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Scenario Planning: An Overview 
Scenario planning is the art of storytelling applied to the future instead of the past or 
present. In this way it is not unlike science fiction—it’s about “remembering the future.” 
Unlike science fiction, though, the stories woven by a scenario planner revolve around a 
question or decision.  This question or decision has been framed on behalf of a patron, 
usually an organization rather than a person. It reflects the focus of curiosity of the 
patron, who uses the scenario to improve strategic thinking by considering multiple 
possible futures. 

The benefit of scenario planning is not prescience, but 
flexibility and adaptability. Stewart Brand, creator of the 
Whole Earth Catalogs, has said that what scenario 
planning means is that while you may not always be right 
about the future, you are almost never wrong. And being 
wrong about the future is the only way to be unprepared. 

Scenario planning gives you more than a dry statistical 
measure of a possible futureit gives you a palpable 
sense of what it will feel like to live in that future.  
Scenario planning requires a flair for the dramatic, a 

sense of how to help your audience suspend disbelief in a possible future that otherwise 
might never have occurred to them. But that possible future must still be demonstrably 
possible—it is not enough to be a convincing storyteller!  To demonstrate this possibility, 
each future scenario must be carefully researched and documented. The better our 
research, the more convincing (and correct!) our scenarios will be. 

In this paper, we’ll first walk through an explanation of scenario planning, step by step.  
This will lay the framework of how we shall proceed in the next stage, as we work 
through a real-world example—the future of handheld computing. 

SCENARIO PLANNING GIVES 
YOU MORE THAN A DRY 
STATISTICAL MEASURE OF A 
POSSIBLE FUTUREIT GIVES 
YOU A PALPABLE SENSE OF 
WHAT IT WILL FEEL LIKE TO LIVE 
IN THAT FUTURE.   
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The Process Of Scenario Planning  
The process of scenario planning described here closely follows the method described in 
Peter Schwartz's book, The Art of the Long View. There are many ways of doing scenario 
planning, some others of which are described in the books listed in the References section 
(which also includes reference information on The Art of the Long View). We have to 
choose a place to start, and Schwartz's approach is well tested, well known, and easy to 
understand.  In the author's opinion, it's also enjoyable.  We highly recommend Mr. 
Schwartz’s book if you find this paper useful!   

We'll go through the following steps in the process: 

• Framing the question 

• Researching the facts 

• Identifying local forces 

• Finding the driving forces 

• Developing the matrix 

• Choosing scenario plots 

Scenario planning is not a spectator sport. Expect to get 
involved, even passionately involved, as the process 
unfolds. 

Framing The Question 

Finding the right question is a major step in the direction of 
the answer.  Once you think you know the question, look 
for the questions behind the question, to make sure you 

have looked deep enough.  

Examine your mindset. How do you habitually view decisions of this nature? Consider 
the possibilities - optimist, pessimist, blasé.  Optimists believe every decision is a winner. 
Consider what pitfalls you are overlooking. Pay special attention to risk factors you 
assume to be minor. Is there a possibility they could be more real than you imagine them 
to be? 

Pessimists, on the other hand, expect failure and are uncomfortable with visions of 
success. Are you overestimating risks or underestimating payoffs? Is the pessimism 
rooted in past failures? If so, is the present situation actually likely to suffer the same 
fate? 

Surprisingly, though, the biggest potential pitfall is a simple belief in the status quo. 
Believers in the status quo approach (i.e., most of us) need to look carefully at their 
assumptions. Many times significant change has come about without much advance 
notice - or at least it seems that way to most of us, since we are adapted to the way things 
are and not expecting anything out of the ordinary.  

SCENARIO PLANNING IS 
NOT A SPECTATOR SPORT. 
EXPECT TO GET INVOLVED, 
EVEN PASSIONATELY 
INVOLVED, AS THE 
PROCESS UNFOLDS. 
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This can be true even of situations that were until very recently unthinkable. Do you, for 
example, now take cellular phones and the World-Wide Web for granted? Most of us do, 
but cell phones did not exist 20 years ago and were relatively rare a decade ago. David 
Gelernter, a computer scientist at Yale, is considered a visionary because he saw the Web 
coming a mere five years in advance, in 1987!  To shake up our belief in the inevitability 
of the status quo, we need to uncover our assumptions, which are often not very obvious 
to us.  

We will be looking at this again when we get to the search for driving forces. For now we 
need to look at the question we are asking and consider carefully how the question might 
be different - or even irrelevant - if one of our underlying assumptions proved incorrect. 

