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Annex A: The Multiple Futures Project Methodology 

 

The Multiple Futures Project (MFP) is not intended to predict the future of 2030, 

but to create a basis for strategic dialogue about future challenges, their relative 

nature and gravity, and about how the Alliance should respond to these 

challenges.  It focuses dialogue on the fundamental question - what are the 

future challenges that could pose risks to the interests, values and populations of 

the Alliance?   

Accordingly, it is open, transparent, inclusive and able to process the widest 

spectrum of inputs objectively and comprehensively.  The MFP is designed to 

provide NATOôs political leadership with a clear understanding of future 

challenges to support strategic dialogue.  It was built on a solid foundation of 

national, NATO and other international organizationsô work and developed and 

nurtured through extensive consultation across the Alliance.  More than 20 

workshops and strategic engagements were conducted as well as the direct 

engagement of representatives from 45 nations and more than 60 institutions 

representing political, military, civil and economic expertise. 

BACKGROUND 

In accordance with his mission to conduct strategic level operational analysis 

concerning the type and scale of future capability and interoperability 

requirements1, Supreme Allied Commander Transformation directed the 

development of an intellectual framework that would address growing concerns 

about the need to properly identify and prioritize real security challenges the 

Alliance may face, along with their corresponding implications. That intellectual 

framework provided the foundation for the Multiple Futures Project. 

The focal issue of the project was defined as: ñin 2030, what are the future 

threats and challenges that could pose risk to the interests, values, and 

populations of the Alliance?ò 

                                            

1
 MC 58/3, Terms of Reference for the Supreme Allied Commander of Transformation-SACT, paragraph 1b 
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OBJECTIVES 

The objectives of MFP were to establish and maintain a continuous military-

strategic dialogue and to build an intellectual framework that leads to the 

development of the best possible military advice on the focal issue.  For the 

purpose of this study, military advice should be understood as credible 

deductions, assessments and implications of a military nature, drawn from both 

the strategic dialogue and the analysis capacity of the project team. 

As a starting point, ACT went into a continuous exchange of forward-looking 

perspectives, viewpoints and studies/projects between the ACT MF team and 

Alliance Nations, expert national institutions and the NATO leadership to 

generate questions and ideas.  In addition, the team established contacts and 

networks with nations, strategic-thinking institutions, universities, national experts 

and other individuals, leading to the building of corporate knowledge within HQ 

ACT. 

PROJECT APPROACH 

In an organisational context, where uncertainty is high, an approach that 

systematically creates and describes possible outcomes or ñFuturesò is effective.  

Futures are tools that are used to help form a shared vision while exploring 

different ways the future might unfold.  A future tells the story of the world that 

has yet to be realized.  But the future is not set. That is why the MFP is about 

more than one possible future.  It reveals four equally plausible futures for the 

year 2030.  Each of these futures is relevant and of interest to NATO because 

each contains a varied set of security and military challenges against which 

potential strategy or policy can be considered. 

The name ñMultiple Futuresò implies that ACT aims to propose several futures to 

support the Allianceôs strategic dialogue about the possible implications of 

various plausible future security environments.  Futures are tools for ordering 

oneôs perceptions about alternative future environments in which todayôs 

decisions might be played out. In practice, futures resemble a set of stories, 

written or spoken, built around carefully constructed plots.  The rationale for 

using futures is to: 
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¶ Stimulate alternative thinking by challenging existing perceptions, dealing 

with uncertainty and disagreements about the future, providing input to 

strategic direction, and enable long-term multi-discipline engagement. 

¶ Enable better understanding of the environment by identifying change, 

trends, driving forces, discontinuities and challenges, communicating the 

challenges and enhancing perception. 

¶ Provide ñwind tunnelsò for strategies by evaluating robustness and identify 

strategic options in order to help developing skills and structure to deal 

with the uncertain future. 

METHODOLOGY 

There are different ñschoolsò and methods for how to develop futures.  Some rely 

strongly on quantitative techniques and simulation, while others are qualitative 

and positioned in the area between science and art.  The MFP developed futures 

based on the latter category. Initially, a six step model ï as described by Peter 

Schwartz2 has been selected as the baseline:  

1. Determine the focal issue  

2. Identify trends and drivers  

3. Develop plausible futures  

4. Finalise drivers  

5. Flesh-out futures  

6. Derive key challenges and implications 

This model was then adapted to meet the requirements of this study and is 

referred to as the Multiple Futures Intellectual Framework. 

