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Abstract

This paper challenges the solely rational view of the scenario technique as a strategy and foresight tool designed to
cope with uncertainty by considering multiple possible future states. The paper employs an affordance-based view
that allows for the identification and structuring of hidden, emergent attributes of the scenario technique beyond
the intended ones. The suggested framework distinguishes between affordances (1) that are intended by the
organization and relate to its goals, (2) that emergently generate organizational benefits, and (3) that do not relate
to organizational but individual interests. Also, constraints in the use of scenarios are discussed. Affordance theory’s
specific lens shows that the emergence of such attributes depends on the users’ specific intentions.
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Introduction

The scenario technique has been a well-known and widely
used strategy and foresight tool in organizations [23, 72].
While many other tools fail in highly uncertain environ-
ments due to their oversimplifying both problem descrip-
tion and possible solutions [100, 107], the scenario
technique is a tool that has been developed for precisely
such contexts [57, 81, 139]. In the following, the paper fo-
cuses on the use of the scenario technique as a specific
strategy tool used in a sub-process of the overarching
strategy process (Fig. 1), especially in firms. However, the
conceptualization suggested in this paper can also be
applied to non-profit organizations that engage in fore-
sight activities.

Both scholars and practitioners focus on this original
purpose of the scenario technique, i.e., coping with uncer-
tainty by considering multiple possible future states. The
employment of scenarios covers all functions of strategic
foresight, ie., framing, scanning, forecasting, visioning,
planning, and acting [70]. The scenario technique, as a
specific foresight method, enables firms to adapt to chan-
ging environments [8], to encourage innovativeness [129,
163, 172], to create a competitive advantage [2], and to
increase profitability [130].
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However, some scholars also address further beneficial
side-effects that might occur when using this tool. For
example, the use of the scenario technique can foster stra-
tegic conversations [115], help in questioning existing
organizational mental models, or improve organizational
learning [126]. Adverse side-effects of using scenario plan-
ning are rarely discussed. For example, too much concentra-
tion on foresight activities can lead to “managerial
hyperopia,” the tendency of managers to focus primarily on
long-term developments while neglecting pressing current
issues [27]. A rather long-term orientation also leads to a
more idealistic rather than pragmatic and an identity-
oriented rather than an instrumental perspective [87], which
might also contradict a strictly rational course of action.

The existence of such side-effects demonstrates that a
solely rational focus on intended outcomes is necessarily
limited. A more comprehensive understanding of the sce-
nario technique also includes its emergent attributes.
These can only be considered by scholars and practi-
tioners when they are explicitly known.

Affordance theory can provide a specific lens through
which the emergent attributes can be made transparent.
The scenario technique can be seen as a tool-in-use that
comes with affordances, i.e., possibilities offered by the
tool, as well as built-in constraints [77, 113].

The objective of the paper is to develop and apply a
framework of the affordances and constraints of the sce-
nario technique that allows for the identification of the

© The Author(s). 2019 Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to

the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s40309-019-0160-5&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6492-0872
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:tiberius@uni-potsdam.de

Tiberius European Journal of Futures Research (2019) 7:7 Page 2 of 14
p
Strategy Process
+~
g [=] =) =
%) o [=
o0 2 £ 2 = =
= 2 & 3 3 2
‘B < o = o} =
5 S 2 ) M )
%) < R 2 & S
= = j/ j/ j/ 2 >y
g ©) > & oy &0
) g =] = = O
(] < +—
n s = 5 g
& g s 2
Scenario Process
S
=}
)
2 £ =
O o 2
L S g
A 4 .9
+ (&) =}
g A E
(= o
= g S
s 2
A n
Fig. 1 The strategy and scenario processes. Source: author

full range of the multiple facets of the scenario tech-
nique and how they relate to different purposes. The
suggested affordance framework is used to structure the
empirical and theoretical insights from prior research on
emergent attributes of the scenario technique. Addition-
ally, related insights from the strategic foresight and the
strategy literature were reviewed and applied to the sce-
nario technique.

In particular, the paper proposes a classification that dis-
tinguishes between intended effecter affordances that aim
at the pursuit of organizational goals, hidden effecter
affordances that are not necessarily intended but have
positive organizational side-effects, and hidden handling
affordances that help scenario planners to pursue and
achieve their own interests. The paper also addresses con-
straints that might diminish organizational performance
when using the scenario technique. The paper is
organized as follows: First, a short introduction into affor-
dance theory is presented, distinguishing between three
types of affordances and possible constraints relevant for
organizational contexts. Second, the scenario technique as
a strategy and foresight tool is analyzed regarding these
affordances and constraints. Third, the implications of
these findings for research and management practice are
discussed.