Keep the question focused on events over which you have no control. Otherwise you can 
change the outcome simply by changing your decision. Remember, you are looking to 
predict the future, not to decide it. 

For example, you might be wondering whether to invest in biotechnology stocks. 
Suppose instead we try framing the question as "What would cause the price of 
biotechnology stocks to rise or fall significantly in the next three years?" This keeps the 
question focused on events over which we have no control, and hence more need of 
understanding. 

Other key techniques in framing the question: 

• Look at broader and narrower questions to refine the focus. 

• Try to identify key indicators that will tell you which way a question is going to 
go. 

• Clarify your time frame when framing the question. The answer may be very 
different if you are looking at a one-year rather than a five-year window.  

• Consider whether you need to look locally or globally in choosing your focus. 
Small businesses usually need only look at local issues, and at local expressions 
of global issues. 

Having considered the dangers of optimism and 
pessimism, and examined our assumptions about the 
status quo, we are ready to look for driving forces. 

Researching The Facts 
Once the question is framed, it is time to find out 
everything you can about the subject and its surrounding 
context. The goal is twofold: learn what can be learned 
about the subject at hand, and educate yourself to 
improve your ability to ask the right questions. 

Once again it behooves us to consider our perceptual biases. We need to be aware of the 
outcomes we expect and look for evidence to the contrary. This is based on a 
fundamental tenet of the scientific method - the attempt to disprove the null hypothesis. 

CLARIFY YOUR TIME FRAME 
WHEN FRAMING THE 
QUESTION. THE ANSWER MAY 
BE VERY DIFFERENT IF YOU 
ARE LOOKING AT A ONE-YEAR 
RATHER THAN A FIVE-YEAR 
WINDOW. 
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Consciously adopt different mindsets. If you are a businessperson try to see the world as 
a politician would see it. If you are over 30, make a determined effort to see the world 
through the eyes of a teenager. 

We continually have to filter our perceptions because of the information overload we 
experience. The object here is to make sure we stay aware of our biases and make sure 
our fact-gathering processes let in enough variety of information without becoming 
overwhelmed. 

What areas of inquiry do we pursue when doing our research? The question determines 
this in large measure, but there are some general considerations that should be taken into 
account. Every researcher has his or her own favorite “usual suspects.”  Mine include the 
Economist (http://www.economist.com) and caffeinated-beverage-consumption sessions 
employing the Google search engine (http://www.google.com), which is also accessible 
from your Web-enabled handheld (http://www.google.com/palm/).  I often find useful 
information in Usenet newsgroup archives as well. 

The Greenspan Factor 

One icon of U.S. society who cannot be ignored is Federal Reserve Board Chairman Alan 
Greenspan.  Greenspan is, by the nature of his job, a futurist.  We can learn something 
useful to our scenario planning from his techniques for gathering facts. 

A recent magazine article (b3, 11-12/2000, p. 16) listed seven areas Greenspan 
continually monitors in his fact-gathering processes. Focusing on these may shift our 
perspective in fresh and surprising ways: 

 
Process of innovation What areas of innovation are especially fertile relative to the question at 

hand? 

Creative destruction  This concept, which was coined by the economist Joseph Schumpeter, 
refers to the continuous process of emerging technologies making 
existing technologies obsolete and pushing them out of the way. Are 
there any such processes at work with respect to the question under 
consideration? 

Expansion of knowledge  What kinds of new knowledge could affect the question, pushing it in 
one direction or another over the time period under consideration? 

Productivity gains  To what degree will an increase or decrease in productivity of one kind 
or another affect the outcome? What would need to be measured to 
assess the direction and magnitude of productivity gain or loss? 

Continued US dominance  To what extent does the outcome depend on US dominance of a 
particular market or technology? 

Job insecurity   What effect will the increasing relative insecurity of the average US 
worker's job have on the question at hand? Does the outcome depend on 
this insecurity continuing, increasing, or abating? 

Education  What affect will the education system have on the question at hand? 
Does the outcome depend on changes in the system, such as a trend 
toward Internet delivery of education? Does the outcome assume a 
certain level of literacy/numeracy in the population? 

http://www.economist.com/
http://www.google.com/
http://www.google.com/palm/
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Identifying Local Forces 

Having decided on the question and done our research, it is time to identify the local 
forces that will affect our decision. The secondary question we are trying to answer here 
is, simply put: What will tell us that the main question has been answered? 

