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Introduction: visioning that matters

The planet is in the middle of an existential crisis: one of injustice, inequality,
biodiversity loss, massive climate change - and also one of meaning. Visions of the
future that provide powerful guidance for pathways toward a truly sustainable future
are often drowned out by a din of mainstream future imaginings that only strengthen
current systems and ways of working (Hajer & Oomen, 2025). There is no lack of
imagination regarding the future - but visions of the future that actually challenge and
provide inspiring ways out of our current, unstainable world often do not get traction
in terms of present-day action and decision-making. And yet, research has shown
clearly that when people come into contact with future visions that truly differ from the
present, there is a good chance that such visions inspire them to action (Wright et al.,
2022).

Those who want to inspire such alternative pathways should think beyond methods
and tools, considering how their ambitions fit into wider societal ideas of the future,
and how their process, performance and power dynamics may lead to change. Doing
impactful visioning work is very hard, and so many external factors come into play.
Sometimes it can feel like this (Figure 1).

How to draw
an Owl.

1 fun and ¢

Fig 1. Draw two circles Fig 2. Draw the rest of the damn Owl

Figure 1. How to draw an owl - a fun and creative guide for beginners. Visioning for societal change
involves many aspects and skills, and it is sometimes difficult to know where to start.

But it's worth trying, and society desperately needs alternative futures that do
something in the present. So let's try.
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What is this?

This document is here to help you think about how imagining the future can lead to
societal change.

We start with a core set of guiding principles (Part 1) - a short text that frames and
summarizes all the things we think you might want to think about when organizing any
kind of activity or process that involves visioning the future. This is really meant to give
you a helpful frame of mind, based on the writers’ experience and collected insights.

Then, Part 2 of the document goes into more detail for each of these guidelines,
providing more theory, supported by reflections on existing cases. Part 3 is a kind of
‘buffet’ of inspirational background materials - key ideas, concepts, cases, focused on
the different aspects of future visioning that you might be interested in. Part 4 offers a
summary of the workshops that informed the writing of these guidelines. The idea is
not to read them all in sequence, but to go through them and focus on what you need
and what interests you.

How this document was created

PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency asked Utrecht University to help
them explore the following question: ‘how do visions become societally
transformative? To answer this question, a team of Utrecht University researchers,
supported by a PBL team, investigated academic and practice literatures. Because
there is a bias in the field of futures and foresight towards ‘tools and methods/, the
team saw it as important to start with work that raises awareness among readers of
the wider context of transformative visioning and ending rather than starting with
recommended methods. Two interactive sessions were organized to inform this
document. The first was a session to ask PBL colleagues from different projects focused
on transformative visioning what questions they most needed answering. The second
session was organized to present the draft results and get feedback on the work so far.
A summary of both sessions, which were rich in discussion and insights, is added in the
appendix.
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Part 1: Guiding ideas and principles

When we talk about creating a vision in this document, we will often refer to ‘a visioning
process’. This is because a vision as a text, image and so on by itself is rarely that
powerful. Instead, we want to consider the entire process - how it is framed and
situated, who is involved and when, how things are being expressed, performed and
communicated, and more.

An ideal-typical visioning process that we have in mind when talking about this would
be something like this:

A vision is typically a future we want. A desirable future. We are less interested in
exploring what might happen, and more interested in exploring what we want to have
happened.

There are clear societal stakes and interest in developing a new vision about a societal
issue. The impulse to develop this vision is embedded in some kind of organizing
process - a policy, a social movement strategy. The process involves the people for
whom the vision is relevant and useful early on. The visioning process is a living thing
that finds more applications and branching offs of the vision as it goes along. It uses
methods that create content for the vision that resonates with people and reflects their
desires, values and concerns. Those involved in the process keep track of what
happens with it. This is a quite elaborate version, and it may not always be possible.

There is quite a lot of work out there in the world of ‘futures’ and ‘foresight’ that seems
to be very focused on methods looking for a place to be applied. Modellers and
participatory scenario planners alike are in the business of applying their approaches
to problems, without necessarily always considering whether the problem really needs
their approach. At the same time, new people run into the idea of ‘visions’ and
‘'scenarios’ all the time and seem to think ‘let's do some of that’, running the risk of
entirely re-inventing the wheel. But there are many more things to consider beyond
this focus on methods.

