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CONE OF UNCERTAINTY / RANGE OF FUTURES

Near Term

In “Defense Futures: Why All of Our Scenarios Should Be 
Disruptive” (see back cover) we argued that all of the 
Defense Department’s long-term security scenarios should 
be disruptive.  By disruptive we mean that long-term 
scenarios should challenge – if not overturn – core 
assumptions about the security landscape and about how 
we organize for defense and power projection.

In this follow up we present a set of scenarios intended to 
demonstrate this notion of disruptive scenarios.  We also 
introduce the initial elements of a framework intended to 
help policy makers and analysts think about the types of 
scenarios they need and those they produce.

The first set of scenarios, A – C, are examples of obvious 
and intuitive near-term scenarios about security in the 
Asia-Pacific region. They are plotted on the graph to help 
illustrate how this framework positions scenarios with 
regard to assumptions and future possibilities.

Looking farther out, we see the second set of scenarios, 1 
– 4,which are examples of more disruptive scenarios.  
These scenarios become logical and challenging 
possibilities in the long-term, assuming that scenario A 
happens and scenarios B and C do not.

This second set of scenarios presents situations in which 
key aspects of security and stability in the region – the way 
things work and how they are arranged – have changed.  
Each scenario would potentially demand significant 
changes to US force structure, doctrine, and priorities.

Some of the many trends and emerging issues that 
influenced the scenario forecasting are highlighted as well. 
In contrast to common practice in USG scenario building, 
VFS’s preferred method involves combinations of theories 
of change and stability, trends, and emerging issues.
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Cryptocitizens: Individuals submerging part or all of 
their lives below the visible digital surface of daily life.

Dark Nations: Aggregations of cryptocitizens, formed 
around every conceivable identity and social movement.

Distributed Autonomous Organization: An organization 
without humans run by distributed digital agents.

DIY ISR: Commercially-available and home-made sensor 
platforms, drones, and satellite services.

Hacktivism: Use of cyber activities in the service of 
social causes and advocacy; generally nonviolent.

More Climate Change Refugees and Nations Losing 
Their States: Extreme weather and loss of land mass 
driving more political communities to become refugees.

Nano Leaps: Low cost abundant energy unlocked via 
materials science, rewriting the global energy equation.

Privatization/Commercialization of Governance: 
Private companies build and operate initiatives and 
systems to solve or manage collective challenges.

Smart contracts: Self-executing digital contracts built on 
blockchain technology.

For more information and more emerging issues, see 
Emerging Issues for Conflict and Security, 2015† 

SCENARIOS

1. Confluence of Crises

Complex Issues

A confluence of climate change, 
natural disasters, and violent 
non-state actors produce a 
fractured regional order.

Climate change, IDPs, and 
refugees

More frequent and severe events

Rise in nationalism, protectionism

Proliferation of VNSAs

Rise of human trafficking, black 
markets (recruiting for VNSAs)

Still-stable states more forceful in 
closing their borders

4. Quantum Dark

Disruptive Technology

Cryptography and autonomous 
organizations create a new layer 
of social, economic, and political 
complexity. 

Quantum computing

Smart contracts, distributed 
autonomous organizations

Cryptocitizens, dark nations

Dark tools proliferate across the 
developing world, serve BoP

Corporations try to use dark tools 
to exert greater control

Individuals, groups, and 
companies evade surveillance

3. The Sixth Wave

Technological Revolutions

A technological revolution of 
digital biology and nanoscale 
science rewires global economic 
life. 

Digital fab, bioproduction, and 
automation

Powerful means of production 
diffuse across communities

Nanoscale science enable cheap 
substitutions of precious metals

Resource-rich state with poor 
governance are undermined

Disruption to global industrial 
models, geopolitics

2. Crowdsourced Order

Non-State Actors

Empowered and concerned non-
state actors begin crowdsourcing 
a rules-based order in the Indo-
Pacific region. 