The paper contributes to strategy and foresight research
and practice in several ways. First, it introduces an
affordance-based view [61] to the scenario method by re-
ferring to the strategy-as-practice school [24, 74, 79, 159]
and considering the scenario technique as a specific tool-
in-use [77]. In this effort, the paper draws the attention to
and sheds light on additional attributes beyond the origin-
ally intended use of scenarios in consideration of the actors
and purposes. This reflexive and critical rather than solely
rational and idealistic view can generally enhance strategy
research [36] and the affordance-based view allows for a
better understanding of the full spectrum of usability, non-
usability, and potential misuse of the scenario technique.
Due to its relational conceptualization as an attribute
“between” the actor and the tool, the affordance-based view
particularly reveals that not all possible attributes of
scenario planning are always applicable but depend on the
context, especially who participates in the process with
what intentions.

Affordance theory

Affordances, first coined by ecological psychologist Gib-
son [58], can be seen as the properties of the environ-
ment relative to actors [146, 157] or, alternatively, as the
relations between the features of the environment and
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abilities of actors being neither a property of the envir-
onment nor of the actor but of the relationship between
them [30]. The concept has been applied in many other
fields, also in the areas of the paper’s scope such as
organizational science [49, 92, 161] and strategic man-
agement [41, 77] and it specifically relates to future-
oriented action [157]. While the usual focus is on indi-
vidual behavior, social affordances are also discussed, es-
pecially in organizational contexts [49].

Three types of affordances can be distinguished. First,
intended effecter affordances correspond with the scenario
technique’s original purpose, i.e., exploring multiple futures.
Second, hidden effecter affordances offer positive side-
effects that are not at the core of the scenario technique,
but generate other organizational benefits. The label of be-
ing “hidden” stems from the fact that such affordances are
not obvious by the design of the tool [58]. The attribute
“effecter” refers to achieving desired organizational out-
comes [85]. Third, hidden handling affordances enable
organizational members to gain personal benefits that can
be either indifferent or conflicting for the organization. In
this context, the attribute “handling” addresses the affor-
dances a tool offers to the actor, i.e,, the user of the tool, as
an individual as opposed to the organization this actor be-
longs to [85]. From a solely rational view, strategy tools are
oriented toward organizational purposes only. However, ac-
tors can use strategy tools also to pursue their personal
goals [77]. However, tools do not come with offered possi-
bilities alone, but can also imply constraints. This is also
the case for the scenario technique which has several fun-
damental restrictions inherent in its methodology.

Figure 2 shows the interrelationships between the differ-
ent affordance types and constraints and their outcomes.

Affordances of the scenario technique

Intended effecter affordances

The intended effecter affordances address the intended
organizational purpose the scenario technique was ori-
ginally designed for. Scenarios can be considered as the
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core concept in futures research which aims at identify-
ing and exploring multiple possible futures that can
emerge from today’s point of view. A scenario can be
defined as the description of a coherent image of such a
possible future [57, 81]. In the sense of the linguistic turn
where researchers consider statements about reality rather
than reality itself [131], futurists deal with statements
about the future rather than the future itself. While fu-
tures research is completely open regarding the specific
domain of inquiry, organizations are interested in feasible
future developments in their specific environment that
have a potential impact on them [57, 81, 139]. For ex-
ample, which new technologies, products, or competitors
could appear on their markets and harm their current
market position? How could customer demand and
behavior change? How does digitization change current
business models? How could the election of a specific gov-
ernment leader change the legal and economic terms on a
market? What would be the effect if the central bank
changes its interest policy? Therefore, the scenario tech-
nique has become a popular tool in organizations [23, 72].

In general, two philosophies on the use of scenarios in
organizations can be distinguished. In a broader sense,
corporate or strategic foresight can be seen as a rather
independent organizational function that delivers
insights into possible future developments that can be
used in several organizational contexts such as research
and development, innovation management, marketing,
and finance. In a narrower sense, it can be seen as an
important step in the strategy process [110] which con-
sists of organizational goal setting, the assessment of the
organization’s strengths and weaknesses and the envi-
ronment’s opportunities and threats (“SWOT”), as well
as the development, selection, execution, and monitoring
of strategies (Fig. 1). In this process chain, organizations
have realized that it is not sufficient to assess only the
current opportunities and threats in the environment,
but also potential future developments, because the im-
plementation and realization of a strategy takes time and
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the environment is dynamic. This paper focuses on the
narrower sense of the scenario technique.

Following future research’s predominant paradigm of
the futility of predictions and the need for the consider-
ation of multiple feasible futures, organizations explore
multiple future scenarios derived from diverse foresight
methods [117] and often based on expert opinions [119].
In dealing with multiple futures, the scenario technique
paradigmatically differs from predictive or forecasting
methodologies such as Delphi studies [155] or prediction
markets [156] whose outcome could be seen as the sin-
gle, most probably scenario neglecting other potential
future developments. The scenario technique can also be
used in conjunction with other techniques such as envir-
onmental scanning [128], identifying weak signals [4,
69], or roadmapping [162].

Just like the strategy process, also the scenario process
is a sequenced process (Fig. 1). After the scenario devel-
opment process in the narrow sense is completed, the
determined scenarios feed into the further scenario use
phase [134], ie., the organization’s strategy process,
namely strategy development and, later, execution [110].
Apart from employing scenario techniques, organiza-
tions can also consider externally given scenarios such
as those offered by Atherton for small businesses [6].

