
Shocks to the system don’t come much 
bigger than Covid-19. It has taken most 
countries and most organizations 
completely by surprise: few, if any, had 
any inkling that such a calamity might be 
just around the corner. 

Yet even though nobody had prior 
warning of the outbreak, that doesn’t 
mean that no one was prepared for it. 
While some countries spent several 
weeks locked in indecision before settling 
on a course of action, others – Germany 
and South Korea are prime examples 
– were able to respond swiftly and 
decisively. The temptation is to conclude 
that while some were flying blind, the 

fortunate few had a ready-made plan.
History may one day reveal who did 

and who did not have a plan, but one 
thing is for certain: while no one can ever 
tell precisely what is going to be around 
the next corner, modern management 
techniques such as scenario planning 
can do a tremendous amount to enable 
organizations to anticipate cataclysmic 
events and to be prepared for them when 
they do occur. 

Likewise, some companies are better 
prepared than others: Ricardo, for 
instance, has had pandemic flu high on 
its risk register for several years.

“You cannot predict the future,” 

says Carl Telford of Ricardo Strategic 
Consulting, “but you can plan for it.”  
What scenario planning can do, he 
explains, is help organizations explore 
how they might respond in the face 
of a range of different hypothetical 
future shocks or upheavals – anything 
from the collapse of the global internet 
infrastructure to a major crisis in food 
supply or, like now, a major health crisis. 

The far-reaching consequences of 
the coronavirus crisis have shocked the 
whole world and are prompting many 
more organizations to look closely at 
how they plan for the future. Gone, 
says futures research lead Telford, are 

Coronavirus lockdown; crumbling international trade; oil prices plunging below zero: 
huge blows that have caught the business establishment off guard. But in this new 
world of spiralling uncertainty, help is at hand in the shape of a collaborative process 
which future-proofs organizations to prepare for the unexpected – whatever that 
might prove to be. Tony Lewin reports
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the days of simple one-track linear 
projections: interest in the much more 
agile strategies unlocked by Ricardo’s 
scenario planning process is ramping up 
and the RSC team is deploying scenario 
planning in more and more projects. 

Ways of looking ahead
Traditional ways of planning for the 
years ahead tend to be linear and 
tightly focused in their view, relying on 
mathematical extrapolation from earlier 
performance and perhaps a best-guess 
estimate of how a particular market 
might evolve. 

More sophisticated market forecast 
and roadmapping techniques, as 
practised across wide swathes of 
industry, are largely technical in nature 
and juxtapose upcoming legislative steps 
with engineering developments known 
to be in the pipeline. But again, as Telford 
points out, roadmaps can fall into the 
trap of regarding each sector as a closed 
system and cannot easily take account  
of external impacts and wildcard 
influences.

Many organizations employ external 

agencies to look at emerging trends 
and developments, hoping to get 
early warning of shifts in the market 
or consumer tastes over a horizon of 
perhaps five to ten years. Yet, critically, 
none of these approaches are capable 
of generating useful signals of a 
growing trend that might escalate into 
a full-blooded crisis: more critically 
still, none can provide messages clear 
enough to jolt companies into preparing 
themselves for an upcoming impact. Only 
through deeper and more interactive 
processes such as scenario planning 
can organizations do the groundwork to 
ensure they are resilient in the face of any 
major shocks that might come their way.

Dealing with shocks
What if the oil industry implodes because 
of collapsing prices? Or hackers hold 
the international banking system to 
ransom, disabling it permanently? Each 
would trigger a significant crisis among 
governments and businesses, and taking 
the necessary difficult decisions in haste 
in the midst of that crisis might not result 
in the optimum outcome. 

In an acute energy crisis, for instance, 
an oil company would be likely to 
suggest a solution involving fossil fuels; 
renewables engineers would be equally 
likely to promote their own technologies, 
and chemicals specialists would see 
laboratory-derived e-fuels as the answer. 