We hope the guiding ideas and principles below help to quickly make some key
considerations around any visioning process you are about to embark upon. We have
organized these guiding ideas from larger scoping guidelines to more specific
guidelines (figure 2). In part 2, these guidelines will be developed in more detail. In part
3, examples and more resources per guideline can be found. What is important to keep
in mind is that it will be very difficult to take all of these aspects into account in a very
comprehensive manner in any one project. But being aware of them and then deciding
what you can and cannot focus on is going to be helpful.
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1. What is your goal? How do you understand
transformation?

Be aware of societal narratives and images
Be aware of power and your own position
Take an infrastructural perspective

Who, when? Consider capacities and co-
design

Create a powerful process

. Create resonant stories

8. Use methods fit for purpose

ok

~N o

Figure 2. Eight guiding ideas and considerations for transformative visioning work, moving from
broader and larger scoping considerations to more specific guidelines.

1. What is your goal? How do you understand transformation?

This sounds blindingly obvious, but it is very important to think about what you are
actually trying to achieve with your visioning work. How do you think societies change,
and how do you relate to transformation? What makes the change process more or
less disruptive? How are different outcomes (however temporary) achieved? Can you
describe and interrogate the assumptions you are making about how your visioning
process contributes to change? What will the process allow people to do? Will it inspire
them emotionally? Will it give them avenues for action? Who is the process aiming at?
Are there any aspects in your theory of change that you feel you need to examine
more? This question is intimately connected to all the considerations below.

2. Be aware of societal narratives and images

To be able to consider whether a vision of the future is helpful, innovative, inspiring,
relevant, and more, we need to consider how it relates to existing societal narratives
and images, both about the topic, and about the future of the society more generally.
When we understand what the core narratives and images are that dominate the
issues we work on, we can see better how the visions we want to develop might connect
to, differ from, or challenge those existing narratives. Without this awareness, a vision
of the future we create might just be rehashing existing stories of the future, and
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therefore not really open new possibilities, or attract people to the vision. This also
includes being aware of how societal narratives are shaped and spread - including
narratives that are seeking to undermine principles of democracy and science.

3. Be aware of power and your own position

Once you have a sense of your goal and what the landscape of narratives and images
is that you're operating in, it's important to consider power dynamics relevant to the
visioning process, and your own position in these dynamics. There are typically
different types of power at work in any complex transformation context. People and
organizations have power over others - but that power also activates power that goes
against dominant power. There is power to imagine and inspire new futures, and
power to enforce and stabilize those futures. Who has what types of power in your
system or domain? And what hidden types of power might be activated by the use of
those types of power?

Consider, also, the way that power works in your own organization and how it impacts
your own visioning process. What requirements do you have to meet? Can they be
challenged or changed, expanded? Are there powerful actors influencing what can or
cannot be discussed or explored?

How do you see your role in the system? In the library, we will expand up on four
approaches to uncertain futures: 1) predicting futures to mitigate risks; 2) navigating
uncertain futures; 3) imagining new futures from an understanding that there are
many interests; and 4) critiquing the societal space for visions and what is possible or
impossible to be imagined because of deeply rooted myths and worldviews. There is a
value to opening up new futures, and to closing down to focus on specific goals; but in
reality, processes that say they are there to open up the future often end up closing it
down unwittingly because they are blind to the assumptions they make and the power
dynamics inherent in them.

4. Take an infrastructural perspective

We recommend that you take a look at your work in visioning from an infrastructural
perspective. How does your organization work as ‘imagination infrastructure? In other
words, how does it offer resources, spaces, capacities, a work culture? And how do
these enable or constrain possibilities for the creation of new futures? What futures
are being supported by these infrastructures and what futures are not being
supported? Imagination infrastructures can be physical, financial, cultural, institutional,
social, natural and more; they can be about places to work, about technology, about
getting the mandate to create, setting the rules of dialogue, creating libraries of
examples and materials, archiving what has been done in the past, and much more.

