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Scenario Planning for Transport Planners - Course Introduction
James Gleave, Mobility Lab UK

Introduction
Transport planners have engaged in varying types of scenario planning for as long as it has existed. From scenarios associated with road traffic forecasts, to visions of future mobility, scenario planning has been used and misused as a way of understanding what this future means and what organisations and people should do about it.

This course aims to fill a noted gap. Whilst many know what scenarios are, and know how to use the tools available to help understand the future such as transport models, skills are required to craft these future scenarios. This course intends to give you the basic tools for you to do this.

This document provides an introduction to scenario planning, and be a handy reference point for you for the future. It is not intended to cover all of the material to be presented in the course, nor is it expected for you to read this before the course starts (though it may help). It should be read alongside the presentation slides, as well as the Recommended Reading List which will be made available in due course.

Some key terms
Before we start, it is important to clarify a few terms that will be used throughout the course and in this document. You will also come across these throughout foresight literature. This is maintained as an easy reference, and how they interrelate to one another will be explained during the training. For now, you just need to know the definition.

	A scenario is a story of a future state. It is made up of drivers, trends, and uncertainties. It is usually communicated by way of a scenario narrative, that uses qualitative and quantitative methods to describe the future in a way that is relevant to the target audience.



	A driver is a cause of an effect, a development resulting in change. They are often classified as Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legal, and Environmental. They are usually expressed as distinct statements, such as “Changing car ownership among young people.”



	A trend is an emerging pattern of change where the biggest impacts are likely to be felt in the future. It can be caused by one or more drivers, and they affect the future as opposed to the present. 



	An uncertainty is a driver whose impact is significant, and there is variability in the consensus on the degree of this impact.



What is Scenario Planning?
Scenario Planning is a structured way of considering alternative futures. Futures is an approach for identifying long term changes, challenges, and opportunities that are likely to shape the future of an area of interest. Importantly, this insight about the future is then used to support the development of and strategy and policy that is resilient to a range of possible outcomes.

	“A scenario is a story that describes a possible future. It identifies some significant events, the main actors and their motivations, and it conveys how the world functions.”
Royal Dutch Shell, 2003



Scenarios are stories of the future. At their core, they describe alternative ways by which the area of interest might develop over a set time horizon. Each scenario that you generate should explore how different futures are likely to impact upon your area of interest (usually a geographical area or client’s operational environment), and how they support or constrain what you can do in these future states.

Scenarios are not meant to be right or wrong, good or bad, exciting or terrifying. They are meant to identify how big uncertainties will play out in the future, and offer interesting pictures and insights into future worlds. The power of a good scenario is that it allows your audience to explore the future by putting them in it.

In many respects, the actual scenarios that you create is not the most important thing. Different people have different views of the future, so whilst the work to develop the scenarios is necessary and producing results is needed, stimulating a conversation about the future is more important. Taking the time to engage with stakeholders is essential to developing reasoned and robust perspectives on the future.

At the end of the scenario process, you should aim for a shared understanding of how change is likely to take place in the future, the implications of that change, and potential options and choices that are available. They are intended to challenge the status quo.

Scenario Planning as Foresight
Scenario Planning is just one tool in a suite of tools that is often referred to as ‘foresight’ or ‘futures.’ Foresight can be thought of as a triangle, consisting of:

· Thinking about the future, where what is changing our world is researched, analysed, and in some cases predicted.
· Shaping the future, where action is taken to enact changes that leads to a desirable future
· Debating the future, and what are the major challenges and opportunities that it and the actions of key actors pose. 
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What foresight is not about is predicting the future. Academic studies have revealed that humans - even experts - are notoriously bad at predicting the future. Foresight, by contrast, invites you to think of the future as something that can be shaped or created.

	“Foresight is a systematic, participatory, future-intelligence-gathering and medium-to-long- term vision-building process aimed at enabling present-day decisions and mobilizing joint actions.”
European Foresight Platform, 2016



Scenario Planning in the context of transport planning in the UK
Almost any organisation can scenario plan, and there are many competing visions of the future of mobility. We will not detail these visions here, but it is important to realise that many organisations have views of the future of mobility outside of the traditional transport planning bodies in the UK. Any scenario planning exercise needs to be mindful of these competing visions of the future of mobility, and different organisation interpret these visions.

At a national level, there are many competing visions of the future of mobility. The UK Government Office for Science has recently published a new foresight report on the Future of Mobility. Meanwhile, the Department for Transport has published papers on Future Urban Mobility, an Inclusive Transport Strategy, Maritime 2050, a Strategic Vision for Rail, and its own Single Departmental Plan. The National Infrastructure Commission has published a National Infrastructure Assessment, while both Network Rail and Highways England have published their own business plans. All of which have included some degree of scenario planning.

Regionally, similar exercises have taken place in developing strategic plans for cities and regions. Some notable examples include Transport for the North, Transport for Greater Manchester, Midlands Connect, Transport for the South East, and the Greater London Authority. Many local authorities have similarly adapted scenario planning for their own local transport plans and local planning documents.