Whereas most strategy tools have a selective effect by
stressing what to focus on and what to neglect [77], the sce-
nario technique does not narrow but instead expands the
focus of attention. The method commonly used in firms to
cope with this multiplicity of possible future developments
is to identify the relevant scenarios and to assign the
specific probabilities of occurrence to existing scenarios.
This is in line with risk management [9], which is also very
common in firms and, fundamentally, is based on probabil-
istic thinking. However, this probabilistic approach corre-
sponds to the rather outdated positivist paradigm in futures
research, which has been complemented by newer para-
digms in the last four decades [67, 152]. In this sense, most
organizations concentrate on the scenarios with the highest
probabilities or the best-case, the worst-case, and an aver-
age scenario. Fewer organizations also consider scenarios
with minor probabilities. These “black swans” [151] or “wild
cards” [106] have diminutive probabilities but would have
major (negative) consequences if they occurred and, there-
fore, should also be considered if possible.

From the perspective of the practice-based view of
strategy [24], firms that make use of the scenario tech-
nique are supposed to perform better than those that do
not. Indeed, the scenario technique should have such a
positive effect on the overall firm performance [102].
Phelps et al. [118] even see an improved financial per-
formance resulting from the use of scenarios. However,
their observations are based on two exploratory studies
only. In contrast, Augier et al. [7] did not find empirical
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evidence to support the long-term relationship between
the use of scenarios and financial firm performance. For
them, these benefits would clearly appear only over lon-
ger time horizons. Even if an influence on financial per-
formance is hard to measure, an improvement in
sustaining organizational development by using scenar-
ios rather than prediction techniques can be attested
[160].

Constraints

Constraints are limits in the use of scenarios as a strategy
tool, and therefore, no sub-type of affordances, but rather
their opposite. However, both scholars and practitioners
have to inquire not only the possibilities offered by a tool,
but also its restrictions [77]. As the whole strategy process
is being influenced by cognition and behavior [59, 83, 107,
111, 125], so is the scenario process. Especially, partici-
pants in the scenario process are confronted with the con-
straints of bounded rationality, biased cognition, and their
ontological assumptions about the future.

Bounded rationality

Even though the scenario technique is a rational way to
cope with uncertainty, its users are subject to bounded ra-
tionality [122, 143]. First, due to limited cognitive capabil-
ities, not all possible relevant information can feed into the
scenario development process [140] and not every conceiv-
able scenario can be explored and considered. Certainly not
all strategists can anticipate competitors’ behaviors [94].
Even highly developed foresight skills do not ensure that all
the pertinent future scenarios will be appropriately consid-
ered. “Weak signals” [4, 69] are often so attenuated that
they are barely perceptible. Prior long-term trends do not
reveal their discontinuities and disruptions in advance.
While black swans or wild cards are, irrespective of their
low probabilities, at least imaginable, no decision maker
can preempt “unknown unknowns” [50]. Not even the
preconditions for the occurrence of the yet feasible event
can be known. For example, in the 1960s, the issue of data
protection in social networks was unimaginable since there
was a mass market neither for personal computers, tablets,
or smartphones, nor for social network platforms.

Second, due to uncertainty, the calculation and assign-
ment of probabilities to future scenarios is problematic.
Empirical research shows that managers prefer risk in
the face of known probabilities rather than ambiguity
where there are unknown ones [46]. Individuals are not
comfortable with uncertainty and, therefore, they try to
substitute it with risk. This aversion to ambiguity leads
to the preference for the probabilistic management of
future scenarios. However, likelihood estimations can be
deduced as a second-order prediction rather than the re-
sult of a proper calculation. What the future may resem-
ble is a prediction of content, while a statement about
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its likelihood is a prediction of form. Therefore, the
problematic prediction of the future is pseudo-simplified
by the problematic prediction of its likelihood.

Biased cognition

Another constraint of the scenario technique is the fact
that (future) situations are subject to interpretation [84].
Individuals participating in scenario workshops have di-
verse interpretations [54] and are exposed to multiple
cognitive biases [66, 107]. While the scenario technique
reduces the framing bias in decision making [105], over-
confidence, and tunnel vision [139], scenario planners
can suffer from other biases such as selective attention
as they unintentionally focus on specific scenarios and
neglect others. Such information processing filters in the
process of environmental analysis can especially be
formed by personal experiences, values, and personalities
[63]. These biases do not only occur for the assessment
of current but also for future situations as it is negligible
whether the mental imagery refers to the present, the
past, counterfactual pasts—or just imaginative futures [1,
21, 91, 138, 150]. Humans have the capability for mental
time travel [148] based on their episodic memory and
autonoetic consciousness, i.e., the ability to mentally
place oneself in real or imagined situations [55]. Conse-
quently, top managers will construct and focus on future
scenarios that align with their personal experiences,
values, and personality traits. These effects are also ob-
served when top managers delegate the scenario devel-
opment process to foresight professionals because,
according to the wishful-thinking premise, they tend to
forecast what the employer wishes to hear [5].