Empowered non-violent, non-
state actors want to exercise 
greater influence

Competing Chinese and US 
agendas seen as destabilizing

Proliferation of “DIY ISR” 
networks

Private companies solving 
complex social challenges

Non-national, non-state navy

A. Keep It Simmering

This is basically the status quo, just more 
tense with more ships, missiles, drones, 
etc...

B. Flashes in the Pan

Periodic flare ups, the occasional “kinetic” 
exchange, but nothing that ever boils over 
into real war.

C. Boiled Over

Things aren’t contained and the real 
shooting begins.
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4Near term concerns for crisis
e.g. South China Sea

Using Scenarios

Anticipation Provocation

Scenarios are a popular tool for foresight work, and the methods 
for generating them fall along a spectrum of use.  At the extreme 
left end of the spectrum, people are very concerned with 
“getting the future right.”  On the right end, they are only 
concerned with “shocking” readers out of the present

Emerging Issues and Weak Signals

TrendsCRITICAL LONG TERM THINKING

The target zone for 
these scenarios 

The closer to the center line, the more 
assumptions about the world are held 
constant over time.  The farther from it, 
the greater the systemic changes.

† http://www.visionforesightstrategy.com

Commercial Drone Market

Looking at the growth in 
consumer drones 
worldwide ($MM).

KPCB

VC Funding for Blockchain

Rising venture capital 
funding for Bitcoin and 
blockchain technology.

CoinDesk, Goldman Sachs
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Disruptive Long-Term Futures for More Effective Foresight

Defense Futures
against local warlords abruptly ended without victory.  The emergence –
and quick death – of the notion of a New World Order in which nations 
live (and importantly, trade) together in peace would have been thought 
fanciful had they been featured in serious forecasts.  The incipient rise 
of the computer and the information revolution, stealth fighters, and 
pagers on everyone’s hips were all technical shifts and developments 
that would have eluded planners and forecasters in 1970.  

And did I mention the internet?

1995 – 2016
While a few years short of a twenty-five-year time horizon, planners in 
1995 looking forward to 2016 would not have built their forecasts 
around “power transition” models and they would not have explored in 
any great depth the South and East China Seas as important fulcrums on 
which regional – and even global – security would pivot.  Over a decade 
waging a painful “war” on terror across the planet, the domestic and 
geopolitical legacy of US operations in Afghanistan and Iraq (for a 
second time), and a deep and powerful imprint on the worldview of an 
entire generation of Americans who came of age during this time.  
Insanely powerful and versatile “smartphones,” the growing ubiquity of 
wireless high-speed internet access, and the pervasive role that social 
media plays in daily life and the crazy array of operating models that it 
enables would have been missed by planners.  Synthetic biology, DIY 
bio, blockchains, and computers already talented and powerful enough 
to beat humans at both chess and go; these developments might have 
been fringe imaginings in 1995, but they certainly wouldn’t have shaped 
the scenarios presented to top leadership.

In short, each time “rational” planners grounded in mainstream reality 
looked forward over the next 25 years, they would have gotten key 
elements of the future security environment very wrong.  This is not 
about the details; it is about the degree of divergence from the present 
structure of things.  It is about how disruptive reality turned out to be 
against key assumptions about what the world looks like and how we 
are operating in it.

Learning from History
It should be clear from the examples shown above that when we try to 
anticipate the future security context twenty-five years from today we 
should make sure that the scenarios we create to explore logical 
alternatives challenge essential assumptions about the security context 
and the practice of providing security.  If the scenarios are not 
presenting us with futures that are in some fundamental way different 
from what we are used to dealing with, then they are not doing their 
job.  Long-term scenarios should be challenging and they should make 
us uncomfortable; they should place us in unfamiliar contexts that 
require us to rethink our goals, strategies, and organization.