The many private organisations that have an impact on our transport networks also undertake scenario planning to inform their business plans and strategies. Some of them share their visions of the future, with notable examples being Lyft and Tesla. It is similar in other fields related to transport, with notable examples including the energy companies Shell and BP. However, much of this scenario work is kept hidden due to issues concerning confidentiality.

As you can probably guess by this picture, for transport there is no one organisation that ‘defines’ future transport scenarios, and that many organisations have completely different and sometimes competing views of the future. This speaks to the strength of scenario planning as being an adaptable tool, and the importance of using it in a way that is relevant to you. It also shows the need to take account of these alternative views of the future.

Why should you scenario plan?
The aims of a scenario planning exercise can vary. In transport, scenario planning is used to test demand forecasts, to develop local transport plans, inform long term investment priorities, and even as team building exercises. The flexibility of scenario planning is that whilst the tools may remain the same, they can be adapted to any number of different aims and objectives.

The reasons why people do scenario planning exercises are many and varied. These can include:

· The development of a new strategy or plan;
· To build consensus among stakeholders about the future, and how to plan for it;
· Identify the difficult choices that need to be made, and what their impacts could be;
· Create plans that are resilient to changing circumstances and external conditions;
· To come to a reasoned judgement of the implications of a policy decision or direction.

Most common is the first reason. All local authorities in the UK are required to develop some variation of a local transport strategy or plan, that sets future priorities for transport in their area. This is often alongside other local strategies such as Local Plans, Community Strategies, Capital Programmes, and Business Plans. National Governments set long term transport strategies and investment programmes, with Strategic Transport Bodies undertaking similar exercises across defined regions. Meanwhile, private sector organisations have their own business plans and priorities.

Developing a coordinated policy response to transport challenges is tough. When starting out in formulating policy, scenario planning is an extremely useful tool for thinking about what these priorities should be in the light of a changing world. The classic ‘policy cycle’ can be augmented by scenario planning

The most effective time to do this is when you are looking to formulate your policies and plans. This is so the ideas and insights from your exploration of the future are considered before policies and plans are decided upon. The classic ‘policy cycle’ can accordingly be augmented by scenario planning and other futures techniques to improve policy making.
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Predicting the Future v. Exploring the Future
Scenario Planning is an excellent way of exploring future worlds, as a good scenario allows you to become immersed in it. You, in effect, live the scenario in the present. This contrasts strongly with predicting the future, which is a common method of planning for it.
 
Transport planning is full of predictions. Demand forecasts, changes in economic productivity, levels of housing growth, changes in the demographic profile of an area, emergence of new technologies, and changes in operational costs are all examples of predictions that are used commonly. Many of these predictions form the basis of business cases and strategies that are necessary to deliver future changes that are desired.
 
Predictions can form part of an evidence base for scenarios, and often do. A range of traffic forecasts, for instance, gives an understanding of how highway networks could perform in a range of future scenarios, and their publication could form the evidence base for scenario work. But it is important that these predictions do not drive the development of the scenarios themselves.
 
The importance of this can be shown conceptually by something called a Futures Cone. Starting out from now, there are innumerable Possible futures. Within those, there are events that are more likely to occur that will affect future outcomes, resulting in fewer Plausible futures. Many of these events are in turn more likely to occur or have a more significant impact, leading to a range of Probable futures. In contrast, the range of future perspective offered by Projected futures only is narrow in focus. By undertaking Scenario Planning, you explore the range of futures to identify a range of Preferable futures on which to base your strategy.
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Scenarios as tools to explore complexity and uncertainty
It is important to explore what potential futures could be because even seemingly simple environments are complex and subject to high degrees of uncertainty. For example, in planning new infrastructure, you may develop scenarios based upon population forecasts, economic growth figures, and trip generation models. All of which are undone by a huge new housing development granted planning permission soon after opening.

The questions that complexity and uncertainty pose are more pertinent to transport than most fields. Roads are built with operational lives that can last up to 50 years, while the average age of a British train is 19.6 years old. Scenario Planning offers the opportunity to explore both by asking a simple question: what if…?

Both complexities and uncertainties increase over time. Whilst we can be very confident as to how the transport network will operate in the next 30 minutes, and have some confidence as to how it will operate next week, asking how it will run in 10 years is a complex and uncertain question.

Scenario planning allows you to approach such questions from a number of angles to better understand the causes of potential issues, and the implications that the future has on your options to do something about it. Taking the changes in network operation question, you will still not able to predict what traffic levels will be like in the future, but you will be able to explore what happens if, for example, a cap is placed on the number of houses that can be built every year, or if house building doubles. 

When to start Scenario Planning
Scenario Planning is often kick-started where a requirement is identified for a new strategy or plan. In transport planning, local transport plans require occasional updating, and some may be refreshed in light of new political leadership. The requirements of a budget review, or the annual spending round may also prompt a scenario planning exercise.

