
workshop. Participants also further explored the zone of higher aspiration. During the second 
part of the workshop, this exploration of alternative futures informed a list of key strategic 
questions for the IEEE to consider in the near term. The participants then ranked the strategic 
questions in terms of importance and urgency.

w Scenario Development

At this stage, IAF developed in-house the narratives of four scenarios summarized below:

• Scenario 1: Smart Technologies, Missed Opportunities

The combination of big data and social networks creates high-quality knowledge technologies 
and networks around the world. However, leaders and communities fail to use them to address 
the grand challenges of the twenty-first century.

• Scenario 2: Info, Info Everywhere (and Not a Drop to Drink)

A small number of powerful entities create and control advanced analytics that turn informa-
tion into knowledge. Most people lack access to these sophisticated tools for making sense of 
the ever-increasing reams of information.

• Scenario 3: An Integrated Knowledge Network

Visionary leaders facilitate the creation of a highly integrated global knowledge network that 
is accessible to all. The network combines advanced analytics and human expertise to create 
high-quality knowledge, and increasingly, wisdom, in order to alleviate global challenges.

• Scenario 4: Distributed Talent for Good

Rising unemployment and shifts in societal expectations undermine traditional organizational 
structures, thus pushing most associations and many other organizations to the brink of ex-
tinction. However, a handful of these associations reinvent themselves as networks of autono-
mous entities united by a common purpose.
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Agriculture and Food Justice in Peru: Scenarios for 2030 (2013)

This one-year project was conducted by IAF with partners and sponsors Oxfam America and 
Oxfam Peru to explore agricultural and nutrition perspectives in a country facing uncertainties 
related to its particular climate, expanding economy, and social characteristics. 

w Project Organization

A team of IAF futurists produced the bulk of the scenario work. A head of research at Oxfam’s 
headquarters in Washington, DC, supervised the project with support from two colleagues in 
different countries. The Peruvian bureau of Oxfam provided research input and expert con-
tacts, organized the logistics of the scenario construction workshops, and took charge of re-
laying the scenario project to the media, wider public, and policymakers (press conferences, 
public conferences, campaigns). 

TABLE 1. EXAMPLE OF A SCENARIO MATRIX FOR TWO DRIVERS,  
SPECIFICALLY WORKFORCE AND SCIENTIFIC DISCIPLINES,  

OUT OF THE NINE SELECTED BY IEEE’S LEADERSHIP

Source: IAF, Scenarios for IEEE, 2013.



Aspirational Futures

	 © Futuribles International 	 15

w Environmental Scanning

The research conducted by IAF viewed global trends and developments specific to Peru and 
outlined six key drivers: 1) climate change; 2) land and water use and governance; 3) food dis-
tribution; 4) technology and innovation; 5) 
infrastructure; and 6) access to funding. 

Beyond desk research and a literature re-
view, six Peruvian experts were interviewed. 

w Forecast Development

Based on this research, four alternative fore
casts were developed for each of the six  
drivers. The aim of these 24 forecasts was 
explicit: provide a basis for reflection and 
discussion with stakeholders; i.e., as a 
means to enrich the final scenarios and, 
more importantly, to involve stakeholders 
in the process of exploring future possibilities.

w Multi-stakeholder Scenario Construction Workshops

Participants at the two scenario construction workshops led in Peru (Lima and Cusco) in 
March 2013 included academics, policymakers at the national and regional levels, staff from 
non-governmental organizations, and farmers’ representatives. The three stated objectives of 
the workshops were as follows:

• facilitate exchanges and dialogues among participants; 

• explore and refine IAF’s preliminary scenarios;

• collect participants’ aspirations about the future of agriculture in Peru. 

The workshops included individual, small group, and full group activities to meet the above 
objectives. 

w Scenario Development 

An IAF team developed and drafted four scenarios in-house, incorporating material from en-
vironmental scanning, forecasts, and input received during the workshops. 

Their scenario report included the following four narratives:

1) Progress at the Margins: Peru makes some progress in poverty reduction and food justice, 
but these efforts are inadequate to address challenges related to climate change and food prices. 
This scenario is in the “zone of conventional expectation.”

2) A Harvest of Inequity: The gap widens between large-scale agribusinesses, which own more 
land and are able to deploy advanced technologies, and smallholder farmers, who face climate 
change effects and lack access to these advances. This scenario is in the “zone of growing 
desperation.”