  

                                            

2
 Schwartz, Peter. The Art of the Long View. Currency Doubleday: New York, 1991. 
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MF INTELLECTUAL FRAMEWORK 

The intellectual framework was designed to look to and discuss the future in a 

coherent and structured manner.  It balanced sophistication and simplicity in 

order to adequately capture the complexity of the problem, reflect the intellectual 

rigor of the processes employed and be saleable to its intended audience.  

Decision makers will engage in strategic dialogue and build a shared vision of the 

future only if the framework is convincing and supports strategic dialogue by 

laying out the systematic process that was followed in an easily understandable 

manner.  

The MFP employed a traditional approach of gathering inputs via round table 

discussions and workshops to build a body of knowledge that was developed 

through an iterative process of engagement and analysis.  Quantitative and 

qualitative data and perspectives for each of the project components and 

processes were drawn from the Allianceôs vast networks of knowledge. 

Conclusions drawn from these developmental discussions were used in a 

continuous process to elaborate and refine drivers, build futures, and ultimately 

deduce implications.  

The framework contains three major components:  a driver study, a futures study 

and an implications study.  These components are connected by two processes: 

the futures building process and the implications deduction process.  

Components as well as processes are explained in detail in the appropriate 

sections of this report. However, an overview is required to understand the 

overall methodology. 
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DRIVERS 

The Driver Study is a detailed analysis of existing future security environment 

studies that led to a preliminary list of drivers.  This initial list was discussed 

during roundtables and workshops, which helped in developing a final 

consolidated list of drivers, which were assessed for impact and uncertainty 

against the focal issue.  
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FUTURES 

The initial stage of the Futures Building Process examined various two-

dimensional combinations of the leading drivers.  The starting point of the box ï 

power and money ï expressed as politically dependent friction in decision 

making and interdependence as integration of economies through trade, in itself 

depicts the possible dynamics of relations between states. 

The grid matrix depicts four different situations depending on the intersection of 

these two drivers.  For example, the upper-left quadrant that exemplifies a world 

with low friction and high interdependence could be referred to as ñTowards a 

Global Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)ò, 

where the international system is defined by significant coordination and 

cooperation for mutual benefit with a generally harmonious interaction among 

actors.  

TOWARDS A GLOBAL 
OECD

Coordination and 
cooperation for mutual 

benefit; Fukuyama 
revisited

LOW FRICTION, HI 
INTERDEP

GREAT POWER 
BALANCING

Instability of norms of 
interaction or of 

geopolitical status quos 
increase mutual risk of 
great power conflict

HI FRICTION, HI INTERDEP

MEDIEVAL ISOLATIONISM 
Leveling or decreasing 

global trade and 
interaction is managed 
effectively as everyone 

retreats 

LOW FRICTION, LOW 
INTERDEP

NEW MERCANTILISM 
Competition without 

regard for global 
commons lead to 

geographical, functional, 
political, economic 

divisions 

HI FRICTION, LOW 
INTERDEP
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After numerous iterations of driver combinations, the Futures Building Process 

determined three structural drivers that are essential in defining the international 

system ï economic integration, asymmetry of power, and friction in decision 

making.  These structural drivers formed the world-building framework, usually 

referred to as ñthe boxò throughout the project, within which six high impact and 

high uncertainty long-term drivers were combined and intersected.  

In principle, the box is valid in different historical periods. Various combinations of 

the structural drivers will lead to widely disparate characterizations of the 

international system and historical examples can be illustrative in this regard.  

Moreover, there will often be elements of these structural drivers that exist 

simultaneously, such that these components may be mutually exclusive, but also 

aggregately comprehensive.  For example, the bipolar international system that 

persisted during the Cold War from 1945 to 1991 can be seen as a low 

asymmetry, low interdependence, and high friction situation with respect to the 

superpower confrontation between the United States and Soviet Union.  

However, during the same time period the situation between the European 

powers and their African colonies could be described as high asymmetry, high 

interdependence, and high friction.  Thus, a thorough understanding of the 

general context of the situation is extraordinarily important before additional 

ñdeterministicò drivers are introduced into the framework. 

The Multiple Futures Project deals with the possible threats and challenges that 

will face the Alliance in 2030, and as a result the leading drivers were selected in 

terms of their likelihood and impact.  The four futures are fleshed out with the 

deterministic drivers using the structural drivers as a backdrop against which to 

test and locate the futures. 

