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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).  

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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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.  
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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.  It is 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 
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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.  
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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 

quantitative 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 

https://ccafs.cgiar.org/
https://ccafs.cgiar.org/
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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. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.feastproject.org/
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1. What is 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 I 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. 
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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:  

• 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. 

• Looking at an organisation’s overall theory of change, not just at a programme 

or project. 

• Drawing on wider learning from others: research, other organisations, and 

those benefiting. 

• Involving a range of people, including leaders who can help to shape and 

sustain a process; field staff; and the target group. 

• Focusing on change and key actors, not just about what organisations do. 
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• Representing a theory with validity but simplicity, recognising you cannot 

capture everything. 

• 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 



 

 

Visioning and societal transformation Utrecht University 

 20        

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.  

 

 

Figure 3. The DRIFT X-Curve. 

 

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

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.  



 

 

Visioning and societal transformation Utrecht University 

 21        

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.  

 

 

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 

https://medium.com/the-shape-of-things-to-come/ipcc-a-site-for-innovation-in-its-own-right-4a321e5b6d22
https://creaturesframework.org/funding/creatures-dimensions.html
https://creaturesframework.org/funding/creatures-dimensions.html
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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.  

 

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. Be aware 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  

Ideology 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 AI- 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:  

• What language is being used in my context, and how does it represent political 

interests (discourse)?  

• What images of the future are dominant (imaginaries)?  

• What are the underlying values (ideology)?  

• What specific frames apply to the key issues we are engaging with? 

• What are hard tensions and key conflicts between different discourses, 

imaginaries, ideologies and frames that we have to work with? 

• 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 attempts at transformative 

visions is to see popular culture and media as an integral part of societal imagination 

and dreaming. Cultural and media scholar Stephen Duncombe (2007) makes a very 

strong argument that if we are to ‘take seriously’ and ‘be realistic’ about what drives 

people in their political actions, we have to accept that people are beings of myth, 

fantasy, story and imagination. In other words, ‘realpolitik is dreampolitik’(Duncombe, 

2007). Duncombe argues that those interested in helping a better world come about 

should be looking for ways to mobilize powerful images, myths and narratives, and 

especially those produced in the media mainstream, instead of keeping to the critical 

sidelines doing anti-mainstream art.  

So how do your visioning ambitions relate to mainstream media production? Might it 

be possible, for instance, to mod an existing video game to make your future world 

accessible to many audiences? Or to draw on imagery from popular science fiction or 

film? To engage with popular festivals? We will present some examples of attempts at 

this at the end of the chapter.  

2.4 Why larger-scale societal narratives matter to your domain 

Larger-scale societal narratives may not seem 

to be relevant for your specific domain if you 

are working on for instance mobility, wildlife 

management or renewable energy. However, 

the reality might be very different. Political 

analyses show that cultural struggles around 

white masculinity versus more inclusivity in 

terms of gender and race are a major 

determining factor in elections and other 

political domains. Such issues of culture and 

identity may change the outcome of elections in 

a way that directly impacts domain-specific 

policies such as rural mobility or agricultural 

policy, since these issues are typically tied to 

broader ideological concerns.  

This can work the other way around as well. 

Agricultural policies in the Netherlands and in 

wider Europe have become a core point of contestation on which wider political divides 

have been organized, seeing, for instance, a landslide win for the BBB (the Dutch 

Farmer’s Party) based on a widespread political alignment which was are perceived to 

be nostalgic rural values against urban progressivism.  

Example: the CCAFS Scenarios Project 

researched the use of different imaginaries 

in the scenarios it developed across different 

global regions (Dammers et al., 2013; 

Rutting, Vervoort, et al., 2024). It found that 

most of the scenarios connected either with 

the mainstream sustainable development 

imaginary or critiqued the existing neoliberal 

development imaginary – but there could 

have been more space given to truly 

alternative local imaginaries. As the process 

moved from region to region, there was 

arguably more space for these imaginaries. 

As a result, newer work by the same team 

has explicitly focused on indigenous 

imaginaries (Rutting, Veeger, et al., 2024).  
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3. Be aware of power and your own position: modes of 
engaging with the future  

 

So far, we have discussed basic theories of change and the importance of considering 

societal narratives and images. The next step is to focus on your own position and 

perspective as a project, research group or entire organization in the business of vision 

making.  

3.1 Different types of power and how visioning relates to them 

First, it is valuable to consider what kind of power you wield or may wield.  

A simple but useful conception of different types of power comes from Stephen Lukes 

(Lukes, 2021) who distinguishes:  

1. Decision making power - the power to decide what happens.  

2. Agenda-setting power - the power to shape what is even put on the table for 

decisions to be made about.  

3. Preference-shaping power - the power to shape what people prefer or are interested 

in pursuing.  

Visioning potentially has agenda-setting and preference-shaping power. How might 

your project set decision agendas by putting things on the table? How might it shape 

the preferences of those involved?  

De Geus et al. (2023) describe different types of power as transformative (figure 6).  
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Figure 6. Different types of transformative power as developed by De Geus et al. (2023). 

Prefigurative power is the power to prefigure new ways of doing, thinking and 

organizing, and is the most relevant when it comes to visioning. Here, prefiguration is 

used to describe taking action in the present to bring alternative futures about by 

prefiguring them now, by making them a reality at a smaller scale. Is there a way in 

which your visioning work can inform small-scale action that can itself be inspiration 

for larger-scale change? Or perhaps your vision can inform resources that can provide 

the basis for prefigurative power - for instance by making new funding available? If the 

potential for your project to wield prefigurative power seems limited, what would make 

the project more able to inform action in the present?  
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3.2 Who shapes your process?  

Vervoort and Gupta (2018) discuss how 

visioning processes are often shaped to a great 

degree by who funds and leads the process 

(figure 7). They show a process where the goal 

from funders was to have clear policy 

outcomes, and as a result, the entire visioning 

and scenarios process model was designed to 

entangle as closely as possible with existing 

policy making processes at the national level; 

but this arguably came at the cost of inclusivity. 

Another process had no such funding 

requirements and was instead able to focus 

more on research goals and working with 

radical local initiatives. It is useful to be honest 

about the limits to your freedom in process 

design given by the requirements of your 

funders or superiors.  

It is also valuable to ask - how do these funders 

and decision makers that frame your project 

conceptualize the future and its relationship 

with the present? Keep this in mind while we explore different perspectives on the 

future in 3.3.  

 

Figure 7. Questions about how power frames future scenarios and visions, from Vervoort and Gupta 

(2018). 

Example: PBL work holds preference-

shaping and agenda-setting power, while 

decision-making power lies with policy 

makers. There are also examples to be 

found of each of the three types of power 

outlined by de Geus et al. (2023). Reports 

such as those on learning and evaluating 

often highlight successful alternative 

practices, for example on nature policy 

(Folkert et al., 2020). Various PBL reports 

hold countervailing power towards 

dominant policy visions, either by 

challenging current policy solutions like 

flex housing (Schilder et al., 2024) or by 

amplifying new approaches such as 

citizen participation (Bouma et al., 2023). 

The various PBL publications that are tied 

to specific policy domains such as the KEV 

for climate and energy policy and ICER for 

circular economy reinforce and provide 

guidance for existing policy pathways.  
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3.3 What are conceptual approaches to the future? 

Now that we have some sense of the power dimension of your project, let’s investigate 

how you conceptualize the future and how it relates to the present, and how this may 

shape your approach to it.  

Muiderman et al. (2020) have conducted an extensive literature review to investigate 

the different ways in which people in sustainability work understand the future, how it 

relates to the present, and why exploration of the future is valuable (Figure 8).  

 

Figure 8. Four conceptions of the future, by Muiderman et al. (2020). 

These four modes of conceiving the future can be described as follows:  

A mode that sees the future in terms of probability and improbability and is interested 

in planning and the mitigation of future risks. This mode of engaging with the future is 

still often dominant when it comes to work on the future, especially in terms of 

simulation modelling. An example would be climate scenario projections. The major 

drawback of this approach is that many problems are not quantifiable in any reliable 

way in terms of their probability and pretending that they are is dangerous and can be 

irresponsible. Furthermore, by putting a focus on prediction and quantification, the 
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first mode tends to push out the valid 

concerns of societal actors who do not 

speak the language of models. 

A mode that sees the future as only 

assessable in terms of subjective 

plausibility - because the future is in 

essence deeply and irreducibly 

uncertain. It seeks to explore 

plausible futures not to predict what 

may happen, but to create extreme 

conditions under which adaptive 

capacities of an organization, a 

country, a community can be 

developed. The goal is to navigate 

diverse uncertain futures. 

Corporations and the military have a 

history of testing themselves with 

such uncertain futures. A problem with this approach is that while it is more open to 

fundamental uncertainty than Mode 1, still treats the future through a rather 

technocratic lens - that of complexity theory - which, while open to other societal 

perspectives, is reactive and does not take its own agency in shaping the future as 

seriously as might be possible. It has the risk of still being stuck in the space of experts 

and specialists and being limited in its transformative potential.  

A mode that sees the future as something political, where pluralistic desires of what 

the future could be are vying for prominence. Future visions are created to help 

mobilize societal actors in order to realize these futures. Think of the vision of a 

municipality or of a social movement. In many cases this is the most useful mode for 

participatory visioning. Taken by itself, however, it has the drawback of focusing 

primarily on what people want and perhaps losing sight of all the contextual changes 

that may occur, whether we like them or not, that modes 1 and 2 focus more on.  

A critical mode that sees all attempts to explore the future as embedded in dominant 

ideologies, imaginaries, discourses and frames. It seeks to engage critically with such 

mainstream futures in order to point out the ways in which they restrict what can be 

imagined, and so open up space for emancipation and democratic participation. The 

drawback of this mode by itself is that it often remains in the critical mode, conducted 

by academics, and is rarely integrated into the practice of futuring.  

Where does your conceptualization of the future fit? And is this at odds with the people 

who are supporting or funding your work?  It is important to recognize that all these 

Example: In PBL this diversity of modes of 

futuring is also represented, especially in 

modes 1 through 3. For example, in the 

yearly ‘Climate and Energy Outlook’ PBL 

estimates the likely emission reductions 

under Dutch climate policies (primarily 

mode 1; e.g. Hammingh et al. (2024)), in 

much of its internationally-oriented work on 

scenarios PBL sketches different pathways 

each containing different assumptions and 

modelling constraints (primarily mode 2; 

e.g. Kok et al. (2023)), and in a project 

outlining four normative scenarios for 

spatial planning PBL organized a series of 

workshops to help policymakers and others 

to ‘rehearse the future’ (primarily mode 3; 

(Dammers et al., 2025)).  
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modes of engaging with the future are potentially valuable. They are often 

complementary to each other. In practice, they often get mixed. Often, one mode of 

engagement gets confused with the other (Muiderman et al. 2022) - for instance, 

people consider their work to be focused on visioning desirable futures (mode 3), but 

at the end of the day it looks more like prediction (mode 1).  

It is therefore important to be aware of what your own perspective is regarding these 

different modes. Mangnus et al. (2021) emphasize the need for this kind of ‘reflexivity’ 

about your engagement with the future.  

3.4 Is there an optimal hybrid conceptualization of the future for your project?  

A question that came up in the sessions that led to this document was - is there an 

optimal hybrid approach to the future based on the four modes developed by 

Muiderman et al. (2020)? The answer is sort of.  

Since we are talking about visioning a desirable future here, mode 3 makes the most 

sense. This means that we are conceiving the future as a space where many different 

groups are expressing and projecting their desires. The successful projection of these 

desires can mobilize action in the present. It means that we are interested in making a 

future vision that has broad support from relevant groups and speaks to their values 

and desires (see also the section on resonance at Guideline 7). It means that we are 

attempting to organize a process that has a high chance of being used for present day 

action.  

So mode 3 – an explicit focus on the politics of different people’s futures - is our core 

perspective. However, to support mode 3, it may be very useful to make use of 

projections of important contextual factors. For instance, emission scenarios and their 

projected impacts on climate change can be used to critically examine the ability of the 

vision to exist under climate conditions. A mode 2 approach, focused on future 

uncertainty, can be used to test and examine the assumptions of our vision in the same 

way - but by introducing drivers and factors that we consider deeply uncertain, such as 

geopolitical conditions or the future role of social technologies. Finally, a mode 4 

approach, focused on critical theory, can be used to make our process aware of the 

ideologies, imaginaries, frames and discourses we are embedded in. Using such an 

approach based in mode 3 but supported by the other modes might require different 

types of expertise. 
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3.2 Closing down pretending to be opening up: the danger of depoliticization 

through visioning 

Stirling (2008) points to a danger that happens in many participatory processes and 

that goes for participatory visioning as 

well: processes that pretend to or aim to 

‘open up’ the future but instead end up 

‘closing it down’ – in terms of who gets 

to participate, what issues get included, 

and more. Most of the time this is not an 

insidious, conscious choice, but 

something that happens due to a lack of 

awareness about the limitations of a 

problem framing or a limited 

understanding of who stands to gain or 

lose from the decisions made in a 

process. Visioning processes are often 

dominated by technocratic knowledge 

or by certain disciplinary perspectives 

such as economics. The use of 

simulation models can exacerbate this 

‘closing down’ – when many scenarios 

are considered by them are only 

explored through the parameters of 

one specific model. Such models are 

often used because they have had a lot 

of research and investment in them – 

and not always because they are 

particularly suitable to the questions at 

hand.  

 

 

 

 

 

Example: Research by Muiderman et al. 

(Dammers et al., 2025; Muiderman et al., 

2023) shows that many visioning and 

scenarios processes in a global 

development context aim to open up 

the exploration of multiple futures – in a 

mode 3 approach that seeks to 

recognize the plurality of different 

futures; or in a mode 2 approach that 

wants to acknowledge deep uncertainty. 

In practice, however, policy processes 

tend to close down this openness again 

and reduce the visioning process to a 

mode 1 process focused on predicting 

the most likely futures. That means that 

more creative, open futures are often 

lost or reduced to more predictable 

futures. This happened to the CCAFS 

scenarios work as well in some cases. 

Whenever this did not happen, it had to 

do with the culture of governments 

being fully dedicated to transformation 

and radical visions, such as in Costa Rica. 
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4. Take an infrastructural perspective: imagination 
infrastructures and bottom-up futures 

 

An important perspective is developing on societal imagination that does not focus on 

the content of (collective) futures in the sense of imaginaries, societal narratives, and 

so on, but that instead looks at the infrastructure that supports societal imaginations.  

4.1 Imagination infrastructures 

The notion of imagination infrastructure was developed by Cassie Robinson and her 

colleagues as part of work on funding and supporting societal systems that enable 

alternative democratic imaginations.  

Societal visions and narratives that are impactful on present day action and decision 

making require many types of infrastructure, such as:  

Physical infrastructure - the locations where visioning can be developed, whether in 

public processes or as part of day-to-day work. 

Financial infrastructure - supporting projects and processes. 

Institutional infrastructure - the rules, mandates and accepted ways of working that 

help make visions of the future legitimate, relevant, impactful. If a vision is supported 

officially by the city council it might be integrated into many other processes.  

Information infrastructure - that allows visions of the future to spread and be made 

widely accessible. Think of databases, social media platforms and more.  

Cultural infrastructure: the cultural practices, norms, rituals that support certain 

visions of the future.  

These types of infrastructure overlap and more can be considered. For instance, 

natural infrastructure (nature areas, rivers) may be important to support certain types 

of lived experiences that in turn feed certain types of imagination. Robinson and 

colleagues also describe specific infrastructures including spaces, communities and 

archives (figure 9).  

https://cassierobinson.medium.com/imagination-infrastructures-at-anticipation-conference-ad0e1837d48b
https://cassierobinson.medium.com/imagination-infrastructures-at-anticipation-conference-ad0e1837d48b
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Figure 9. Imagination infrastructures as described by Cassie Robinson. 

While Robinson and colleagues mostly focus on the creation of new infrastructures that 

help support new types of imagination, Vervoort and Bendor (In Revision) argue that it 

is useful to consider how existing imaginations are already supported by existing 

imagination infrastructures, and how these existing infrastructures can be investigated 

in terms of their possibilities of generating radical futures. Vervoort and Bendor discuss 

that existing imagination infrastructures can be:  

Safeguarded - for instance, protecting public libraries or public education programs 

can be crucial to protect possibilities for public imagination;  

Appropriated - using a museum or a popular video game as a site of protest;  

Made obsolete or destroyed - replacing an existing infrastructure with an alternative, 

like Bluesky trying to replace Twitter.  

