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I would like to begin by acknowledging the 
Indigenous Peoples of all the lands that we 
are on today. 



We work with 
organizations 
to find out if 
their work is 
having a 
positive impact. 

CENTER FOR RESEARCH 
EVALUATION



RECENT EVALUATION

How can we 
encourage 
interdisciplinary 
research in 
higher 
education?



RECENT EVALUATION

“So what now?



RECENT EVALUATION

“So what now?

Will our new plan 
work?



PARADOX

Did it work? Will it work? VS.



TWO CRYSTAL BALLS

Gargani & Donalsdon (2011)

Did the program save lives? Will the program save lives 
in the future?

VS.



TWO CRYSTAL BALLS

The crystal ball that predicts the future will win out because it is more 
action-oriented.

Gargani & Donalsdon (2011)

Did the program save lives? Will the program save lives 
in the future?

VS.



TRADITIONAL METHODS…

…leave us 
unprepared for 
looking forward.



TODAY’S 
PAPER



THE PLAN
INTRO & BACKGROUND

THE FUTURES WHEEL

SCENARIO PLANNING

ENVIRONMENTAL SCANNING
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INTRO & BACKGROUND



FUTURES
STUDIES

The systematic study of 
possible, probable and 
preferable futures. 

Its purpose is to show what 
is possible & help shape 
desired futures. 



EARLY INFLUENCES

Sima Qian (145-
90 BC)

Ibn Khaldun 
(1332-1446)

Herman Kahn



SORRY, NOT 
A CRYSTAL 
BALL



3 MAJOR FACTORS

TRENDS

CROSS-IMPACTS

WILD CARDS
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THE FUTURES WHEEL



THE FUTURES 
WHEEL

Original purpose: identify 
the potential consequences 
of trends and events. 

Also used: to assist in 
decision making and 
selecting between options.  



STEPS
STEP 1: Identify the trend, 
event, or change to be studied. 

STEP 2: Brainstorm all possible 
first order consequences.

STEP 3: Brainstorm all potential 
consequences of the first order 
consequences. Etc.

STEP 4: Discuss. 



USES IN EVALUATION?

Facilitated 
discussions 

about potential 
new projects

Planning for & 
about program 

changes

Understanding 
potential side 

effects



SCENARIO PLANNING



SCENARIO 
PLANNING
Goal: Explore possible alternative futures.  

Expand planners visions by providing them 
with alternative future images as a base 
for decisions. 

Help in dealing with the future. 



STEPS
STEP 1: Map the 
strategic 
environment

STEP 2: Create 
unique 
combination(s)

STEP 3: Discuss 
“what if?” 



SIMPLE EXAMPLE
Strategic actors: Staff, leaders, 
funders, policy actors

Axes of uncertainty…

Four quandrants…

• What happens in this situation? 
• What are the implications for your 

mountain and star?
• What challenges and successes are you 

likely to experience? 
• How does our current plan account for 

this scenario?

Staff 
support

Leadership 
support

HighLow

High

Low



USES IN EVALUATION?

Risk mitigation 
and management

Anticipating 
problems and 

challenges

Using “what 
happened” data 
to ponder “what 

if” scenarios



ENVIRONMENTAL SCANNING



ENVIRONMENTAL SCANNING
Goal: Identify emerging issues to allow organizations to anticipate and respond to 
changes in the external environment. Provide strategic intelligence.



ENVIRONMENTAL SCANNING
Foci:
• Scientific, technical, economic, social, political, ecological events that might 

impact the organization/program
• Lone signals (single elements that might be signs of change)
• Landmark events (in science and technology; science and politics)
• Forecast of experts
• Statistical descriptions

• Potential threats or opportunities
• Trends

• Speed of change (what trends are converging, diverging, speeding up, slowing 
down, interacting) 

•



USES IN EVALUATION?

Building 
contextual 

information

Informing 
recommendations

Discussing “what 
now?”



OTHER METHODS

Visioning
Backcasting
Cross-impact analysis
Wild Cards

Simulation
Forecasting
Trend-impact analysis
Agent modeling



FURTHER RESOURCES

• The Millenium Project: http://www.millennium-
project.org

• World Futures Studies Federation: 
https://wfsf.org/futures-publications-journals/

• Finland Futures Reearch Centre: 
https://www.utu.fi/en/university/turku-school-of-
economics/finland-futures-research-centre

http://www.millennium-project.org/
https://wfsf.org/futures-publications-journals/
https://www.utu.fi/en/university/turku-school-of-economics/finland-futures-research-centre
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masonsk@olemiss.edu
Sarah Mason, Ph.D. 

Director, Center for Research Evaluation
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