3) Sustainable Future, Timeless Past: Facing an increase in social unrest at the local level, poli-
cymakers set the goal of establishing an equitable distribution of productive resources between 
large-scale and small-scale agriculture. This scenario is in the “zone of high aspiration.”

Press conference in Lima for the report. Snapshot from 
video “Perú al 2030: El futuro de la agricultura” by Instituto 

de Estudios Peruanos (IEP), 2013. 	
URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p9WtUoDQQfE. 

Accessed February 14, 2017.
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4) The Peruvian Way: Follow-
ing a series of environmen-
tal crises, Peruvians initiate a 
national dialogue to chart the 
country’s future. A series of 
efforts, dubbed “the Peruvian 
way,” achieve food justice by 
combining the best of indige-
nous techniques with the best 
of modern technology. This 
scenario falls into the “zone of 
high aspiration.”

Further Reading
Examples of theories of change that may anchor a bold yet plausible exploration of future pos-
sibilities include relativity and quantum physics, complexity sciences, evolution, psychological 
preferences, developmental psychology, integral theories, anticipatory democracy. (For a de-
tailed presentation, see Jonathan Peck’s 2009 article listed in the bibliography.)

Aspirations Model

This model developed by Roger 
Fritz challenges organizations to 
align their behavior with their aspi-
rations rather than becoming “vic-
tims of circumstance.” 

Guided Visualization and Letter to a Grandchild Exercise

Two examples of visualizing techniques based on work by Roger Fritz, Oliver Markley and Jon-
athan Peck are guided visualization and the letter to a grandchild exercise. These activities help 
envisage particular opportunities or challenges in images and emotions. 

w Guided visualization is used on a regular basis at IAF, particularly under the supervision of 
Oliver Markley, author and Professor Emeritus at Houston University. During his time at the 
famous Stanford Research Institute, he developed an approach to the future based on higher 
consciousness and visionary futures. Guided imagery is instrumental in his approach which 

w In each scenario, three personal stories presenting “a 
day in the life” of three people in the year 2030, one from 
each of Peru’s three agricultural zones: the Coast, the 
Andes, and the Amazon. 

w A scenario matrix which summarizes the key elements 
that change in each alternative future and allows for com­
paring the scenarios side-by-side along key dimensions. 

w Conclusions and further considerations putting forward 
the notion of “food justice” rather than “food security” in 
international development policies. n

More information at http://altfutures.com/what-we-do/visioning/. 
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he has extensively documented. See his latest thinking and a list of his publications at http://
www.jfs.tku.edu.tw/17-1/A01.pdf.

w The letter to a grandchild exercise may be found fully explained in the Guidebook for Nurse Fu­
turists, developed by IAF: http://www.altfutures.org/pubs/health/ICN_Guidebook_for_Nurse_ 
Futurists.pdf.

This exercise merits a word of caution. It is a delicate tool that touches upon psychology and 
deep mental images, hence should be handled with care. Be sure to warn participants that the 
exercise may reach far into subconscious dreams or wishes that they rarely have opportunities 
to explore. If participants are reluctant to engage, let them refuse. The author experienced a 
participant’s refusal during a training session with a major French ministry. The team manager  
explained that his personal situation at the time did not allow him to engage in the exercise 
because it would remind him of other issues and upset him too much. Note, however, that this 
did not prevent his staff from doing and enjoying the exercise. 

Ongoing IAF Projects

In 2017, IAF is leading two aspirational futures projects:  

w The Human Progress and Human Services 2035 is a project whose scenarios will build a plat-
form to help the healthcare sector consider the uncertainties, trends and forces that will shape 
human services and their organizations as well as the strategies that will best help the sector 
achieve a preferred future. This project is funded by the Kresge Foundation at a time when the 
human services sector faces such challenges as difficult economic trends, government spend-
ing cuts and extreme weather events. It is also a time when organizations must reinvent and 
remarket their approach and services while creating more person-centered, holistic practices. 

w Health Equity and Prosperity is a project designed to connect leaders seeking to advance 
health equity through meaningful systems change. Funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foun-
dation, this project will see the IAF connecting influencers from education, business, housing, 
and faith, among others, in order to initiate and sustain national dialogues. The goal is to co- 
create opportunities for better health, by sharing best practices, developing and disseminating 
methods for cross-sector engagement, and inspiring others to take action to promote health 
equity.
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