4.2 Your organization as imagination infrastructure 

Taking this notion of imagination infrastructures, how does your own organization 

function as an infrastructure for visions of the future? Consider - what resources, 

spaces, possibilities are available to support certain futures, and perhaps to make it 

impossible for other futures to be developed and become impactful?  

https://cassierobinson.medium.com/imagination-infrastructures-at-anticipation-conference-ad0e1837d48b


 

 

Visioning and societal transformation Utrecht University 

 36        

This question can be linked to the ‘four approaches’ described by Guideline 2. Is there 

space for different types of engagement with the future, or mostly for the first mode? 

Are the futures being supported mostly those of technocratic elites, or is there truly 

space for societal and community-led visioning? What infrastructures are made 

available? Is the participatory work kept to the sidelines, or given lots of infrastructural 

support? 

4.3 Supporting seeds and bottom-up futures  

A powerful alternative to the more abstract, 

large-scale narratives of the future that 

often characterize more technocratic 

approaches to visioning is the development 

of bottom-up futures that start with local 

perspectives grounded in present day 

activities. The most popular approach is the 

so-called Seeds of Good Anthropocenes (or 

SoGA) approach (Bennett et al., 2016). SoGA 

is based on a global network of researchers 

who have been developing a global 

database of existing, radically alternative 

projects and practices, described as ‘Seeds’ 

of a better future. Such ‘Seeds’ should offer 

a new way of working that represents a 

more sustainable futures at a small scale 

that has not yet become part of the 

dominant regime (see also the X-Curve description at Guideline 1).The metaphor of 

‘Seeds’ is used to consider how a certain present-day project or initiative may grow, 

scale, and become part of the new way of doing things (see figure 10). There is a 

database with hundreds of examples of seeds that can be used as a basis for the 

development of new future visions and pathways. The great benefit of Seeds-based 

future pathway development is that it grounds your future in present day realities, 

making the future vision more believable, alive, and grounded. Many of those working 

with Seeds often ‘clash’ two or more Seeds together to make futures based on their 

combined traits - because this combination breeds innovative ideas.  

 

Example: the Kyoto Food Policy 

Council example was develop with 

the Seeds approach as a basis, 

drawing on Seeds from Kyoto, 

elsewhere in Japan and elsewhere in 

the World. (Dammers et al., 2025; 

Mangnus et al., 2019) Participants 

reported learning a lot from working 

with the Seeds. The CCAFS Scenarios 

Project has evolved into a process 

that uses the Seeds approach with 

indigenous perspectives for radical 

futures (Dammers et al., 2025; 

Rutting, Veeger, et al., 2024) 

https://goodanthropocenes.net/
https://goodanthropocenes.net/
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Figure 10. Developing a Seed to become part of the new way of doing things (from Bennett et al. 2016). 

Seeds-based visioning processes have been conducted all around the world - see for 

instance Raudsepp-Hearne et al. (2020) for Seeds-based visions for Northern Europe, 

and this example for Seeds-based visions for South Africa. The Seeds-based work has 

been a component of both the Global Environment Outlook 6 (GEO-6) and of work by 

IPBES (Kuiper et al., 2022).  

When considering the visioning process(es) you are involved in, consider if there is a 

role for the use of such bottom-up futures that are based in present day initiatives.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m247-ZdguLE
https://www.unep.org/resources/global-environment-outlook-6
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5. Who, when? Consider capacities and co-design 
 

It is good to focus on what skills and capacities are needed to conduct an impactful 

visioning process. This goes for those involved in organizing the process as those who 

will take more of a role of participants. Often in good processes the roles of organizers 

and participants are on a continuum of co-design.  

The question of capacities is important but not easy. We are describing all the levels to 

take into account, from societal imaginaries to power positions, infrastructures, 

process design to methods. As mentioned, it might be very difficult to have strategies 

and activities that touch all of these levels, though being aware of their roles in 

successful visioning is important.  

Take into account that you probably need a diverse set of skills, roles and capacities in 

your visioning process - and take into account that personalities also impact these 

things as well.  

5.1 Scenario planning and visioning is a craft 

Making impactful future visions is a craft. 

Scenario planning, visioning and pathway 

development has primarily developed as a 

practice - something that people would try to 

get good at. When you have led or developed 

scenario or visioning processes many times, 

you develop an intuition about what is ‘good’ 

or ‘bad’ scenario work. People who have 

done a lot of scenario work are typically 

better at recognizing what future scenarios 

or visions are just rehashing images of the 

future that have already been created many 

times over. They typically know a lot of the ins 

and outs of facilitation and energizing groups, of the conceptual aspects that come into 

visioning, and so on. However, there are also many futures experts who are a bit stuck 

in their specific approaches and perhaps do not consider the context of a process well 

enough. Maybe they’re mostly there to sell you a prefab process. This means that 

experience can also be a trap and that you should look for people who are flexible and 

context-aware and curious.  

 

Example: PBL colleagues seeking 

guidance on the craft of visioning 

can find inspiration in several 

guides PBL has published, both 

explicitly on scenario-making and 

interactive forms for dissemination 

(Dammers et al., 2013; Dammers et 

al., 2025) as well as more generally 

regarding tools and designs for 

effective participatory processes 

(Verwoerd et al., 2023). 
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5.2 Futures literacy 

The notion of ‘futures literacy’ describes skills and capacities that are relevant for good 

futures work (Miller, 2007). There are many ways to describe the components of good 

futures literacy, but we would define them as follows, drawing on Vervoort et al. (In 

Revision):  

The ability to understand and read existing visions and scenarios of the future, and to 

critique them in terms of their basic assumptions, their framings and their language. 

What are these futures representing and not representing, and in what way? For what 

purpose? What is radical or new in these futures and what represents existing 

perspectives? How do these futures connect to and motivate people in terms of their 

values and interests?  

The ability to imagine and generate new futures. Creativity, imaginative capacity and 

experience are needed to be able to create new futures that are original, engaging, 

relevant and challenging. Futures that truly break away from dominant narratives 

about what the future could be. This requires experience with creative work, but it also 

requires a lot of available knowledge - about what the world is right now, what it has 

been, and what it might be, in a general sense and for specific domain questions.  

The ability to connect imagined futures to action and decision making in the present. 

How can futures be relevant to present day decisions and practices? Understanding 

and actualizing this connection is crucial for impactful futures work.  

Some people are better at critiquing what is there; some people are better at imagining 

new possibilities; and some people are better at realizing imagined possibilities in the 

present. Of course, there are rare individuals who can do all of them. How are these 

skills divided in your team?  

 

Example: In the CCAFS Scenarios Project, the project organization gradually 

developed from one globally situated team to having Regional Scenarios 

Coordinators in each of the regions where the project was active. These Regional 

Scenarios Coordinators had the benefit of being trained and experienced in 

scenario and visioning work, while also having unique networks and experience in 

their own regions. In the Kyoto FEAST process, one outcome was that participants 

started applying the Seeds-based approach in other settings. 
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5.3 Other important organizing skills 

The above skills have to do with the direct interrogation and generation of futures. But 

many other skills and traits may be useful for your team in a visioning process:  

Domain and context knowledge: visioning processes can be conducted by people who 

have great experience in futures work, but if they do not know the domain and/or the 

context that the process is developed in, it may be very hard to make the process 

resonate in that domain or context.  

The ability to mobilize networks of participants: people who have strong networks of 

the types of people you want to involve in your process and have the social clout to 

have them turn up and participate (see guideline 6).  

Group facilitation skills: people who know how to design and lead good group 

processes. People who have sensitivity to and experience with group dynamics. This 

often involves either having a lot of experience in practice, having had specific group 

facilitation training, or both.  

Process design and management skills: as will be discussed in Guideline 7, the design 

and management of a good process is important. This involves the organization of 

locations, materials, moments for work and moments for relaxation and 

networking/connecting; and considering how the process should ‘look’ if the public 

performance matters.  

Writing, visualization and other communication skills: as we will see in Guideline 8, 

telling a good story is important, and this requires communication skills. Having such 

skills as part of your team can make a big difference.  

5.4 Participants - who to involve?  

Many visioning processes seek to involve a wide range of societal participants. But it is 

important to think carefully about why you involve certain people, groups and 

organizations. A valuable way to look at this comes from work by Stirling (1999), who 

points to the need to involve those who:  

Are going to be impacted by the visioning work in some way if it is successful. Think 

about this carefully, because it is easy to miss people and groups. Vulnerable groups, 

local communities, people working in the organizations that are adoption the vision, 

and so on. 
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Those who add key insights and knowledge to the process. These could be domain 

experts, people who have worked long in the field you are seeking to impact, and 

people coming in from neighboring but potentially important domains that shape the 

context of your specific topic. Think for instance of experts on geopolitical shifts being 

involved in a specific case on agriculture or mobility. Often the people with key 

knowledge overlap with the first group of impacted communities.  

Those who are able to use the vision in a way that is likely to be impactful. Key decision 

makers, community leaders, media figures and more. Again, these people are likely to 

have some overlap with the first two categories.  

5.5 Different personalities and social roles 

People do not only represent different organizational perspectives and societal 

functions. There are also different temperaments and different self-appointed social 

roles in your context. For instance, Chambers et al. (2022) refer to four roles in 

sustainability transformations (Figure 11):  

• The Hero, focused on achieving goals and working out strategies to get there.  

• The Genie, focused on helping others achieve their goals.  

• The Host, focused on creating spaces to help people reflect.  

• The Woodpecker, focused on critical identification and reframing of problems.  
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Figure 11. Co-productive roles among those involved in sustainability transitions, and where tensions 

create rigidity versus agility. 

These four roles can create rigidity in a system through various clashes in their styles; 

or they can create agility through leveraging the tensions to enable transformations. 

Each type can benefit from focusing explicitly on tensions.  
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6. Create a powerful process: techniques of futuring, 
interaction rituals and resonance 

 

We have mentioned in the introduction to this document that those who start working 

on future visions are often too focused on methods and tools. We have already 

discussed many contextual factors that are important. But one way to zoom out from 

the focus on methods is to understand future visioning as: a process, a practice, a 

performance. Everything about the process is important - the who, what, where and 

how.  

6.1 Examine the dramaturgy of the whole process - techniques of futuring 

Oomen et al. (2022) have provided a useful perspective on futuring (visioning, scenarios 

and more) in which they emphasize the need to examine futures work as performance 

- to borrow from theatrical studies and examine the dramaturgy of the futures process.  

What happens when we understand a future visioning workshop as a practice and 

performance? What does the setup of groups communicate? Who introduces and 

frames the workshop, where are they standing, how much time do they get, and how 

much power are they given by the social cues of the process? How does all of this 

determine the possibility space of what can be discussed?  

Consider the dramaturgical performance 

of a future visioning workshop that is 

hosted in a government office, introduced 

by a high-ranking government official, that 

starts with the presentation of scenario 

modelling results, and then gives an hour 

for those involved to add some 

contributions to a future vision, after which 

the session is summarized and closed 

again by an expert. Now consider, by 

contrast, a visioning process in a local arts 

community centre, where people have 

weekly meetings to develop a future vision 

for their community by adding artistic 

expressions of their desired vision to a kind 

of ad hoc museum. Oomen et al. (2022) use 

the example of the original American 

Dream being distributed through glossy 

magazines and the 1939 World Expo.  

Example: The CCAFS Scenarios Project 

has been active in many different 

places around the world. The default 

setting and dramaturgy was often very 

official and ritualized. But gradually, 

the team focused on going against this 

tendency in policy spaces by picking 

settings with a lot of outside space to 

work. Parties halfway through the 

workshops proved essential – and the 

different regions had an informal 

competition in terms of who could 

dance the best! Combined with people 

from across the regions seeing each 

other multiple times over a year led to 

a sense of community. 
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Oomen et al. point to the need to understand what settings and sequences of social 

performance help to make imagined futures socially authoritative. In particular, they 

discuss the need to look at how specific processes connect to existing dramaturgical 

regimes - structured and routinized ways that visions of the future are typically made 

socially authoritative.  

For instance, the IPCC scenarios involve a heavy framing of expertise and political 

power in the events and processes where results are presented and evaluated, which 

supports a narrow, technocratic approach and image of these futures. The IPCC 

scenarios fit a current dramaturgical regime but exclude most of the world in the 

process. 

By contrast we can look at the much-studied example of the Marvel movie Black 

Panther, a movie depicting a utopian sideways speculation of a fictional, high-tech 

African country. This movie release became a global phenomenon that, both despite 

of and because of its very mainstream Disney/Marvel framing, resulted in collectively 

euphoric moments of celebration of the possibilities of African futures.  

Another example is the protests on the Dutch A12 highway, where the drama of 

occupying a highway in the middle of the Hague, of police action and water cannons 

was combined with intense speeches, musical sets, highway-based orchestras and 

other performances. A particular dramaturgical detail was the pasting of research 

articles to armored water cannon vehicles.  

All of these concern the dramaturgy of futuring. 

The dramaturgy of futuring does not always have to be clearly sequential and scripted. 

Research by Hajer and Pelzer (2018) emphasizes that dramaturgy can be emergent as 

well when spaces are created for people to engage in the drama of future making as 

they like.   

How will you consider the dramaturgy of your visioning process? Can you think about 

where it should be? Who should be performing what? What the experience might be? 

How is it going to be captured and communicated?  

Furthermore, how does your futuring work connect to existing dramaturgical regimes 

in your context? Are there ways that ideas about the future are typically made socially 

relevant? What is the benefit of following such a regime or regimes? What are the 

benefits of intentionally breaking it?  

https://www.wpr.org/books/wakanda-africanfuturism-dreaming-african-futures-black-panther-ttbook
https://anticiplay.medium.com/game-designers-rebellion-learning-from-the-resonant-realities-of-climate-activism-e0ddae241285
https://anticiplay.medium.com/game-designers-rebellion-learning-from-the-resonant-realities-of-climate-activism-e0ddae241285
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6.2 Interaction rituals and emotional energy 

A concept from sociology that we have found valuable in considering effective 

dramaturgy for visioning work is that of interaction rituals, and the associated notion 

of emotional energy. Randall Collins’ (2004) theory of human interaction rituals states 

that people are in effect the result of interaction ritual chains - we are shaped by 

collective rituals of interaction that give us emotional energy, group belonging, 

standards of morality and shared symbols of social relationship (figure 12).  

 

Figure 12. Interaction ritual chains, re-visualized from Collins (2004). 

To create successful interaction rituals, Collins says we need to be co-present bodily 

(though more recent research sees virtual co-presence as powerful as well potentially 

(Meng et al., 2022)); we need a barrier to outsiders; a mutual focus of attention; and a 

shared mood. Through patterned and rhythmic action we intensify the being together. 

When you think about your visioning process in terms of designing a successful ritual 

like this, how would you do it? Clearly, as discussed before, a focused space/setting is 

important.  

A crucial element here in the middle is ‘collective effervescence’, a sense of shared 

active emotional energy.  Raising the emotional energy of a group involved in a 

visioning process is important if we want to make it a successful ritual. Based on work 
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by Summers-Effler (Summers-Effler, 2002) and Vervoort, we propose that the 

emotional energy of a visioning processed can be raised in the following ways:  

Making it very clear that the process is going to matter and is likely to have a serious 

impact.  

Deep seriousness and deep playfulness are both powerful ways to connect to 

emotional energy. ‘Deep seriousness’ means allowing for a wide range of emotions to 

be present, based on an ability to discuss painful, contested issues. Deep playfulness’ 

is another way  - allow the participants to be playful, humorous, wild about things that 

they are not normally able to be playful about.  

The aesthetics of the experience - using music, visuals, game play and more, or using 

outside environments to immerse people in. 

One conclusion that can be drawn from considering a visioning process as an 

interaction ritual is that the resulting vision is more a side-effect, and the process itself 

and the group solidarity that emerges from it is the most powerful aspect. Following 

the interaction ritual description by Collins and others, we would recommend paying 

attention to the fruits of a successful interaction ritual process like this - and especially 

the capturing of the process in shared symbols and helping to maintain the group or 

community.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://anticiplay.medium.com/transformative-imagination-0cdec484f4c0
https://anticiplay.medium.com/deep-seriousness-and-deep-playfulness-are-not-opposites-c57ee718105
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7. Create resonant stories 

 

With all of the above context and process considered, we can talk about the vision itself 

- in terms of the story you want to tell. Famed science fiction writer Ursula K. Le Guin 

wrote: “Storytelling is a tool for knowing who we are and what we want, too. If we never 

find our experience described in poetry or stories, we assume that our experience is 

insignificant.”. Section 8 will give us methods for developing future visions.  

7.1 What is the role of storytelling?  

First, consider what you think is the role of storytelling. Joosse et al. (2024) discuss the 

different ways storytelling is being understood in sustainability spaces (figure 13). 

Those people who think stories are meant to persuade people to become more 

sustainable see stories as a tool to make scientific facts more emotionally powerful. 