First, personal experiences as parts of an individual’s
episodic memory form future expectations [138] and
retrospective sensemaking affects the way new situations
are interpreted [167]. Individuals usually expect things to
occur similarly as they did before and, in turn, other devel-
opments and outcomes tend to be ignored. Therefore, his-
tory forms a lens through which the future is viewed and
only those future scenarios are considered that are con-
sistent with the company’s history [84]. According to
Berg Johansen et al. [16], especially in capitalist societies,
managers do not tend to view the future as open but ex-
pect the future to be similar to their prior personal experi-
ences. Relevant personal experiences include work as well
as private experiences and can have major impacts on per-
ception. For example, the death of a dear friend or family
member by cancer can generally lead to a perspective
away from the present and toward the longer term [96].

Second, values have a strong influence on cognition and
behavior [98, 141]. They can also have a strong filtering
effect since scenarios are not considered impartially as text-
ually equivalent but are separated into preferred and
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preventable ones. Additionally, the degree of preference
might also influence subjective or outweigh objective prob-
abilities, respectively.

Third, personality traits influence information process-
ing [93, 136]. One’s openness disposition appears espe-
cially relevant among all personality traits. It determines
managers’ readiness to engage with multiple scenarios
rather than just a few of them or even a single one [28].
Furthermore, the mental attitude, even if to be distin-
guished from traits to facilitate precision, affects the
kinds of scenarios that will attract particular attention. It
can be assumed that optimistic, hopeful, or courageous
managers will focus more on positive scenarios, while
rather pessimistic, hopeless, or anxious managers have a
stronger tendency to focus more on negative ones.

Not only the scope and content of future scenarios are
exposed to biased cognition, so is the estimation of their
likelihood. This finding is supported by the notion of
subjective probabilities. Without reliable information,
actors have to calculate probabilities of events based on
prior experiences. Consequently, they are dependent on
several influences such as personality and motivation
[47], belief [144], mood [173], loss aversion [17], or cul-
tural background [166]. Additionally, since subjective
probabilities and choices have to be conceptually differ-
entiated [80, 165], the future scenario with the highest
subjective probability need not be the one that is se-
lected as the basis for further strategy development.

Ontological assumptions about the future

Finally, another constraint of the scenario technique lies
in individuals’ beliefs about the concept of “future” that
can affect the construction and selection of future scenar-
ios. For example, many futurists still see the future as a
solely cognitive concept and neglect that future develop-
ments have a latent connection to the present reality
[121], which, in turn, is rooted in the past [154]. However,
while in a purely cognitive conceptualization “anything
goes,” scenarios more strictly anchored in current reality
structures are necessarily more restricted in their range.

Another belief about the ontology of the future relates
to its controllability: Crilly [38] found that, compared with
an ego-moving frame (“we are approaching the future”)
along with an external locus of control, a time-moving
framework (“the future is approaching”) alongside an in-
ternal locus of control [71, 132] leads to a long- rather
than short-term orientation. Therefore, an individual’s
specific personality has an influence on whether rather
short- or long-term changes are considered.

Further ontological beliefs might have an influence on
the scope and content of future scenarios, which should
be tested by future empirical studies. For example, the
assumed degree of the openness of the future has an in-
fluence on the number and scope of scenarios to be
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considered. If the future is expected to be more or less
predetermined, vast deviations from current trends are
seen as less probable and, therefore, less taken into con-
sideration. Scenario planners with a rather voluntarist
worldview would have to assess the impact of different
influencer groups on possible future developments. In
contrast, scenario planners who believe in pure chance
as the main driver of future development would not con-
sider human influences.

Relatedly, the degree of foreseeableness imbued in the
process leads to decisions regarding the number and scope
of scenarios. Whereas openness addresses the ontology of
the future, foreseeableness addresses the corresponding
epistemology. If the future is seen to be predictable, a main
scenario with a high probability attracts most attention or
other scenario will not be considered at all, hence, making
the use of the scenario technique obsolete. In contrast, if
the future is seen as forecastable, multiple scenarios with
distinct probabilities can be considered. In a situation of
“true ambiguity” [37], a broad scope of scenarios with no
distinct probabilities have to be considered.

Hidden effecter affordances

Hidden effecter affordances address additional benefits
that can be gained from the use of scenarios that go be-
yond its original purpose. They can be grouped into
strategy- and organization-related affordances.

Strategy-related effecter affordances
Positive side-effects of the scenario technique along the
whole strategy process can be found in the literature.
First, the scenario technique can foster strategic analyt-
ical thinking [19]. It can contribute to more focused at-
tention being placed on environmental dynamics [124].
While traditional external analysis focuses on present
macro forces, viewing the industrial structure influen-
cing the organization as being rather static, a foresight-
oriented perspective stimulates procedural thinking. Sce-
nario planners consider possible future event-chains fos-
tering their understanding of causal processes in the
environment. By doing so, they have to consider a pleth-
ora of external, non-isolated but rather interconnected
elements that fosters complex and systemic thinking.
Second, in the strategy development phase, not only
one or a few, but numerous strategic options are made
transparent. This clarity of distinguishable alternative
courses of action improves strategic decision making
[31, 33, 112]. Meissner and Wulf [105] stress that the
scenario technique reduces the framing bias in decision
making and, therefore, enhances decision quality. The
quality of strategic decisions is also improved as their ro-
bustness is systematically tested [160]. Unlike an optimal
decision that is adequate for the anticipated single-most-
probable future development, a robust decision has to fit
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multiple different future developments. Robust rather
than optimal decision making is no less of a paradigm
shift that challenges conventional economic thinking. As
a result of these hidden affordances, the scenario tech-
nique generally enhances the participants’ strategy devel-
opment capabilities [102].