By starting locally, working outward from the question itself, we ensure that the factors 
we identify are truly relevant. We work outward like 
ripples caused by the drop of a pebble in a pond. For 
each factor we locate, we ask ourselves, “What then 
are the forces driving that factor?” 

Eventually we reach a point where the factors are no 
longer so local. The exact point is not always clear 
(nor does it need to be), but eventually we shift into 
the next stage, the search for driving forces. 

Finding The Driving Forces 

Next we look for the global factors that underlie the local forces. These factors typically 
are drawn from five main categories of sources: 

• Society 

• Technology 

• Politics 

• Economics 

• Environment 
Clearly there are interrelationships, but this list provides a viable starting point for the 
search. The nature of the question may suggest additional areas, or refinements of the 
above-listed areas. 

What are the driving forces? They are the trends and currents at work in the larger world 
that will determine the direction the local forces take. In short, driving forces are the 
larger issues that determine the framework within which the local forces operate. 

For example, if the question at hand is whether to start a new business, the state of the 
overall economy is a driving force. If your business will involve marketing to C++ 
language programmers, the IT industry shift to server-based Java environments is a 
driving force - as is the burgeoning Palm Pilot user base, since C++ is the language of 
choice on the Palm OS platform. 

The identification of driving forces will proceed smoothly if you have done your 
homework with diligence. Keep in mind that you are looking for forces beyond your 
control. Just as the question itself should not depend on a decision on your part, the 
driving forces should be larger than your scope of activity can encompass.  

BY STARTING LOCALLY, 
WORKING OUTWARD FROM THE 
QUESTION ITSELF, WE ENSURE 
THAT THE FACTORS WE IDENTIFY 
ARE TRULY RELEVANT. WE WORK 
OUTWARD LIKE RIPPLES CAUSED 
BY THE DROP OF A PEBBLE IN A 
POND. 



Window On The Future: A Scenario Planning Primer Page 8 

 Copyright  2001 South Wind Design, Inc. – All Rights Reserved 

Some driving forces are predetermined by nature, and others face futures that are 
anything but certain. The number of United States citizens who will be eligible to vote in 
the 2004 Presidential election is easy to predict, since the vast majority of such persons 
are already citizens, and the number of persons who can be naturalized by that time is 
fixed, since they must already have applied if they are to complete the process in the next 
four years. The variable factors include the death rate and the number of citizens who 
choose to renounce their citizenship, both of which are at least loosely predictable. 

The number of those eligible who will actually vote, on the other hand, is uncertain, since 
it depends on how many of those who are eligible actually register, and how many of 
those who are registered actually turn out to vote.  

If the question at hand depends on the number of actual voters rather than the number of 
those who are eligible, the registration rate and the turnout rate represent critical 
uncertainties. Both numbers (those eligible and those who actually vote) are driving 
forces, but they will have very different effects on the scenarios we develop. 

Note that uncertainty is not necessarily critical to 
the outcome. If a factor can come out in two very 
different ways and the question still works out to 
the same result, the uncertainty is not critical - 
discard it as irrelevant. 

A situation may seem to have no critical 
uncertainties, as if everything about the situation 
were predetermined. In this case the odds are 
excellent that you are either overlooking some 
important factor, or that your predetermined 

elements are more mutable than you think. Ask yourself under what conditions your 
assumption of constancy might prove incorrect. Be open to the possibility that your 
assumptions could be wrong. This is a great source of possible candidates for critical 
uncertainties. 

Coming out of this step, we have two lists: the predetermined elements and the critical 
uncertainties. In the next step, we will use these to construct a matrix that will lay bare 
the framework in which our scenarios will take root. 

Developing The Matrix 

The matrix is not an absolute necessity in scenario building, but for us newcomers it is a 
good place to start. The goal of this step is really the selection of the plot lines our 
scenarios will follow, which is what the next step is for; if the plot lines are already 
obvious to you feel free to jump ahead. 

The matrix is like a Cartesian coordinate system, with the two most salient driving forces 
as the X and Y-axes. The four corners of the coordinate system represent four possible 
outcomes; normally only two or three will actually turn out to be viable combinations, 
forming the basis for our scenarios. The predetermined elements are the backdrop to the 
matrix, the constant features of the terrain as it were. 

