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The challenge: How to make decisions today to have 
an effect in 10-20 years, while the world changes? 

•  Many policies take years or 
decades to achieve effect, but need 
commitment in advance 

•  Lengthy investment programmes 
take decades to complete and 
operate 

•  Large organisations take months or 
years to make substantial changes 

•  Many decisions taken today 
constrain future flexibility 

–  Contractual reasons 
–  Limited budgets 
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This introduces pressure to act before uncertainty 
can be reduced 
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Modified from Walker, 2013 

The Present 

Possible futures 

Figure adapted from Rosenhead, 2001 

The “trumpet of 
uncertainty” 

Loca%ons	  of	  uncertainty	  
	  

Context:	  What	  situa)ons	  
might	  we	  find	  ourselves	  in?	  

Values:	  How	  important	  is	  it	  to	  
be	  effec)ve	  in	  each	  situa)on?	  

System	  model:	  How	  will	  the	  
future	  system	  respond	  to	  
external	  forces	  and	  policy	  
measures	  in	  each	  situa)on?	  

System	  outcome:	  What	  effect	  
will	  each	  of	  our	  policy	  
measures	  have	  in	  each	  
situa)on?	  



For some Defence and Security policies these 
issues are particularly challenging 
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them	  
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unpredictable	  geopoli)cal	  events	  

Scenarios	  

Values:	  How	  important	  is	  it	  to	  
be	  effec)ve	  in	  each	  situa)on?	  

Debate	  over	  the	  benefits	  and	  costs	  of	  using	  
military	  force	  

Planning	  
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Research	  into	  
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Walker et al describe 5 levels of uncertainty 

Longer	  term	  planning	  

Number	  of	  dimensions	  to	  the	  problem	  &	  uncertainty	  in	  each	  
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Figure 9.5. The progressive transition of levels of uncertainty from complete certainty to total ignorance 
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Figure adapted from Walker, 2013 

A multiplicity of 
futures,  incl. 
black swans 

Level 2 / 3 

A few alternative 
futures 



Much Defence strategic planning involves context 
uncertainty between Levels 4 & 5 

•  Multiple dimensions to the nature of the tasks we will face 
–  What? Where? Why? With whom? Against whom? How? How quickly? 

•  Poor data and models with which to predict the likelihood of these tasks 
–  Uncertainties, not risks 
–  Trends in the nature of tasks are discernible, but the path from one task to the next is random 

•  Adversaries change the rules and type of conflict to their advantage 
–  With a reactive Defence policy, we cede a large degree of control to the adversary 
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Different planning approaches are suitable for each 
level of uncertainty  
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Different planning approaches are suitable for each 
level of uncertainty  
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Which planning approaches are suitable for Levels 4 
and 5?  
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Robustness through exploration for Level 4: 
Exploratory Analysis & Robust Decision Making 
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Figure from Davis, 2012 

Figure from Davis, 2012 



Robustness through adaptation for Level 4/5: 
Various approaches have been proposed 

•  Requisite variety 
•  Design: exploratory-enquiry (Kingsmill, 2013) 
•  Experimentation 
•  ‘Muddling through’ 
•  Frequent, numerous decisions (Doerner, 1997) 
•  Probe-sense-respond or act-sense-respond 

(Snowden, 2007) 

•  Robustness methodology (Rosenhead, 2001) 
•  Robust Decision Making (Groves, 2007) 
•  “FARness” analysis (Davis, 2013) 
•  Dynamic Adaptive Policymaking (Walker, 2013) 

current 
state 

compatible 
future 
configurations 

initial 
commitment 
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Figure adapted from Rosenhead, 2001 

Source: Wikipedia 



Strategies for planning for an uncertain future 
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Strategy	   Suitable	  for	  which	  problems?	  

Predic)on	   Predict	  and	  act	   Level	  1	  simple	  problems	  

Expected	  outcomes	  /	  
Decision	  Analysis	  

Level	  2/3	  problems	  constrained	  to	  one	  of	  a	  few	  
futures	  
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Adapta)on	   	  
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shocks	  is	  acceptable	  

Adap)ve	  robustness	  
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known	  and	  used	  

Methods	  
available	  but	  not	  
widely	  used	  

Methods	  not	  
widely	  available	  

or	  used	  

Methods	  widely	  
known	  and	  used	  



So what have we missed? 

•  Workshop tomorrow morning 
–  Comparing exploration and adaptation approaches 
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Abstract 

•  Many organisations are faced with the need to make decisions now that will take 
years to implement. Major investments (e.g. in transport infrastructure or military 
equipment) can take decades to deliver. The long delay between decision and 
implementation introduces a considerable degree of uncertainty for decision makers. 
How will the “requirement” change in that timescale? How well will the various 
proposed “solutions” perform?  Other factors compound these uncertainties even 
further, particularly for policies aiming to achieve some kind of social or cultural 
change (e.g. reducing smoking or carbon footprint). For example, some regard efforts 
to predict how social systems, or even some complex technical systems, will respond 
to certain external stimuli as futile. Yet despite all this uncertainty, organisations still 
need to make decisions about what to do.  This talk will explain how different 
analytical approaches can help organisations to plan for an uncertain future. 
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Snowden suggests different techniques for 
managing problems by Cynefin domain 

Sense-‐Categorise-‐Respond	  
Amenable	  to	  checklists	  or	  
recogni)on	  primed	  
decision	  making	  

Act-‐Sense-‐Respond	  
Must	  be	  managed	  
intui)vely	  

Probe-‐Sense-‐Respond	  
Unpredictable,	  so	  a	  
“safe	  to	  fail”	  
exploratory	  approach	  is	  
suggested	  

Sense-‐Analyse-‐Respond	  
Amenable	  to	  conven)onal	  
analysis	  