They see scientists as providing the facts and storytellers as the translators that 

increase the emotional impact of the stories. Those who see storytelling as a tool for 

emancipation see more of a need to help people critique existing stories and create 

better ones to replace them. Finally, people who focus on collaboration see a problem 

with an entangled lack of collective action and imagination. The focus here is on 

community organizing and storytelling as a part of that community mobilization.  

 

Figure 13. Different perspectives on storytelling in sustainability (Joosse et al. 2024). 

The ‘collaborating’ perspective has the most potential to be impactful, though it has the 

potential downside of being rather smaller scale. The ‘emancipating’ perspective does 

not integrate storytelling and action as much but might have more of a large-scale 

storytelling potential. The logic of the ‘persuading’ perspective can generally be 

considered flawed, but this does not mean that creating powerful representations of 

scientific ideas cannot be valuable, especially in tandem with the other approaches.  

 

https://www.themarginalian.org/2018/01/30/ursula-k-le-guin-walking-on-the-water/
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7.2 Resonance and stories 

Resonance is a concept developed by German sociologist Hartmut Rosa (2019) to 

provide a relational account for how people respond to each other and to the world. 

Resonance is what happens when something expressed by another entity reverberates 

in our systems in ways that connects with our desires and values. It stands in contrast 

with alienation which represent a painful muteness of others and the worlds in contact 

with our inner experience. Resonance is a useful concept to consider the impact we 

would like a vision or visioning process to have. Rather than ‘persuading’ someone to 

change their behavior, if we understand impactful storytelling as resonant storytelling 

we understand that a story has to connect with someone’s own reality in a way that 

works for them. When strong resonances happen, Rosa writes, there may be changes 

to how people experience and evaluate the world from then on - because they have 

experienced that there is something new they desire and value. But very much on their 

own terms.  

 

 

Figure 14. Hartmut Rosa's resonance as depicted by Bischoff et al. (2021). 

An important aspect of resonance is that to truly resonate with an entity or 

phenomenon, it has to be experienced as ‘other’, and parts of it have to remain 

mysterious. So what does it mean to create a vision that has a hidden depth to it that 

people can resonate with?  
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7.3 Stories that impact people through identification with change agents 

A research project by Wright et al. (2022) 

provides strong evidence that stories of 

futures that are based in different 

values from dominant techno-positivist 

futures have more potential to resonate 

with people and lead to action. The main 

pathway of change for this was a 

process of identification with a group of 

change agents that was not previously 

part of the participants’ sphere of 

identification. How can your stories put 

people in the shoes of other people who 

are trying to create change?  

7.4 Resonant worldbuilding 

Worldbuilding is the art of developing fictional worlds - a useful craft for fiction writers, 

game designers and more (Zaidi, 2019) - but also very useful for the development of 

resonant visions. If a future can be more than a rhetorical device and can be a world 

that people can see themselves inhabit, the future can do the work of ‘collaborating’ 

described earlier - people can take a setting and make it their own.  

To make a future vision resonant, its world and core conflicts should be relatable with 

people’s desires and values, and resonant with their experiences. A resonant vision can 

touch a wide range of emotions - not only explicitly positive emotions, since resonance 

can occur just as well with, for instance, feelings of melancholy or frustration or 

loneliness (Rosa, 2019). Taking a worldbuilding perspective to you vision allows you to 

ask questions about the world your vision is in, rather than only the specifics of the 

narrative (see figure 15).  

Example: In the Kyoto FEAST project, 

the visioning methods were all 

focused on people playing different 

key roles in the food system. They 

either played themselves, fictional 

character or each other. People played 

farmers, local government officials, 

restaurant owners and more. This 

strong focus on role playing keep the 

future visions very grounded and 

relatable. 
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Figure 15. Worldbuilding Mandala Framework by Alec McDowell. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://writing.stackexchange.com/questions/59169/mcdowells-world-building-mandala
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8. Use methods fit for purpose 

 

Finally, we come to methods. The methods used in a visioning process should be 

considered in the context of all of the above aspects. A simple visioning method can 

truly do wonders when there is an eye for resonant storytelling, the dramaturgy of the 

process is well designed, strong skills and capacities are available, the right 

infrastructures are available, there is a clear sense among the organizers of their 

societal role, there is awareness of larger societal narratives, and the process has a 

clear goal and theory of change. Here, we present some fundamental methods for 

visioning and related processes; and Part 3 will have more choices on offer as well. 

Visioning, to reiterate, is part of a wider range of approaches to exploring futures. With 

visioning, people often mean the development of a desirable vision of the future rather 

than the work done with exploratory scenarios: the exploration of everything that can 

go wrong or is uncertain.  

 

 



Visioning and societal transformation Utrecht University 

52 

Figure 16. Different futures methods as mapped out by Van den Ende et al. (2022). 

A guide to the use of participatory scenarios and visioning developed by an Utrecht 

University team led by Mandy van den Ende (2022) maps out different accessible 

futures methods (figure 16). We will leave explorative scenarios to the end and start 

with visioning.  

In this section, we assume an interest in qualitative vision development. Quantitative 

modelling for a future vision is, of course, specific to the model(s) in question. There is 

some useful writing on the integration of qualitative and quantitative visioning and 

scenarios methods, however (Alcamo, 2008; Keith Wiebe et al., 2018).  
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8.1 Visioning and the qualities of visioning 

Visioning typically focuses on the development of a shared image of the future. The 

simplest form of visioning is to bring people together around a certain challenge and 

just get them to create the vision together through brainstorming and clustering vision 

elements. This has been done with post-its and clustering; with the use of rich pictures; 

with collages and more.  

Wiek and Iwaniec (2014) listed a number of criteria to keep in mind for good visioning 

that we can reflect on here:  

• A vision should be desirable, and out of the box. This first point emphasizes 

the need to understand what the box IS - and this is why Guideline two on 

existing societal narratives and images is helpful.  

• A vision should be sustainable - meaning it should be aligned with societal 

changes that truly lead to a more sustainable future.  

• A vision should be holistic and systemic, incorporating all relevant elements 

and their connections.  

• A vision should be coherent - different parts of the vision should work 

together.  

• A vision should be plausible - believable to its audiences. Of course their 

beliefs should be challenged, but it should connect to their beliefs and ideas in 

some way. See the section on Resonance in Guideline 7. 

• A vision should be tangible - reflecting a living world and clear objectives. 

• A vision should be relevant to its context and audiences - again, see 

resonance.  

• A vision should be nuanced, reflecting the detailed desires of people invested 

in it.  

• A vision should be motivational - having the capacity to inspire change. 
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• A vision should be shared - reflecting collective agreement by those involved in 

the challenge. 

To add to this, important parts of engaging visions that we believe are under-

represented are:  

Visions that show that the struggle still continues in the desired world. In fact, those 

involved in the struggle get meaning, community and more from continuing to work 

hard to make a better world.  Concepts like ‘protopia’ and ‘alterotopia’ are used to 

represent this type of future where the transformation is on-going. It is more relatable, 

and makes for better storytelling, too.  

Show plurality. Visions often make the mistake of not creating space for different ways 

of being in the world - in terms of culture, race and gender, but also in terms of different 

ways of working and different domains of activity. This makes them less believable and 

less generative. Consider this also when thinking about who to involve and when, since 

this plurality should be a natural outcome of a well-designed participatory process.  

It is often useful to make a vision around a strong central metaphor or concept. This is 

why concepts like ‘the circular economy’, ‘regenerative agriculture’, degrowth, or ‘the 

donut economy’ work so well for visioning. See part 3 for resources around such future 

archetypes.  

8.2 Visioning using a Futures Wheel 

A very useful way to build a vision is the use of a Futures Wheel (Glenn, 1972; Raudsepp-

Hearne et al., 2020) (see figure 17). A Future Wheel places a basic idea of a future in the 

middle, then explores a circle of consequences and impacts around this basic idea. 

Then, it is possible to build another circle of consequences and impacts that respond 

to those impacts in turn.  

https://medium.com/protopia-futures/protopia-futures-framework-f3c2a5d09a1e
https://www.marijkedepous.com/news/alterotopia-new-project
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Figure 17. A Futures Wheel from a process run by Rutting et al. (2023). 

 

8.3 Back-casting 

Much of the interest in visioning is not only in the vision of a better future, but in how 

to get there. Back-casting is a much-used and potentially powerful method to develop 

pathways towards a desired future (Kok et al., 2011; Robinson et al., 2011) (Figure 18).  

Back-casting starts with the development of a desired future as discussed above; then 

it asks participants to walk backwards in time from that future. If we envision an 

Amsterdam based on Donut Economy principles in 2050, what needs to be in place in 

2049? And for that, what needs to have been done in 2048? And so on. This can be 
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done with many small steps back from the future to the present, or with a few bigger 

steps, depending on how much detail you want and how much time is available (back-

casting can be time consuming).  

 

 

Figure 18. Backcasting means planning back from a desired future to connect to the present in a 

stepwise fashion (Image: Jennifer Coffey). 

Our experience shows, however, that it is useful to get more specific and make smaller 

steps the closer you are getting to the present. Because those next few steps, what 

needs to happen in the next few years or the next year, are going to be most actionable. 

So make sure there is enough time for the final steps. You really want to end with an 

answer to the question: ‘who calls who tomorrow?’. A shown in figure 16, it is also 

possible to conduct ‘incremental back-casting’, based on the idea of introducing 

problems or disruptions into your back-casted pathway, and then re-considering how 

the back-casting should go. We will discuss this type of approach more below since it 

fits with general scenario-testing approaches.  

 

 

https://jennifercoffey.design/2020/03/27/backcasting/
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8.3  Visioning based on existing practices: using Seeds, three horizons, and the X-

Curve 

We have already introduced the notion of using present day practices to build desirable 

futures at Guideline 4. But processes like the Seeds of Good Anthropocenes (SoGA) 

have specific methods connected to them. 

Again, ‘Seeds’ in the SoGA approach are practices and projects that exist in the present, 

but that are still small scale, marginal (Bennett et al., 2016). They do carry in them the 

potential for radically better futures if their practices would become commonplace. 

Goodanthropocenes.net is the main SoGA database, but it is of course possible to find 

‘Seed’ style projects yourself wherever you are working locally. For instance, Utrecht 

University students work with the SoGA approach across multiple different countries 

and find Seeds for their projects in each country context.  

Figure 19 shows an often-used order to work with Seeds, the Three Horizons Method 

(Raudsepp-Hearne et al., 2020): 

We start with Seeds as they exist in the present. Often, two or more Seeds are selected 

and ‘clashed’ together - recombined into a new, hybrid initiative. For this, it is important 

to really consider a combined initiative, rather than two seeds just existing next to one 

another. How would the principles and practices of one Seed change those of the other 

and vice versa?  

Then, we consider a world in which the practices represented by these seeds are 

commonplace (whether that means locally, nationally, globally and so on). This is the 

third horizon. What would this world be like? This is the straightforward visioning 

phase. Methods like those mentioned above can be used for this - a Future Wheel is 

often used.  

The next question is about the first horizon, our current systems - what is it about the 

current ways of working and being that needs to decline?  

The following two questions are about the second horizon and the most important to 

describing the Seeds-based pathway. First, what conflicts are expected to arise based 

on the need to dismantle current systems and build up new ways of working?  

Secondly, what enabling conditions already exist that would make it possible for the 

current Seeds to grow into the new regime, the new mainstream way of working?  

https://goodanthropocenes.net/
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Figure 19. Working with the Three Horizons model to create a Seeds-based transformation pathway 

(Raudsepp-Hearne et al., 2020). 



 

 

Visioning and societal transformation Utrecht University 

 59        

Since the second horizon is where the heart of the transition and its conflicts take place, 

Rutting et al. (2023) have proposed to focus more on these power shifts. They have also 

argued for selecting Seeds that very explicitly challenge current power structure. See 

figure 20 for the questions they used and some answers from their case study work.  

 

Figure 20. Questions about power shifts asked by Rutting et al. (2023) with answers from their case 

example about community governance. 

 

8.4 Testing visions using scenarios 

Explorative scenarios offer a different mode of engaging with the future compared to 

visions. Where visions are about what we want to achieve, explorative scenarios help 

us to investigate what might happen, whether we would like it or not. Explorative 

scenarios follow a principle of multiplicity - they are interested not in one future, but in 

multiple contrasting futures. When we ‘test’ our visioning against such scenarios, we 

can help expose fundamental assumptions and blind stops in our ideas about the 

future. This is more powerful than only doing a visioning process where we don’t ask 

questions about what might happen in the context of our desires and dreams. 

Conversely, there are many examples of scenario processes that only explore what 

might happen, while making no place for visioning what we want to see happen. This 

makes the scenarios reactive and there is a disowning of our own desires and agency 

in that way. This reactive approach to future complexity and uncertainty is the biggest 

limitation of Muiderman et al. (2020)’s Mode 2 of engaging with the future (navigating 

complexity).  
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There is also a process benefit to making both a vision/visions and multiple explorative 

scenarios. When there is space for people to ask, ‘what do we want to happen’ and 

separately to explore ‘what might happen whether we want to or not’ it stops these two 

ways of engaging with the future from blending into each other. When you have a 

normal conversation about the future it is often a mix of the two. By separating them 

out we can tell people to only focus on what they WANT - because discussing what they 

think MIGHT happen will come later; and of course this works the other way around as 

well.  

First, let’s discuss making scenarios. There are many ways to create sets of multiple 

scenarios, with different drawbacks and benefits (Lord et al., 2016; Mason-D'Croz et al., 

2016; K. Wiebe et al., 2018). One approach that is used very often because it is 

transparent and easy to follow is making a 2x2 scenario matrix. This approach involves 

identifying a number of driving factors that may impact the future you are interested 

in. After determining the boundaries of your subject, and determining a time horizon 

(say 2060), you then ask - which driving factors are going to impact the future of this 

topic or challenge? These driving factors can be collected through a participatory 

process, through expert research into the topic, or both. They can be biophysical, 

economic, cultural, political drivers and more. Multiple dimensions are important to 

capture because we want surprising and challenging scenarios.  A long list of driving 

factors can then be brought down to a shorter list of driving factors that are considered 

1. Most impactful; and 2. Most uncertain, in the sense that it is hard to predict what 

direction this driving factor will develop in. We often use a third category to ensure the 

novelty of the scenarios, for instance 3. Least discussed, or most controversial (Ramírez 

& Selin, 2014).  
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Figure 21. Four sets of four scenarios, from a case study on alien invasive species by Roura-Pascual et 

al. (2021). 

Once a set of top driving factors has been identified, these can be used to make 

scenario axes to make 2x2 scenarios. It is common practice to select two axes and make 

one set of four scenarios. However, this has the limitation that the process is, in a sense, 

only working with one frame of the future - namely the frame determined by those two 

axes. Other scenario methods allow for the integration of many more axes into one 

scenario sets, but these tend to be less easy to produce and less transparent (Lord et 

al., 2016). Our common approach as authors is to make multiple sets of scenarios - 

commonly four sets (See figure 21). Four sets of four scenarios drivers home much 

more clearly that in fact, millions of scenarios might be possible, and how much the 



 

 

Visioning and societal transformation Utrecht University 

 62        

starting choices about the driving factors for the axes frame any exploration of the 

future (Roura-Pascual et al., 2021).  

The translation of driving factors into axes for scenario sets, with two opposing 

directions, is often the most contested step. It is not always straightforward to 

determine what would be the best definition of an axis. For instance, the future of ‘the 

global economy’ as a driving factor could be defined in many ways: as more stable or 

unstable, as more equal or unequal, as shrinking or growing. Those involved in the 

process can use the following guides as a way to consider these choices. What 

definition of the axes will lead to scenarios that are the most 1) diverse; 2) challenging; 

and 3) relevant for the subject matter?  

Once the axes are in place, the fun starts. We now have our scenario frames, and we 

can start asking ourselves - what would, for instance, global food systems look like in 

future 1 of our first set that is characterized by global geopolitical protectionism and 

recurrent pandemics (probably not so great)? After developing short narratives for 

each of our 16 scenarios, if we want to work with a more manageable scenario set, we 

can gain ask the question - which four scenarios are most diverse, challenging, and 

relevant to our project or process? Then, we can take those four scenarios and develop 

them into longer narratives. We could use a back-casting approach to develop the 

pathways that the world has taken to get to these future states, which means that we 

get useful insights about what the next few years might look like in each scenario, and 

not just the longer-term future. We could also make a list of key issues or indicators 

that we are interested in and ask ourselves what these would look like in each 

scenarios. The scenarios could also be a basis for an explorative modelling exercise to 

add some quantification to our process - but we should be reflexive about whether our 

scenarios can actually be represented by a model that perhaps does not take some key 

dimensions of reality into account.  