UNCERTAINTY IS NOT NECESSARILY 
CRITICAL TO THE OUTCOME. IF A 
FACTOR CAN COME OUT IN TWO 
VERY DIFFERENT WAYS AND THE 
QUESTION STILL WORKS OUT TO THE 
SAME RESULT, THE UNCERTAINTY IS 
NOT CRITICAL. 
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A hypothetical example may help clarify. Suppose we have determined that the two most 
critical uncertainties for us are the state of the world economy and the weather in Central 
America. Our matrix uses these as its axes. For the sake of simplicity, we are using 'good' 
and 'bad' as our names for the ends of both axes.  

Now we have four combinations:  

• Good weather/good economy 

• Good weather/bad economy 

• Bad weather/good economy 

• Bad weather/bad economy 

We can construct a scenario for each of the combinations, though it will be to our 
advantage to limit our final result to two or three. Most likely it will turn out that one of 
the combinations will turn out to be either very unlikely or not very interesting. 

Choosing the scenarios is the next step in our progression. 

Choosing Scenario Plots 

Once we have identified the driving forces and determined how they interrelate, we start 
the search for plots that convincingly portray possible futures that reflect the outcome of 
particular combinations of driving forces.  

Every good plot has characters; in scenario planning we must keep in mind that the 
characters are not persons. Instead the characters will be “larger than life”—institutions 
like corporations, governmental bodies, or even entire industries; ecological forces like 
global or regional weather; mass entities like the population of eligible U.S. voters or 
high school age males; or societal trends like nationalism or religious fundamentalism.  
There may be a single individual who seems to be a major player, such as a national 
leader or religious figure, but such an individual is almost always a creation of some 

larger trend in society; if the individual is struck down 
the trend continues, and another individual emerges to 
fill the role. Hence it makes the most sense to cast the 
trend as the character rather than the individual. 

The organizational characters in a scenario plot are 
motivated by many of the same “emotions” that would 
motivate a human character. A plot develops when 
characters conflict with one another and synergize with 
still others.  As Hans Selye demonstrated in his seminal 

work The Stress of Life, stress induces the reactions that cause adaptation to occur in an 
organism; it’s no different in the lives of institutions like corporations and governments.  
In choosing a scenario plot, we need to ask ourselves: What stresses do the driving forces 
represent and how will we react to them? 

The organizational characters in a scenario plot are motivated by many of the same 
“emotions” that would motivate a human character. A plot develops when characters 
conflict with one another and synergize with still others. 

THE ORGANIZATIONAL 
CHARACTERS IN A SCENARIO 
PLOT ARE MOTIVATED BY MANY 
OF THE SAME “EMOTIONS” 
THAT WOULD MOTIVATE A 
HUMAN CHARACTER. 
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In The Art of the Long View, Peter Schwartz described several standard plot types that 
occur over and over again, and a few others that pop up from time to time. They are well 
worth your consideration when engaged in plot divination. 

Common plots include the following: 

Winners and 
losers 

The world is a zero-sum game. The players are enemies in a dog-
eat-dog world. 

Challenge and 
response 

Like the Seven Labors of Hercules, the world consists of 
monumental obstacles to overcome. The protagonist (presumably 
the session sponsor) is a hero who must draw on deep wells of 
creativity and courage to prevail. 

Evolution The world unfolds in a relatively consistent upward spiral. 
Technology-oriented scenarios will often follow this plot, due to the 
commonplace path taken by scientific and engineering thought. 

 Less common, but perhaps more interesting, are these: 

Revolution Discontinuity is the hallmark of a revolution-based plot. The 
emergence of the World-Wide Web is a plot that diverged from the 
usual evolutionary path of technology. Few people foresaw the 
Web, and the few who did had no advance idea of the scale or 
rapidity of its success. 

The Lone Ranger The protagonist stands alone against the world. Key elements of the 
Lone Ranger plot include the protagonist standing up for what is 
Right, and the Villain (usually the competition) who is looking out 
for its own interests rather than the common good. 

Cycle Some plots, especially those based on economic or demographic 
trends, are inherently cyclical in nature. 

The bottom line: you need to find a plot that more or less matches the situation described 
by a particular combination of critical uncertainty outcomes. The next step is to flesh out 
each scenario with a narrative that draws the listener in and convincingly presents the 
scenario logic. 