Third, using scenarios raises the likelihood that not any
strategy is formulated but especially an innovation strategy
[172]. The divergent rather than convergent practice of
the scenario technique can be associated with creativity
that also involves the integration of paradoxes. Indeed,
Chermack et al. [32] found that the scenario technique en-
hances a creative climate in organizations. The foresight
perspective frees participants from present restrictions,
opens their minds for new solutions, and fosters intuition
[34]. Therefore, the scenario technique can be seen as a
tool for strengthening innovation and corporate entrepre-
neurship [40, 172]. Strategic foresight contributes to both
explorative and exploitative innovations and, thus, is a tool
of organizational ambidexterity [114].

Fourth, also the strategic implementation phase can
benefit from the scenario technique. The clear dis-
tinction between alternative strategic options during
strategy development involves clarity for each option
individually. As the managers have a clear picture
about what has to be done, this increases their strat-
egy execution capability [102]. The scenario develop-
ment process also has a motivating effect on its
participants, increasing their engagement to mobilize
forces and resources [26, 160].

Fifth, strategic implementation can necessitate stra-
tegic change, especially when participants expect future
developments that significantly differ from the present
situation. By considering multiple divergent scenarios,
existing assumptions about the environment are chal-
lenged [33, 160]. Managers are forced to reframe their
perceptions and change existing organizational mental
models [126]. The required strategic change can be facil-
itated by the scenario technique because managers can
introduce new discursive statements to their subordi-
nates [64]. These can inspire actions and pave the way
for new structures that are necessary for upcoming chal-
lenges [40]. In this way, beaten organizational paths can
be broken [149, 154]. Several authors also emphasize the
relationship between the use of the scenario technique
and individual and organizational learning [18, 20, 33,
102, 112, 126]. This learning process refers to specific
scenarios, especially surprising ones [56] and, more ab-
stractly, the aforementioned analytic capabilities such as
understanding the complexity and dynamics of environ-
mental change, making sense of it, and drawing sensible
conclusions. It also refers to a non-empirical learning
style that relates possible future events with possible
organizational reactions and their anticipated success
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[18]. This thought-experiment-like learning fosters stra-
tegic thinking ability [126].

Organization-related effecter affordances

Apart from the hidden strategy-related affordances, the
scenario technique also results in several positive side-
effects at the organizational level, especially regarding
organizational behavior. As scenario development is usu-
ally a practice that involves the participation of several
organizational members, communication [89], and espe-
cially strategic conversation between them is facilitated
[160], and its quality rises [35]. With scenarios being
complex future configurations involving much specific
information and specialist expertise from different func-
tions and departments, this strategic conversation is not
limited to a single management level but rather forges a
cross-level and cross-functional communication process
throughout the organization [73, 75, 99, 102, 115]. As
people connect and exchange views across functions and
departments [19], group cohesion [89], and motivations
rise [26, 160]. Even without consensus, organizations
benefit from these social interactions [171]. However,
more often than not, a common perspective can be de-
veloped [160].

Hidden handling affordances

Hidden handling affordances allow an organizational mem-
ber to gain personal benefits. Regarding organizational
goals, they can be either indifferent or conflicting. There-
fore, the usefulness of the scenario technique as a strategy
tool cannot only be measured in terms of organizational
performance but also the degree to which actors may
achieve their personal goals [77]. In that sense, not only the
strategy process [11, 45, 83, 99, 108, 109, 116, 133] or stra-
tegic discourses [10, 65] in general are political processes,
but also the scenario development and communication
process in particular.

Selection of scenario process participants

Strategy practices have an influence on performance and
other outcomes. This insight is shared by both the strategy-
as-practice school [68, 79, 159, 168, 169] and the practice-
based view of strategy [24]. Against this background, the se-
lection of a specific strategic tool may already be influen-
cing the whole strategy process. In particular, strategy tools
might merely be used to give the impression of rationality
[51] and to support an already predetermined decision [77].
Therefore, choosing the scenario technique has already be-
come a political decision in such circumstances.

The selection of the method goes hand in hand with
the selection of those who (can) use the method. By
whom a strategy tool is used makes a difference [78].
For example, different outcomes from applying a specific
strategy tool were observed depending on whether
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practitioners were top or middle managers [11, 52], in-
ternal employees, or external strategy consultants [101,
104]. Additionally, departmental membership and, there-
fore, functional focus played a crucial role [60].