Now that we have our scenarios, we can use them to engage with our visioning in 

different ways (figure 22). Either we started our process with vision development first, 

and then we create scenarios, using the scenarios to ask the following questions:  

• To what degree is this vision attainable in each scenario?  

• How would it have to be changed to be attainable in some form in each 

scenario?   

• Does the scenario offer possibilities or opportunities that we have not 

considered before?  
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• How can the vision incorporate those opportunities?  

Then, for all scenario feedback together, we can ask:  

• Is there feedback coming from multiple scenarios that shows a key weakness 

in our vision that we want to resolve?  

• Are there issues emerging only in one specific scenario? Do we make a 

contingency plan for them? 

Typically the best approach to adapt the vision is one of resilience - making the vision 

resilient to many eventualities. For instance, if a vision is highly dependent on 

international donor funding and that funding becomes unavailable in a future scenario, 

it might be better to consider how the vision can become more independent from 

international funding in general rather than finding a way to receive the funding 

anyway that requires very specific conditions. If agricultural monoculture is vulnerable 

to disease scenarios, it might be better to propose a more diverse agroecological 

approach rather than finding a way to only create certain types of disease resistance 

for monocultures. 
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Figure 22. Combining a plan (or a vision) with explorative scenarios - either testing the plan against the 

scenarios and integrating multiple types of feedback or using the scenarios as a way to brainstorm plan 

elements and putting the plan together. From Vervoort (2024), presentation. 

It is also possible to use scenarios in the opposite order as figure 22 shows. Scenarios 

can be used as inspirations for plan elements. How would we deal with the challenges 

to our subject matter in each scenario? What proposals for a better future come up in 

each scenario? And then, in comparative analysis - do elements of a desired future 

emerge that work across the different scenarios?  

8.5 Role playing and games 

Another powerful approach to visioning is the use of role playing and other game 

formats. Role playing has the unique benefit of allowing people to step into the shoes 

of those working toward a better future. This means that people can step into a system 

or challenge and imagine what life and choices are like under those conditions, rather 

than reflecting on it in the abstract. They get to experience the impacts of different 

rules and regulations, and they get to explore fictional worlds and stories in an 
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interactive, emergent manner (Vervoort, 

2019). Role playing games have a long 

history in planning, visioning and scenario 

work - think for instance of war games to 

simulate military contingencies.  

There are a huge number of games available 

that have been developed for different 

sustainability contexts and issues (Reckien & 

Eisenack, 2013; Vervoort et al., 2022). Just be 

aware that many such games offer rather 

instrumental, rationalist approaches to 

complex problems that do not take into 

account what Stephen Duncombe talks 

about in Dream (see Guideline 2): that 

people are beings of irrationality, of myth 

and fantasy. Many games leave out the 

cultural context and complexities. We 

believe that very loosely structured role-

playing games that focus more on inhabiting 

the perspective, desires and needs of 

different societal groups and simply 

simulating conversations between such 

roles may be the most powerful. This can 

even and very easily be done with no rules 

at all. A different and more large-scale 

version of this are the techniques used in 

the ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ (Boal, 2000) 

which focus on creating social scenarios 

where people play act through them while 

the audience gets to adjust the scenario and 

give instructions to the actors. The Theatre 

of the Oppressed is based in a desire to 

show the larger political forces and 

inequalities as they play out in person-to-

person situations.  

End of Part 2 

This is the end of part 2. If you’d like more in depth suggestions for each guideline, please 

read on in Part 3. 

Example: The Kyoto-based FEAST visioning 

process used gaming as its core. This process 

included a role-playing game where people 

played different food system actors 

(themselves or other people in different 

iterations), pretending to be in something 

called a ‘Food Policy Council’ - a multi 

stakeholder form of governance that existed 

in some cities elsewhere in the world, but not 

yet in Kyoto. Participants played as members 

of the Food Policy Council who had to make 

decisions on supporting proposals for 

different projects in Kyoto. Those projects 

were based on the combination of different 

‘Seed’ initiatives (see 8.3). Participants had a 

fictional budget to spend on the projects and 

discussed how to implement them, with some 

light rules around a likelihood or succeeding 

or failing co-determined by some dice rolling. 

According to participants, the game allowed 

them to get to know new Seed initiatives; to 

develop potentially valuable proposals for 

action; and perhaps most importantly, to get 

interested in developing a real Food Policy 

Council which they subsequently started to 

pursue. A simple role-playing structure, the 

use of a valuable future model of 

governance/organization, and the integration 

of currently existing Seeds seemed to be the 

success elements of this approach. Crucially, 

however, many of the previous guidelines 

were important, because the role playing was 

part of a project that was very strongly 

connected to and embedded in local food 

system actor networks, understood their 

imaginaries, understood its own role as a 

knowledge facilitator in the system, and more. 
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Part 3: Library of further resources 

This part is a library with assorted other resources that you might find useful, per 

guideline. The resources range from practical to very adventurous.  

Guideline 1: What is your goal? How do you understand 
transformation? 

3.1.1 Bringing transformation to life in action 

With literature around transformation becoming more and more prominent, it is 

important to ensure that this does not simply become a buzzword used to mask 

business-as-usual tactics. To avoid this and ensure that transformation results in deep 

and enduring change which addresses a multitude of challenges, is it important to 

move past the ‘blah blah blah’ of transformation and learn to integrate both the means 

and manner of transformation (Bentz, O’Brien, & Scoville-Simonds, 2022).   

Vogel & O’Brien (2021) focus on transdisciplinary, transgressive, and transcendent 

approaches to better understand how individuals, groups, and organizations can 

nurture radical transformations at various scales. These approaches are viewed as 

complementary and mutually interactive. 

Transdisciplinary: Incorporation of various knowledge types and integration of 

multiple perspectives, including wisdom traditions and Indigenous knowledge. Focuses 

on plurality through increased engagement with relevant actors. Considers 

engagement not just for ticking a box but to generate quality relationships between 

actors and includes being respectful of the wide variety of thought/experience. Can be 

seen as its own ‘way of being’. For a deeper look at transdisciplinary approaches, check 

out these papers: 

• Transdisciplinary Knowledge Creation (McGregor, 2015)

• Systematic transdisciplinary review collaboratively evaluating different

approaches and lessons learned from other projects (Rajić, 2024)

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11625-022-01123-0
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11625-021-01016-8
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-11590-0_2
https://shift-cost.eu/publications/#reports
https://shift-cost.eu/publications/#reports
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• Transformation for sustainability: a deep leverage points approach 

(Davelaar, 2021)  

Transgressive: Recognizes the existence of power asymmetries and actions that 

violate moral or social boundaries. Disruptive in nature due to a focus on 

contemporary systems, pointing out misalignments with equitable and sustainable 

development pathways. Involves overstepping beyond current constraints to fight for 

change that is just. Involves challenging the status quo and opening up pathways for 

alternative visions to take root. Also includes critical thinking and even an inquiry on 

the nature of reality but also caring and cautious acts.  

Transcendent: Going beyond the usual conceptual understanding. Involves being able 

to look at beliefs and paradigms, rather than through them. At the collective level, this 

means allowing for multiple solutions to grow and thrive for designing and engaging 

with systems change at all scales. Moving forward even when the path is not clear. In 

addition to undoing, transcendence requires the creation of something new through 

human agency. For a deeper look at transcendent approaches, check out these papers: 

• Creative, embodied practices, and the potentialities for sustainability 

transformations (Bentz et al., 2021) 

• Facing finitude: Death-awareness and sustainable transitions (Király & Köves, 

2023) 

True transformation will be resisted and subverted. It requires a combination of these 

strategies as a way to overcome resistance and achieve more equitable and enduring 

change. At its heart, transformation is a deeply holistic, reflective, and relational 

process. It also requires activation of the heart, within the individual and the collective.  

3.1.2 Transformation at the deepest level: a change of what we are and 

what the world is 

Some researchers view transformation as going even deeper than fundamental shifts 

in our systems, believing that personal inner transformation is also required for 

creating a more sustainable world. For example, Berzonsky and Moser (2017) explore 

transformation as an evolutionary process within ourselves. This includes moving away 

from values driving unsustainable and unjust trends that are environmentally and 

socially harmful. They explore values that are considered problematic for sustainability 

including anthropocentrism, dominion over nature, scientism, dualism, individualism, 

freedom, and never-ending progress and growth. They explore how a psycho-cultural 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/S11625-020-00872-0
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11625-021-01000-2
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11625-021-01000-2
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0921800922003901
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2213305417300498
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transformation might unfold by applying an archetypal pattern based on death-rebirth 

to the cultural transformation called for in literature. This paper is meant to provide 

hope as well as provide a frame through which to interpret events and experiences, 

and a map to prepare for and respond to true transformation.  

John Robinson (2022) furthers the idea that transformation is also deeply personal and 

the need for ontological change as a crucial transformational process. Discusses how 

we came to live in such a materialist world and highlights that it has not always been 

the case and how the world of dichotomies (subject/object, self/world, human/nature, 

etc.) came to be, leaving us with a singular way of seeing the world. Argues for 

ontological metamorphosis as a way to create a pluralistic future. Similarly, Jonathan 

Rowson (2023) refers to ‘the flip’ from a modernist way of being to experiencing the 

world as primarily sacred.  

3.1.3 Transformation in Practice 

Based on the work of the Transformation Community, transformation practitioners 

create knowledge through action in a reciprocal process (Goldstein et al., 2022). Their 

work centers on participatory diagnosis, co-producing knowledge, and collective 

action. They address both immediate crises and long-term systemic change by 

engaging communities in dialogue and visioning exercises, fostering trust and 

accountability. Rather than imposing external knowledge, practitioners facilitate 

communities in developing their own insights while critically assessing expertise when 

needed. They also ensure knowledge sources are credible and avoid bias or 

manipulation. By integrating community values and collaborating with authorities, they 

drive small-scale local change that scales up to institutional impact. Key skills include 

communication, empathy, and trust-building over technical expertise. Practitioners 

balance learning and leadership, co-framing challenges, navigating resistance, and 

refining systemic approaches to sustainability. Their roles remain flexible and adaptive, 

contributing to transdisciplinary research and broader systemic transformation. 

It is also important to keep in mind that you likely cannot achieve transformation in 

full. Within research projects there is typically a focus - whether it be on a specific 

industry, scale, timeframe, etc. This paper by Termeer, Dewulf & Biesbroek (2024) 

provides three archetypal governance pathways for transformative change, 

considering depth, scope, and pace. This framework (Figure 23), is useful to consider 

during the design stage of a project, creating more structured and actionable 

pathways. 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11625-021-00987-y
https://jonathanrowson.substack.com/p/the-flip-the-formation-and-the-fun
https://jonathanrowson.substack.com/p/the-flip-the-formation-and-the-fun
https://www.transformationscommunity.org/
https://socialinnovationsjournal.com/index.php/sij/article/view/4974
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1877343524000666
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Figure 23. Termeer, Dewulf & Biesbroek, 2024. 

 

3.1.4 Transformation and Imagination 

It is often argued that imagination is required to deliberately engage with 

transformation processes. For Moore and Milkoreit (2020), imagination for 

transformations are what enable the conceptualization and realization of more 

representative futures. They argue that imagination for transformations as an 

analytical framework includes: 

Agency: Takes many forms but implies disruption of the dominant system, shifts in 

institutional contexts, resources, structures of power, norms, and values towards 

alternatives. Asks: Who are the agents of change and why does it matter who does the 

(re)imagining? 

Causation: Links between imagination and transformative change such as the 

alteration of authority and resource flows, definitions of roles and routines, and 

changes in the norms, values, and beliefs underpinning a system. Asks: How does the 

cognitive and social exercise of imagination shape a transformed reality? 

Individual-collective dynamics: Helps to understand the emergence of social identity 

groups, political behaviour, or the adoption of new norms. Asks: How do individuals 

share their imaginations with others? How do groups (especially oppressed or 

marginalized groups) communicate their collectively held values and future visions to 

(new) group members or to other groups? 

https://online.ucpress.edu/elementa/article/8/1/081/114610/Imagination-and-transformations-to-sustainable-and
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This paper by Camargo-Borges (2020) looks at research as world making, using 

creativity and imagination. Tackles knowledge production from a scientific research 

perspective and explores the epistemology underlying the very concept of knowledge 

itself. This is a good read for those interested in asking themselves questions to better 

understand their own epistemological views and how those may be affecting the way 

they approach research. Explores the role of research as a creative, inquisitive practice 

rather than an objective and neutral one. Also looks at imagination within research as 

a way to enable new futures.  

This 20 minute visualization, published by 7GenCities, aims to provide inspiration and 

guidance in our creation of artifacts of learning, growth, and building transformative 

futures. It has been inspired by many teachings and practices, including our diverse 

Indigenous wisdoms across Turtle Island and Abya Yala and the techniques and 

writings of Afro-futurists Ahmed Best and Adrienne Maree Brown.  

But how do future imaginaries disseminate? This paper by Sören Altstaedt (2024) 

explores just that, resulting in a conceptual framework on future-cultures. Similarly, 

Friedrich & Hendriks (2024) argue the necessity in understanding how imagined futures 

are enacted and comprehended within research on sustainability transitions to 

navigate both the uncertainty and complexity of the future and to avoid perpetuating 

cognitive path dependencies and unsustainable modes of production and 

consumption that uphold existing injustices.  

3.1.5 Bioregional Weaving Labs (BWL) Collective 

The BWL Collective is a transformative group whose mission is to mobilize 1million 

changemakers to restore, protect, and regenerate 1 million ha of Europe’s land and sea 

by 2030. They aim to do this by creating a geographically grounded, multi-stakeholder 

partnership process with the goal of enabling transformational change on a 

bioregional scale. They have developed their own theory of transformation as seen in 

Figure 24. 

https://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&as_sdt=0%2C5&q=Creativity+and+Imagination%3A+research+as+world+making%21+&btnG=&inst=7240083048524121927
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-3IEbquRyqU
https://www.7gencities.org/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/375999779_Future-cultures_How_future_imaginations_disseminate_throughout_the_social
https://research-portal.uu.nl/en/publications/imagined-futures-in-sustainability-transitions-towards-diverse-fu
https://bioregionalweavinglabs.substack.com/about
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Figure 24. A theory of transformation from the Bioregional Weaving Labs. 
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Guideline 2: Be aware of societal narratives and images: 
ideologies, imaginaries, discourses, frames 

 

3.2.1 European Centre for Populism Studies - The Dictionary of Populism 

Dark Enlightenment? Welfare Chauvinism? Neo-Fascism? Eco-Marxism? Alter-

Globalization? There appears to be an ever-growing list of ideological and political 

movements in our present political moment. Making sense of all of it, and how these 

different threads of political thought, may at times feel daunting. On the European 

Centre for Populism Studies (ECPS) website resides the Dictionary of Populism. It is a 

great resource from which to begin the exploration of the origins and discussions 

surrounding many ongoing political trends. While each definition of the article does 

not provide an exhaustive look at what each ideological movement of today represents, 

it is at the very least a starting point from which to gain a glimpse into the plurality of 

perspectives. 

Additionally, the ECPS offers other resources beyond this dictionary for further reading 

into the political dynamics of populism around the world. For instance, this 2021 article 

on an interview with Brian C.J. Singer is a great read about the challenge of defining 

populism, distinctions from American and European populist movements, separation 

of power from knowledge, and thoughts on how to deal with post-truth conspiracy 

theories (more on this in Singer's own article).  

3.2.2 Reframe - Narrative Predictions  

Reframe is an organization that seeks to “understand narratives across society in real 

time, gain strategic insight, and forecast arising opportunities to advance just 

narratives.” Reframe’s publications, ranging from blogs to full reports, offer a 

captivating collection of stories and narratives that reflect the evolving imaginaries of 

our times. The essence of their work is perfectly captured by the words of their 

executive director Hermelinda Cortés who states that narrative power is “about 

shaping the terrain of ideology, worldview, and meaning.” 

Every year since 2022 Reframe has released a narrative predictions report, which 

explores several potentially transformative storylines of the year ahead. At the time of 

writing, the latest report titled The Great Transition explores six different predictions for 

2025.  