Fleshing Out The Scenarios 

Creating a compelling narrative is the most creative aspect of this process, and therefore 
the aspect least susceptible to the high-minded dispensation of advice.  However, there 
are some points you can keep in mind that come from the world of creative writing: 

• Character development is important to readers.  While the characters in the plots 
are larger than life, you can often find a way to bring the plot down to a human 
level by showing the effects of the scenario on a day in the life of a hypothetical 
person or persons.  Who lives in this world? What can you say about their lives to 
make your prospective audience care about them? 
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• Action is good.  Stories should contain something more than “talking heads.”  In 
any good story there are usually antagonists as well as protagonists, and 
antagonism is not about good or bad—it’s about the conflicts that inevitably arise 
in people’s lives (or in this case the lives of organizations, etc., but you can 
describe how these conflicts would be manifested in the lives of people).  What 
happens to the protagonists/antagonists as a result of the operating of the driving 
forces?  How do the forces change them and the world they live in? 

 Presenting Your Scenarios 

Once the scenarios are complete, you are ready to present your scenarios to the sponsors. 
If you have done your work well, the scenarios will be controversial, but also believable.  

If they are dismissed out of hand, a number of possible explanations exist:  

• The scenarios are too scary  

• The scenarios are too far-fetched 

• The audience isn't ready for new ways of thinking 
You can solve the first two problems by dint of your own 
efforts, but the third requires intervention and support by top 
management. Presumably someone at that level is interested 
in promulgating new ways of thinking, or you wouldn't be 
doing scenario planning in the first place! They need to 
propagate that interest to the rest of their staff. You can help 
by providing ammunition in the form of explanations, 
success stories, and so on; but the ultimate responsibility 
remains with the sponsor for convincing the staff of the need 
for more open ways of thinking. 

PRESUMABLY SOMEONE IN 
TOP MANAGEMENT IS 
INTERESTED IN 
PROMULGATING NEW WAYS 
OF THINKING, OR YOU 
WOULDN'T BE DOING 
SCENARIO PLANNING IN THE 
FIRST PLACE! 
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Working Through An Example 
Let' s work through an example now. Suppose we ask the question: What will the world 
of handheld computing be like five years from now? 

Because we want this paper to be brief, we’re going to make a lot of assumptions.  Let’s 
start by assuming a consulting client has asked us to investigate this question specifically, 
so we can skip the step of refining the question itself.  Let’s also assume we have already 

done the research, so we are starting our adventure at 
the step where we look for local forces that drive 
handheld computing.  Then we’ll move to triage of 
predetermined vs. critically uncertain elements, and 
then on to the task of scenario building. 

As a final assumption that is part of setting the stage, 
let’s assume our investigation thus far has already led 
us to a preliminary conclusion that will help focus our 
investigation.  We have decided that the future of 
handheld computing is inexorably tied to wireless 
media—for all practical purposes, we assume that there 

is no future for handheld computers that does not involve communications with other 
computers and networks, including especially the Internet.  As has happened with the 
desktop and laptop PC, handhelds will evolve as communications devices if they evolve 
at all. 

Local Forces 

Technology 

Force Description 
Standards  

Palm vs. 
Pocket PC 

There is a battle afoot for mind share and market share between the 
Microsoft-centric Pocket PC platform and the proprietary Palm OS 
platform.  The Microsoft platform is based on Windows CE, a scaled 
down version of Microsoft’s ubiquitous desktop OS. This platform 
requires more power, hence has shorter battery life, but has much better 
graphics and a much richer user experience overall.   

By contrast, the Palm platform consumes far less power and offers a 
more Spartan user interface.  Graphics and color are possible but not 
yet common on Palm devices, and not necessarily of interest to the 
typical Palm user (and therefore possibly not compelling for the typical 
buyer in the handheld market, who has favored Palm over Pocket PC 
by a substantial margin).  While Palm is a proprietary platform like 
Windows CE, it has been aggressively licensed and is well-supported in 
terms of development tools and documentation. 

FOR ALL PRACTICAL PURPOSES, 
THERE IS NO FUTURE FOR 
HANDHELD COMPUTERS THAT 
DOES NOT INVOLVE 
COMMUNICATIONS WITH OTHER 
COMPUTERS AND NETWORKS, 
INCLUDING ESPECIALLY THE 
INTERNET. 
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Force Description 
Successful roll-
out of wireless 

connectivity 
standards 

There are three main options for handheld computers’ wireless 
connectivity:  

o Bluetooth (IEEE 802.15.1-4) is an emerging standard with 
widespread industry support, providing relatively low-
bandwidth connectivity (narrow- to wideband speeds ranging 
from 9.6Kbps up to 384 Kbps in roaming mode) at very low 
cost ($1-5$ per client device).  Internet-connected Bluetooth 
transceivers must be within 30 meters of a client device.  
Billions of Bluetooth-enabled devices are expected to roll out 
over the next few years. 