Ideally, Scenario Planning should be an ongoing process. Once you have developed your first set of scenarios, updating them regularly is a relatively simple process. But aside from the ease, there is one important reason why it should be ongoing. A consistent view of the future ensures that your scenarios and consequent strategies remain relevant, and where significant changes occur you can make plans accordingly.

The prompt for scenarios and new scenario planning exercises can come from anywhere, at any time. And not all events will necessitate the creation of new scenarios.

	Event
	Requirement for a new strategy
	Annual planning
	Significant change in environment
	New trend identified

	Response
	Review scenario fundamentals
Creation of new scenarios

	Update existing scenarios to reflect new plans
	Review scenario fundamentals
Creation of new scenarios
	Review scenario fundamentals
Update scenarios as required



Scenario Planning is part of a process
One of the most critical things to remember is that Scenario Planning is not an end in itself. It is part of a process, ideally one that is ongoing, to understand the future and to act upon it.

The most important steps take place before you even start researching your scenarios. The most critical of which is setting the question about the future that you wish to answer. What this does is anchor the future work around a focal issue or point, that the whole exercise must answer. This question must be as specific as possible, yet allow room to research other areas that maybe outside its remit.

You then need to gather intelligence. This is both on what is happening now, and on future trends, and can be collected using a variety of quantitative and qualitative methods. This provides the evidence base with which you will produce your scenarios.

Following that is analysing the future. This is where much of the scenario planning itself actually takes place. It brings together the research done, and through the scenario planning framework it analyses the future.

Once you have these scenarios, you produce outputs that translate them into options for action. It also explains what the implications of the future are, and how your own actions are likely to influence them.

Finally, these options need to be chosen and written up as strategies. You need to define exactly what you will do, when you will do it, and how.
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How long does a scenario planning exercise take?
It will vary in accordance with your requirement. Scenario Planning can be done in a week, or it can take years. For major companies, scenario planning is a constant activity built into their own strategy development processes, intended to keep them ahead of the competition.

A Scenario Planning exercise usually takes at least 3 to 4 months to complete, depending on the level of resources allocated to it. This includes the time necessary to do the necessary research, analysis, develop the narratives and monitoring mechanisms, and engage with a wider audience. However, the reality is that there is no standard Scenario Planning exercise.

For example, the recently completed Future of Mobility Study completed by the Government Office for Science took over 2 years to complete. This included all aspects of research and commissioning, creating the scenarios, engaging with stakeholders, and writing the report.

Who to involve in Scenario Planning
The answer is simple: whoever you want to. As a bare minimum, you should involve people and organisations whose decisions are likely to fundamentally affect your environment. In transport planning, this could include national and local government, strategic transport bodies, major transport operators, infrastructure owners and organisations (e.g. Network Rail), user groups, and civic society groups.

You will need a few experts, some practitioners, and some who are passionate about the area of interest. And do not forget people internal within the organisation as well.

What makes a successful Scenario Planning process
There is no magic formula for creating good scenarios, or to create a Scenario Planning process that works wonderfully all the time. However, for organisations who deliver scenario planning successfully, there are a number of things that they have in common.

Having a clear question to start with. Scenario planners should know what the question about the future that they are seeking to answer is, how their client has interpreted that question, and what other questions they need to answer in order to answer that key question.

An open and inquisitive mindset. People undertaking the work do their best to minimise their preconceived biases and notions of the future. They set off to explore areas where the connections to the area of interest are weak, learning as they go, but always come back to help answer the questions that are part of their brief. They listen, have empathy for others, and communicate clearly.

Support of senior managers. Scenario Planning often challenges the status quo. The team undertaking the work needs to feel confident that Senior Managers are happy with this, and are willing to give them the freedom to undertake their work accordingly.

Involves users. The people who use transport services and infrastructure will be the ones most affected by future changes, and in many cases may be the instigators of these changes. Their needs and their perspectives on the future must be included in addition to the voice of expertise.

Similarly, there are a number of things to avoid when undertaking scenario planning.

Having the vision drive the scenario work. Any explorer does two things - sets a destination, and maps out the terrain to help choose a route. The vision sets the destination, scenario planning maps the terrain. What the vision does not do is decide what the terrain is and choose the route to take. Always refer to your vision as the end point. Make the map that gets you to it.

Selecting the wrong team. You need a team with different backgrounds, perspectives, and approaches to tackling problems. Too many people of the same mindset reduces the richness of your scenarios. Carefully select a diverse, strategic, influential, and operational team.

Making the scenarios unusable. This is far more common than you may think. Scenarios need to be communicated in ways that are accessible to different audiences, so they can understand what the scenario is telling them, what it means for them, and how they can use them for their work. Think about how you write them and communicate them/

Planning without a plan for execution. You may create the best scenarios the world has ever seen. But without the processes and actions necessary to take them from research into action, they are just interesting research exercises.
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