The value of scenarios for sustainable management

Sustainable management requires new ways of planning and strategy formulation. Not so long ago, business schools taught planning and strategy formulation as controlled, very specific and top down. And for a long while this has been successful for many companies. Is it sustainable? No. To begin with, the notion of control in the ‘old’ sense is no longer tenable. Many managers have come to realize that not everything can be controlled, nor should they want it to be. Some things will still be in need of control, but other aspects of management, such as the performance of employees, can be more successful with less control and more stimulation from a bit of distance. The second reason is the detail in planning. It requires that you have detailed information. However, the scope of decision-making has increased, if only because of the increased number of stakeholders involved. Thinking that you have detailed information and can plan in a detailed manner has become unlikely, even naïve. The third reason is that the top down approach may in many cases not be the most efficient from a social perspective.

Scenario approaches are markedly different and much more fitting to sustainable ways of management. They start from the idea that future developments will be complex, both in detail and in the possible directions. They assume that control is less a matter of knowing all the details and much more a matter of being resilient enough to deal with unexpected details, combined with an idea of a bigger picture that helps put the details in context. They start with a kind of “soul searching”: what are we in our company doing? What are we good at and what not? What do we see happening around us? What are the developments beyond our control? Then, the answers to such questions are checked and, importantly shared with others, after which they can be clustered into possible stories. Those stories do not allow you to predict with any measure of precision, but they do allow you to place certain developments and be prepare for them.

Scenario approaches are social by nature. They are best made through conversations amongst those concerned and, once made, they enhance communication, in that all scenarios are given names and then using that name a whole world of meaning can be expressed.