For strategic foresight, several methodologies are at
the organization’s disposal, the scenario technique being
a prominent one, albeit not the only available method.
As the affordances offered by a tool also depend on the
skills an actor has [127], the choice for the scenario
technique can have a selective effect that includes man-
agers who are experienced in this methodology and ex-
cludes those who are not. Additionally, as scenarios can
be developed via different specific foresight methods
[117], also the selection of the concrete method can re-
strict further the number of managers to those who have
the skills to apply this method.

However, the selection of participants from the sce-
nario development process is not necessarily based on
expertise alone, but may be seen as an act of wielding
power. Especially middle management consists of many
experts with pieces of the relevant detailed knowledge
needed to discover probable future developments [39],
highly relevant for the scenario development process.
Nevertheless, their special knowledge does not automat-
ically make them participants in scenario development.

Execution of scenario development

How practices are performed also makes a difference [78].
Therefore, managers participating in the scenario-planning
process have the power to directly influence the scenario de-
velopment- and, therefore, the whole strategy process. They
can control the way the tool is used, and which outcomes
are and are not produced [11, 99, 133]. Apart from this ex-
ertion of power, also their power base can be strengthened
by demonstrating their competence and fostering their
reputation in the organization [77, 103].

Strategic work in general and scenario development in
particular can be conducted in a private, collaborative, or
negotiated way [76]. When scenarios are developed pri-
vately, the outcome of this process can be directly influ-
enced by the individuals or group of organizational elites
in charge, promoting their specific agendas. Collaborative
or participative scenario development, as most commonly
conducted in scenario workshops, attempts to include and
unite multiple contradicting views [3, 123], but it hardly
assures that all views are represented equally. Rather, this
aspect may be regarded as a negotiating process where dif-
ferent views compete for consideration [134]. This view is
in line with social constructionist perspectives which
conceptualize the emergence of images of the future as
the result of a social negotiation process [53, 153]. In strat-
egy workshops in general, and scenario development
workshops in particular, group dynamics emerge from
mutual behaviors [51] and emotions [95]. These dynamics
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do not necessarily unfold by accident alone but can, in
part, be deliberately influenced or manipulated.

Communicating scenarios in the strategy development process
As scenario development provides the informational foun-
dation for the subsequent strategy formation, controlling
this process constitutes a significant power base. Strategiz-
ing is not only an interpretative process of sensemaking,
i.e, trying to understand the given and possible future sit-
uations and options for today’s strategic action [83, 84, 90,
167] but also a process of sensegiving, i.e., communicating
this subjective interpretation to others [43, 62, 112].

Especially when strategists did not participate in the sce-
nario development process on their own, they have to
familiarize themselves with the predetermined scenarios
before they can feed them into the further strategy process
[110]. This “handing over” of scenarios, as the output of
the scenario development process and the input for the
subsequent strategy development process, can offer
opportunities for political interventions.

In particular, scenario developers can emphasize or
even develop a specific scenario that best supports their
goals and omits the communication of scenarios contra-
dicting their personal agendas. When, as usual, multiple
scenarios are created, the preferred one can be presented
in a favorable or convincing way.

In presenting scenarios, the specific use of language plays
an important role, as language, in general, has a strong
impact on strategizing to reach desired outcomes [12, 133,
137]. For example, extreme scenarios suggest self-
confidence in forecasting which has a convincing effect on
others [5]. Similarly, precise forecasts, even when precision
is not based on accurate calculations, imply expertise [97]
and, therefore, have a persuasive effect. Concrete numbers
can especially give the impression of rationality [42].

Developing a scenario can be seen as constructing a stra-
tegic narrative [22, 25, 84]. Different forms of narratives
have different effects on recipients [43, 56]. For example,
Sonenshein [145] distinguished between progressive, re-
gressive, and stability narratives. Future scenarios can take
either of these forms depending on the scenario being pre-
sented as better than the present, similar to the past, or not
too different from the present.

The effect of narratives depends especially on their
affective impact [137]. Thus, a narratively presented sce-
nario can evoke strong emotions among recipients [95]
fostering their attention, motivation, and commitment in
the further strategy process. Individuals will support the
scenario according to its specific emotional impact on
them. However, the emotional effect is not obvious. Ex-
tensive research exists pertaining to affective forecasting,
dealing with the prediction of one’s feelings in the future
and their impact on decision making and behavior [170].
In contrast, emotions arising from thinking about or
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visualizing the future is an emerging research field. In
this sense, Baumgartner et al. [15] distinguish between
“anticipated” emotions expected to be experienced in
the future and “anticipatory” emotions experienced in
the present in the context of future thought. An attempt
to understand the emotional and motivational effect of
future scenarios can be the hedonistic principle of pro-
motion and prevention, that is, approaching pleasure
and avoiding pain [68]. Primarily, anticipation is some-
what optimistic when the future represents an opportun-
ity, while it is rather pessimistic when the future is seen
as a threat. Individuals are motivated to realize a pre-
ferred future, especially when they believe it is achievable
[164], to adapt to their expected future, or to prevent an
unpleasant one. However, it is uncertain if hedonistic
principles can explain future-oriented behavior directly
and unequivocally. Rather, it is unclear which patterns
of action will be provoked. Scenarios that evoke positive
emotions might motivate organization members to ei-
ther engage in the realization of these favorable scenar-
ios or, in contrast, reduce their efforts since they expect
the future scenario to come true regardless of their own
commitment. In turn, scenarios which include a possible
future threat and, therefore, evoke negative emotions,
can substantially motivate employees to prevent it from
happening and lead to appropriate organizational re-
sponses [29]. Such scenarios, therefore, can be expected
to have a stronger effect on an individual’s psychological
state than scenarios that evoke positive emotions [82,
135, 158]. However, instead of provoking increased
countermeasures to avoid the unfavorable future to
come true, contrarily, resignation, absenteeism, or fluc-
tuation could also occur instead. Moderator variables
that make the difference might be the perceived extent
of control [71, 132], even if it is illusory [44], and the
perception that effort will lead to achieving intended
outcomes [157]. Additionally, it can be assumed that
moderately positive or negative scenarios will have dif-
ferent results than extreme scenarios. Hence, the func-
tional correlation might be an inverted U-shaped curve.
Such hypotheses can be tested in future empirical
studies.