“Only through deeper and more 
interactive processes such as scenario 
planning can organizations do the 
groundwork to ensure they are resilient in 
the face of any major shocks that might 
come their way”

 The hypothetical 
Ecopolis scenario for 
2035 envisions a largely 
harmonious society 
following a decade 
of environmental 
consensus and the 
greater personal 
security of a universal 
basic income. Earlier 
splits and divisions are 
healed, and mandatory 
lifecycle footprint 
accounting has come 
to dominate decision 
making at all levels. 
Voters took a collective 
mindset to elect pro-
climate governments, 
and the Amazon and 
residual Arctic and 
Antarctic are protected 
as global parks.
Under the imagined 
Technopolis scenario 
(previous page) 
technology advances 
run riot, benefiting 
private companies 
and privileged 
individuals but also 
diminishing the role 
of governments and 
bypassing the less 
well off - who are hit 
hardest when a New 
World plague strikes 
the Americas.
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Unconscious bias towards their own 
speciality may lead different experts to 
give conflicting answers, and if the crisis 
is of such a magnitude that it threatens 
the survival of a whole industry or sector, 
those working within that sector may 
stubbornly deny the inconvenient truth 
that their organization’s days might be 
numbered.

For automotive companies, for 
instance, the prospect of a widespread 
take-up of autonomous urban mobility 
systems might be seen as an existential 
threat to their business model, further 
polarizing the internal debate.

Within an organization, says RSC senior 
consultant David Abdulmasih, scenario 
planning can enable an opening up of the 
internal dialogue under less urgent non-
crisis conditions: “Rather than actually 
directing the planning itself, scenario 
work can stretch people’s thinking and 
catalyze new solutions that take a higher 
level approach that can command much 
greater consensus,” he says.

And though, as we will see below, 
the nature of each hypothetical crisis 
explored in the scenario process might 
be quite different, there can be strong 
similarities across all acute events in 
terms of the response mechanisms 
that might be required. This in turn 
further strengthens the case for overall 
preparedness.

Scenarios in  
decision making
Scenario planning has a long history,  
though much of that history is shrouded 
in secrecy as the technique was first 
developed by the semi-clandestine 
US Rand Corporation during the Cold 
War. In the 1960s Shell made extensive 
use of scenarios, as did some other 

organizations, including the Pentagon 
and the US government through its five-
yearly Global Trends reports developed by 
the National Intelligence Council. 

Today, the use of scenario processes 
has spread more widely across 
industries, NGOs and government bodies. 
BMW is known as a high-profile user 
and in May this year even headlined a 
media announcement “BMW Group 
plans for various scenarios and can 
react swiftly to new developments”. It 
explained: “The Group is well prepared 
to react swiftly and decisively at all 
times to new developments during the 
corona pandemic by systematically 
identifying potential scenarios... The 
BMW Group is developing strategies for 
various scenarios and is prepared to take 
additional measures to safeguard its 
financial position and use its underlying 
strength to steer itself through this 
challenging phase.”

 “In no way does the pandemic call our 
business model into question,” said Oliver 
Zipse, chairman of the company’s board 
of management. “Driven by technology 
and innovation, our business model will 
remain future-proof after the current 
crisis has ended… we are monitoring 
developments extremely closely to be 
able to respond with maximum flexibility.”

This relatively confident voice 
contrasts with the much more cautious 
tone adopted by many automakers 
in their announcements, with most 
declining to give any guidance on future 
business performance.

How scenario  
planning works
The BMW announcement referred to 
above encapsulates all the key outcomes 
of a scenario planning process. Even 

today, at a time of great industrial 
instability, the company has the 
reassurance of knowing it has explored 
a wide range of worst-case events and 
situations, and that it has prepared 
strategies to cope. Its “monitoring [of] 
developments extremely closely” shows 
that it is watching very carefully to see 
how the situation evolves and which of 
its imagined scenarios is most closely 
reflected in what actually transpires – 
another essential tenet of the technique. 
And while the claim to be “future-proof” 
may smack of corporate PR bravado, it 
does contain more than a germ of truth 
as most eventualities have likely been 
considered, and responses prepared for 
each one.