10
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5. Involve the right capacities

It is important to consider what capacities and skills you need for impactful futures
work, both in terms of organizers and participants. Making good visions and facilitating
participatory processes is a craft that needs experience and time to develop. Taking
the above considerations into account, what kind of team do you need? There are many
people out there who are mainly skilled at one futuring method and don't use a lot of
critical reflexivity to consider if that is really the best approach, how it fits into a context,
and so on. Then there are people who can ask all those critical questions but don't have
the skills to lead a process themselves. ‘Futures literacy’ typically includes the skills to
generate futures with people in a way that resonates; to critique and interrogate
existing futures; and to tie those futures to present action. Itis worth considering these
skills when you are assembling your teams.

When you are developing a visioning process in a context that involves different
societal actors, consider that it may be valuable to involve the people you want to
connect to in the design process as early as possible. Impactful visions are often
embedded and timed with real societal action - whether that is in the shape of
developing strategies, budgets, or the principles of a social movement. Working early
with the people that might benefit from the visioning is helpful for this. Together, you
can make decisions like: what is the framing, the timing that would work well in this
regard? Crucially, co-design means that together you get to work out who needs to be
involved in the process - making it potentially more inclusive and effective. A successful
participatory process needs to involve people who are able to do something about the
vision, people who are potentially affected by it, and people who bring a wide range of
knowledge to the subject area. It is often good to involve these groups early. Co-
ownership of the process also increases the likelihood that people want to do
something with the visioning, because it's theirs as well. The reason we say ‘consider’
is because early co-design is not always the best option. Perhaps in some cases you are
conducting a highly specialized study that benefits from staying with a small group. But
question your assumptions about this seriously. Many projects have failed because
‘experts’ have assumed it's better to keep the parties who are working and living in this
reality out of the conversation.

6. Create a powerful process

The distinction between process and methods is important. Research has shown that
it is crucial to think of visioning and other futuring work (like scenario development) as
a process, as a performance. Where is the process organized and what are the symbolic
meanings and practical implications of that location/ those locations? Who is speaking,
how are they speaking, and how are they staged to speak? What symbolic power do
their voices carry and how does the performance support or block this? How is the
process announced? How is it being reported in the media, if that is relevant?

"
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One perspective that we will develop in the library section is the notion of emotional
energy in successful interaction rituals. If we think about collective visioning work as an
interaction ritual, this means having a clear focus, a shared level of intent, a defined
group of people involved. It is important to watch the emotional energy of the process,
because a higher energy process attracts people and keeps them engaged.

Creating a powerful process is not just about the dramaturgy and performance,
however. It is also about the timing and how it is embedded in existing action and
decision-making processes. Are there clear windows of opportunity that should not be
missed? Is the visioning process designed to produce insights that fit into existing
action and decision making? Furthermore, evaluation is a part of good process design.
How do we know we have been successful? How do we keep track of this? How does
this relate to our original theory of change (guideline 1)?

7. Create impactful stories

Embedded in a powerful process should be an attention to powerful storytelling. A
vision should not just be a dot on the horizon, but a story. We have to consider how we
can use the narrative and performative drama of visioning to speak to people’s values
and desires, creating a resonance with the visioning, which is more likely to stay with
people and lead to action. An attention to the emotions involved in a process also
entails making space for many types of emotions - not just hope or optimism, but also
grief, anger, fear. All of these emotions are sources of engagement. Depending on the
visioning process, this emotionally powerful storytelling should of course be pared with
other qualities, such as the plausibility of the story. But keep in mind that plausibility
(how believable a story is) depends completely on the person engaging with it or
reading it. We have found that people are typically the best at convincing themselves.
So creating a vision or story about the future that includes a step where people imagine
themselves in it, where they get to re-shape and re-write the story so it aligns with their
own conceptions can be very powerful. It also means that the story can be used over
and over. Understand that the best ‘stories’ are often fundamental metaphors, like ‘the
Donut’ or ‘circular economy”.