Apart from the content of the scenarios, their probabil-
ities can be manipulated, too. Probabilities of favorable sce-
narios may be raised or the probabilities of unfavorable
ones may be diminished. In fact, managers need not make
their case with probabilities at all, but can confine their
statements to items of relevance alone or present their pre-
ferred future scenario as the only one possible, without
alternatives.

It is important to acknowledge the political dimension of
the scenario technique, as manipulated scenario processes
can have severe consequences on the organization. Follow-
ing the notion of “garbage in, garbage out,” distorted
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scenarios that foster individual careers and power bases can
obviously lead to poor strategic choices and flawed and
misleading strategy. Consequently, competitive disadvan-
tages might arise, wherein even the survival of the firm is
threatened.

As mentioned before, hidden handling affordances
primarily address individual outcomes and affect
organizational outcomes only indirectly. In particu-
lar, by manipulating the scenario and strategy pro-
cesses, the influencer tries to promote his or her
personal goals, such as career goals. However, this
does not imply that the political actor necessarily
provides “false” scenarios, especially as scenarios are
not supposed to be predications which, later, can
prove to be true or false. Rather, the manipulator
might select or stress scenarios that are or are not
useful for the organization.

Discussion

Managers use the scenario technique not only in its
intended sense, and this aberration does not always work
out. A view that concentrates on the solely rational side of
the method alone—developing multiple scenarios to im-
prove strategy development under conditions of high un-
certainty—is necessarily limited. By taking an affordance-
based view on the scenario technique, it is possible to see
the full range of possibilities and constraints of this
method that also goes beyond its original idea. Table 1
summarizes the affordances discussed in the paper, which
does not claim to be exhaustive but rather represents the
body of knowledge concluded from prior research.

The main contribution of this paper is to develop a
framework that distinguishes between different possibil-
ities and constraints offered by the scenario technique as
a foresight and strategy method. By distinguishing be-
tween effecter and handling affordances, it draws atten-
tion not only to organizational, but also individual
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purposes that can be pursued by using scenarios. The
affordance-based view can also be applied to strategic
foresight in general. Therefore, the paper draws atten-
tion to emergent organizational phenomena arising from
future-oriented thinking in a broader sense.

Implications for research

The paper has several implications for future research
regarding both the scenario technique in particular and
strategic foresight in general. First, the scope of research
should be expanded to side-effects of strategic foresight
in general. Both positive and negative side-effects have
been discussed in the paper. However, these were de-
rived from an affordance-based view pertaining to the
scenario technique alone. Further side-effects apart from
affordances and the scenario technique as a specific fore-
sight method should be identified. For example, Burt
et al. [27] discussed “managerial hyperopia,” the neglect
of short-term issues, as negative side-effects of strategic
foresight. Research on such side-effects is helpful as un-
derstanding them is the prerequisite for a targeted use of
foresight tools.

Second, it opens further the black box why firms using
the scenario technique might be more successful than
firms that do not. The scenario technique is seen as a
method that has a positive impact on firm performance
[102, 118, 160]. However, the causal links are unclear.
Apart from a direct effect of using scenarios on en-
hanced firm performance, the affordance-based view
calls attention to an indirect mechanism. One’s view
about hidden effecter affordances in particular presents
several proposals for moderator variables. For example,
using scenarios contributes to group cohesion (Langley,
1989), group cohesion contributes to group performance
[48], and group performance assumingly contributes to
firm performance. Similar causal links can be found for
other hidden effecter affordances. Future empirical

Table 1 Full range of affordances of scenario planning. Source: author

Intended effecter affordance

Constraints

« Dealing with uncertainty and ambiguity
- Assessment of multiple possible future scenarios
+ Enhancing firm performance

Hidden effecter affordances

- Strategy-related: fostering attention to environmental dynamics;
fostering analytic, procedural, causal, complex, and systemic thinking;
improving decision making (quality); raising probability for an
innovation strategy; improving strategy execution; enabling

strategic change and organizational learning, ...

