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TODAY’S VUCA 
ENVIRONMENT

Public sector and 
pool governing 
bodies are dealing 
with volatility, 
uncertainty, 
complexity, and 
ambiguity (VUCA) 
for a wide variety of 
significant risks.

 pandemic

 short- and long-term fiscal challenges

 social justice movement

 expanding workers’ compensation presumptions

 rethinking the roles of law enforcement and mental health services

 political polarization

 climate change

 population and demographic shifts

 generational change

 citizen and employee expectations for digital transformation

 cyber risk

 succession planning

 aging infrastructure

 reimagining public education



THE VALUE OF 
STRATEGIC 
FORESIGHT IN 
GOVERNANCE
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 How can foresight add value to your governance 
process?
 Elevate your board/committee meetings
 Broaden your horizon
 Foster policy innovation
 Future-proofing
 Engage stakeholders



WHAT IS           
STRATEGIC    
FORESIGHT?

 Strategic foresight is a systematic approach to:

 Look beyond current expectations.

 Consider a variety of plausible future developments.

 Explore what impacts they might have on a project, 
organization or community. 



IS IT THE SAME 
THING AS 
STRATEGIC 
PLANNING?

 STRATEGIC PLANNING
 Builds forward from 

today
 Moves toward an 

expected future
 Current 

opportunities/threats
 Annual retreat with 

periodic progress 
review

 STRATEGIC FORESIGHT
 Begins 10-years into 

the future
 Shines a light on 

multiple future 
plausible futures

 Emerging 
opportunities/threats

 Embedded to drive 
generative thinking 
and strategic 
discussions



WHAT DO YOU 
MEAN BY 
MULTIPLE 
PLAUSIBLE 
FUTURES?



STRATEGIC 
FORESIGHT 
PROCESS



VRSA 2030 
PROJECT

STEP 1:
FRAME THE  
DOMAIN
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STEP 3A: EXPLORE 
ALTERNATIVE 
FUTURES



HOW TO WRITE 
GOOD SCENARIOS

Good scenarios have the following characteristics:
 Allows a reader to understand a different world in a 

way that draws out insights
 Are logically coherent and internally consistent, 

where the external events and human actions make 
sense in relation to each other;

 Are based on evidence from drivers, trends, signals, 
and other research, but make a leap from the 
foundations into new territory.

 Should explore a wide range of possibilities and be 
distinct from each other in fundamental ways;

 Illuminate both the dynamics of the future world and 
what it feels like to be a person in that world.



SCENARIO NO-NOS

 NO magic, no alien invasions
 NO technological silver bullets that solve 

everything
 NO moralizing (the world should be the way I 

want it to be)
 NO picking favorites (all scenarios should be 

thoroughly developed and realized)
 NO naive copying of science fiction tropes
 No “kumbaya” (everyone just decides to get 

along)



SCENARIO 
ARCHETYPES

 Growth: An extrapolation of trends continuing 
with minimal disruption

 Constraint: A core guiding value or purpose 
organizes society and governs behavior

 Collapse: A rapid, catastrophic systems and 
infrastructure break down

 Transformation: Society or systems fundamentally 
change or reorganize around a new paradigm



THE FOUR 
STORIES/SCENARIOS

 Scenario 1: Expected
 Member moderate fiscal stress; used surplus to 

maintain stable rates
 Scenario 2: Challenging

 Member severe fiscal stress, pool fiscal stress, loss 
of members/staff

 Scenario 3: Aspirational –External
 Legislative changes; new coverage, tools, resources  

 Scenario 4: Aspirational - Internal
 Model organization using Strategic Foresight, 

Strategic Planning and Enterprise Risk Management 
to drive strategy and actions

 Smooth succession 



STEP 3B: USE 
SCENARIOS TO 
IDENTIFY 
STRATEGY 
IMPLICATIONS

 What is a “lever” in a scenario?
 A factor that we can control or influence.
 Like a dial on a radio. Can turn up or down.
 A thing that will influence the severity or impact of 

disruptions on our future.



CROSS OVER LEVERS 
= 

STRATEGY PRIORITIES



STRATEGY 1: 
IMPROVE MEMBER 
ENGAGEMENT BY 
ELEVATING THE 
DISCUSSION OF 
RISK WITHIN 
MEMBER 
ORGANIZATIONS.

