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In planning for battle, I have always found 
that plans are useless but planning is 
indispensable.

Dwight D. Eisenhower





9/11

Great 
Recession

Millennials

AV/CV

Fracking

The Cloud

Smartphones

3D 
Printing

Sharing 
Economy

Katrina 
& Sandy

Big Data

Internet 
of Things How many of these were in your 20-year 

plans from the mid-late 1990s? What will 
your 2030 or 2040 plan miss? Will it matter?





What we knowWhat we know we don’t know

What we don’t know we don’t know















Quick Start Guide to Scenario Planning

1. Clearly articulate the problem you’re trying to address

2. Identify driving forces

3. Identify and explore critical uncertainties

4. Develop alternate scenarios based on the top two 

uncertainties

5. Discuss implications for adopted plans, strategic path
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If it’s not a substantive problem 
you’re trying to resolve – maybe even 
a crisis – then you probably don’t need 
exploratory scenario planning.
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Social

Technological

Environmental

Economic

Political

Think beyond transportation.
Don’t limit your exploration of driving forces to 
transportation. It’s everything else you need to be 
concerned about. Think “megatrends.”
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Quick Start Guide to Scenario Planning

1. Clearly articulate the problem you’re trying to address

2. Identify driving forces

3. Identify and explore critical uncertainties

4. Develop alternate scenarios based on the top two 

uncertainties

5. Discuss implications for adopted plans, strategic path



Scenarios are NOT predictions or forecasts.

They are stories about how the future might be.

• Describe a future based on critical factors and 

driving forces

• Bounded by the most critical uncertainties

• Plausible, consistent, non-judgmental

• Catchy, descriptive scenario names
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Evaluate your plan, your project, your 

investment strategy, in light of these 

scenarios. What happens to your plan – project 

– strategy – if one of these futures emerges?

Goal: Make decisions and investments that are 

robust under a range of plausible future 

scenarios, not just one idealized scenario.





Critical Issues: Highly Impactful and Highly Uncertain

Critical Issue #1 for Workshop Exercise:
Federal government’s role in transportation and its funding capacity

A. Increased Role and Additional Funding Capacity

B. Decreased Role and Reduced Funding Capacity
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Critical Issue #1 for Workshop Exercise:
Federal government’s role in transportation and its funding capacity

A. Increased Role and Additional Funding Capacity

B. Decreased Role and Reduced Funding Capacity

Perhaps…

• New revenues are established

• Distributions to states, MPOs, and transit increase significantly

• Strong national direction emerges for core system functions – freight, 

public transportation, operations, preservation

• Investments are targeted to federal funding priorities

• Consistent standards and system continuity are the norm

• Clarity and predictability encourage more private participation



Critical Issues: Highly Impactful and Highly Uncertain

Critical Issue #1 for Workshop Exercise:
Federal government’s role in transportation and its funding capacity

A. Increased Role and Additional Funding Capacity

B. Decreased Role and Reduced Funding Capacity

Perhaps…

• Reliance on gas tax, reluctance to increase it means revenues deteriorate

• States and regions that can afford to do so raise additional revenues; 

system deteriorates in those states that cannot afford to raise revenues

• Highly fragmented approach exists to standards, decision-making

• Priorities swing wildly and are easily politicized and over-turned

• Standards vary between regions and states, sometimes year to year

• Great uncertainty and unpredictability reduces viability of P3 projects



Critical Issues: Highly Impactful and Highly Uncertain

Critical Issue #2 for Workshop Exercise:
US Response to Climate Change

A. Concurrent adaptation and increased resiliency

B. Great disruption and mass migrations



Critical Issues: Highly Impactful and Highly Uncertain

Critical Issue #2 for Workshop Exercise:
US Response to Climate Change

A. Concurrent adaptation and increased resiliency

B. Great disruption and mass migrations

Perhaps…

• Public pressure forces aggressive Congressional response to GHG

• Demand for urban lifestyles generates high growth in low-carbon travel

• Technological advances offset most disruptive aspects of change

• Economic boom results from technology responses

• New energy sources and pricing mechanisms align with climate goals

• Decreases in arable land in some areas is offset by increase of newly 

arable lands in other places



Critical Issues: Highly Impactful and Highly Uncertain

Critical Issue #2 for Workshop Exercise:
US Response to Climate Change

A. Concurrent adaptation and increased resiliency

B. Great disruption and mass migrations

Perhaps…

• Political pressures create stalemate on regulatory measures

• Surges of climate refugees overwhelm housing capacity in receiving areas

• Political instability and lack of research funding stymies tech sector

• Extreme weather disrupts supply chain logistics, weakening economy

• Global instability results in sporadic fuel shortages, volatile pricing

• Massive droughts plague 2/3 of US while sea level rise frequently inundates 

600 miles of rail line on the east coast



Critical Issues: Highly Impactful and Highly Uncertain

Federal Transportation Funding Role

US Response to Climate Change

Increased Role and Capacity

Decreased Role and Capacity

Adaptation & Increased Resiliency

Disruption & Mass Migration
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Decreased Role and Capacity

US Response to Climate ChangeAdaptation 
& Increased 
Resiliency

Disruption & 
Mass Migration
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Decreased Role and Capacity

Response to Climate Change
Adaptation 
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Info briefs at each table provide 
data factoids to stimulate your 
thinking about future uncertainties 
related to these driving forces.



Sample page





1. Discuss the scenario framework created by the two critical issues

2. Develop four scenarios, one for each square

a. Plausible

b. Consistent

c. Non-judgmental

d. Human element

3. Give your scenarios descriptive names or slogans

4. How would your own plan or investment strategies fare in any of 

these futures? We’re striving to make plans and investments that 

are resilient under a variety of futures, not just one idealized 

future. What are your critical uncertainties?

EXERCISE OUTLINE
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