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Our common agenda

“… accounting for the interests of future generations requires         
strengthening the capability to imagine and assess future                
development trajectories as well as embracing ‘long-termism’        
into decision-making processes.”

      

(Our Common Agenda, p. 44)
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With a longer time-perspective in 

decision-making, tradeoffs can 

sometimes (often?) be transformed 

into synergies.

3

“In the longer-term, self interest 

and common interests converge”



4

Organization logo 

Many areas of societal planning need to adopt a long-   
term perspective. I can think of two areas that stand    
out in this regard: 

1.National defence and security. 

2.Global climate change.

We need methods and tools to grapple with long-

term decision-making. 

Scenario planning is one primary example of this, 

and this is extensively used in climate change 

research.
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Historic Predictive

Normative Explorative

Figure courtesy: Karl Dreborg
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What is long-term decision-making?

Consequence

Option 1 10

Option 2 -5

Option 3 30

Consequences

10 -10 20 5

-20 10 10 20

30 -20 5 5

Scenario 
A

Scenario 
B

Scenario 
C

Scenario 
D
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Discounting
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Present value =
Future value

(1 + r)t

Example: r = 0.1 (0.15), present value of 10:

t = 1 ->  9.1 (8.7)

t = 2 ->  8.3 (7.6)
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Relevance

Plausibility

Representative

    
           Property of…
Individual        Set of 
scenario        scenarios  
  

X
X

X

CRITERIA FOR SCENARIOS
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Only a few possibilities are investigated

Although the number of scenarios developed that 
has increased dramatically over recent decades, it 
is well-known that the vast majority of these 
scenarios can be mapped onto a few ‘scenario 
archetypes’. 

Scenario archetypes describe different general 
patterns of future developments.
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1. Business-as-usual

2. Economic optimism 

3. Reformed markets 

4. Regional competition 

5. Regional sustainability

6. Global sustainable development
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The future cone
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Why is this important?

• Given the challenges ahead, including possible irreversibilities and tipping 

points it is important to strive for broad coverage of future possibilities 

when constructing scenario sets. 

• Broad span should not always be sought for, but at least scenario designers 

should be able to explain why (if) they have constructed a conservative or 

an unbalanced set.
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Assessment of strategies across a range of 

possible futures

Scenario
A

Scenario 
B

Scenario 
C

Scenario 
D

Storyline
E

Storyline 
F

Strategy 1 + + - + 0 - - - - - -

Strategy 2 0 + + + 0 - - - - - - -

Strategy 3 - + + - - - + + 0
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How to make long-term decisions

1. Optimal strategy: Predict, then act

2. Robust strategy: Find strategy which is ’good
enough’ regardless of what happen
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What is an ‘optimal’ decision?
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But what if:

i) There is a possibility to take steps and 
change strategy when the context 
changes

ii) There is a possibility to learn over time?
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Iterative decision-making is important when 
there are potential irreversibilities

- Leaving a stable climate
- Extinction
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A big elephant is moving into the room

• The development of artificial intelligence has reached a possible inflection point, with        
implications for how climate change researchers need to think about emerging                
technologies and how they drive long-term socioeconomic development.

• Most scenarios do not include emerging technologies (such as AI) that already shape       
societal development and might have outsized impacts during the time-frame of the        
scenarios. 

• AI can impact almost all drivers in scenarios, and therefore has considerable potential        
of fundamentally changing societies in ways important for research and policy. 
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• On scenario types:
• Van Notten, P. W., Rotmans, J., Van Asselt, M. B., & Rothman, D. S. (2003). An updated scenario typology, Futures, 35(5), 423-443.
• Börjeson, L., Höjer, M., Dreborg, K. H., Ekvall, T., & Finnveden, G. (2006). Scenario types and techniques, Futures, 38(7), 723-739.

• On methods development
• Beck, Mahony (2017) , IPCC and the politics of anticipation, Nat. Clim. Change 7, 311.
• Carlsen, H., Klein, R. J., & Wikman-Svahn, P. (2017). Transparent scenario development. Nat. Clim. Change 7, 613.
• Carlsen, H., Eriksson, E.A., Dreborg, K.H., Johansson, B., Bodin, Ö. (2016), “Systematic exploration of scenario space”, Foresight 18, 59-75.
• Carlsen, H., Lempert, R., Wikman-Svahn, P., Schweizer, V. (2016), ”Choosing small sets of policy-relevant scenarios by combining vulnerability and 
   diversity approaches”, Environmental Modelling & Software 84, 155-164. 
• Dreborg (1996), “Essence of backcasting”, Futures
• Schweizer, V.J., Kriegler, E., 2012. Improving environmental change research with systematic techniques for qualitative scenarios. Env Res Letters 
• Van der Heijden, K. 82005). Scenarios. Wiley.

• Weimer-Jehle, W. (2006), Tech Foresight and Soc. Change 73, 334
• Elsawah, S., Hamilton, S., Jakeman, T., Rothman, D., Schweizer, V., Trutnevyte, E., Carlsen, H., Drakes, C., Frame, B., Fu, B., Guivarch, C., Haasnoot, M., Kemp-Benedict,             

E., Kok, K., Kosow, H., Ryan, M., van Delden, H., (2020), “Scenario processes for socio-environmental systems analysis of the future”, Science of the Totalt Environment
• Carlsen, Talebian, Pedde, Kok (2025), “Diversity in global environmental scenario sets”, Glob Env Change

• On scenarios and artificial intelligence
• Carlsen, Nykvist, Joshi, Heintz (2024), “Chasing AI in shared socioeconomic pathways”, One Earth
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