8. Use methods fit for purpose

Finally, we come to methods. All of the above considerations help determine what
methods might be relevant for your process. In this document we mostly talk about
visions - which implies that we are creating images of the future that are desirable. This
is a type of futuring that has different methods connected to it compared to other types
of futuring, like explorative scenarios that are simply focused on ‘what could happen’
instead of ‘what do we want to happen’. One methodological problem that people often
run into is that these two questions are muddled into one. Keeping these questions
separate is powerful and creating space for both. So, a good process often starts with
working out a vision and with a pathway or pathways toward that vision, and then, in a
separate activity, the creation of explorative scenarios designed to pose challenging

12
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questions to the vision under different circumstances. Then, the vision is tested against
those scenarios, leading to new insights on how to improve it. This can also be done
with existing plans and policies - though this misses the need to first ask, ‘what do we
REALLY want?'. Next to visioning and scenario methods, simulation gaming methods
can be powerful to really experiment with systems, try out new roles, and more.

13
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Part 2: Detailed descriptions

This second part provides more detail and context for each of the guidelines. Before
we dive in, we will provide two short descriptions of examples of foresight processes
that we will refer to in each section as illustrations.

One example (CCAFS) is very extensive, spanning across more than a decade and many
regions and countries globally. The other example (Kyoto food systems) is much more
local and short term, providing a useful contrast. While these are both examples of
successful visioning work, both projects benefit from critical reflections as well.

Example 1: The CCAFS Scenarios project

The CGIAR is the largest agricultural development research organization in the world.
For 10 years, it ran a Core Research Programme called Climate Change, Agriculture and
Food Security (CCAFS). CCAFS consisted of a large number of research projects all
around the world seeking to have impact at scale through climate smart agriculture.

One of these projects was the CCAFS Scenarios Project. Started in 2011, the Scenarios
Project ran across 7 global regions (South and Southeast Asia, East and West Africa, the
Andres, Central America and the Pacific) until the end of 2021. The CCAFS Scenarios
project developed and evolved over time from a project that had yet to find its place in
terms of focus, scale and application to a project that could show clear evidence of
policy outcomes in the form of changed national policies and strategies in a number of
countries around the world (Vervoort & Gupta, 2018; Vervoort et al., 2014).

This effective final form of the project worked as follows. In a global region, regional
organizations across were brought together in a series of workshops to develop
regional context scenarios that explored different futures for food systems under
climate change. Qualitative scenario narratives were developed that inspired
guantitative scenario modelling using agricultural economic models. The models
served as a conversation companion piece rather than the main results - since it was
recognized that the qualitative scenarios contained a lot of important framing for
future explorations that the models could not cover. The regional process then offered
a starting point for conversations with governments to explore the possibility of
guiding national strategies and policies around climate change, agriculture and food
systems, based on the timing and needs of governments. Every time a possibility like
this opened up in a given region, a national level process was designed that revolved
around reviewing and revising national strategy or policy with a many diverse national
actors. National level versions of the regional scenarios were developed by participants
in the process, and these scenarios were then used to critically evaluate the policy or
strategy and suggest changes and improvements. By testing each plan against different
scenarios informed by diverse national perspectives, the goal was to make the plan
both more resilient in the face of uncertain futures, and more inclusive of key concerns

14
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held by various people and perspectives. Changes to draft plans consisted of small but
essential inclusions to the development of entirely new sections or the shifting of time
horizons (Vervoort & Gupta, 2018; Vervoort et al., 2014).

Example 2: Experimenting with a Food Policy Council in Kyoto, Japan

In 2018 and 2019 the FEAST project based at the Research Institute for Humanity and
Nature in Kyoto Japan developed a process that involved food system actors across the
Kyoto city region in the imagining of desirable futures for future food systems. FEAST
as a research project was very well embedded in the city region’s food systems - with
the researchers on the project having a strong history of practice and collaboration
with food system actors. The FEAST project proposed to develop a series of future
visioning exercises focused on the governance concept of a ‘Food Policy Council’ (Schiff,
2008), a collaborative governance model that involves many food system actors into
city-level decisions.