But how does the process operate 
within an individual organization? Firstly, 
it is an interactive process throughout, 
with free information sharing between 
participants and external advisers such 
as Ricardo, if they have been brought in. 

The customer initially decides the 
decision focus, effectively framing what 
kind of things need to be decided and how 
broad a scope the vision should have. 
Next, a series of workshops at different 
levels brainstorm all the upcoming forces 
and factors that could influence the 
company’s business; further interactive 
sessions will look at each of these forces 
to establish which are the most likely and 
which will have the biggest impact on the 
company’s operations. Factors taken 
into consideration can be anything from 
technical developments, regulations, 
politics and economics, to natural 
disasters, climate events and societal 
changes. As with most of the scenario 
processes, the discussion around 
factors and probabilities is shaped 
by the individual intuitive logic of the 
participants rather than volumes of data 
or computer projections.

Many of the more certain forces – 
such as climate change or digitization 
– will be common to the six or eight 
potential themes that emerge from this 
interactive process. The differences, 
often dramatic and startling, result from 
the lower-likelihood, but nevertheless 
high impact, factors that are drawn into 
the frame; the Covid-19 outbreak could 
be considered just such a wildcard factor, 
albeit one that many larger companies 
will have war-gamed in terms of their 
possible response to a pandemic ‘flu 
outbreak. Again in full discussion with the 
client, the forces within each identified 
theme are ranked graphically along 
two axes according to their certainty or 
uncertainty and the likely severity of  
their impact. 

From these themes the three or four 

The need-to-know of scenario planning 
Seven simple steps to shockproof your company

1. Interactive workshops decide future corporate goals and scope, and list 
factors which may impact the company

2. Further interactive sessions determine how likely and how impactful each 
factor might be

3. Factors are placed on an ‘an axes of uncertainty’ grid to generate a wide 
range of possible future scenarios

4. The most extreme and challenging of these scenarios are selected for 
further exploration

5. Chosen scenarios are vividly illustrated and described in narrative stories
6. Each scenario is matched against proposed corporate strategies to gauge 

their fitness for future conditions; responses to scenarios are rehearsed 
and potential product opportunities identified

7. Real-world events are monitored to gauge which of the hypothetical 
scenarios is looking the most likely
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most pertinent to the client company’s 
future will be selected to be developed 
into full-blown scenarios. Often these 
will be the most extreme of the future 
pictures: these push the company further 
and faster in its thinking and, as Telford 
explains, lend themselves best to the 
creation of the type of vivid visual and 
storytelling narrative that helps build 
engagement with staff and management 
at all levels of the company.

Deep listening and  
intuitive logic
It was one of the scenario planning 
proponents within Shell who 
characterized the internal process as 
one of deep listening – the ability to hear 
what others are saying, to take in a broad 
spectrum of perhaps contrary views, and 
to emerge from your individual silo to see 
the bigger picture. 

“It’s a collaborative process building 
scenarios and exploring implications,” 

explains David Abdulmasih. “Everyone 
can have an opinion, and you come to a 
collective judgement. This removes the 
bias, and all clients see the value in it. Yes, 
some people are siloed in their thinking, 
but you’d be surprised how the scenarios 
get them out of those silos.”

One of the keys to making sure that 
top- and mid-level executives buy in 
to the scenario process is to ensure 
that the scenarios being contemplated 
are plausible, not necessarily probable. 
This makes them more vivid and more 
involving, and provokes a much stronger 
response to one of the most important 
prompts in the whole process: “Imagine 
you were in this scenario at our chosen 
future time point. How would you feel? 
What would you do?”