 

https://www.populismstudies.org/Vocabulary/dark-enlightenment/
https://www.populismstudies.org/Vocabulary/alter-globalization/
https://www.populismstudies.org/Vocabulary/alter-globalization/
https://www.populismstudies.org/resources/vocabulary/
https://www.populismstudies.org/prof-singer-populisms-thin-ideology-renders-performative-truth/
https://www.populismstudies.org/prof-singer-populisms-thin-ideology-renders-performative-truth/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0725513620983685
https://www.thisisreframe.org/rd/narrativepredictions2025
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3.2.3 Noema Magazine 

Noema Magazine offers a variety of captivating articles spanning across disciplinary 

boundaries and conventions through which to explore emerging and circulating 

narrational threads of contemporary politics of today’s societies. In their own words, 

“Noema is an award-winning magazine exploring the transformations sweeping our 

world.” When seeking to explore the narratives and ideologies which may come to 

shape transformative visions, it is worth engaging with literature beyond scientific 

journal publications. Here is a non-exhaustive list in no particular order of recent 

Noema publications to engage with some potentially different social narratives: 

• We Need to Rewild the Internet by Maria Farrel and Robin Berjon 

• Overthrowing Our Tech Overlords by Yanis Varoufakis  

• The Fantoms Haunting History by John Last 

• The Entangled Garden by Richard Mabey 

• What if Money Expired? by Jacob Baynham 

• Deep Time Sickness by Lachlan Summers 

3.2.4 Neoliberalism and the Ideological Construction of Equity Beliefs 

Which came first, the chicken or the egg? Or more specifically, are policies designed to 

reflect society’s values, or are the ideologies behind policies giving shape to societal 

beliefs? This research by Goudarzi, Badaan, & Knowles (2022) sought to explore 

precisely this dynamic, and finds that while people’s values shape their systems, the 

inverse is also true: the institutions and policies which represent dominant ideologies 

shape the values of people. In the case of the dominant neoliberal policies of the last 

forty years, people around the world appear to have become more accepting and even 

supportive of economic inequality. This paper raises interesting questions regarding 

the role of science-policy institutions in shaping future imaginaries and ideologies.  

 

 

https://www.noemamag.com/
https://www.noemamag.com/we-need-to-rewild-the-internet/
https://www.noemamag.com/we-need-to-rewild-the-internet/
https://www.noemamag.com/overthrowing-our-tech-overlords/
https://www.noemamag.com/overthrowing-our-tech-overlords/
https://www.noemamag.com/the-phantom-haunting-history/
https://www.noemamag.com/the-phantom-haunting-history/
https://www.noemamag.com/the-entangled-garden/
https://www.noemamag.com/the-entangled-garden/
https://www.noemamag.com/what-if-money-expired/
https://www.noemamag.com/what-if-money-expired/
https://www.noemamag.com/deep-time-sickness/
https://www.noemamag.com/deep-time-sickness/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/17456916211053311
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3.2.5 Apocalypse forever? 

This article explores the ways in which mainstream climate change and sustainability 

politics are conducted, and how they may be subject to depoliticized forms of 

governance which are subjected to a form of post-political or post-democratic moment 

(Swyngedouw, 2010). It is a good read for further understanding how the sustainable 

development paradigm may leave little room for contentious politics, and therefore 

how it leaves limited room for imaginative futures. 

The author of this research, Erik Swyngedouw, has also written various other articles 

exploring the relationship between the depoliticisation of governance systems and the 

growing waves of populism across the political spectrum in the context of our ensuing 

socio-environmental crises. For further investigation of these topics, consider reading 

his other articles: 

• The post-political and its discontents: spaces of depoliticisation, spectres of 

radical politics (Wilson & Swyngedouw, 2014) 

• The antinomies of the postpolitical city: In search of a democratic politics for 

environmental production (Swyngedouw, 2009) 

3.2.6 Utopian Narrative 

Utopia is a term used frequently in societal narratives around the future but can vary 

drastically in its meanings and uses. In her book The Concept of Utopia (Levitas, 2010), 

Ruth Levitas attempts to chronologically address the various definitions of utopia, 

ending with a proposition of a new definition of utopia which allows us “to include the 

utopian aspects of a wide range of cultural forms and behaviors,” while exploring “the 

ways in which form, function and content interact and are conditioned by the social 

context of utopia” (p. 222). Levitas has also published her book Utopia as Method 

(2013), which looks at how thinking about the future through the lens of Utopia has 

shifted and changed throughout time. This book provides an interesting look into the 

effect that particular framings and shifting narratives has on a concept. This book also 

looks at Utopia as a method, rather than a blueprint or end goal. Her more recent 

essay, Where there is no vision, the people perish: A utopian ethic for a transformed 

future (2017), Levitas draws on the information from these books while using the lens 

of Utopia for considering ethical responsibilities in the present and for the future. To 

further explore the Utopian narrative within a variety of contexts, check out the 

following papers: 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0263276409358728
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/292467950_The_post-political_and_its_discontents_Spaces_of_depoliticisation_spectres_of_radical_politics
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/292467950_The_post-political_and_its_discontents_Spaces_of_depoliticisation_spectres_of_radical_politics
https://onlinelibrary-wiley-com.utrechtuniversity.idm.oclc.org/doi/full/10.1111/j.1468-2427.2009.00859.x
https://onlinelibrary-wiley-com.utrechtuniversity.idm.oclc.org/doi/full/10.1111/j.1468-2427.2009.00859.x
https://journals.openedition.org/ejas/8514
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1057/9781137314253
https://www.cusp.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/05-Ruth-Levitas-Essay-online.pdf
https://www.cusp.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/05-Ruth-Levitas-Essay-online.pdf
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• Utopias and World-Making: Time, Transformation and the Collective 

Imagination (Jovchelovitch & Hawlina, 2018) 

• Utopia and Time: Conservative and Radical Utopias in the Age of the 

Anthropocene (Featherstone, 2024) 

3.2.7 Examples of imaginaries 

• Digital technologies for the future of the water sector? Examining the 

discourse on digital water (Walter, 2023) 

• Diverse Visions of Energy Transitions (Longhurst & Chilvers, 2019) 

• Discourses of carbon neutrality and imaginaries of urban futures (Tozer & 

Klenk, 2018) 

• Green hydrogen futures: Tensions of energy and justice within sociotechnical 

imaginaries (Virens, 2024) 

• Cultural imaginaries of the extreme right: an introduction (Kølvraa & 

Forchtner, 2019) 

• Energy Imaginaries: Feminist and Decolonial Futures (Wilson, 2018) 

• Exploring circular economy imaginaries in European cities: A research agenda 

for the governance of urban sustainability transitions (Fratini, Georg, & 

Jørgensen, 2019) 

• Exploring transformative policy imaginaries for a sustainable Post-COVID 

society (Giurca, Befort, & Taylor, 2022) 

• Imaginaries of Sustainability: The Techno-Politics of Smart Cities (Miller, 2019) 

• Mapping diverse visions of energy transitions: co‐producing sociotechnical 

imaginaries (Longhurst & Chilvers, 2018) 

 

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-76051-3_7?fromPaywallRec=false
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-319-76051-3_7?fromPaywallRec=false
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-031-53491-1_1?fromPaywallRec=false
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-031-53491-1_1?fromPaywallRec=false
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/376086537_Digital_Technologies_for_the_Future_of_the_Water_Sector_Examining_the_Discourse_on_Digital_Water
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/376086537_Digital_Technologies_for_the_Future_of_the_Water_Sector_Examining_the_Discourse_on_Digital_Water
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11625-019-00702-y
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2214629617303456
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214629624001786
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2214629624001786
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/0031322X.2019.1609275#d1e75
https://www.justpowers.ca/podcast/energy-imaginaries/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0959652619312806
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0959652619312806
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652622006862
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652622006862
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09505431.2019.1705273
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11625-019-00702-y
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11625-019-00702-y
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3.2.8 The Controversy Surrounding Tesla’s ‘Gigafactory Berlin-

Brandenburg’ as a Site of Contested Future-Making  

This example provides an opportunity to understand when, where, and how diverse 

visions of the future may clash, opening up a clearer picture of the imaginary landscape 

by bringing to light taken-for-granted imaginaries and the alternatives that exist. A new 

Tesla factory in Berlin, while constructed with political support and from a media 

perspective was viewed as a positive step forward in Germany’s energy and mobility 

transition, turned into a site of contested future-making when a small opposition group 

formed to voice their concerns regarding the impact of the factory’s existence as well 

as the broader future this factory represented (Mercante Thierauf, 2024). This example 

also provides a way to study the future in the present by this surfacing of taken-for-

granted imaginaries and creating an opportunity to reconstruct the future through the 

present. Rather than simply showcasing two opposing futures: that of Tesla and its 

supporters and that of the opposition, this example instead is meant to show how a 

dominant vision can be pried open to make clear the need and create space for 

alternative visions. This example also illustrates how future-making can be 

performative and the different ways a particular vision of the future can affect the 

present. 

3.2.9 Examples of Framing  

The IPBES Nature Futures Framework (NFF) is a flexible tool for developing nature-

centric scenarios that reflect diverse human-nature relationships. By enabling locally 

grounded, context-specific policy options, it helps envision desirable futures that 

balance human well-being with ecological harmony. The NFF fosters comparative 

scenario development across scales and sociocultural contexts, supporting global 

sustainability goals and biodiversity efforts by embracing plural perspectives on the 

future. The NFF triangle shown in Figure 25 shows the diverse, positive values for 

human-nature relationships. Additionally, the paper Framing Processes in the 

Envisioning of Low-Carbon Resilient Cities by McGrail, Gaziulusoy & Twomey (2015) 

explores Schon and Rein’s conceptualisation of a frame as a “diagnostic-prescriptive 

story” which is based on a structure of beliefs, perceptions, and appreciation. Their 

analysis identifies five frames and considers the orientations underpinning each. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0961463X241273786
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0961463X241273786
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8171339
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/7/7/8649
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/7/7/8649
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Figure 25. The IPBES Nature Futures Framework. 

 

3.2.10 Pluriverse: A Post-Development Dictionary 

This ‘dictionary’ includes over 100 essays on transformative initiatives and alternatives 

to the currently dominant processes of globalized development (Kothari et al., 2019). 

These essays offer a critical perspective on mainstream solutions and present radically 

different worldviews and practices from around the world. These essays showcase a 

large variety of alternative imaginaries and visions, highlighting pathways to a social 

transformation that places empathy with humans and non-humans first.  

3.2.11 Transformative or incumbent futures? How the future of mobility is 

imagined in sustainability transitions research 

This article by Hawxwell, Hendriks, & Späth (2024) examines how collective 

expectations about the future shape sustainability transitions, looking specifically at 

mobility research. Introducing the concept of ‘scope incumbency,’ it explores how 

prevailing power structures influence which futures are deemed plausible, often 

reinforcing locked-in systems. Through an analysis of mobility futures, the study 

reveals that many academic contributions continue to center automobile-centric 

models, limiting the scope for alternative visions of sustainable transport. 

 

 

https://radicalecologicaldemocracy.org/pluriverse/
https://dspace.library.uu.nl/handle/1874/438247
https://dspace.library.uu.nl/handle/1874/438247
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Guideline 3. Be aware of power and your own position: 
modes of engaging with the future  

 

3.3.1 Positionality, Power and Justice in Research 

Understanding power and your own positionality is an important first step to ensure a 

more transparent and equitable research project. This requires deep reflection at a 

variety of factors, as power takes many shapes and forms within society. A good place 

to start is by looking at the Wheel of Power and Privilege to better understand your 

position within society. Once you have considered your own position, it is equally 

important to think deeply about the power imbalances that may exist within your 

research and its participants. In her paper, Theories of power and social change. Power 

contestations and their implications for research on social change and innovation, Flor 

Avelino (2021) proposed a meta framework for studying power in processes of social 

change and innovation. She identifies contestations around various aspects of power 

im/balances such as power over vs. power to, centred vs. diffused, consensual vs. 

conflictual, quantity vs. quality, and more. She also provides some potential ways to 

address and manage these tensions. Building upon Guideline 2, research by Newell et 

al. (2021) looks at the concept of climate justice and the differing narratives, meanings, 

and practical implications used in various settings, finding several disconnects between 

uses. They propose a more transformative approach to climate justice research which 

places power at the center of analysis. Here are more resources exploiting the concepts 

of power and justice in sustainability research: 

• Power to, over and with: Exploring power dynamics in social innovations in 

energy transitions across Europe (Avelino et al., 2023) 

• Power and empowerment in social innovation (Avelino, Wittmayer, & Dumitru, 

2023) 

• Equity and justice should underpin the discourse on tipping points (Pereira et 

al., 2024) 

• Creating fairer futures for sustainability transitions (Fitzgerald & Davies, 2022) 

3.3.2 Decolonization 

Western thinking has dominated for centuries, leading to a world of deep inequity 

controlled by a singular worldview. If left unacknowledged, any futures created within 

https://rachelcottam.com/2024/06/27/what-is-the-wheel-of-privilege-and-power/
https://dspace.library.uu.nl/bitstream/handle/1874/421919/2158379X.2021.pdf?sequence=1
https://dspace.library.uu.nl/bitstream/handle/1874/421919/2158379X.2021.pdf?sequence=1
https://sussex.figshare.com/articles/journal_contribution/Towards_transformative_climate_justice_an_emerging_research_agenda/23482907?file=41191787
https://sussex.figshare.com/articles/journal_contribution/Towards_transformative_climate_justice_an_emerging_research_agenda/23482907?file=41191787
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2210422423000680?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2210422423000680?via%3Dihub
https://www.elgaronline.com/display/book/9781800373358/ch25.xml
https://esd.copernicus.org/articles/15/341/2024/esd-15-341-2024.html
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36583161/
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the scope of Western ideology will lack the transformational qualities required to break 

away from the restraints of the past/present, allowing for multiple perspectives to 

flourish. This means that we must question how colonial structures underpin 

everything we know. Arora and Stirling (2023) explore colonial modernity through six 

dimensions: assumptions of comprehensive ‘superiority’; appropriation of cultural 

privileges; assertions of military supremacy; enforcement of gendered domination; 

extension of controlling imaginations; and expansion of toxic extraction. 

Understanding these modernities can help destabilize injustices and contribute to a 

more plural world. Questioning coloniality must be an ongoing process within your 

work and requires constant questioning of your privilege as discussed above. But it 

also requires questioning things such as desirability (who is this future desirable for?), 

assumptions (what are you assuming and how does this affect your work), and even 

methodologies used. In their paper, Decolonising transitions in the Global South: 

Towards more epistemic diversity in transitions research, Ghosh et al. (2021) questions 

the hegemony of Western knowledge systems and practices related to transitions 

research in the Global South, addressing questions of power, informal institutions, 

inequality, and injustice. This paper speaks to the need for a wider variety of knowledge 

and considerations of power within participatory research practices and provides 

broad practices for decolonising research. A large part of decolonization is ensuring 

that transformation researchers embody ‘right relations’ through continuous practices 

of deep listening, self-reflexivity, creating space, and being in action as explored by 

Gram-Hanssen, Schafenacker, & Bentz, (2021). Here are some more resources for 

further exploration of decolonization: 

• The future as a public good: decolonising the future through anticipatory 

participatory action research (Bourgeois, Karuri-Sebina, & Feukeu, 2024) 

• Podcast: Decolonizing Knowledge Production - Economics for Rebels (Köves, 

2022) 

3.3.3 Inequalities in Climate Modeling  

Inequalities are not only steeped in qualitative and social science research but can exist 

within more quantitative and ‘hard’ sciences as well. This article written by  Rishika 

Pardikar (2023) explores just that through an in depth look at the inequalities baked 

into modelling and the resulting effects on climate science and political 

recommendations. The paper Improving poverty and inequality modeling in  climate 

research (Rao, Van Ruijven, Riahi, & Bosetti, 2017) explores this more deeply while 

considering what changes could be made to improve the models. Additionally, in the 

podcast Path to Climate Justice in a Net Zero World, Dr. Tejal Kanitkar, Associate 

Professor at National Institute of Advanced Studies, and Dr. Rahul Tongia, Senior Fellow 

at the Centre for Social and Economic Progress, are interviewed about the implications 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/371179072_Colonial_modernity_and_sustainability_transitions_A_conceptualisation_in_six_dimensions
https://www-sciencedirect-com.utrechtuniversity.idm.oclc.org/science/article/pii/S2210422421001015?casa_token=EuoKSg4Kgq8AAAAA:pMU-8pMdtk1IcKrx1VFveRP7LFg8JQyL342bJXvAGMo-2rv8Pji3u9NRnLlD5rwqmNesM4D0LA
https://www-sciencedirect-com.utrechtuniversity.idm.oclc.org/science/article/pii/S2210422421001015?casa_token=EuoKSg4Kgq8AAAAA:pMU-8pMdtk1IcKrx1VFveRP7LFg8JQyL342bJXvAGMo-2rv8Pji3u9NRnLlD5rwqmNesM4D0LA
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/351371263_Decolonizing_transformations_through_%27right_relations%27
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/fs-11-2021-0225/full/html
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/fs-11-2021-0225/full/html
https://ecolecon.eu/decolonising-knowledge-production-brototi-roy-and-alexandra-koves-in-new-economics-for-rebels-episode/
https://carboncopy.info/ipccs-climate-reports-reveal-an-unequal-science/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41558-017-0004-x
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41558-017-0004-x
https://101reporters.com/podcast/The_India_Energy_Hour/episode/45
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of modeling within the energy transition, taking a critical view while also proposing 

ways for designing more equitable models.  

