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Agenda

• Introduction – Carbon Neutral Economy: a Wicked 
Problem

• Scenario Planning as a social engagement process 
for Sense-Making

• Scenarios & Innovation in a Networked World



Introduction
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Achieving a carbon neutral economy is a 
‘wicked’ problem 

Source: W. Xiang (2013); G. Drenth (2016)

• Indeterminacy in problem formulation
• Non-definitiveness in problem solution
• Non-solubility
• Irreversible consequentiality
• Individual uniqueness

“Instead of the partial and linear strategy of [carving up] the 
problem that aims at searching for definite solutions, it requires 
a holistic and process oriented approach that is by nature 
adaptive, participatory, and transdisciplinary (APT)”
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Carbon Neutral Economy
The dual challenge

• In addition to the challenge of a change of systems
we also have the challenge of “a change in criteria
that actors use to judge the appropriateness of 
products, services and systems.” 

• “We need to search for processes through which 
such changes [in values and beliefs] occur.”

Source: R. Kemp, H. van Lente (2011); G. Drenth (2016)
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Challenges for transition 

• The matter at hand is complex (wicked, lock-in, path-
dependencies)

• Ambiguity as to what is ‘desirable’
• Multiple objectives, multiple performance indicators, multiple power centres, multiple 

forms of legitimacy

• Along the way there will be changes in criteria, values and 
beliefs, used to judge appropriateness of outcomes

• Actors (humanity) themselves act and thereby influence 
transition and outcomes; technologies are intertwined with 
user practices

• Stakeholder engagement is critical for success of transitions

Source: G. D. Drenth (2016)



Scenario Planning as a social engagement 
process for Sense-Making
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Scenarios

Source: Oxford Scenarios Programme – used with permission

What are scenarios?
…memorable, coherent stories describing a small set of possible 
futures contexts & how they might come about
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‘The Present’ ‘The Path’ ‘The Future’

Forecasting

current realities
(mental maps)

multiple paths alternative
future images

Scenarios

Scenarios are not forecasts…

Source: Rafael Ramirez
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NormannPartners 
for CDP / WMB

• Carbon Pricing 
Pathways

• Spring 2015
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The carbon pricing pathways project

• Break a historic logjam regarding carbon pricing and its role in tackling 

climate change

• Explore possible future contexts in which a price was put on carbon 

using different policy instruments

• Develop insights on the reflexivity of the whole challenge here –

investment communities, business community and government each 

had a role to play

• There is no one policy solution that would work in every 

country/region

• Start talking in a different way of pricing from “what should the price 

for carbon be” to “in what bands, contingent on country/region 

specifics, should the carbon price be” 

• Explore trajectories for trial and error innovation at the investment, 

business and government intersection
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Scenario Planning in Education
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Scenarios and strategy

• Strategy and policy are 
about what we ‘should’ do

• Scenarios explore what 
‘might’ happen

Source: Shell
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Scenario Planning
Powerful tool for creating opportunities

• Opportunities: new 
businesses, new markets and 
new connections 

• They provide leaders with the 
ability to improve awareness 
of change by shedding light on 
the complex interplay of 
underlying drivers and critical 
uncertainties, and enhancing 
sensitivity to weak and early 
signals of significant changes 
ahead

• This is done through an 
iterative process of re-framing 
and re-perception

Scenarios: How our business environment 
might develop over a certain time period

Using scenarios in strategy: How well would 
our strategy do under different future business 
conditions, and what are options to do better
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Scenario Planning - Insights

• All scenarios are ‘focused’ on the learner 

• Scenarios are manufactured, not chosen 

• Produce smallest set as long as it is at least 2 

• Integrate into learners’ process (and their counterparts’ processes) and 
make ‘fit for purpose’ - if not, ‘useless’ 

• Must be accepted by the organisational culture (or clearly juxtaposed in 
relation to it) 

• Rigorous analysis, often unconventional, combined with disciplined 
imagination 

• Expectations and engagement are key = 2/3 : 1/3 rule 

• If learners do not feel challenged and /or having fun, something is wrong: 
go back and check (& learn)

Source: Ramírez & Wilkinson (2016)



Scenarios & Innovation in a Networked World
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Innovation emerges and 
diffuses in a context

Interdependent long-term goals on
• Temperature Goal
• Financial Goal
• Resilience Goal

• Transition to neutral carbon economy will depend on sector 
and region
• Energy Supply

• Energy Efficiency 

• Buildings 

• Industry

• Land Use 

• Transport
Source: We Mean Business (2016)
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Innovation emerges and diffuses in a context

• Unit of analysis: from the company to the value creating 
system / ecosystem

Source: We Mean Business / CDP 2016
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Innovation opportunities

Source: CDP 2016
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Opportunity: Circular Economy
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Value Creating Systems
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Insights
Innovating to a Carbon Neutral Economy 

• Carbon neutral economy transition is a wicked problem: 
complex, reflexive, participatory 

• It requires revisiting what value and values are the ones 
we want to achieve 

• Scenario Planning is a useful methodology in sustainability 
challenges

• Using VCS thinking to support innovation enables moving 
to systemic level
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