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From Prediction to Recognition: 
Using Alternate Scenarios to 
Improve Foreign Policy Decisions

Michael F. Oppenheimer

Considering alternate scenarios can be of value to policymakers confronting rapid 
change, uncertainty, and high risk. Alternate scenarios present plausible and distinc-
tive futures that challenge embedded mindsets, suggest different paths by which events 
may unfold, and improve early recognition of emerging trends. By engaging the future, 
they avoid the equally hazardous extremes of infinite uncertainty (which can produce 
paralysis or willful disregard for what we do know) and excessive certainty (with the 
attendant risks of ill-conceived actions and unintended consequences). Promoting a 
continuous process of scenario construction and deconstruction and embedding such 
a process in policy formulation would improve the quality of foreign policy decisions 
taken, inevitably, in uncertainty.

Inevitability of Surprise

If the Cold War was characterized by rigid bipolar alliances and limited 
policy flexibility, the more recent past exhibits rapid change, fluid align-

ments, wide policy choice, and strategic surprise. Indeed, surprise defines 
the history of the post Cold War period, beginning with the collapse of the 
Soviet Union and its empire, the outbreak of ethnic conflict in the Balkans, 
the Mexican and Asian financial crises, the magnitude of genocide in Rwan-
da, Indian and Pakistani nuclear brinkmanship, global trade meltdowns in 
Seattle and Cancun, the failure of the Doha Round, the Arab Spring, and 
the still unfolding global financial and economic crisis. 

In this era, surprises are to be expected. They reflect traditional forces 
in world politics—rising powers, emergent technology, sudden leadership 
change—as well as new and poorly understood factors, such as physical 
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changes to our planet, economic globalization, the empowerment of non-
state transnational actors, the transformation of ideas about politics and 
society, and the spread of democracy and pseudo-democracy. We are now 
struggling to understand political authority and the viability of previously 
robust institutions under conditions of extended economic stagnation, 
which is not pretty and full of future surprises. The proliferation in the 
sheer number of actors with influence over global conditions affecting U.S. 
interests as well as the dynamic nature of interactions among these actors 
produces a complexity that defies prediction. Try as we must to understand 
a continually transforming world, the element of surprise will always put 
us at risk of falling a lap behind.

We, in America, could reduce uncertainty by excluding much of this 
complexity from our definition of U.S. policy interests. (Another approach 
to reducing uncertainty, “creating our own reality,” produces its own sur-
prises.) For example, we could choose to view globalization as self-sustaining 
despite clear evidence to the contrary; much of the developing world as too 
ill-governed, resistant to our influence, or peripheral to our interests to be 
worth our attention; issues of the global commons as amenable to market-
based solutions; rising powers as more threatening to—and thus contained 
by—immediate neighbors, therefore less threatening to us; and the risk of 
terrorism as low, and the cost-effectiveness of improved homeland security 
vastly greater than regime change and state building. Neo-isolationism 

would, over the short 
term, reduce the knowl-
edge requirements of U.S. 
policy. At the same time, 
it would increase the like-
lihood that U.S. actions 
in the world would have 
somewhat more predict-
able effects and enable 
intelligence to focus on 
“known unknowns,” thus 
improving the accuracy 
and foresightedness of 
U.S. policy.

Doing only what we 
have the knowledge to 
do well is an important 
criterion to be weighed 
in making policy choices. 

But aligning U.S. policy with current knowledge would expose the country 
to great harm, invite adversaries to fill the gaps left by America’s retrench-
ment, and guarantee unpleasant surprises from outside the restrictively 
defined perimeter of our interests. This approach, popular among some 
neo-realist observers, has been rejected by administrations from both parties 
over seventy years of Cold War and post Cold War history. The temptation 

Doing only what we have the 
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left by America’s retrenchment, and 
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outside the restrictively defined 
perimeter of our interests.
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to engage actively in the global system, and thus to encounter all the sources 
of uncertainty, complexity, surprise, and risk discussed above, appears ir-
resistible. Therefore, getting better at decision making in these contexts, 
as we deepen our knowledge about the world, is an unavoidable necessity.

Sources of Surprise

Surprise does not necessarily produce bad policy if decision makers are 
prepared to modify outdated assumptions given new information and are 
ready cognitively and strategically for a changed environment. Few of the 
surprises noted above appeared without leading indicators or even a few pre-
scient observers. They were the result of the interaction of underlying trends 
unseen by experts. They were in part self-inflicted, representing a failure to 
recognize or properly weigh new information. They were the consequences 
of unchallenged mindsets, of an excess of certainty confronting a dynamic 
world. Acute observation was lacking, not foresight. Furthermore, our 
subsequent reactions to surprise have often demonstrated more stubborn-
ness than agility, thus magnifying the inherent limitations of foresight. As 
U.S. Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner said in describing the New York 
Fed’s reaction to the financial crisis, “Policy was always behind the curve, 
always chasing the escalating crisis.”1 Mirror imaging, wishful thinking, 
entrenched policy positions, bureaucratic inertia, and lack of imagination 
have all played a part in the “intelligence failures” and policy missteps of 
the last twenty years. They have been on public display most recently in our 
extemporaneous response to the Arab Spring and Europe’s too little, too 
late reaction to its sovereign debt crisis. These are the types of surprises that 
improved process can mitigate.