The box in effect describes which kinds of relations are possible in a given 

situation in the international system between states, groups of states, or other 

major actors.  Each point within a box is a kind of bilateral international relation 

determined by three vectors (friction, integration, and asymmetry).  This is a 

crucial aspect, as these major kinds of relations define the potential and possible 

outcomes within a given future.  In other words, these relationships enable a 

description of an overall space in international relations.  
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Consequently, all the four futures can be placed within this three-dimensional 

space.  The futures were designed to be mutually exclusive in terms of the three 

dimensions and the box acts as a kind of quality control.  It demonstrates that the 

futures aggregately account for ï or take up ï much of its space.  

FRICTION
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STRUCTURALDRIVERȭSȬ#UBEȭ ɀNOTIONALEXAMPLES

Low Asymmetry, High Integration 
& Low Friction

Canada ςUSA c. Present Day
Norway ςSweden Present Day

High Asymmetry, High Integration 
& Low Friction 

European Powers ςCaribbean 
Region c. 1770

USA ςPuerto Rico Present Day

Low Asymmetry, High Integration 
& High Friction

France ςGermany c. 1900

Low Asymmetry, Low Integration 
& High Friction

USA ςUSSR 1945-1991
Denmark ςSweden 17th Century

High Asymmetry, High Friction & 
High Friction

European Powers ςAfrican 
Colonies c. 1960

High Asymmetry, Low Integration 
& High Friction

USA ςCuba Present Day
France ςAlgeria c. 1960

Global OECD Global Balancing

Medieval Isolationism Neo-Mercantilism

 

The futures are thus mutually exclusive in terms of the fundamental dimensions 

of the box. However, this concept of mutual exclusivity is inaccurate with respect 

to the likelihood that one of the futures will end up as the future; rather it is likely 

that elements from all four of the multiple futures will be present in the actual 

global environment of 2030.    

The fundamental challenge arising from looking at all four futures concurrently is 

that vulnerabilities ï opportunities for possible opponents ï will arise from poor 

planning and anticipation.  An effective plan that accounts for all four futures also 

shapes the possible choices for future opponents, including averting them from 
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becoming hostile.  The position of the futures in the three-dimensional box 

demonstrates that each of them has positives and negatives with varying 

degrees of stability. The box then serves a continuous reminder that choosing 

one particular future ï or future environment ï as a primary motive for security or 

defence planning runs the risk of overlooking at least one of these dimensions 

and potential corresponding future security environments. 

The Futures Study then synthesized four plausible futures. These futures are 

based on different drivers with different levels of influence, but were designed to 

be aggregately comprehensive, representing the likely challenges facing the 

Alliance in 2030. However, there are elements that are common to more than 

one future. The futures study attempted to create plausible futures that were 

mutually exclusive, but there are instances where a characteristic of one future 

might be found in another, which makes the overall context of each future 

another important consideration. Each of the futures provides a backdrop for 

conceptual analysis ï a canvas on which to work through the risks, threats, 

potential strategic surprises, implications and opportunities. 

The following graphic is an example of the analytical work involved in the 

synthesis of a plausible future, in this case Deceptive Stability.  For example, 

what happens in a situation where resource scarcity is coupled with increased 

urbanization?  Moreover, what are some possible implications that can be 

derived from such a future?  The final section of this methodology annex 

discusses the Implications Deduction Process in greater detail, but for the 

purposes of the Futures Study, is it important to gain a thorough understanding of 

how the various drivers interact to form a plausible ñfutureò.  In other words, the 

defining characteristics of a certain future must be understood before potential 

security and military implications can be deduced from it.           
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Spot scarcity of Resources; 
energy costly

Movement to cities 
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Loss of ecosystems & 
habitat
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ÅMore effective life form
ÅBetter access to markets
ÅStrains on critical 
infrastructures
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migration
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affected
ÅEast migration incentive
ÅSocial and political 
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ÅDriving innovation
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strains, political 
conflict/cooperation
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and urban services
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ÅSocial inequalities
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LƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ƴŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ 
economic competitiveness

Geopolitical risk versus 
internal concerns

Advanced economies are 
increasingly vulnerable to 
susceptableto antagonism

Deceptive Stability

 

FUTURES LANDSCAPE 

One of the primary components of the futures study was the development of the 

Futures Landscape to visualize broad perspectives through the utilization of 

morphology exercises in MFP events. The driver ranking analysis and affinity 

analysis reflect the connection between drivers, whereas the three-dimensional 

construct provided a framework to consider bilateral and multilateral relationships 

among the drivers related to friction, interdependence and asymmetry. In addition 

to these components, the landscape is a useful tool to craft MFP futures. 