3.3.4 Creative Collectives for Utopia 

Utrecht University offers the masters elective ‘Imagining the Future for Transformation’ 

which engages with critical perspectives of imagining futures and integrates alternative 

perspectives. Part of this course involved practical knowledge through work with 

initiatives around the globe that use futuring approaches to enable societal 

transformation. These initiatives included practitioners/academics involved in 

participatory reimagination of public space in Nigeria, imagining contested futures of 

sustainability in Norway, NL, & UK, Atlantis Green Special Economic Zone in South 

Africa, and transformative pathways for the biodiversity nexus across Europe. The 

resulting co-created 2023 zine Creative Collectives for Utopia provides innovative 

approaches to futuring. Below are the projects relevant to power and positionality. 

Each of these projects are guided by the following six principles: plural process, 

decolonial justice, generative temporality, creative modes, prefigurative power, and 

(self)reflexive positionality. The project: Models within the BIONEXT project: 

Optimizing imaginative potential (pg. 64) is particularly interesting for this section 

due to its critical focus on models and recommendations for alleviating some of these 

inequities. 

3.3.5 Engaging with Temporality 

Part of understanding your own positionality includes deconstructing your deeply held 

beliefs and assumptions about the world. For example, many people, particularly in 

the West, assume that time is a linear process and believe this to be an objective truth 

about the world. However, the concept of time and temporality is just that - a concept 

that has been constructed. It is important to remember that there are alternative 

concepts of time and different experiences of temporality that must be considered for 

more equitable and inclusive research. The article Between temporalities, imaginaries, 

and imagination: A framework for analyzing futures (Cantó-Milà & Seebach, 2024) 

explores imaginaries of the future with a strong emphasis on the concept of 

temporality, examining how perceptions of time influence societal expectations and 

transformative visions. It highlights the interplay between past, present, and future in 

shaping collective imaginaries, emphasizing that these temporalities are not static but 

relationally constructed. This temporal focus is critical for understanding how 

imaginaries evolve over time, enabling societies to navigate and mobilize collective 

futures. In her paper Perceptions of Time in the Sustainability Movement: The Value of 

Slow for Sustainable Futures, Fofiu (2015) explores how members of the sustainability 

movement in Europe perceive time and how they imagine the value of slow. This 

exploration questions the concept of time as a social construction and political process. 

https://www.uu.nl/en/research/urban-futures-studio/initiatives/imagining-the-future-for-transformation
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/13684310241229208
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/13684310241229208
https://acta.sapientia.ro/content/docs/perceptions-of-time-in-the-sustainabilit.pdf
https://acta.sapientia.ro/content/docs/perceptions-of-time-in-the-sustainabilit.pdf
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Connecting future visions with present action, Lajarthe and Laigle, (2024) examine how 

visions of climate-just futures shape the present practices of grassroots climate justice 

organizations in Belgium, France, and Germany. Using the concept of prefiguration, it 

explores how these groups enact their future ideals by challenging systems of 

domination—such as capitalism, colonialism, and patriarchy—to build a more 

egalitarian society through their organizing and mobilizing efforts. In their paper 

Collective memories, place-framing and the politics of imaginary futures in 

sustainability transitions and transformation, Feola et al. (2023) explore how collective 

memories and future frames interact and affect social material developments. 

Important for considerations of justice, as it is important to remember that ‘the past’ is 

not always inclusive. We must ask whose past is being represented and considered for 

the present and future. This work highlights that visions of the future are not lacking 

but show that oftentimes visions become marginalized through certain power 

dynamics. Finally, Hendriks (2024) considers temporality in visions of desirable futures 

using the case of the circular economy on the Swedish island of Gotland. He does this 

by using an interesting inspiration coming from Aristotle: the duality of temporality, 

Chronos (representing the duration of time as structured and linear) and Kairos 

(representing more flexibility and considering the quality and significance of particular 

moments). For another paper on temporality, check out: 

• Looking backward to the future: On past-facing approaches to futuring 

(Bendor, Eriksson, & Pargman, 2021) 

3.3.6 The Politics of the Future 

In the book The Politics and Science of Prevision (Wenger, Cavelty, & Jasper, 2020), 

chapter 14 addresses the relationship between politics and science in regard to future 

knowledge. This section of the book offers a comprehensive look at the state of future 

thinking in relation to the role and power that knowledge of the future can yield in 

politics and policymaking. It provides a unique overview of how uncertainty is dealt 

with in various policy-fields and how different epistemological traditions perceive the 

knowability of the future, and hence how to act on said knowledge. This chapter invites 

reflection about epistemological assumptions which are often left unaddressed in 

collaborations between scientists and policymakers doing futures work.  

 

 

 

https://hal.science/hal-04569077
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016718522002524
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016718522002524
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S095965262400180X?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016328720301567
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/oa-edit/10.4324/9781003022428-18/politics-science-future-andreas-wenger-myriam-dunn-cavelty-ursula-jasper
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Guideline 4. Take an infrastructural perspective: imagination 
infrastructures and bottom-up futures 

 

3.4.1 Science-Policy-Society Interface  

As a governmentally intertwined institution, it is important for PBL and its researchers 

to think deeply about the connection and dynamics between science and policy and 

the resulting effects for society. The workshop discussions on November 20 with 

various members of PBL revealed a concern for the growing societal distrust of both 

scientific and democratic institutions. This led to the question of how to develop fruitful 

knowledge in a post-truth sociopolitical context in which knowledge claims are 

contestable and dismissible by political actors (i.e. the spreading of climate change 

skepticism). In the context of anticipatory governance and the formation of future 

visions, it is therefore of interest in this report to discuss the way in which anti-

intellectualism and anti-democratic sentiments being manifested in civil society can be 

navigated in order for institutions such as PBL may contribute to the development of 

transformative visions of the future. How can projects at PBL contribute to meaningful 

transformations if people are distrustful of scientific knowledge and skeptical of 

democracy? The paper Interdisciplinarity versus Anti-Intellectual and Anti-Democratic 

Impulses by Sjostak (2018) presents a case for considering the role that 

interdisciplinary thinking and science brings to combating anti-intellectual and anti-

democratic sentiments in civil society. The basic premise of this research is that 

researchers must be careful to undermine these feelings of skepticism, because there 

is room for a healthy dose of skepticism towards disciplinary knowledge and the 

current state of democratic decision making.  

Researchers should thus humbly engage with critique towards scientific and political 

institutions while simultaneously engaging skeptical actors in dialogues in 

interdisciplinary knowledge co-production. The main hypothesis of this article suggests 

that to combat skepticism, science-policy institutions must give it space within research 

and decision-making processes. In their paper, The Dark Side of Transformation, Blythe 

et al. (2018) explores transformation discourse, questioning how the term is being 

translated from an academic concept into policies and practices and the risks that 

emerge from posing transformation as apolitical and/or inevitable. These risks include 

shifting responsibility onto vulnerable parties, justifying business as usual, paying 

insufficient attention to social differentiation, excluding the possibility of resistance, 

and insufficient treatment of power and politics. This leads into questions around the 

role of the researcher within sustainability, something that the paper Action, research, 

and participation: roles of researchers in sustainability transformations (Wittmayer & 

Schäpke, 2014) explores the tensions between descriptive-analytical approach vs. a 

process-oriented approach, and identifying roles for the latter.  

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1237434
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1237434
https://typeset.io/papers/the-dark-side-of-transformation-latent-risks-in-contemporary-3m160yqj0g
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11625-014-0258-4
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11625-014-0258-4
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Urbinatti et al. (2020) explores the governance of the nexus between water, energy, 

and food through a literature review to better understand the main narratives that 

exist and ways in which the discourse is ‘closing down’ the nexus. This paper seeks to 

bring perspective on how agents in the science-policy interface may act with more 

humility when dealing with uncertainty and avoid closing down knowledge when we 

may need to consider opening it up and include more perspectives from civil society. It 

does so through Jasanoff’s “Technologies of Humility” framework which comprises four 

pillars: framing, vulnerability, distribution, and learning, as shown in Figure 26. 

Meanwhile, the paper Learning from failure at the science–policy interface for climate 

action in agriculture (Dinesh et al., 2021) developed an explanatory framework inspired 

by Cash et al.’s (2023) criteria for successful knowledge systems for sustainable 

development: credibility, salience, and legitimacy, complemented with insights from 

the wider literature to identify factors of failure. 

 

Figure 26. 'Nexus of Humility' framework. 

 

 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32698047/
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11027-021-09940-x
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11027-021-09940-x
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3.4.2 7GenCities 

A new collaborative fostering transformative thinking and action for future cities, 

community building and Earth stewardship. Asks: What are the physical, digital, and 

social infrastructures needed so that city dwellers - human and more-than-human- 

over the next seven generations will thrive in just, radically inclusive, caring, and 

regenerative communities? Considers three main bundles:  

Field Building: Creating imagination spaces, a 7GenCities commons, and system 

demonstrations. Everyone Everyday Kjipuktuk  

Learning Community: of Indigenous-Municipal-Civic city cohorts. Learning Report 

Social Finance: Exploring the future of social and civic infrastructure financing. Learning 

Report 

3.4.3 Dark Matter Labs 

Dark Matter Labs is an organization whose goal is radical reframing of our relationship 

to everything and transformation to what they call “Life-Ennobling Economics”. They 

are actively working towards alternative pathways through a variety of research, labs, 

and projects. Can be viewed through the lens of an imagination infrastructure. Below 

are some of their projects that are related to infrastructure in various forms. 

Designing Our Futures: A whitepaper that aims to open up spaces for cross-section 

dialogue. Considers a new economy that explores what is emerging at the intersection 

of the material and immaterial; new relationships between tangible assets, intangible 

assets, craft, automation and civic engagement economies; highlighting how these new 

value flows can support the shift towards a regenerative future for our built 

environment. Transformational as it challenges the current reality,  

Trees as Infrastructure: A project with the goal of establishing nature as a critical part 

of urban infrastructure. This includes creating the required infrastructure to help cities 

and local communities secure funding for urban trees and green spaces.  

 

 

https://www.7gencities.org/
https://www.halifaxiseveryone.ca/what-we-do
https://cdn.prod.website-files.com/6462104f72fa898a55556e56/660da9644f94a4e7714e8dfe_Report_7GenCities_Learning-Gathering_compressed.pdf
https://cdn.prod.website-files.com/6462104f72fa898a55556e56/651ec633d3229a3920f0c03a_CiFi_Report_7GenCities_0410.pdf
https://cdn.prod.website-files.com/6462104f72fa898a55556e56/651ec633d3229a3920f0c03a_CiFi_Report_7GenCities_0410.pdf
https://darkmatterlabs.org/
https://darkmatterlabs.org/feed/designing-our-futures
https://treesasinfrastructure.com/
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Guideline 5. Who, when? Consider capacities and co-design 

 

3.5.1 Capacity Building 

As a researcher, building the right capacities is critical for transformational work. The 

document Creative Capacity Building for Researchers, created by shift (social sciences 

and humanities for transformation and climate resilience), acknowledges the 

challenges sustainability researchers have as they are asked to deepen scientific 

knowledge while also fostering practical solutions and transformative change towards 

more regenerative ways of living. The document aims to help researchers develop the 

skills and capacities to help achieve these things and explores various activities and 

events put on by shift, themes such as imagination and futures, and creative 

approaches such as playful learning and storytelling. Ahvenharju, Minkkinen, & Lalot 

(2018) also consider the capacities required for future research studies, identifying five 

dimensions of futures consciousness: 1) time perspective, 2) agency beliefs, 3) 

openness to alternatives, 4) systems perception and 5) concern for others. In this 

introduction paper for the special issue Designing Government Futures, Kimbell & Vesnić-

Alujević (2020) highlight how capacities such as foresight and futures thinking, design-

thinking, design-enabled innovation and service design are being deployed in 

government settings. Below are additional papers from this special issue as well as 

other interesting reads regarding capacity building 

• Future public policy and its knowledge base: shaping worldviews through 

counterfactual world-making (Hillgren, Light & Strange, 2020) 

• Experimenting with co-design in STI policy making (Deserti, Rizzo & Smallman, 

2020) 

• Experimental governance? The emergence of public sector innovation labs in 

Latin America (Ferriera & Botero, 2020) 

• Futures Literacy - To Belong, participate, and act! (Häggström & Schmidt, 2021) 

• Building individual futures capacity through transformative futures learning 

(Pouru-Mikkola & Wilenius, 2021) 

 

https://shift-cost.eu/publications/#reports
https://shift-cost.eu/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016328717301611
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016328717301611
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341420644_After_the_toolkit_anticipatory_logics_and_the_future_of_government
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/341420644_After_the_toolkit_anticipatory_logics_and_the_future_of_government
https://journals.scholarsportal.info/details/25741292/v03i0002/109_fppaikbswtcw.xml
https://journals.scholarsportal.info/details/25741292/v03i0002/109_fppaikbswtcw.xml
https://journals.scholarsportal.info/details/25741292/v03i0002/135_ewcispm.xml
https://journals.scholarsportal.info/details/25741292/v03i0002/150_egteopsilila.xml
https://journals.scholarsportal.info/details/25741292/v03i0002/150_egteopsilila.xml
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/353276097_Futures_literacy_-_To_belong_participate_and_act
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016328721001130
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3.5.2 Co-designing in a reflexive manner 

Reflexivity is becoming a larger point of discussion within sustainability science but 

comes with its own set of challenges, particularly when considered within a co-design 

setting made up of a wide variety of participants. When utilized, reflexivity holds the 

potential to open up more marginalized voices and challenge the status quo, resulting 

in a richer variety of represented visions within a research project. But it can be difficult 

to manage the various levels of reflexivity and how they relate to one another while 

fitting within the context of complex transdisciplinary research processes in practice, 

to work through institutional barriers and lack of proper institutional resources, and to 

find robust strategies. Lazurko et al. (2024) propose a framework using social-

ecological and critical systems perspectives, structured around three boundary 

processes as shown in Figure 27.  

 

Figure 27. Boundary processes for reflexivity within co-design processes by Lazurko et al. (2024). 