Policymakers often bring unrecognized or unarticulated assump-
tions about the future into policy debates.2 These assumptions are derived 
from recent experience (which can produce misleading historical analo-
gies or trend extrapolations), value preferences, time pressure (rewarding 
assumptions that are “good enough” to permit closure), mindsets based 
on theoretical or cultural biases, group-think, the political risks of dissent 
and demands of building a case for change (which create strong incentives 
to wring the greatest possible value out of current policy). Foreign policy 
debates proceed within a context of insecurity and uncertainty, which often 
encourages threat inflation and actions that produce self-fulfilling negative 
prophecies. U.S. policymakers are particularly susceptible to these tenden-
cies, given multiple U.S. interests and the consequent thinning of intelli-
gence and increased uncertainty. The magnitude of relative U.S. power in 
the world—which multiplies perceived threats—can blind us to the interests 
and perspectives of others and, when deployed carelessly, can produce mas-
sive unintended consequences.

Ideas, theories, hypotheses, and historical analogies are all essential 
intellectual equipment for making sense of the stream of events. Policymak-
ers cannot be agnostic about the way the world works. They must look for 
patterns, try to explain causation, separate relevant from peripheral infor-
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mation, reach conclusions, and make decisions—all in a timeframe imposed 
by events and often at odds with the deliberate processes of data gathering 
and hypothesis testing of academic and intelligence analysts. However, these 
mindsets can be disabling in the presence of rapid change and thus must 
be continuously reexamined in light of new data.3

The Surprising Arab Spring

Embedded mindsets are a particular risk in the current international sys-
tem, characterized as it is by intense internal and external pressures on 
all governments and intergovernmental institutions. The combination of 
globalization and extended economic crisis has tested systems premised on 
prosperity and interdependence, and some have proven too fragile to survive. 
The longer this period of austerity and economic insecurity lasts, the greater 
are the chances of further disintegration, particularly among states—both 
democratic and otherwise—with limited popular legitimacy and high ex-

posure to global volatility and 
declining demand. We will have 
to deconstruct much of what 
we have learned about political 
economies during periods of 
economic growth and liberal 
hegemony, if we are to antici-
pate and respond successfully 
to further unraveling.

Our experience at the 
Center for Global Affairs (CGA) 
at New York University (NYU), 
through several scenario work-
shops on pivotal countries, 
sponsored by the Carnegie Cor-
poration, is that experts tend 
to underestimate the degree 
of future variability in the do-
mestic politics of seemingly 
stable states.4 They tend to 
dismiss signs of current ten-
sion, minimizing the capacity 

and ambition of regime opponents and exaggerating the resilience of ex-
isting authority. This is the case across the Middle East, as it was with the 
Soviet Union and now Putin’s Russia. The point is not that experts should 
be able to predict revolutionary events, rather that they often resist even a 
serious consideration of such possibilities, thus artificially narrowing the 
conversation, depriving policymakers of the combination of expertise and 
open-mindedness essential to early warning, and limiting the opportunity 
to test policies in the presence of such changes. This is remarkable given 
the centrality of the Middle East to U.S. interests, the sheer amount of gov-

The point is not that experts 
should be  able  to  predict 
revolutionary events, rather 
that they often resist even a 
serious consideration of such 
possibilities, thus artificially 
narrowing the conversation, 
depriving policymakers of the 
combination of expertise and 
open-mindedness essential to 
early warning, and limiting the 
opportunity to test policies in 
the presence of such changes.
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ernment and academic attention devoted to watching it, and the potential 
costs of being unprepared for big changes.

The Arab Spring has prompted some soul searching among Middle 
East experts. Gregory Gause, a widely respected academic specialist on the 
Arab world, observed in the July–August 2011 issue of Foreign Affairs that 
“the vast majority of academic specialists on the Arab world were as sur-
prised as everyone else by the upheavals that toppled two Arab leaders last 
summer and now threaten several others.”5 His explanation, broadly, is that 
the long period of authoritarian rule focused experts’ attention on explain-
ing the persistence of these regimes, rather than on their vulnerability, and 
generated policy advice to bet on their continued survival. In emphasizing 
the strength of the military-security complex and state control over the 
economy, they missed the growing professionalism of some Arab armies 
(in Egypt and Tunisia) and the rising influence of a new business class, 
benefiting from economic reforms and globalization and thus less depen-
dent on regime patronage. As a result, experts “underestimated the popular 
revulsion to the corruption and crony privatization that accompanied the 
reforms.”6 They also missed the power of cross-border Arab identity, thus 
failing to anticipate the contagion that was, and continues to be, a remark-
able attribute of the ongoing revolution in the Arab world. Gause concludes 
that, while explaining stability was an important task, “it led some of us to 
underestimate the forces for change that were bubbling below, and at times 
above, the surface of Arab politics.”7 He calls not for precise predictions—a 
guarantee of being wrong—but for greater humility, a thorough and open 
re-examination of assumptions on key drivers of Arab politics like the role 
of the military, the effects of economic change, and the importance of Arab 
identity. We should not presume to control these forces for change, because 
they originate “in indigenous economic, political and social factors whose 
dynamics were extremely hard to forecast.”