Imaging, not modelling
In approaching scenario planning,  
Telford underlines the importance 
of moving beyond the number bias 
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 Under the Digitopolis 
scenario for 2035 
society is highly 
automated and 
electronic resources 
take precedence over 
physical ones, with 
online life becoming 
more important 
than face-to-face 
interactions. 
Most travel, work 
and socialising is 
virtual, dramatically 
reducing the demand 
for transport 
and consigning 
the personal car 
to the history 
books. Extensive 
monitoring of climate 
helps anticipate 
extreme weather 
events to protect 
more vulnerable 
communities.
The grimly-named 
Creative Scavengers 
scenario, not shown, 
imagines a fractured 
and anarchic 2035 
world where resources 
are scarce and 
everyone has to mend, 
reuse, and grab what 
they can in order to 
survive.

that many science and engineering 
communities are accustomed to: “We 
are talking about the future, here: it 
has not been created yet, there are no 
right and wrong answers, and there is 
no data.”

Breaking down that no-data barrier 
can be difficult with some clients, he 
concedes. “Yes, you can do projections 
and model things. But the more complex 
the system and the more the variables, 
the more difficult it is; you have to make 

too many assumptions. Yet some people 
are obsessed by numbers: they demand 
a figure or a projection.”

The solution, he says, is to shift from 
the quantitative to the qualitative, and 
to begin unlocking the imagination as 
to how things might be in that future. 
Breadth rather than depth is what 
is needed. Taking in the worlds of 
geopolitics, economics, social forces 
and other influences that are so often 
alien to precise metrics, the technique 
is to reflect these but not to go into 
needless detail. “It can be tricky to deal 
with,” adds RSC technology strategy 

consultant Marvin Tchamiller, “but once 
you’ve got people involved in making the 
scenarios the imagination is sparked, 
and because there is an underlying 
structure to the process, it becomes a 
delight for the client. Building scenarios 
and exploring their implications is a very 
collaborative process. Everyone can have 
an opinion.”

Working with the results
With the three or four contrasting 
scenarios written up in an engaging 
narrative and illustrated in a vivid 
graphic style, clients are presented with 
a powerful collaboratively constructed 
picture of where the world might be in the 
target year.

For some, that alone may be enough, 
but for others who crave the certainty 
of spreadsheets and correlations the 
Ricardo scenario process can provide 
an enhanced analysis of the forces 
within each scenario. Breaking the 
scenario down into manageable chunks 
and using a complex 20x20 matrix to 
assess each feature and its interaction 
with the others, this results in a strongly 
graphical ‘heat map’ that enables the 
client company to see the strengths and 
weaknesses of its strategies against 
each set of future scenarios. 

As an obvious example, an OEM 
closely focused on combustion engine 
technology would flash up a strong 
negative correlation with any scenario 
in which fossil fuels were phased out for 
road vehicles. 

“We’ve found this quite powerful,” 

“At Ricardo, our clients ask us many
questions about future technologies,
products and services. Some clients also 
want our opinion of their future strategy; 
we are developing tools that enable us
to test the robustness of their strategy 
against a set of future scenarios”  
Carl Telford, Ricardo



says Tchamiller. “We can use the heat 
map and the associated scores to show 
a client that their strategy perhaps looks 
well suited to scenario A but would be 
problematic in D and disastrous in B and 
C. Our Japanese clients particularly like 
this – there’s a visual pattern, something 
which shows a clear preference.”

Watching the signs
Watching every aspect of the world 
around for signs of change – be they 
economic, political, social, or cultural 
– the monitoring process searches 
for clues large and small as to the 
way the world is heading, much as an 
astronomical radio telescope scans the 
universe to pick up faint signals. Which, 
if any, of the scenarios is it coming to 
resemble?

Covid-19 is the clearest signpost 
yet seen, argues Telford. “In fact it is a 
composite of many different signs. It 
is pointing towards more teleworking 
and more command economies, for 
instance, and those are some of the 
things our scenarios say we should be 
looking out for.”

The task of the monitors, whoever 
they may be, is to keep a constant 
lookout on all fronts for emerging 
trends and clues as to the direction of 
travel. The scenarios are not mutually 
exclusive: indeed, it is likely that forces 
from all of them will feature in some 
form in the years to come.