 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/global-sustainability/article/reflexivity-as-a-transformative-capacity-for-sustainability-science-introducing-a-critical-systems-approach/D6978EE9FF6C9B7DBB36212C2BB0B865#article
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3.5.3 Participation 

Thinking back to ‘closing down pretending to be opening up’ as described in Guideline 

3, we have to be very aware that what we THINK is the full spectrum of people involved, 

affected, and knowledgeable about a context is not likely to be everyone. We are often 

aware, in other words, how our selection of people to involve, which we think is 

‘opening up’ the process might also ‘close down’ the process at the same time. One way 

to engage with this is to involve members of all three groups (affected, knowledgeable, 

likely to have impact) in the organization of the process, and especially in the framing 

of what is ‘in’ and ‘out’, who is going to be involved, and when. Involving too many 

people in too many steps may keep the process from being focused and may slow 

things down considerably. Consider carefully when to open the process up and when 

to close it down. Participation can be difficult to achieve and often cannot include every 

relevant party which is why transparency about the decisions made on who to include 

is extremely important. In this systematic literature review of public participation in 

futuring, Barendregt, Bendor, & Van Eekelen (2024) examines public participation in 

participatory futuring processes, focusing on who participates, why they are included, 

and what roles they play. While participatory futures aim to democratize decision-

making by involving citizens in shaping long-term challenges, the democratic potential 

of these processes depends on inclusive design and active empowerment of 

participants. To truly democratize futuring, processes must address systemic 

inequities, enable transformative change, and embrace an emergent approach that 

allows for the formation of new identities and collective agency. Turnhout et al. (2020) 

further explores why co-production processes often fail at achieving their objectives of 

empowerment and transformation. Emphasizes the importance of (re)politicizing co-

production by allowing for pluralism and for the contestation of knowledge. Similarly, 

the book Participation: From Tyranny to Transformation: Exploring New Approaches to 

Participation in Development by Hickey (2006) critically examines participatory 

approaches in development and governance, challenging the notion that participation 

is merely rhetorical or manipulative. Through diverse case studies, it explores how, 

under the right conditions, participation can be a genuinely transformative tool for 

marginalized communities, linking theory with practical strategies for meaningful social 

change. Below are some more reads reflecting on transformative participation: 

• Utopianism in state–society interaction: reflections on the transdisciplinary 

intervention ‘Places of Hope’ (Hoffman, Versteeg, & Hajer, 2024) 

• Energy Futures: Five Dilemmas of the Practice of Anticipatory Governance 

(Davies & Selin, 2012) 

• Forms of participatory futuring for urban sustainability: A systematic review 

(Neuhoff, Simeone, & Laursen, 2023) 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016328724000302
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016328724000302
https://edepot.wur.nl/510955
https://edepot.wur.nl/510955
https://edepot.wur.nl/510955
https://oro.open.ac.uk/4156/
https://oro.open.ac.uk/4156/
https://research-portal.uu.nl/ws/portalfiles/portal/244775169/Utopianism_in_state_society_interaction_reflections_on_the_transdisciplinary_intervention_Places_of_Hope_.pdf
https://research-portal.uu.nl/ws/portalfiles/portal/244775169/Utopianism_in_state_society_interaction_reflections_on_the_transdisciplinary_intervention_Places_of_Hope_.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/271937223_Energy_Futures_Five_Dilemmas_of_the_Practice_of_Anticipatory_Governance
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016328723001726
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Guideline 6. Create a powerful process: techniques of 
futuring, interaction rituals and resonance 

 

3.6.1 Dramaturgy  

As discussed in Part 2, considering visioning as a performative process can be useful 

to better understand the proliferation of certain futures over others. Dramaturgy 

happens all the time, particularly within more politically driven spaces. For example, 

Rödder et al. (2024) explore the dramaturgical infrastructure of counter-summitry-

ethnographic insights from the Glasgow climate conference. In this paper they describe 

the ways that activists draw on and mobilize a dramaturgical infrastructure of scripts, 

spaces, rituals, and requisites for their performances, and how this results in role-

taking on the Glasgow stage. Kyriacou (2024) also considers the concept of 

performativity through the lens of feminism as well as bringing the experience of the 

everyday onto the stage of the climate debate. Additional resources on dramaturgy: 

• Teaching Discourse and Dramaturgy (Hajer, 2024) 

• Captured Futures - Rethinking the Drama of Environmental Politics (Hajer & 

Oomen, 2025) 

3.6.2. Labs as a research process 

An interesting process gaining traction in sustainability transformation research is the 

practice of labs. Kok et al. (2023) consider this as scholars have argued that the use of 

labs which include societal stakeholders can help generate meaningful impact. Using a 

case study of a project which set up 25 multi-stakeholder labs with the goal of 

contributing to food system transformation in the EU, this paper explored both the 

ability of labs for capacitating change as well as creating change. They also recognize 

challenges of ‘doing’ labs and the political dynamics of transformative labs. Another 

paper focused on enabling collective agency for sustainability transformations through 

reframing in the Xochimilco social–ecological system (Charli-Joseph et al., 2023), 

highlighting the importance of designing participatory processes that challenge power 

dynamics, foster collaboration, and prioritize long-term capacity-building for 

transformative change. Using a “Transformation Laboratory” (T-Lab), the authors 

facilitated processes that questioned dominant narratives, built participants' capacities 

to reframe challenges, and fostered the creation of new, collective narratives. The T-

Lab engaged diverse stakeholders, including farmers, urban settlers, NGOs, and 

academics, to reflect on their roles and relationships in the social-ecological system. 

https://www.fis.uni-hamburg.de/en/publikationen/detail.html?id=f4268cec-9e02-4dbd-bb47-1a92b97a571c
https://www.fis.uni-hamburg.de/en/publikationen/detail.html?id=f4268cec-9e02-4dbd-bb47-1a92b97a571c
https://repository.mdx.ac.uk/item/1097w9
https://utrechtuniversity.idm.oclc.org/login?url=https://www.elgaronline.com/edcollchap/book/9781800378117/book-part-9781800378117-31.xml
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/captured-futures-9780198942887?cc=fi&lang=en&
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S095965262300152X
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11625-022-01224-w
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11625-022-01224-w
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The study found that safe, reflexive spaces encouraged participants to deconstruct 

entrenched narratives, form shared identities, and explore new pathways for action. 

The document The Transformation Laboratory  Xochimilco Social-Ecological System 

Mexico city (Ruizpalacios et al., 2019) builds upon the above research paper, outlining 

the Transformation Laboratory (T-Lab) approach and narrative of the process, helping 

researchers connect diverse perspectives through gradual, collective exploration. The 

Living Lab Wisdom and Research Practice by shift provides another example of utilizing 

labs within research and is useful for researchers who are weaving wisdom into their 

current research practices. Emphasizing both formal knowledge and alternative ways 

of knowing—such as observation, creativity, and embodiment—the lab fostered a 

balance of active doing and receptive being. This approach supports regenerative 

research and action across diverse fields, from science and governance to art and 

design. 

3.6.3 Art as process 

Including more creative and artistic practices into your process can open up the range 

of futures being visualized. In their paper The future as aesthetic experience: 

imagination and engagement in future studies, van Lente & Peters (2022) examine the 

question of how future studies can productively engage with the future by considering 

how art is engaging, recognizing that quantitative measures are not enough for 

engaging with the future. Addressing the spectrum of beliefs regarding using art in this 

way, they build upon the work of John Dewey who presents the experience of art as a 

reciprocal process that is imaginative through engagement and experience with art, 

framing it as a transformative experience. For an example of using art within the 

process of co-creation for sustainability, the work of Liguori et al. (2023) looks at the 

use of arts-led community spaces for building resilience. In this paper, artists and 

academics work together, using their expertise in applied storytelling, socially engaging 

arts, and water risk management to engage with collaboration and co-production for 

developing emotional resilience. Another example of a co-creation between artists and 

researchers is A Future Manual for Future Models: An Artist’s Guide on How to do 

Integrated Assessment Modelling Differently. This manual was created jointly with two 

artists, Julien Thomas and Ekaterina Volkova, Utrecht University’s Urban Future Studio, 

and the Jan Eyck Academy under the umbrella of the research of PhD candidate Lisette 

van Beek (2022). The project engaged with modellers of the IMAGE Integrated 

Assessment team to explore linkages between IAM’s and art and design practices. The 

art-science lab “(Re)imagining Regenerative Futures: How will we live together well?” 

(Ristić Trajković & Bentz, 2024) invited early career researchers to share their 

imagination and interpretation of regenerative futures. This project demonstrates the 

transformative power of imagination and art to foster regeneration 

 

https://steps-centre.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Guide-T-Lab-Xochi-screen-version-English-NA-Hub.pdf
https://steps-centre.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Guide-T-Lab-Xochi-screen-version-English-NA-Hub.pdf
https://shift-cost.eu/deliverables/
https://shift-cost.eu/deliverables/
https://cris.maastrichtuniversity.nl/en/publications/the-future-as-aesthetic-experience-imagination-and-engagement-in-
https://cris.maastrichtuniversity.nl/en/publications/the-future-as-aesthetic-experience-imagination-and-engagement-in-
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/369312720_Exploring_the_Uses_of_Arts-Led_Community_Spaces_to_Build_Resilience_Applied_Storytelling_for_Successful_Co-Creative_Work
https://futuremodelsmanual.com/
https://futuremodelsmanual.com/
https://artforadaptation.com/2024/12/20/art-science-lab-in-venice-and-a-digital-exhibition-with-catalogue/
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3.6.4 Plural processes 

Creating a powerful process also means including as many voices as possible. While it 

can be difficult to truly integrate all relevant stakeholders in a meaningful way, part of 

building a strong process involves thinking deeply about not just who is involved but 

how you are engaging with each group. One useful resource for this is the report Our 

Futures: By the people, for the people (Smith & Peach, 2019). This report dives into the 

important role that participatory futures techniques play in dealing with complex 

societal problems. However, it also emphasizes an important aspect of futuring work 

in general: there is no cookie-cutter method for a good futuring process. Rather than 

simply showcasing stepwise methodologies, Our Futures begins with the very basics: 

what are participatory futures, why are they needed, and what is the benefit of 

engaging with said approaches? The report contains several examples of participatory 

futuring projects across five categories, namely Play, Immersion, Sense, Create, and 

Deliberate. This makes it a great resource not only for finding new futuring methods, 

but also into considering the criteria that can aid in carrying out a successful futuring 

process. Below are additional resources which can help you engage with a variety of 

knowledge types in a meaningful way. 

Breaking monologues in collaborative research: bridging knowledge systems through 

a listening-based dialogue of wisdom approach (Moreno-Cely et al., 2021): This paper 

proposes a methodological framework -the circle of dialogue of wisdom- for bridging 

different knowledge systems, particularly within North-South collaborative research 

projects. The authors believe this framework helps to manage power relations, 

promote knowledge co-creation, re-valuing of local and Indigenous knowledge, and 

decolonizing society-science-policy dialogue. 

‘Gluing’ Alternative Imaginaries of Sustainable Urban Futures (Baibarac-Duignan & 

Medeşan, 2023): This paper introduces gluing as a conceptual framework for co-

producing sustainable urban futures by linking local practices with collective 

imaginaries. The study is based on “La Terenuri,” a civic initiative in Mănăștur, Romania, 

which combines urban commoning and design to envision alternative futures for 

urban green spaces. ‘Gluing’, used here as an analytical lens, describes processes that 

connect people, knowledge, and materials to prototype collective imaginaries through 

situated, mediated, and relational processes.  

Inviting a Decolonial Praxis for Future Imaginaries of Nature: Introducing the Entangled 

Time Tree (Terry et al., 2024): Western ideologies often shape Africa’s future visions, 

sidelining authentic African narratives and diverse temporal perspectives. A decolonial 

approach embraces alternative views of time—such as cyclical and Sankofa-inspired 

concepts—to expand future possibilities beyond linear constraints. The Entangled 

Time Tree, as shown in Figure 28, uses African storytelling to reclaim erased histories, 

https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/our-futures-people-people/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/our-futures-people-people/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/our-futures-people-people/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/our-futures-people-people/
https://link-springer-com.utrechtuniversity.idm.oclc.org/article/10.1007/s11625-021-00937-8
https://link-springer-com.utrechtuniversity.idm.oclc.org/article/10.1007/s11625-021-00937-8
https://research.utwente.nl/en/publications/gluing-alternative-imaginaries-of-sustainable-urban-futures-when-
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/377040140_Inviting_a_decolonial_praxis_for_future_imaginaries_of_nature_Introducing_the_Entangled_Time_Tree
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/377040140_Inviting_a_decolonial_praxis_for_future_imaginaries_of_nature_Introducing_the_Entangled_Time_Tree
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empower collective imagination, and integrate Indigenous knowledge into future-

making as a process of healing, relationship-building, and diversification. 

 

Figure 28. The Entangled Time Tree by Terry et al. (2024). 

 

3.6.5 Re-Permissioning the City 

Built from the Dark Matter Labs, this is a community-led system for governing and 

negotiating the use of urban spaces. Aims to unlock the cities spatial assets for diverse 

civic uses through a new open permissions architecture. Considers questions around 

who is involved in decision-making, how to balance competing needs, and how to 

better allocate common resources. 

 

 

https://www.permissioning.city/


 

 

Visioning and societal transformation Utrecht University 

 97        

3.6.6 Les Materialistes 

A participatory futurism pilot project on the circular economy of building materials in 

Quebec and beyond. A good example of a very different and interesting participatory 

approach and showcasing transparency by outlining their process on the website.  

3.6.7 Tomorrow’s Odyssey – a time traveller’s guide to our shared futures 

This book was co-authored by participants of a summer school called Urban Imaginary 

- Exploring Our Urban Futures (Bentz, Ristić Trajković, & Ng, 2024). This book serves as a 

testament to what a transdisciplinary, co-design process can produce. Rather than a 

methodological explanation or report, this book serves as inspiration which highlights 

futuring as a process, rather than merely a product. It contains various stories and 

visual imagery through which alternative urban futures are explored.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://lesmaterialistes.webflow.io/#en-film
https://artforadaptation.com/2024/12/20/collaborative-book-published-tomorrows-odyssey-a-time-travellers-guide-to-our-shared-futures/
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Guideline 7. Create resonant stories 

 

3.7.1 Visual Literacy 

Storytelling is inherent within humans and can be traced back in time to early days of 

existence. While they have evolved, stories have always been integral to our 

communication and ways of understanding the world. As Häggström (2024) shows in 

her paper on visual literacy, storytelling is crucial for envisioning diverse realities and 

imagining alternative futures and concludes that art making can act as a democratic 

tool for re-evaluating values.  

3.7.2 Working within the discursive landscape 

When creating a compelling narrative, it is critical to consider the specific terms you are 

using and how they may shape your story as sometimes there are terms and concepts 

that ‘compete’ with one another (ex: wellbeing, sustainable development, human 

development, doughnut economics, wellbeing economy, etc.). The Dialogue Dance (Lai 

et al., 2022) is a paper which aims to explore how to reconcile different concepts into a 

holistic framework with the goal of creating something that allows for collaboration 

and development, rather than competition and division. Riedy (2022) also recognizes 

how the discursive landscape is what determines our beliefs about what is possible 

and normal, arguing that discursive transformation is critical to support sustainable 

futures. This paper discusses the features of the discursive landscape (“a landscape of 

meaning made up of imaginative, symbolic, and ideational resources”): narratives, 

stories, discourses, frames, memes, and metaphors are most common terminology 

used and are often diverse, overlapping, and contradictory. This Paper proposes a 

nested relationship between memes, stories, narratives, and discourses characterized 

by an increasing degree of structuration and puts it in the context of meaning-making 

(see Figures 29 and 30). Looking at the discursive landscape of the OECD over the years, 

Kim (2024) examines how the OECD has shifted from promoting data-driven best 

practices to advocating for well-being as a future ideal. It explores the organization’s 

use of ‘techno-scientific fictive scripts’ to shape expectations of the future while 

reinforcing its authority in future studies. By blending human capital goals with 

technological inevitability, the OECD positions itself as both a pathfinder and problem 

solver in global education policy. Below are additional interesting papers exploring the 

landscape of narratives and how this affects policy and society: 

• Climate Emergency Politics is Dangerous (Hulme, 2019) 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/382067383_Visual_Literacy_A_Foundation_for_Human_Communication_Art_as_a_Catalyst_for_Social_Change
https://weall.org/wp-content/uploads/The-Dialogue-Dance.pdf
https://link-springer-com.utrechtuniversity.idm.oclc.org/article/10.1007/s11625-021-00978-z
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10192592/1/Scripting%20solutions%20for%20the%20future%20%20the%20OECD%20s%20advocacy%20of%20happiness%20and%20well-being.pdf
https://issues.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Hulme-Climate-Emergency-Politics-Is-Dangerous-Fall-2019.pdf
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• The Hauntology of Climate Change: Glacier Retreat and Dark Tourism 

(Varnajot & Salim, 2024) 

 

Figure 29. Embedding the narrative 

 

 

Figure 30. Meaning making 

3.7.2 Worldmaking/worldbuilding 

In the paper Scenarios and the art of worldmaking, Vervoort et al. (2015) propose 

‘worldmaking’ as a framework for pluralistic, imaginative scenario development, 

embracing plurality and ways to generate more imaginative scenarios. This is a creative 

process which gives participants ontological agency. Additionally, a paper led by Kyle 

Thompson (forthcoming) has developed a number of future worldbuilding questions 

based on the work on Utopia as Method by Ruth Levitas (2013), including: 

https://www-tandfonline-com.utrechtuniversity.idm.oclc.org/doi/full/10.1080/14616688.2024.2328607#d1e456
https://cgspace.cgiar.org/items/95c785df-86b7-4a10-9ff3-c8825440fb2b
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• How do we feel about this world, and why do we feel this way? 

• What is the dominant feeling you get about this world and what makes it so 

strong? 

• Which parts of this world attract or frustrate you the most?  

• What provokes your strongest reaction and where does that come from?  

• What feelings are we as participants holding back? 

• What is causing us to do so?  

• What do people believe and desire in this world? 

• What are the fundamental myths, stories and values that underlie the lives of 

different people and the roles of different organizations in this world?  

• How did these myths, stories and values come to be?  

• How are they expressed and performed publicly and supported institutionally 

and materially?  

• What do different people believe the world to be?  

• What are the standards of right and wrong in this world?  

• Who or what decides them?  

• What are the main rules structuring the world?  

• What problems and challenges are prioritized, and which are ignored? 

• Who and what flourishes and are celebrated in this world? 

• Who flourishes most in this world?  

• Who and what suffers in and is forgotten in this world? 

• Who is suffering harm and deprivation, and in what ways?  

• What are the causes?  

• Who and what has been forgotten, ignored or disowned in this world?  

• How are the most traumatized in this society suffering in silence?  

• What are sources of conflict in this world? 

• Who is in conflict with whom in this world?  

• How is this world divided, and what processes are making it that way?  

• How do power differences, differences in beliefs and desires lead to conflict?  

• Which groups in this future are avoiding one another out of fear and insecurity?  

• Where do those fears and insecurities come from?  
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• Who seeks to control other groups in this world, and what problems are created 

through this need for control?  