The MFP started with a broad analysis incorporating a wide variety of studies 

from Alliance nations and international organisations related to the future security 

environment. A meta-analysis of this body of work revealed nine key drivers that 

were both common to all and considered important by all. The nine key drivers 

were developed through qualitative and quantitative analysis in each of the MFP 
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events during the first phase of the project. In the figure below, drivers make up 

the main base or x-axis. The other base, or y-axis, reflects the breadth of 

potential outcomes for each of the drivers (e.g., what will happen with 

globalisation in 15 ï 25 years).  The vertical axis indicates the frequency of 

responses for a particular outcome of a specific driver. 

Visualising Perceptions ïA Futures óLandscapeô

 

 

If we jump from peak to peak in order to describe a future, we are in essence 

describing the dominant or shared future in which there is broad consonance.  

Clearly, it would be human nature to focus only on the dominant future, 

particularly where some drivers, and the trends that they are linked to, are 

fashionable and reflect present concerns. We must be careful not to be blind of 

those other areas, where there is useful disagreement or areas which have not 

gained much attention. It is from these areas that surprise is most likely.   
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If we were to ósurfô the medium level areas (in red) we find diverging views 

competing for attention. This is a very interesting region, particularly from the 

regional perspective. It can reflect the relative importance of different drivers in 

the various regions of the Alliance. It is very important to be able to reflect, 

observe and consider the dissonances in the writing of futures.  

If one were to ñwalk the valleysò, these are the potential high-surprise areas ï 

reflecting the silence of expectation. These high-surprise areas are captured in 

the concept of a ñblack swanò coined by Nassim Taleb, which is used to 

characterise a large-impact, hard-to-predict, and rare event beyond the realm of 

normal expectations, such that a ñblack swanò is a strategic surprise. One could 

argue that ñblack swansò nest in the valleys. Accordingly, it would make sense to 

carefully sign-post the valleys and understand how the Alliance might ñsense and 

respondò to surprises from the valleys. This is a ñmaintain the alertò situation 

which, as an example, could require high alert capability, quick response, and 

high readiness forces. 

It is the whole of the landscape, not just the peaks that are important to the MFP 

discussion. There are no ñwinningò futures and this approach starts to show us 

that in moving towards implications, the focus should be on the management of 

risk.  Risk is associated with a future, not a single point on the landscape. Thus, 

in taking the landscape into consideration, we must assess and understand the 

social, natural and political nature of risks rather than to try and simply project 

possible military threats. 

Uncertainty means that aggregate risk associated with a future is higher than the 

risk from single-order implications derived directly from drivers. Accordingly, the 

MFP must focus on aggregate risk. Arguably, an assessment of the aggregate 

risk found by intersecting drivers is the key value added by the Multiple Futures 

Project. 
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IMPLICATIONS 

The Implications Deduction Process assessed each future against the focal 

question and a specific risk condition to identify and understand potential risks, 

threats, and security and military implications. 

 

Finally, the Implications Study is a detailed analysis of those initial findings that 

yielded a consolidated assessment of security and military implications for the 

Alliance. The MF Interim Report of December 2008 focussed on the security 

implications deduced during this phase of the project, whereas the commanderôs 

assessment in this final report is based on the military implications that were 

developed and refined during the final phase of the MFP.
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Annex B: Quantitative Driver Analysis 

 

WORKSHOP DRIVER ANALYSIS  

Driver Ranking                                                                          

Purpose: 

The driver ranking analysis was conducted to support the Multiple Futures 

Project (MFP) core teamôs work on the development of drivers and futures.  This 

effort was designed to provide the MF Team with a sense of what drivers the 

workshop participants felt were most important for the future.  

Result: 

The histograms that follow demonstrate a generally consistent pattern in the 

highest ranked drivers with the exception of the Budapest Workshop.  Whether 

this is attributable to the Eastern European composition (in contrast to the 

Western European composition of the other workshops) or the smaller sample 

size of the workshop cannot be determined. 

Method: 

For each event the results of each syndicate were compared and categorised.  

The results were scored for driver ranking by each syndicate and also for the 

plurality of the driver.  The results were aggregated and displayed in histograms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 