- Organization-related: fostering cross-level and cross-functional
communication; improving group cohesion and motivation, ...

+ Bounded rationality: lack of information; impossible consideration

of all possible scenarios; unclear probabilities, ...

- Biased cognition: selective attention, subjective interpretations, and

biased probability estimates due to personal experiences, values,
and personality traits, ...

- Beliefs about the future: ego- or time-moving frame; locus of control;

openness of the future; determinist, voluntarist, or pure-chance-worldview;
foreseeableness of the future, ...

Hidden handling affordances

« Selection of scenario planning participants: including and excluding

specific scenario developers, ...

« Execution of scenario planning: private, collaborative, or negotiating

execution, ...

- Feeding scenarios into the strategy development: over- and

underemphasizing scenarios and their probabilities, ...
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research on the impact of using scenarios on firm per-
formance should include such mediator variables.

Third, the presented view can be expanded to future-
related thinking in general. It can be expected that not
only the use of foresight methods, but also other future-
related phenomena might have unintended effects for
the organization. For example, inspiring visions, as men-
tal images of appealing and realistic future situations,
have a positive effect on motivation and individual and
group performance [14, 86, 142, 147]. Similarly, mission
statements, as statements about the intent to reach a fu-
ture state, contribute to an increased organizational
commitment and overall firm performance [13]. Which
further positive and negative side-effects might such vi-
sions and mission statements have? Future-related per-
ceptions, values, and behaviors can also be implicit or
explicit parts of the organizational culture. For example,
it can manifest the relevance of strategic foresight or the
will to change the future. Little research has been con-
ducted on the relationships between strategic foresight
and organizational culture. Yet, for example, Korte and
Chermack [88] explored how scenarios can be used to
change organizational culture. Further interesting re-
search questions include: How are—and how can—expli-
citly future-oriented cultures be formed? Which direct
and indirect effects do future-oriented cultures have on
performance? An interesting starting point might be the
work of Polak [120] who investigated the relationship
between imagined societal futures and cultural develop-
ment throughout several centuries of human history and
posited that mental images about the future have, among
several other factors, an influence on human behavior.

Finally, the classification and framework of affordances
presented in this paper draws attention not only to the pos-
sibilities offered by the scenario technique in particular and
strategic foresight in general, but also on their constraints.
The scenario technique is a tool developed to handle uncer-
tainties. The constraints discussed in the paper show that
the degree to which this purpose can be achieved depends
on several aspects. Further research on the constraints of
the scenario technique and foresight can help address
weaknesses in executing these techniques.

Implications for practice

The affordance-based view also has general, practical im-
plications for the scenario technique and strategic fore-
sight. First, mastering the constraints of the scenario
technique is not limited to academic research but can also
be pursued in managerial practice. For example, several
cognitive biases can be overcome or at least be reduced by
the actors’ increased awareness. When the participants of
a scenario development workshop know the risk of select-
ive attention, they can actively take countermeasures and
broaden the directions of their attention.
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Second, hidden effecter affordances lead to several
positive side-effects that may be actively evoked in cir-
cumstances relevant for other-than-strategy purposes.
For example, human resource managers can use the sce-
nario technique as a leadership development tool [103]
or team leaders can use it as a team building tool [89]
even if the development of scenarios was not intended
per se.

Third, the discussion of hidden handling affordances
showed significant risks evoked by pursuing individual
interests differing from organizational goals. Knowing
these risks can help managers by depoliticizing the sce-
nario development and communication processes. To
ensure a broad scope of accurate scenarios, managers
from all relevant departments should be included and
scenarios should be developed collaboratively and com-
municated equally.

Conclusion

The scenario technique is not only a well-defined
method with a rational organizational purpose, but also
a tool-in-use with emergent attributes. This paper draws
on an affordance-based view and identifies intended
effecter affordances, hidden effecter affordances, and
hidden handling affordances as well as constraints of the
scenario technique. The relational conceptualization of
affordances as an attribute “between” the actor and the
tool stresses that not all possible attributes of scenario
planning are always applicable, but their emergence
depend on the context, especially who participates in the
process with what intentions.

A framework of the affordances and constraints of the sce-
nario technique was suggested that allows for the identifica-
tion of the full range of the multiple facets of the scenario
technique and how they relate to different purposes. The
framework was used to structure the empirical and theoret-
ical insights from extant research on the scenario technique,
strategic foresight, and strategic management.

By doing so, it especially expands the research scope
of the scenario technique and calls for a research agenda
that also focuses on affordances and constraints beyond
the intended ones. The paper likewise contributes to
managerial practice by raising awareness for non-
foresight-related purposes, cognitive and behavioral re-
strictions, and the risks of political misuse.

The paper seeks to inspire future research on hidden at-
tributes of the scenario technique also based on other
conceptualizations in order to open the black box of the
link between the use of the scenario technique and firm
performance. It would be especially interesting to identify
mediator variables. The affordance-based view could also
be applied to other future-related phenomena such as vi-
sions, mission statements, or organizational cultures.
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