A series of workshops were conducted that used as its main method a role-playing
game in which participants played different food system actors (either themselves or
others) in a food policy council (Mangnus et al., 2019). The participants used existing
small-scale practices and projects (or ‘Seeds’, see guidelines 4 and 8) from Kyoto,
elsewhere in Japan and elsewhere in the world in different combinations to come up
with concrete project proposals connected to budgets. These proposals were exposed
to different wildcard scenarios and given a likelihood of success. The project also
included the use of a video game where participants were asked to make collective
food policy decisions as different food system actors. The visioning sessions were
supported by individual visioning interviews. Surveys after the process had participants
reporting an increased interest in a real Food Policy Council and learning from the
different small-scale projects and newly emerging ideas. After these processes, the
organization for a real Food Policy Council was begun.

15
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1.  Whatis your goal? How do you understand
transformation?

1.1 What is your goal and your theory of change?

The first question you have to ask yourself when starting any visioning process or
project is - what do | or we actually want to achieve? This question is intimately
connected with the need to reflect on your assumptions about how change happens
in society and how you plan to contribute to that change.

The answer to the question of what your goal is and what your theory of change is will

have to be answered on the basis of
many of the sections below, especially
section 3 which is about your own role.
But it is helpful to start from the
following reflection: you already have
certain ideas about how the world
changes and what the role of visioning
in that change might be. And this is true
for everyone else as well. So what are
those assumptions? When you really
think about them, do you stand by
them? Might you be able to conduct
research and investigation that might
change your assumptions? Are there
maybe ideas about how change
happens that you are not so certain
about?

Theory of change is connected to the
field of ‘theory-based evaluation’ that
exists in both practice and academic
circles. This work has a long history of
helping people think about how
change works and how to track it and
evaluate it. See Koleros et al. (2024) for
a very up to date overview, or Part 3 for
more suggested readings.

Before we provide a bit more in terms
of detail and links when it comes to
theory of change work, one thing that

Example: the CCAFS scenarios project had as a
theory of change (drawing from iteration and
experience) that sticking as closely as possible to
national policy needs and cycles would lead to
policy outcomes. While this proved right, it did
mean that the scenario work was very much led
by national concerns and this possibly limited the
space for more critical voices, no matter how
much work was put in to include them. By
contrast, the FEAST project in Kyoto focused on
local-scale engagement and on a specific policy
concept. The Food Policy Council. This led to steps
to adopt this new concept, but working with an
existing policy or strategy would have had the
benefit of making the adoption of vision-based
insights more streamlined.

At PBL, theory of change-based thinking exists in
the efforts by Bureau Chief Scientist to promote
(ex ante) research impact strategies. In an internal
guide, a set of questions guides researchers
through determining the desired impact of a
project (i.e. the goal), how this relates to PBL's
position in the science-policy interface, and how
they can design their project to increase the
likelihood of achieving this impact. Throughout,
the guide aims to help researchers explicate and
question the assumptions they make in the
process.

16
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is important to consider is - other people also have theories of change, and
understanding these is often at least as important as understanding your own
assumptions. How do people in a local government think change happens? What
different ideas about change exist between them? What about farmers or community
inhabitants? Getting to know the groups you are working with and how they
fundamentally see the world and see change will help a lot in making your visioning
work impactful. See also the section on co-design.

Theory-based evaluation is about surfacing assumptions: what activities are being
conducted, what effect each particular activity will have, what the program does next,
what the expected response is, and so on, to the expected outcomes. It is important to
understand that evaluating success is always politically motivated (Weiss, 1993); has
political consequences; and is itself political. Theory-based evaluation came out of a
dissatisfaction with logical frameworks, especially in planning complex programmes
and addressing difficult issues like advocacy and governance. It came from people
taking a more complex, systemic or network-based approach -looking at their role in
change as a small part of a much broader whole -rather than change as a linear
process. Also, organisations’ own learning, monitoring and evaluation processes have
led them to question the impact they are having and how they are making a difference.
Theory-based evaluation considers two valuable sources for establishing your theories
of change: theories from (social) science literature and similar analyses of change; and
from the people you work with - your participants, partners, communities and so on.
When you describe your theory of change, it is helpful to consider how it overlaps or
differs from the beliefs of those involved - including those funding or executing the
work.