Powerful management  
tool – and safety net
We have seen how the imagining 
and the exploring of different future 
scenarios can be a powerful catalyst 
for companies to stretch their thinking, 
to discover new opportunities and 
to prepare for the uncertainties that 
lie ahead. Responses developed in 
scenario exercises can be rolled out for 
real as the basis for agile action plans 
when a crisis event does occur, and the 
strengths and weaknesses of company 
strategies can be held up to the light of 
each scenario in turn. 

To stay relevant, those scenarios 
need to be regularly updated to 
reflect real-life events and technology 
developments. A watchful organization 
will learn to sense the overall direction 
in which the world is moving; it will be 
aware of the shocks and disruptions 
that could lie ahead, and it will be secure 
in the knowledge that it has rehearsed 
for these eventualities and is agile 
enough to cope with them when they 
finally occur.

“I don’t try to describe the future,” 
wrote science fiction author Ray 

Bradbury in the 1990s. “I try to prevent 
it.” We’ll never know whether Bradbury 
intended his mission to be such an 
oxymoron, for unpredictable events 
will by definition continue to happen. It 
is fortunate, then, that sophisticated 

management techniques such as 
scenario planning are on hand to help 
organizations to look into that future, to 
anticipate the shocks it might deliver, 
and to be ready for the unexpected 
when it does arrive. 
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Scenario planning in high places
One high-profile user of scenario techniques is the US Government, which produces five-yearly 
Global Trends reports through the National Intelligence Council. The reports are timed to be on the 
desk of an incoming President as he or she takes office.

Entitled The Paradox of Progress, the 2017 report takes 2035 as its horizon and postulates  
three principal future scenarios: 

 • Islands, in which global players become isolated, globalization unravels and countries turn 
inwards to address political instability;

 • Orbits, where tensions arise between competing major powers seeking their own spheres of 
influence, set against a of rising tide of nationalism and emerging disruptive technologies;

 • Communities portrays a future in which national governments fail to meet growing public 
expectations, opening the way for local and private operators to deliver services and, in  
effect, undermine the democratic role of central government.

Ricardo under its own microscope
“You wake up on January 1st, 2036. What does the world look like?”

That was the question put to Ricardo managers and staff as the Group 
embarked on its own ambitious scenario planning process late last year. 
But this was no idle exercise: with Ricardo’s corporate maxim of “Creating 
a world fit for the future” firmly in mind, the task was to take a forensic 
look at the Group’s activities, strategies and aspirations and test their 
suitability for whatever the next 15 years might bring.

Carl Telford (left), who led the four-strong team co-ordinating the 
process, was taken aback by how eagerly Ricardo’s extremely busy top 
managers took to the process. “The response right across Ricardo has 

been brilliant,” he reveals. “It shows you that we’ve got some real intellectual heavyweights, and 
the reactions of some of the most senior people were very interesting. The scenarios, after all, are a 
product of Ricardo, not my team.”

Working with intuitive logic rather than formal modelling, the wide-ranging groups of experts 
homed in on four contrasting and highly challenging hypothetical – but still highly plausible - 
scenarios for that January 2036 target date. 

Those scenarios are illustrated and described on pages 12 to 14. Though there are common 
technical elements such as the need to address climate change and key materials shortages, 
marked differences emerge in the way each situation treats social, economic and political forces. 

Following extensive debate around the scenarios, Ricardo experts were able to pinpoint possible 
strategic responses and identify potential business opportunities, too. Most of these responses 
must remain confidential as this scenario exercise forms part of a much broader body of work that 
will shape the whole future of the Group. 

Nevertheless, it was concluded that Ricardo’s existing suite of activities has many positive 
synergies with those future scenarios: critical themes across the scenarios included energy, 
mobility, and resources. One recommendation was that Ricardo should reduce its dependency 
on selected legacy business activities to focus on high-value domains and technology; the 
analysis also highlighted “potential capability gaps” in areas of the Ricardo business that are 
likely to be critical for future success, but also showed how the needs of sectors could benefit 
from Ricardo’s capabilities. In addition, some areas of high capability within Ricardo were found 
to be particularly sensitive to those scenarios; they are therefore likely to be sensitive to real-
world trajectories. 