This includes:
A. Harness messaging to focus on why we do what we 

do, rather than focusing on what we do, to improve 
members’ ability to remain aware of the pool’s 
breadth of resources and services.

B. Utilize Insight Decisions to engage stakeholders and 
promote inclusivity in the decision-making process.

C. Monitor relevant legislation to anticipate the needs of 
members, prepare reinsurers and ensure adequate 
funding for the payment of claims. 

D. Promote thought leadership and provide member 
training on emerging issues and risks.

E. Facilitate roundtables to bring members together to 
work on solutions, address opportunities or threats, 
develop sample policies, training, etc.   



STEP 4: ENVISION 
THE FUTURE –
IMAGINE AND 
DEFINE SUCCESS

 What does surprising success look like in 2030?
 Aspirational (examples):

 Enterprise risk management framework, policy, and 
auditing procedures are embedded in most of VRSA’s 
large members due to VRSA’s assistance in enterprise 
risk management program building. 

 Participation in member engagements is dominated by 
chief administrative officers (CAOs) and other 
management staff. 

 How will we measure success?
 Specific and measurable (examples):

 More than 75% of member CAOs attend at least three 
engagements per year

 80% of Tier III and 70% of Tier II members have decision 
records in Insight Decisions, rely on the OSHA tracker 
for annual reporting, regularly access claims 
dashboards, and participate in online training 
opportunities.



FEEDBACK FROM 
THE GOVERNING 
BODY

 The Four Futures:
• What strikes you about these four futures? 
• Do you find them plausible? 
• What scares you about them? 
• What gets you excited about them? 

 The Five Strategies
• What gets you excited about these strategies?
• What scares you about them?
• What are you ready to commit to now?
• What do you need more information about?



STRATEGY 1 -
IMPROVE MEMBER 
ENGAGEMENT BY 
ELEVATING THE 
DISCUSSION OF 
RISK

SEVERAL Board members 
said that Strategy #1 “would 
ENABLE OTHER STRATEGIES.”



STRATEGY 2 -
ALLOW GREATER 
FLEXIBILITY IN HOW 
FUNDS MAY BE 
USED TO MEET 
MEMBER NEEDS

“This one is EXCITING
because it can afford us 
ROOM TO THINK more out 
of the box and about 
EFFICIENCY.”



STRATEGY 3 - USE 
SURPLUS 
STRATEGICALLY TO 
PROVIDE 
ADEQUATE 
COVERAGE AND 
STABLE RATES

“This is a good idea, and it 
will be essential to keep an 
eye on scope and
performance to AVOID 
UNCONTROLLED “MISSION 
CREEP,” giving up 
effectiveness for added 
range of services.”



STRATEGY 4 -
BOLSTER VRSA’S 
REPUTATION BY 
LEVERAGING OUR 
COMMITMENT TO 
SERVICE

“Governing officials have a 
big say in who will provide 
insurance and risk 
management and MAY 
FOCUS ON PRICE OVER 
VALUE. It will be essential to 
convey the benefits of 
VRSA’s services and promote 
consistency as GOVERNING 
OFFICIALS COME AND GO.”



STRATEGY 5 -
ADVANCE 
STRATEGIES TO 
FACILITATE 
MEMBER CONTACT, 
SENIOR STAFF AND 
BOARD 
TRANSITIONS.

“It will be essential to figure 
out and AGGRESSIVELY 
PURSUE THIS STRATEGY. We 
need to avoid leaving VRSA 
with a BOARD THAT IS NOT 
SUFFICIENTLY 
KNOWLEDGEABLE.”



STEP 5: 
BACKCASTING

STEP 6:
IMPLEMENTATION

 Backcasting – if we want to achieve X by 2030, 
what milestones are important?  Work back to the 
present. 

This moves you into strategic plan development 
mode:

 Strategy roadmaps and action plans
 SMART goals and objectives (Specific, Measurable, 

Achievable, Realistic, and Timely)
 Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) and Key Risk 

Indicators (KRIs)

 Implement & Execute



SIMPLE STRATEGIC
FORESIGHT
TOOLS



LOOK BACK TO 
LOOK FORWARD
FORESIGHT TOOL



LOOK BACK TO 
LOOK FORWARD

 STEP 1
 Choose a topic for historical input. (e.g., your pool)

 STEP 2
 Determine timescale, which should be long enough 

to reveal large historical changes. Go back at least 
twice as far as you want to look forward. 