Some key recommendations from the literature include:
e Stepping outside of a project box to think openly about change and how it
happens, looking at the context for change, at organisational and not only

project level.

e Looking at an organisation’s overall theory of change, not just at a programme
or project.

e Drawing on wider learning from others: research, other organisations, and
those benefiting.

e Involving a range of people, including leaders who can help to shape and
sustain a process,; field staff; and the target group.

e Focusing on change and key actors, not just about what organisations do.

17
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e Representing a theory with validity but simplicity, recognising you cannot
capture everything.

e Building in on-going learning and reflection, not just carrying out a one-off
workshop.

1.2 Understanding transformation

Transformation has become a popular term and is being recognized as an important
step towards a more sustainable world, but what does transformation even mean?
How can it be examined and what determines its success? As Feola (2015) shows, there
are many conceptions of transformation coming from different disciplines. There is a
general agreement that transformation represents a ‘major, fundamental change’ to
systems, but this is, of course, extremely general and quite vague.

Some researchers focus more on societal transformation as something that emerges
through the complexity of systems, making the steering of the transformation difficult.
Others see transformation more as systems change that can be driven by the
deliberate agendas of political actors.

Additionally, transformation is not always seen as positive. Just because
transformation occurs does not mean the result is a desirable one. In fact, the question
asked by PBL - to investigate the transformative power of visions - brings up the quite
effective way in which antidemocratic and far right actors are currently transforming
our democratic systems. This is a transformation in progress. But a transformation can
also benefit sustainability goals but harm local communities in the process (Blythe et
al., 2018).

To answer for yourself what you consider ‘transformative’, first ask yourself: What do
we consider to be the system? What is inside our definition, and what is outside? The
way you define your system should be connected to your goal. For instance, if you are
interested in transforming food systems in your city, it may be useful to have a broader
definition, such as all the city's food systems, including the rural food production in its
region; or it may be useful to focus on something more specific, such as the food
systems connected only to the city's restaurants and cafes.

Next, ask yourself, what do we see as ‘significant’ change to this system? Depending
on your interests and focus, there are different ways to conceptualize what change is
transformative:

Changes to ‘practices’ - to the ways people do things. Changes to practices can in turns

be described as changes to 1) what happens to the material side of practices; 2)
changes to what meaning people give to the practices, so what matters, why, and in
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what way; and 3) changes to the skills people have that help them take part in these
practices. Because new ways of working require new skills.

Changes to ‘institutions’ - to the rules, values and social agreements that organize
society. What is allowed? What is considered normal and supported by society?

Changes to ‘infrastructures’ - to the physical, financial, digital infrastructures that make
it possible for people to do things. How do physical spaces change? Do we see changes
in where money comes from?

Changes to ‘power’ - who holds power to do what? Power can be described as the
power to make decisions, to decide what can be put on the table to be discussed in the
first place, and to shape what people like and desire (Lukes, 2021). As we will discuss
again with guideline 3, power can also be described as power over others, power to
mobilize people, power to imagine new futures, power against existing power, power
to reinforce current ways of doing things, and more (de Geus et al., 2023).

1.3 The X-Curve: understanding the dynamics of transitions

Developed by the Dutch Research Institute for Transitions, the X-Curve (Hebinck et al.,
2022) is a powerful, simple visualization of a system transformation. It visualizes how
current regimes - the dominant ways of doing things in society today, including
technological, political, economic and cultural aspects - change, and are replaced by
new regimes that emerge out of activities and ways of working that are, today, only
‘seeds’ of future change (Raudsepp-Hearne et al., 2019). The X-Curve is a useful way to
consider system transformations, and a good way to develop pathways to future
visions as well.