o Wi-Fi (IEEE 802.11b) provides high-speed connectivity (true 
broadband speed, 10 Mbps and faster) at greater cost than 
Bluetooth, with a longer but still relatively limited broadcast 
range.  Wi-Fi is expected to be installed in certain upscale 
public spaces (e.g., airports, hospitals, shopping malls, and 
universities) over the next several years, but adoption rates are 
questionable due to the relatively high cost-to-power ratio. 

o Third generation (3G) and late second-generation (2.5G) 
wireless cellular standards such as WCDMA and CDMA2000 
offer a third alternative, with potential speeds ranging from 144 
Kbps up to more than 3 Mbps over the next five years.  These 
offer a cost-to-power ratio per client device comparable to 
Bluetooth and have the greatest potential for providing truly 
ubiquitous wireless connectivity, but require a substantial 
quantum jump in infrastructure investments. 

Hardware 
cost-to-power 
ratio 

To be attractive to users, handheld computing must provide 
considerable bang for the buck. 

Support from 
ISVs 

Independent software vendors are the key to growth in any computing 
arena.  Handheld computing is no exception.  Platform providers are 
attempting to attract developers to their platforms by providing 
excellent software tools, documentation, discounts on hardware, and 
other incentives.  Palm recently initiated a venture capital fund 
targeting companies who build software for the Palm OS. 
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Economics 

Force Description 
State of the 
economy 

The economy plays a tremendous role in the potential acceptance of 
handheld computing.  In particular, a sluggish economy will impede the 
rollout of the infrastructure required to support ubiquitous high-
bandwidth wireless connectivity.  Moreover, economic doldrums could 
cause organizations to delay investment in new hardware of any sort. 

Society 

Force Description 
Continuing 
growth of 
email & chat 
as 
communicatio
ns media 

Electronic mail and chat are rapidly becoming the person-to-person 
communications media of choice among the young, and are expected to 
continue to grow in this regard.  It is less certain, but possible, that 
adults will adopt these with the same degree of enthusiasm. 

Demographics 

Force Description 
Two billion 
teenagers 

As of year 2000, there were roughly two billion teenagers in the world 
(persons of age 13-19).  They have tremendous buying power and are 
quick to try out and adopt new technologies.  The role they will play in 
the handheld market is an important question. 

Aging baby-
boomers 

The baby-boom generation has begun to enter retirement age, and will 
do so more and more over the next twenty years.  Given how self-
centered and melodramatic this generation has been, expect them to be 
a dominant force in politics and the economy. :-) 

Politics 

Force Description 
Government 
commitment 
to 
infrastructure 

As we pointed out earlier, sluggish economic growth could derail the 
rollout of wireless infrastructure that is important to the growth of 
handheld computing.  However, even in a boom economy, political will 
is required to sustain infrastructure investments.  Do the governments 
of the world have the political will to do what has to be done? 

Privacy 
protection 

If personal privacy becomes a hot political issue, the growth of 
handheld computing may be impeded until actual or perceived privacy 
issues are dealt with definitively. 
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Predetermined Elements 

The hardware cost/power ratio is definitely a predetermined element: cost will go down 
relative to power. Another apparently predetermined factor is the acceptance of and 
dependence on email & chat as communications media. At least among the youth and 
young adults, these are already necessities, and will become increasingly more so.  We 

see adoption of email and chat occurring in strata of the U.S. 
population that five years ago wouldn’t have used a desktop 
computer at all!  Europe has recently seen tremendous 
growth in messages delivered using Simple Message Service 
(SMS), a standard for transmitting text messages between 
cellular phones and other handheld devices.  SMS messaging 
will likely take off in the U.S. in the near future as well. 

The demographic factors are predetermined in terms of 
numbers, but there is a question: Will either or both of these 
groups (aging Boomers or the two billion teenagers of Y2K) 
turn out to be the “Wireless Generation” that will provide 

critical mass to the movement? We'll assume for simplicity's sake that one or both of 
these generations will play that role. 

Support from ISVs is another uncertainty, but again for the sake of simplicity we will 
assume it is not. We will assume, to turn the Field of Dreams saying on its head, that if 
we come, they will build it—in other words, if a critical mass of market support for 
wireless technology emerges, ISVs will provide the needed software support.  Let's 
assume the two political factors break in a favorable direction as well: Government 
commitment to infrastructure will be more than adequate, and privacy protection will not 
impede to the success of handheld computing.  