 STEP 3
 Have each person write down specific moments 

when change happened – an event, a new law, 
discovery or innovation - on sticky notes. 



LOOK BACK TO 
LOOK FORWARD

 STEP 4
 Have participants place their moments of change on 

the timeline chart.

 STEP 5
 Discuss the most significant disruptions and 

implications that arise from moments of change.  

 STEP 6
 Discuss the future you see emerging as you 

extrapolate past changes forward. 



FUTURES TRIANGLE
FORESIGHT TOOL 



FUTURES TRIANGLE 

 STEP 1
 Define the future you want to move toward. 

 STEP 2
 Tease apart the pull of the future, the push of the 

present, and the weight of the past.
 Have participants write down on sticky notes what 

they believe is part of each category. As a group, 
have people place their ideas within the category 
where they think it belongs. Seek disagreement from 
the group and move ideas around based on other 
people’s understanding.



FUTURES TRIANGLE 

 STEP 3
 Once everyone has added their ideas to the triangle, 

take some time to review key questions or 
uncertainties within each corner of the triangle that 
arise from the exercise. Write them down on the 
template next to the corner of the triangle that the 
question is associated with.

 STEP 4
 Re-articulate your possible futures into a more 

plausible futures by looking at the most decisive 
forces and how they might affect and be affected by 
the other dimensions.



FUTURES TRIANGLE
Insights to Explore

 The Pull of the Future: 
 What would be the ideal future for this issue or 

topic? 
 Do we have a shared image of the logic behind how 

the future gets formed in this specific case, or are 
there competing logical beliefs?

 If we were adrift in a river, where do we end up in 
the issue?

 What tools and resources do we have that can affect 
the direction and lead us towards that future?

 What do we lack to influence change? What are our 
limits?

 Is it possible to impact the futures? Or is it needed 
at all?



FUTURES TRIANGLE
Insights to Explore

 The Push of the Present: 
 What trends and technologies are changing the 

future right now?
 What things are pushing change forward?
 What already known new policies, procedures, laws, 

budgets, decisions and technologies will start to 
push changes forward in the near future?



FUTURES TRIANGLE
Insights to Explore

 The Weight of the Past:
 Who benefits from the status quo or loses if it is 

changed?
 What are the barriers to change?
 What is holding us back, or getting in our way?
 What are the deep structures that resist change?



DRAW OUT 
CONSEQUENCES
FORESIGHT TOOL



DRAW OUT 
CONSEQUENCES

 STEP 1
 Determine the most critical action you could 

take to move toward future you want. This may 
come from the Pull of the Future exercise; it 
may also grow out of predetermined strategy.

 STEP 2
 Turn your critical action into a one-sentence 

scenario that assumes success. Write it in the 
center of the diagram. 

 STEP 3
 Identify first-order consequences—direct 

results of the scenario you’re exploring. Write 
each consequence in a separate bubble in the 
first ring around the center.



DRAW OUT 
CONSEQUENCES

 STEP 4
 Identify second-order consequences that follow the 

first.
 STEP 5

 Imagine third-order consequences and note them in 
a third ring. These are often not obvious and further 
removed from the initial change.

 STEP 6
 Continue this ripple effect until a useful picture of 

change becomes clear. Ensure that you’ve thought 
about the larger system throughout the exercise by 
asking participants to imagine consequences from 
various domains of life including the economy, 
environment, society/culture, technology, and 
political/legal landscape. Also be sure to include 
both negative and positive consequences.



WRAP UP

 CORE PRINCIPLES FOR FUTURES THINKING:
 Forget about predictions. 
 Look backward to see forward.
 Focus on signals.
 Uncover patterns – linking signals.
 Create a community.
 Practice regularly with purposeful intent



RESOURCES

 AGRiP www.agrip.org

 Rebecca Ryan
https://rebeccaryan.com/

 Institute for the Future www.iftf.org

 Steve Craig scraig@vrsa.us



QUESTIONS?