At the same time, I am not advocating an “all disruption, all the time” 
approach to scenario forecasting.  Rather, the long-term scenarios we 
do develop should always challenge key assumptions, while 
simultaneously making clear those aspects of the future that remain the 
same.  Both change and continuity are essential ingredients for logical 
and rigorous foresight work in the security domain.  The important point 
is that our scenarios should never assume that all of our key 
assumptions about the world remain unchanged and unchallenged in 
the future.

We should remember that scenarios are merely a tool for developing 
foresight and foresight is not about prediction.  In trying to wrestle with 
the uncertainty that is “the future,” we turn to foresight in an attempt 
to be more critical about what the future could become.  And in this 
case, history provides us with ample evidence that all of our scenarios 
about the twenty-five-year future should be disruptive.

Disappointing Futures
I am often struck by the fact that, from a futures perspective, many of 
the scenarios generated for the US military for either wargames or 
“studies” of the future are simply not that realistic.  Do they feature 
more capable or more aggressive adversaries?  Sure.  Do they feature 
more powerful or more pervasive technologies and weapon systems?  
Of course.  Yet they so often feature a future context in which the major 
systems in which we live and operate have remained fundamentally 
unchanged.  The amount of social, socio-economic, and socio-technical 
change is typically very little.  Key operating assumptions about how we 
approach things and how we are oriented to the world in general are 
typically held constant.  From a futures perspective, these scenarios are 
not as disruptive and challenging to our assumptions as they need to be.

From an institutional perspective, there are easily understood reasons 
why this is so often the case.  Projects are launched in response to 
specific leadership challenges.  Budgets are the result of internal 
political processes.  Initiatives are conceived in part to wage internal 
campaigns for control over domains and to justify resource levels and 
stature.  And few individuals ever have a huge incentive to jump way 
outside the current mainstream thought process and advocate for a 
more radical view of the future.  And this is just as common in the 
corporate world as it is in the military.  If anything, the pressure to have 
a short-term view is stronger in the business world than in defense.

Despite this, if we truly want to think critically about the future of 
American security, if we are genuinely concerned with preparing 
ourselves for the future, then the long-term scenarios we generate 
about the future security environment need to be much more disruptive 
than they have been in the past.  Scenarios looking out 25 years from 
now need to feature worlds that look significantly different than the one 
we live in right now.  They shouldn’t just feature faster and smaller and 
longer-range technology, they should overturn key assumptions about 
the security landscape and about how we organize for defense and 
power projection.  Our 25 year scenarios shouldn’t look like “today,” just 
more tense; they should feature worlds in which things like doctrine and 
force structure have to be completely rethought.

Mark Twain is credited with saying that, “History does not repeat itself, 
but it does rhyme.”  In this instance, history gives us good reason to 
anticipate that it will once again rhyme, and that the decades of the 
2040s (out at that 25-year mark, if anyone was counting), will confront 
us with a world that is in many important respects disruptively different 
than the one we currently experience.

Looking Backward to Look Forward
When it comes to generating 25-year scenarios, history should be used 
as a strong guide for forecasting.  Not for making specific predictions 
about the future, but for understanding how divergent our forecasts 
should be from the present.  The experiences of the United States 
military establishment for the past seventy years tells us that we should 
assume a great degree of divergence in key aspects 

1945 - 1970
In 1945, had the US War Department looked forward twenty-five years 
to 1970, the future they would have logically envisioned would have 
been different in key aspects from the one the United States actually 
experienced in 1970.  Forecasters would have likely missed key societal 
shifts like the civil rights movement, the anti-war sentiment with regard 
to Vietnam, and the drastic change in the way citizens perceived and 
trusted government.  The emergence and evolution of a world-defining 
Cold War, a grand strategic policy of Soviet containment, de-colonialism, 
and a geostrategically critical Middle East would not have played central 
roles in any forecasts about 1970. 

1970 – 1995
In 1970, the US Defense Department did not plan on a twenty-five-year 
future in which the Soviet Union was gone, in which the US was the sole 
superpower that would, in the span of a few short years both easily 
defeat a “million-man army” in Iraq and have its mission in Somalia  
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