One final possible uncertainty is whether the world settles quickly on a wireless LAN 
connectivity standard. We will assume that Bluetooth (or some low-cost, low-power 
equivalent) achieves marketplace acceptance.  Higher bandwidth connectivity options 
such as Wi-Fi and 2.5/3G cellular data services are less certain, but for the sake of 
simplicity we will assume they are not a factor in this analysis.1   

Critical Uncertainties 

Now we identify our critical uncertainties. What about the state of the economy? This is a 
definite uncertainty, and a potentially critical one at that.  If the economic outlook is 
grim, it seems likely that the growth of any new technology will be impeded. But what if 
the new technology can be leveraged to provide dramatic cost savings? If this is the case, 
the technology may prosper even in a bear economy. So the uncertainty is whether a 
corporate “killer app” can be identified that drives handheld computing in bad or good 

                                                 
1 This is admittedly a highly questionable assumption, but keep in mind the purpose of the paper is to 
demonstrate the scenario planning technique, not to produce a perfect set of future scenarios for handheld 
computing! 

WE SEE ADOPTION OF 
EMAIL AND CHAT 
OCCURRING IN STRATA OF 
THE U.S. POPULATION 
THAT FIVE YEARS AGO 
WOULDN’T HAVE USED A 
DESKTOP COMPUTER AT 
ALL! 
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economic times.  It seems likely that if a killer app emerges, it will depend on ubiquitous 
wireless access, so we will bake that into our assumption about this critical uncertainty. 

The Palm vs. Pocket PC competition is another critical uncertainty. Palm OS has a huge 
majority of market share, but the Pocket PC share is growing at an accelerating rate. The 
issue here is whether the majority of users will pay a higher price for significantly greater 
functionality.  Wireless Internet connectivity could drive this factor, since the World-
Wide Web is a far more attractive experience in an environment rich in graphics and 
sound capabilities. 

Scenario Building 

Now we will look at the possible variations in outcomes that could arise from the 
interplay of the critical uncertainties. 

To recapitulate the assumptions, the predetermined elements: 

• Hardware cost/power ratio (cost will go down relative to power) 

• Acceptance of/dependence on email & chat as communications media (will 
increase) 

• ISVs will provide the needed software support 

• Government will support infrastructure development 

• Privacy issue does not impede acceptance 

• Bluetooth achieves marketplace acceptance; wideband and broadband 
connectivity are uncertainties, but not necessarily critical uncertainties 

To recapitulate the critical uncertainties: 

• Platform: Palm vs. Pocket PC 

• Emergence of a "killer app" (presumably a wireless connectivity application) 
The possible combinations are shown in the following table: 

 

Killer wireless app emerges? Dominant 
Platform: No Yes 

Palm Scenario #1: Palm Struggles On Scenario #2: Palm Emerges 
Victorious 

Pocket PC Not a believable possibility Scenario #3: Windows CE 
Dominates 

We will make a bold assertion now to triage the scenarios even further. Without a killer 
app, the Pocket PC cannot achieve ascendancy. The logic is simple: Palm users can 
already do email and chat very adequately with existing wireless connectivity, thank you. 
The added power of the Pocket PC is not worth the additional cost without some as-yet-
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unforeseen wireless application. So, assuming our assumption is correct, the lower-left 
quadrant’s scenario does not exist as a plausible future. 

The Pocket PC can win if a killer app emerges that requires—and justifies—its additional 
power and cost. The Palm can believably survive with or without a killer app. So the 
other three scenarios are viable. On, then, to building scenario plot lines. 

Building Scenario Plot Lines 

Now let’s take each of the scenario foundations and build a story line around it. 

#1: Palm Struggles On 

PalmOS Dominance Continues; No Killer App Emerges 
In this world, the economy plays a major role, and it is a villainous role—growth remains 
sluggish for some time to come.  Growth of the Pocket PC market share flattens and 
stabilizes at some minority level; growth of the overall market continues to some degree, 
but no great idea for a wireless application appears to form a compelling reason for the 
mass markets, corporate or personal, to buy in.  Wireless Internet access via Palm Pilot 
and cell phone become ubiquitous, but still marginal in terms of the types of uses to 
which they are put.  Likely harbingers of this scenario would be a sluggish economy 
and/or the continued lack (for economic or political reasons) of ubiquitous high-
bandwidth wireless access. 

