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unlikely, and so belongs in the yellow low probability—but
very high impact—region. But, although on the periphery
of our imagination, we now have a heightened sense of
awareness, and might now begin to watch for signs of any
sort of Chinese/Japanese rapprochement, signs we might
have missed had we not considered such an unlikely “never
scenario.”

“Always scenarios” are also rich with imaginative pos-
sibilities. Recently, cNN published a list of “twelve jobs that
will always be needed:” doctor, teacher, mortician, waste
disposal manager, scientist, tax collector, barber, soldier,
religious leader, law enforcement officer, farmer, and
construction worker."" The imagination leader interested in
expanding imaginative capacity might ask a group to never-
theless imagine scenarios where we no longer need doctors
or teachers or soldiers. What would such a world look like
and how might it come about? The resulting scenarios
might be seem highly improbable, but rather than ignoring
or overlooking them, considering such “always scenarios”
and then placing them within scenario space makes them
part of our peripheral attention. Those who articulate
always and never scenarios assume that these facets of the
business space are not slippable or mutable. Always and
never scenarios are assumed continuities, in that we believe
they cannot or will not change. Making these seemingly un-
slippable joints more malleable is a useful way to imagine
new possibilities, to push our imaginations deeper into the
yellow peripheral zone.

We can also apply a scenario space as a tool for imagin-
ing outlier scenarios to the phenomenon of Black Swans.
Nassim Nicholas Taleb defines a Black Swan as:

o ahigh-impact event

« an outlier, outside the realm of regular expectations,
because nothing in the past can convincingly point
to its possibility

« 3) predictable only in retrospect.'”

What he terms “Black Swan logic” makes “what we don't
know more relevant than what we do know,” because for
Taleb, Black Swans are more the norm, not the exceptions
that our Gaussian-influenced statistical thinking might lead
us to believe.
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FIGURE 7: Black Swans

Because of their unpredictability and their deviations
from our normal expectations, we cannot possibly antici-
pate all of the Black Swans that might exist. But we can,
nevertheless, imagine some Black Swans. This requires even
more intense “imagination” to bring them within the sce-
nario space. Because they are outliers, with extremely low
probability but with very high impact, Black Swans already
have a place within the scenario space, although some of
these must surely exist in a region even outside of the sce-
nario space itself. I make a distinction when discussing the
probably of a scenario this way:

o Probable: Very high likelihood of occurring

o Plausible: A realistic scenario, but with less prob-
ability

o Possible: Logically consistent and imaginable, but
highly unlikely to occur.”

A Black Swan, as Taleb would define it, would fall even

outside of this range of possibility: we might call them
“unforeseen” scenarios. In order to deal more effectively
with Black Swans, we need to “drag them” into the scenario
space by making them conceptually “possible.”

By virtue of the fact that we can articulate even a highly
unlikely scenario—by conjuring it up in our imagination
and stating this mental vision in words—we move it from
the realm of unforeseen into the realm of the possible, and
thus within our zone of peripheral vision. If a scenario
is imaginable—even if unlikely—it is therefore possible.
Many of the techniques above can be used fruitfully to
imagine Black Swans: to imagine the unimaginable.

For a variety of reasons, not all actionable scenarios
are capable of literally being acted upon. Furthermore,
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scenarios in the improbable yellow peripheral zone might
nevertheless occur, despite their improbable nature and
even if they have been monitored via an organization’s
peripheral vision. As with all efforts to anticipate the shape
of the future, a scenario space is not a fool-proof system.
But if the goal is to expand our imaginative capabilities and
to make these a routine part of how we monitor trends and
scenarios, then the scenario space is an effective tool for
ordering our perceptions and expanding our imaginations.
Imagination leadership is the practice of cultivating
and coordinating individual and organizational imagina-
tion for purposes of thinking about and anticipating the
future. “Imagination” does not mean mere “make believe;”
rather, imagination is that underutilized portion of the or-
ganizational mind that perceives associations, possibilities,
analogies, lateral thoughts, and “what ifs?” It is that area
of the mind that allows us to picture the world, then alter
it and reshape it in our minds. Imagination is the mental

space that allows us to perform these thought experiments.

“Leadership,” in this context, means the thoughtful co-
ordination of the act of imagination. In an organizational
setting: this means creating the conditions by which imag-
ination can flourish, but also providing a rigorous shape
and structure to the exercise of imagination. The imagina-
tion leader strikes a balance between play and rigor as a
way to unleash the imagination. In this sense, imagination
leadership is similar to thought leadership, in that what is
led is people (not technologies or mere information), and
specifically the knowledge, experience, wisdom and judg-
ment of thoughtful practitioners. The goal of “imagination
leadership” is to establish procedures and processes that
liberate and organize the imagination; a scenario space is a
useful tool for managing the imaginative process.

BIOGRAPHY

David J. Staley, Ph.D. is an adjunct associate professor

and Director of the Goldberg Center for Excellence in
Teaching in the Department of History at The Ohio State
University. He is principal of The DStaley Group, a strate-
gic foresight and imagination leadership consulting firm,
and is president of Columbus Futurists, the local chapter
of the World Future Society. He is the author of History
and Future: Using Historical Thinking to Imagine the Future
(Lanham MD: Lexington Books, 2007). A “humanities-
based imagist,” Staley has also designed exhibitions, instal-
lations and other information visualizations.

PARSONS JOURNAL FOR INFORMATION MAPPING
VOLUME | ISSUE 4, FALL 2009
[PAGE 7]

IMAGING POSSIBLE FUTURES WITH A SCENARIO SPACE
DAVID J. STALEY, PHD

NOTES

1 Nicholas Rescher, Imagining Irreality: A Study of
Unreal Possibilities, (Chicago: Open Court, 2003), 223.

2 Ibid.

3 See David J. Staley, History and Future: Using Histori-
cal Thinking to Imagine the Future (Lanham MD: Lexing-
ton Books, 2007), especially 88-93.

4 On the nominal group technique, see Stephen M.
Millett and Edward J. Honton, A Manager’s Guide to
Technology Forecasting and Strategy Analysis Methods
(Columbus: Battelle Press, 1991), 55— 60.

5 Bayesian probabilities are based on expert judgment,
are “a measure of a state of knowledge,” and are “a measure
of the plausibility of an event given incomplete knowledge.’
See Charles Annis, “Bayesian Thinking,” http://www.
statisticalengineering.com/bayes_thinking.htm (accessed
September 5, 2008).

>

6 Wall Street Journal, “Radical Iraq Cleric In Retreat,
Tuesday, August 5, 2008, Al.

7 See Nassim Nicholas Taleb, The Black Swan: The
Impact of the Highly Improbable (New York: Random
House, 2007).

8 The Economist, August 23, 2008, 11.

9 Mark Almond, “1989 Without Gorbachev: What if
Communism Had Not Collapsed?,” in Niall Ferguson, Vir-
tual History: Alternatives and Counterfactuals, (New York:
Basic Books, 1997), 412.

10 Ruth M.J. Byrne, The Rational Imagination: How
People Create Alternatives to Reality, (Cambridge: MIT
Press, 2005), 3.

11 “The top indestructible careers,” http://www.cnn.
com/2007/LIVING/worklife/07/11/cb.survival/index.html
(accessed September 5, 2008).

12 Taleb, xvii-xviii.
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13 Think of a courtroom drama like Law and Order,
when the defense attorney badgers an expert witness into
testifying that such-and-such an occurrence is “possible,”
thereby hoping to raise doubt in the mind of the jury. But
the expert knows that “possible” in this case also means
“hardly any chance of occurring”
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