• How are gaps in the world’s rules exploited?  

• How are suppressed problems responded to with destruction, numbing, and 

self-harm in this world? Why? 

• What is fundamentally utopian in this world? 

• What and who are the sources (people, places, organizations, gods, traditions, 

cultural artifacts) of openness, curiosity, empathy, agency and optimism in this 

future?  

• Why do people hope? 

• Where do healing and mending come from? 

• What are we missing or forgetting about this world? 

• How can we make sure we talk about everything and everyone who we should 

responsibly include when we talk about these futures?  

• What are we missing about the consequences for people who might live in this 

world and its potential futures? 

• What futures could we imagine for this world? 

• Given everything that we know – including about what people believe and 

desire, potential sources of conflict and sources of support for better futures – 

what futures could we imagine for this world?  

• How do these different futures relate to each other?  

• And what do they tell us about this world?  

• Which future(s) do we hope come true for this world? 

• What is the importance of this world for other worlds, real and imagined? 

• What opportunities might this world bring to other worlds, whether fictional, 

future or present-day realities?  

• What elements of this world contain the newest ideas for other worlds? In what 

way does this world threaten other worlds, including our own lived realities? 

• What elements create the most discomfort?  

• How does this world challenge the values of other worlds?  

• How does it fill in knowledge gaps?  

• What would happen if elements of this world emerged in some worlds but not 

in others? 
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3.7.3 The New Economics Zine: People. Planet. Power. Issue 5: Can Words 

Change the World? 

Articles in this zine (Jenkinson & Welsh, 2022) are centered around narratives and 

stories. Some interesting ones that look at framing and even one that considers 'bad 

faith actors' in climate discussions.  

What is Framing: Per author Funmibi Ogunlesi, “Progressives are used to presenting 

facts and compelling evidence but finding that people don’t come running to support 

us. Why aren’t our messages cutting through? It’s all to do with framing” (p. 10) 

How to Keep Climate Top of Mind: Author Steve Akehurst writes, “Our new prime 

minister claims that drilling for more oil and gas will reduce the cost of living. Certain 

politicians and fossil fuel reps have been trying to make the climate crisis into a culture 

war for some time. It’s more important than ever before that we keep climate top of 

mind for voters - but how do we do this? Progressives can only resist this by knowing 

which stories about the climate work” (p. 16).  

How Do We Win the Net Zero Culture War?: “Once a preserve of American politics, 

the culture war has exploded into the UK. Next in the culture warriors’ sights? The 

government’s climate targets. Organisers and campaigners should build trust to 

overcome this politics of fear” argues author Diyora Shadijanova (p. 26).  

3.7.4 Future Narratives 

A transnational project working around the belief that the power of storytelling can 

enable us to reimagine our pasts, presents and futures. Creates content around 

narrative, storytelling and future literacy.  

3.7.5 Turbulent Times 

A paper that maps out the concepts for a Wellbeing Economy. Shows interesting ways 

of visualizing the future and creating compelling and imaginative narratives such as 24 

hours in a wellbeing economy’, and ‘Obituaries from a Wellbeing Economy World’.  

3.7.6 Creative Approaches to Climate and Peace Education “This is a hopeful 

book” are the opening words in the preface of this inspiring resource (Bentz, 2023). The 

authors of this book share insights into how storytelling and art can be harnessed for 

fostering teaching and learning about global challenges, such as climate change.  

https://neweconomics.org/uploads/files/NEFZINE-issue5-WEB-SINGLES.pdf
https://neweconomics.org/uploads/files/NEFZINE-issue5-WEB-SINGLES.pdf
https://futurenarratives.eu/
https://weall.org/wp-content/uploads/WEAll-Turbulent-Times-Final-Digital-3.pdf
https://artforadaptation.com/2023/04/05/open-access-book-published/
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Guideline 8. Use methods fit for purpose 

 

8.3.1 In conversation with ghosts: towards a hauntological approach to 

decolonial design for/with AI practices  

This paper by Patil et al. (2024) critiques how design practices shape socio-technical 

futures by embedding colonial notions of temporality in design tools. It examines the 

Futures Cone model, arguing that speculative design fails to decolonize future 

imaginaries, and proposes hauntology as an alternative framework to incorporate 

pluriversal histories. By engaging with concepts like spectrality and nostalgia, the paper 

highlights how design tools contribute to oppression and calls for rethinking their role 

in shaping digital and technological futures. 

8.3.2 Micromobility as a catalyst for sustainable urban transportation: A 

backcasting approach on decarbonisation and energy consumption 

This paper by Fuady et al. (2025) serves as a specific example on how backcasting as a 

futuring method can be used in the context of urban planning and policy making work.  

8.3.3 The art of impact: How creativity boost sustainable change  

Blog post by ICLEI - Local Governments for Sustainability - discussing the different ways 

that creativity boosts sustainable change. Provides real world examples of creative 

practices within sustainability research projects. 

8.3.4 Methods to Imagine Transformative Futures  

This paper by Ketonen-Oksi & Vigren (2024) presents a framework which identifies 

futuring methodologies based on their alignment with one of the Five Dimensions of 

Future Consciousness (Time Perspective, Agency Beliefs, Openness to Alternatives, 

Systems Perspective, and Ethical Perspective) and the three Aspects of Transformation 

(Transdisciplinary, Transgressive, Transcendence). Various futuring methods are 

considered which fall under one of the following methodological approaches: 1) 

Scenarios, 2) Speculative and explorative methods, 3) Creative and Experiential 

methods and 4) Design.  

 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15710882.2024.2320269
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/15710882.2024.2320269
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2666188824002545
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2666188824002545
https://talkofthecities.iclei.org/the-art-of-impact-how-creativity-boosts-sustainable-change/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016328724000247#bib2
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8.3.5 This is Not an Atlas 

Provides wide-ranging examples of counter-mapping, showing how maps can be used 

as a form of political resistance and for critical research. Great example of visualization. 

8.3.6 Art for Adaptation: Creative Methods Toolkit For Imagining, 

Designing and Teaching Regenerative Futures 

This toolkit consists of contributions from over 124 authors and contains up to 68 

different creative futuring methods. This toolkit was created in order to empower 

educators and other practitioners to find new ways of stimulating images of the future 

beyond fears of apocalyptic futures. The authors point out the power of creative 

practices for the development of transformative visions of the future, as opposed to 

limiting imagination through fear of the future. The methods in the report cover 

various use-cases, granting opportunities to people in research, education, arts, policy 

making, and beyond. The methods are generally fall in one of the following categories:  

• Building communities 

• Artistic expression 

• Envisioning tomorrow 

• Enhancing well-being 

• Playful learning 

• Complexity and integrative thinking 

• Innovative pedagogies  

8.3.7 Creative futuring for more-than-human worlds: Exhibitions as sites 

to ponder environmental governance 

The article (Hira et al., 2023) introduces the Smart Urban Governance for More-than-

Human Future(s) anthology, featuring six speculative creative works that use futuring to 

explore environmental governance. Through audience observations and interviews, it 

argues that creative futuring raises awareness of how governance can support 

https://notanatlas.org/book/
https://artforadaptation.com/2024/12/20/creative-methods-toolkit-published/
https://artforadaptation.com/2024/12/20/creative-methods-toolkit-published/
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/240303/
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/240303/
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nonhuman agencies in ecological conservation and repair. Exhibitions are positioned 

as key spaces for reflecting on these possibilities and empowering more-than-human 

futures. 

8.3.8 Developing a Visioning Methodology: Visioning Choices for the Future of 

Operational Research 

This paper by O’Brien & Meadows (2007) outlines the phases and principles of the 

Visioning Choices methodology.  

8.3.9 Futures studies methods: a typology and guide to research design 

This guide can be found in chapter 23 of the Handbook of Futures Studies (Poli, 2024). 

The handbook as a whole, spanning over five-hundred pages, is a great resource for 

anyone seeking to expand their knowledge on future studies as a whole, from its 

history to more recent developments. However, for those who are specifically 

interested in exploring futuring methods and learning  how they can be best applied, 

this is a great place to start. This chapter provides the readers with a substantial 

mapping of methods futuring processes, but more importantly, it organizes said 

methods based on a typology that allows practitioners to better understand when 

certain methods can be best applied. The methods are clustered across the following 

themes:  

• Issue Frames 

• Identities and Power 

• Transformative Mindsets 

• Evidence of Change 

• Impacts and Consequences 

• Emerging Potentialities 

• Desirable Worlds 

• Actions Plans 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/31965944_Developing_a_visioning_methodology_Visioning_Choices_for_the_future_of_operational_research
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/31965944_Developing_a_visioning_methodology_Visioning_Choices_for_the_future_of_operational_research
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/31965944_Developing_a_visioning_methodology_Visioning_Choices_for_the_future_of_operational_research
https://www.elgaronline.com/edcollchap-oa/book/9781035301607/book-part-9781035301607-30.xml
https://www.elgaronline.com/edcollbook/book/9781035301607/9781035301607.xml
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The authors explore the types of questions and objectives of each of these categorical 

themes as a way to better understand the purpose of different methods. Furthermore, 

this guide outlines the ways in which futuring methods interconnect with one another, 

opening up possibilities for exciting hybrid approaches and exciting new 

methodological designs. This is an ideal resource for novice futuring practitioners just 

getting started and experienced veterans alike seeking to update their arsenal. 

8.3.10 Qualitative futuring methods in communicative (inter)action: 

Exploring the development and deployment of the Future Synthesizer 

method 

This paper by Förster, Chang, & Schotte (2024) explains the ways in which the Future 

Synthesizer method can be employed for the improvement of stakeholders’ futures 

literacy. This method seeks to engage participants in qualitative and interpretive 

approaches to futuring which invites discussion based on lived experiences and 

research knowledge alike. It showcases how futuring methods can be designed 

through the combination of various existing approaches. In this case, Future 

Synthesizer contains elements of backcasting and forecasting approaches, which are 

combined in a unique way to find new ways of engaging stakeholders in a discursive 

imagining of various futures.  

8.3.11 Ancestral and Cultural Futuring: Speculative Design in an 

Indigenous ovaHimba context 

This paper by Muashekele et al., (2023) addresses the application of speculative design 

methods in futuring exercises with indigenous communities in northwest Namibia. The 

authors reflect on how the community’s culture and attitudes towards the future 

influenced the futuring process, and how speculative design approaches can be 

complemented with more grounded co-design principles. This paper provides a 

detailed look into how the researchers engaged in speculative design methods with the 

local communities, sharing valuable insight into how such methodologies can be 

carried out in practice.  

8.3.12 Nesta’s Top Ten Toolkits for Futures 

If you are still looking for methodological inspiration, consider Nesta’s top ten list of 

their favourite futuring methods and toolkits. 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2949697724000286
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2949697724000286
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2949697724000286
https://sesa-euafrica.eu/ancestral-and-cultural-futuring-speculative-design-in-an-indigenous-ovahimba-context/
https://sesa-euafrica.eu/ancestral-and-cultural-futuring-speculative-design-in-an-indigenous-ovahimba-context/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/feature/top-ten-toolkits-futures/
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Part 4: Summary of meetings with PBL

Workshop 1 Summary 

On 20/11, Dr. Joost Vervoort conducted a workshop with members from PBL to better 

understand their understanding of transformative visions for the future. The goal of 

this workshop was to pinpoint areas of focus for the resulting guide, based on the 

discussions and questions asked by the participants.  Louis van Haasbergen, Alexis 

Beaudoin, and Timo Maas took extensive notes during the session, which have 

informed this summary. After a general introduction to the project, three questions 

were posed to the group: How do societal narratives and images of the future provide 

a context for PBL futures work in your projects? How can PBL and your projects engage 

with future visions, in terms of positions, who is involved, process, and methods? And 

what are some cutting edge ideas from the world of futures and transformations that 

could be useful for your projects?  

Before diving into the specific questions, Joost first asked the group their thoughts on 

the research questions. Participants wondered how to understand which questions are 

most important to think about and how the questions relate to one another. One 

participant mentioned that PBL is already doing bottom-up futures work. It was 

brought up that since PBL works under such a broad range of research topics, 

questions arose about the role of narratives in more quantitative research, and how to 

personalize these concepts for specific projects.  

After posing the first question around the role of societal narratives and images of the 

future in PBL’s work, the conversation veered towards research topics which 

participants did not feel required futures work, such as economics or the heat 

transition, which opened up the discussion to the concept of dominant vs. marginalized 

narratives. The conversation shifted towards justice and the fact that transformations 

are not always positive and curiosities around how to transform without massive 

inequalities. This led into a discussion around bad faith actors where participants asked 

for strategies for dealing with anti-democratic forces within a research project and the 

role of PBL in these ways. This resulted in a lively discussion around the role of PBL and 

the role of a researcher in general. While some believed it important to remain 

objective and simply put the information out there, others argued that the role of 

neutrality is either impossible or not favorable, bringing forward an interesting debate 

on a researcher's responsibility. It was brought up that dealing with many contrasting 

narratives can make it difficult to get the right actors at the table and mobilize them. In 

circumstances where transformation is not a favorized term, it was asked how 

researchers can create a more palatable narratives.  
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The second question explored the ways in which PBL engages with different future 

visions. It was generally agreed that PBL works with each type of futuring but typically 

focuses on plausible and possible, rarely extending to pluralistic and performative. The 

role of PBL came up again, with questions emerging around authority and connection 

to politics and having to be accountable in some ways. Some participants found the 

four types to be useful but broad, wondering how to make visioning effective and 

whether there is such a thing as ‘too open’. Most of the participants felt confused 

regarding when to use what type of futuring approach as well as how to use these 

approaches in tandem, asking for concrete examples of this in the report. Questions 

around inclusivity and representation, including ways to be as inclusive as possible and 

how to be aware of who is being left out, were top of mind for the participants. One 

participant brought up that there is one person working on transitions who constantly 

gets pulled into projects as a critical voice but that it would be more beneficial to the 

projects for each researcher to have the skills and processes to think about the 

transformative impact of their work, highlighting the importance of this project. 

The final question focused on cutting edge ideas that the participants would benefit 

from learning more about. Visualization and translation of visions into multi-medium 

was mentioned. The nuances of governance were discussed, with participants wanting 

ways to better understand the institutional structures they are operating in, and ways 

to understand where to orient yourself, particularly when working in such a 

governmentally focused organization. Specific case studies were requested when 

considering the futuring approaches to help participants see examples of which 

approach is useful when. Participants were especially interested in learning more 

about the opening up/closing down step Joost discussed and the transformative losses 

that occur from researcher translation (for example after co-design processes). Finally, 

time was mentioned by a few participants, wondering what timescale to consider 

transformation at, and how to effectively speak to visions with very long-term futures.  

Overall, this workshop was extremely helpful for Joost and the team to gain a better 

understanding of the participants' understanding of transformation and futuring 

within their work. From this we learned that we needed to focus more on things like 

the concept of transformation, dive deeper into the four approaches and try to give 

more concrete examples of how to utilize each type as well as how to combine them, 

and the psychology of visions and how they can be misused. From this we also decided 

to include a glossary, providing more concrete definitions for the major terms being 

written about.  
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Workshop 2 Summary 

On 12/12, Joost began the workshop with a presentation outlining the eight guiding 

ideas and considerations for transformative visioning work, giving some examples for 

each. After the presentation the floor was opened up for questions from the PBL 

audience. The first question came at the meta level, with one participant trying to 

understand how they can be expected to learn all of this information, highlighting the 

importance for us to make clear what this document is designed to do - help 

researchers understand the landscape and ask the right questions, rather than 

becoming futuring experts.  

Some topics which were brought up in the first workshop came up again, mainly 

around the role of the researcher and the concrete use of the four futuring approaches, 

showing these to be very important for us to consider within the report. The role of the 

researcher continued to be the most polarizing topic, with some participants believing 

that PBL and its researchers should push the limits of future visioning even further, 

while others felt that the role of visioning belonged more to others, such as citizens, 

rather than to the scientists. This became an important note and showed us that within 

the report we need to highlight the researchers role as giving others the space to 

produce societal visions, not be trapped by the dominant imaginaries, and help foster 

societies capacity to envision futures - seeing PBL as an imagination infrastructure.  

Managing fundamentally different views was also discussed and showed participants 

desire to see specific examples of how to approach this aspect of transformation. 

Understanding how to be aware of societal narratives, learning ways to stimulate their 

own imagination, and expanding ideas of what constitutes knowledge were all 

concepts expressed by participants that helped guide our report. Finally, concerns 

around losing legitimacy by talking about something like emotions in scenario work 

and forgetting people within a narrative were both mentioned by participants. 
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https://www.pbl.nl/
https://www.uu.nl/en/research/copernicus-institute-of-sustainable-development
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