#2: Palm Emerges Victorious 

PalmOS Dominance Continues; A Killer App Emerges 
In this scenario, some application emerges that is especially suitable for Palm that 
provides a compelling reason either for the consumer or corporate market to buy in.  An 
example might be the emergence of a low-bandwidth equivalent of the World-Wide Web 

(call it the World-Wide WAP, after Europe’s 
XML-based Wireless Application Protocol), with 
a new wave of cottage-industry startups being 
followed by mass commercialization.  This would 
be analogous to the growth of FM radio in the 
1970’s from a college radio station focus to a 
commercial medium.  The early warning signs to 
look for here: continued lack of ubiquitous high-
bandwidth wireless access, as above, coupled with 
a sustained upturn in wireless Palm OS device 
sales, perhaps driven by market acceptance of 
voice-to-text technologies. 

#3: Windows CE Dominates 

PalmOS Superceded By Pocket PC; A Killer App Emerges 

AN EXAMPLE OF A KILLER APP THAT 
WOULD FAVOR THE PALM PLATFORM 
MIGHT BE THE EMERGENCE OF A 
LOW-BANDWIDTH EQUIVALENT OF 
THE WORLD-WIDE WEB (CALL IT  
THE WORLD-WIDE WAP, AFTER 
EUROPE’S XML-BASED WIRELESS 
APPLICATION PROTOCOL). 
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This is the “radical break” scenario.  A killer app appears that provides compelling reason 
to buy into the Windows CE approach to pervasive computing.  This new application, 
which targets the Fortune 100 and consumers alike, overcomes any objections people 
have to the CE platform.  Windows CE machines proliferate and become increasingly 
inexpensive.  The Palm platform is marginalized and becomes a cult product. 

The most believable set of events bringing this scenario into play would be the 
emergence of pervasive wideband or broadband wireless Internet access, first within 
corporations and academia but increasingly pervading every public place, from 

coffeehouses to singles bars.  Windows CE’s color 
and excellent browser integration become ever more 
attractive to corporate users and ordinary citizens 
alike.  Another factor that has to be overcome to bring 
about this scenario is a breakthrough in power storage 
or consumption technologies to overcome the Pocket 
PC’s battery life limitations. 

The chasm-crossing event could be the emergence of 
a teenage fad involving these devices, perhaps a new 
integrated cell phone/chat application that starts as a 
teenage and 20-somethings fad, but somehow catches 
on in a big way and turns into a mainstay of their 

lifestyles, eventually percolating up into the world of the 30- and 40-somethings and the 
aging Baby Boomers as well.   

Another possible killer app favoring the Pocket PC platform would be a pervasive, highly 
participatory role-playing game that becomes part of the courting rituals of teenagers 
around the world.  Once again, wideband or broadband access to the World-Wide Web is 
a key component of this scenario.  Given this piece, the rest of the puzzlesoftware and 
hardware vendor support as well as end user demandwould fall gracefully and 
effortlessly into place. 

AN EXAMPLE OF A KILLER APP 
FAVORING THE POCKET PC 
PLATFORM WOULD BE A 
PERVASIVE, HIGHLY 
PARTICIPATORY ROLE-PLAYING 
GAME THAT BECOMES PART OF 
THE COURTING RITUALS OF 
TEENAGERS AROUND THE 
WORLD.   
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Conclusions 
We’ve looked at several things in this paper: 

• What scenario planning is, and why we do it 
Scenario planning at its best is an ongoing strategic conversation amongst the 
decision makers in an organization.  The purpose of scenario planning is not 
actually to predict the future—rather, it is a way to free us of fixed assumptions 
and mental models that may prevent us from seeing the future as it begins to take 
shape. 

• How scenario planning is done 
Scenario planning can be done using a number of different methodologies; we 
have shown a very abbreviated outline of one of the more popular methods.  Our 
fond hope is to stimulate your interest so you can pursue the subject via the 
references we list here, and others you discover on your own.  Our fondest hope is 
that you’ll want to try out scenario planning for yourself, either with our help or 
independently. 

• What the future of handheld computing might be like 
As noted along the way, the ideas presented here are a drastically oversimplified 
view of the future of handheld computing, based on research we have done in this 
area that led to a richer and more believable set of future scenarios, which would 
require far more space to describe than this paper permits.  We hope the example 
shown here gives you at least some real-world insight into the possible futures 
facing the handheld computing marketplace. 

Your comments and criticisms are welcome.  Please feel free to contact the author at 
dale@supportability.com.  

mailto:dale@supportability.com
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