The X-Curve starts in the now, in a situation where the current regime, ways of working,
doing business and so on are dominant and people are mostly interested in optimizing
the current system. Think of fossil fuel, for instance, or livestock agriculture. At the
same time, experimentation happens with alternatives to the current way of doing
things. People recognize that the current way of operating is no longer sustainable, and
start supporting initiatives, which we call ‘seeds’. Those initiatives grow, connect to each
other, become more inclusive. More people move from the dominant system to the
support of experiments as more and more people understand that the current regime
is no longer fit for purpose, unfair, unjust and destructive. Larger-scale changes in the
economy, the climate and other big trends help create problems for the regime. The
regime destabilizes. People from the alternative pathway, working from ‘seeds’ that are
now accelerating into bigger movements, organizations and businesses, start to
challenge the status quo. Evidence produced by environmental scientists and other
experts is of key importance in these challenges. Now things get really messy - the
existing regime plunges into chaos while alternatives emerge. People supporting those
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alternatives work hard to establish them institutionally. Some people fight hard to
defend the existing systems. Others try to find ways to keep their power in the new
ways of working and doing things. As the new regime emerges, people and
organizations actively work to make the old regime disappear. The new regime is
established. Some elements of the old regime might still be useful and could remain.

In reality, a transformation like this is not going to be so linear. Elements of the system
are in chaos, being developed and destabilized, and/or institutionalized and phased
out at the same time. Figure 3 shows the X-Curve being used to understand the
transition to a circular economy in the Netherlands.

Optimisation
Destabilisation Stabilisation

Chaos lnstitutionalisation‘l

" Emergence Breakdown

Acceleration

Phase-out .

1.4 The Meadows leverage points: places to intervene in a system

Experimentation

Figure 3. The DRIFT X-Curve.

Another useful model to consider when thinking about transformation is the leverage
points model developed by Donnella Meadows (Meadows, 1999) (Figure 4). Meadows
describes different levels of intervention in any system, going from more superficial
levels such as numbers and parameters to the structure of the system to the deepest
levels - the ability of a system to self-organize, its goals, and finally its paradigms and
the ability to see paradigms as such and transcend them.
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These deeper leverage points tend to be the most interesting from a transformation
perspective. When the goals of the system change, everything in the system starts to
shift along with it. For instance, when a rural town’s community wants to base itself in
degrowth principles, shifting away from a capitalist growth paradigm, everything has
to be re-organized and re-designed - from physical to social and economic systems.
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Figure 4. Meadows' leverage points - places to intervene in a system. Adapted by Corina Angheloiu.

What is fascinating about Meadows' framework is that she pulls a kind of bait-and-
switch: she starts with the possibility to change superficial system elements and ends
with pointing out the transformative power of deep paradigm changes.

1.5 Nine dimensions for transformative change through creative practice

Another model for considering societal transformations is the Nine Dimensions model,
which has been developed in the context of cultural and creative practices (see figure
5). Developed by the Horizon 2020 project CreaTures, this model was made with and
for creative practitioners, policy makers and funders working in cultural and media
spaces on games, installations, participatory future visioning projects and more
(Vervoort et al., 2024). Because of this focus, there is a lot of emphasis on the cultural
side of transformation in this model that may not seem to be as important to projects
outside of the cultural sector, but in practice it appears that this focus on the cultural
aspects of societal change is actually helpful more generally, since these aspects are
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often under-utilized or under-examined in transformation literature. Each of the nine
dimensions is supported by a range of literature from sociology, psychology,
anthropology, political science, sustainability studies, cultural studies and more, to
describe some key mechanisms that can be used to understand change based on the
dimension in question.

Nine dimensions - ways to talk about creative practice and change

£

Changing meanings Embodying Learning Imagining
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o
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Figure 5. The 9 CreaTures dimensions for connecting creative practice and societal transformations.

The 9 dimensions are organized as follows:
Under ‘changing meanings’, the following three dimensions:

1. Embodying: Vision processes may focus on new ways of embodying which allows for
people individually and together to tap into the full intelligence of the body, the senses,
and experience to engage with the full complexity of life and understand different
realities first-hand.

2. Learning: Vision processes may offer unique opportunities for learning. Deep

assumptions and worldviews can be questioned through creative practice; and new
ways of seeing, being and doing can be learned.
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3. Imagining: Vision processes can help in imagining different futures in ways that can
be vivid, emotionally resonant and challenging; and imagination is a component in all
change actions.

Under ‘changing connections’, the following three dimensions:

4. Caring: Vision processes that express new ways of caring for each other and the
world open up the safety, support and empathy needed for better futures, as well as
for finding the energy and courage to work toward them together.

