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Scenario building to understand systems 
A scenario is a plausible, simplified, synthetic description of how the future of a system might develop, based on a coherent and internally consistent set of assumptions about key driving forces and relationships among key variables. (Millenium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005) 
This activity is predicated on the idea that a ‘model’ is a simplified vision of a real system.

Goals for scenario building can include:

1. Developing a model of the relevant system
2. Learning by interacting with the system
3. Understanding the major drivers in the system or model sensitivity
4. Discovering possible ‘surprises’ in model behavior – non-linearities, hysteresis etc.
5. Planning for an uncertain future through bounding the range of possible outcomes
6. Community building through collaborative learning and/or building trust and communication mechanisms between stakeholders. 
Types of scenarios

At their heart, scenarios are descriptions of possible futures. These could take a variety of forms and be the result of different learning processes. The scenarios themselves could be the major outcome of the exercise, or it could the process of developing the scenarios. 
Examples:

A) A set of chalkboard drawings of pool and flux diagrams. 
B) A set of photographs of a landscape manipulated in Photoshop to represent the  outcomes of a set of distinct land development strategies (example: urban renewal, conservation easement, status quo, industrialization). 
C) A computer model of a simple or complex system where parameters can be easily manipulated and ‘played with’ by users and outcomes are shown immediately. 

D) Output of a well-parameterized mathematical model using input data representing distinct policy options. 

Notes:

1) Scenarios can be built with or without explicitly defining the model system, but often defining the system can be an important learning tool.

2) The process of collaboratively envisioning possible futures can be a powerful learning tool. 

3) Sometimes it is useful to produce scenarios that are the most likely outcomes. At other times the endpoints, or extreme examples, are more useful because they bound the range of possible outcomes. 