5. Organizing: Complementing care are the ways in which visions might stimulate new
ways of organizing - new communities, networks and support structures that can help
create change.

6. Inspiring: Finally, Vision processes can be core to inspiring action way beyond their
immediate interactions by providing emotional energy, ideas and examples.

Under ‘changing power’, the following three dimensions:

7. Co-creating: Through the co-creating of visions, people can harness the power of
creative practice to imagine new futures together; to learn new skills, to understand
each other's perspectives, to define problems, and more.

8. Empowering: Vision processes can be empowering by raising and strengthening
voices and perspectives in systems that normally don't have any space for them; and
people can find new sources of agency and power personally through creative
practices.

9. Subverting: But since it is not enough to only build new systems and many current

systems have to be dismantled, Vision processes can also be used for subverting,
symbolically but also practically, broken existing systems and ways of doing things.
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2.  Beaware of societal narratives and images: ideologies,
imaginaries, discourses, frames

A key challenge for work on visions, especially in these conflicted and tumultuous
times, is to understand how to relate to existing images and narratives of the future
that play a dominant role in society. Here, we will discuss different ways to look at this
wider societal myth making and what it may mean for you if you are interested in
making a difference through visioning work.

2.1 Ideologies, imaginaries, frames, and discourses

To understand the different ways in which we can examine societal narratives and
images, some concepts are useful. The organization of these concepts (except
imaginaries) is inspired by work by sociologist Baumann (2007).

1. Ideology

ldeology is typically used to refer to grand scale belief systems that represent the
nature of the world to different groups of people. Examples are capitalism,
communism and fascism. Though ideologies are systems of thought and meaning that
interpret reality, they are thought to be experienced as direct reality by those who have
adopted them (Thompson, 1984). It is very hard to escape or leave an ideology, since it
provides the fundamental myths and metaphors that are the building blocks for our
experience of the world. An often-used example of this is the critique of cultural
production, where capitalism takes even the most seemingly anti-capitalist forces into
itself - think of the commercialization of punk music or the use of progressive inclusivity
politics by big corporations.

2. Imaginaries

Arguably one level below ideology, imaginaries are images, often of the future but also
of the present or past, that are collectively held, institutionally embedded, and publicly
performed (Jasanoff & Kim, 2015). This means that they are images of society that tend
to be dominant or impactful in some way. An example of an imaginary is ‘the smart
city’ - a data -and Al- informed image of an urban future that has gained traction with
tech companies and certain governments (Sadowski & Bendor, 2019). Another example
would be ‘the circular economy’ which has many variations, some of which are more
radical departures from growth capitalism, while others fit snugly within that ideology.
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3. Frames

Frames are more specific than imaginaries - since frames relate to how specific issues
are being portrayed and interpreted (Benford & Snow, 2000). For instance, refugees
could be framed as ‘a tide of criminals’ or ‘human beings who deserve our compassion’.
The EU's environmental regulations could be framed as ‘control from Brussels’ or
globally forward environmental policy.

4. Discourses

A discourse describes a network of words and meanings that forms a language that
says something about how the world is and how the world should be (Hajer, 2006). This
means that discourse can be studied to understand how ideology, imaginaries and
frames are expressed concretely. Discourses contain written language and language is
often a useful focus to understand discourses, but discourse can also be visual,
procedural (through rules and systems), architectural (the organization of buildings)
and more.

Depending on your project, it might be more or less useful to use one or more of these
ways of looking at societal images and narratives. We will discuss some examples of
looking at ideologies, imaginaries, frames and discourses below.

2.2 Positioning a vision against wider societal narratives

Some key questions can be asked to help you consider any visioning work in a wider
context of societal narratives:

e Whatlanguage is being used in my context, and how does it represent political
interests (discourse)?

e What images of the future are dominant (imaginaries)?
e What are the underlying values (ideology)?
e What specific frames apply to the key issues we are engaging with?

e What are hard tensions and key conflicts between different discourses,
imaginaries, ideologies and frames that we have to work with?

e What discourses, imaginaries, ideologies and frames do we want to contrast
ourselves against, and which ones do we want to align with?
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2.3 'Realpolitik is dreampolitik’

An important way to understand the societal context of atte