Gause’s self-criticism is refreshing, useful, and rare. But beyond the 
misestimation of particular shifts in the domestic politics of Egypt lies the 
broader question of why experts working in an area so important to Ameri-
can security should have so thoroughly focused on regime stability. And, if 
this is a tendency associated with experts generally, how can we reduce the 
chances of being blindsided because of assumptions of stability that are 
suddenly proven wrong by events on the ground?

Taleb and Blyth,8 writing in the May–June issue of Foreign Affairs, 
suggest that the events in Egypt are a classic example of a “Black Swan,” 
an event (or series of events) both inevitable and unpredictable: inevitable, 
because systems operating in dynamic environments that prohibit incre-
mental adjustments to change guarantee themselves some form of shock; 
unpredictable, because such shocks can be precipitated by an infinite variety 
of events, some seemingly trivial. Since these conditions are not confined to 
Egypt or to the Middle East, the suggestion is to expect and prepare for the 
unexpected, not by predicting the inherently unpredictable, but by imagin-
ing such events (within the bounds of plausibility) and then looking for 
evidence that they may be forthcoming.



24 SAIS Review    WINTER–SPRING 2012
The emphasis on explaining continuity, referred to by Gause, raises 

another possibility, namely a preference for stability among policy-oriented 
Middle East experts. The reasons are obvious: a well-justified fear among 
policymakers of the consequences of revolutionary change, with the result-
ing opportunities for Islamists and for Iran; and a level of comfort with 
Arab dictators amenable to U.S. influence, prepared to deal with Israel, and 
seemingly able to maintain effective control over their territory. These policy 
preferences shape the incentive structure for experts eager to influence the 
debate. They establish a range of acceptable analyses that brilliantly argue 
the case for continued stability but often miss the tipping points. It is always 
safer to extrapolate, and, most of the time, more accurate as well. Imagining 
discontinuous change is intellectually challenging and can be professionally 
risky—better to be correct most of the time, and, when spectacularly wrong, 
to have lots of company.

Finally, there is a disconnect between assessments of stability at the 
state level and the global political economy. The world faces an enlarged 
supply of economic and political stress resulting from globalization and its 

mismanagement, and 
regimes that are un-
able to adjust to these 
stresses are especially 
vulnerable to sud-
den political change. 
With all the growth 
benefits of globaliza-
tion, we have tended 
to ignore its disruptive 
effects and failed to 
connect these effects 
with individual states 
already suffering from 
homegrown problems, 
including youth un-
employment, income 

inequality, government corruption, and concentration of political power—
especially in the Middle East. Volatility, economic insecurity, and rapid 
shifts in competitiveness are conditions of the market-driven globalization 
to which all states are subject. Badly governed states can often ride out 
these storms but are more vulnerable when the global economy suffers from 
extended weakness. Expectations of upheaval are not as far-fetched as long-
running stability and global prosperity make them appear, an observation 
that applies to the Middle East as well as to the latest list of global winners, 
the so-called BRICs (Brazil, Russia, India, and China).

Mysterious Russia

The impact of globalization on authoritarian and autarchic political econo-
mies in the process of liberalization is a story not confined to Egypt. The 

. . . [T]here is a disconnect between 
assessments of stability at the state 
level and the global political economy. 
The world faces an enlarged supply 
of economic and political stress 
resulting from globalization and its 
mismanagement, and regimes that 
are unable to adjust to these stresses 
are especially vulnerable to sudden 
political change.
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extraordinary, spontaneous protests among mostly middle class urbanities 
in Russia—in response to fraudulent parliamentary elections—appears to 
be a “protest vote” against Putin’s presidential run and suggests growing 
impatience with top-down governance, particularly when concentrated 
power produces highly unequal economic gains and flagrant corruption. 
The capacity to organize and sustain such leaderless movements, largely 
through social networking, has been amply demonstrated in Egypt, and now 
possibly in Russia. The mobilization of the Russian middle class is likely to 
continue at least through the presidential elections in March, and has the 
potential to fundamentally alter Russian politics. The contagious effects 
of protests in one country, especially when they reveal the fragility of previ-
ously unchallengeable power, is also a product of globalization, as is the 
vulnerability of authoritarian governments of partially globalized states to 
economic sanctions, should they respond to popular protests with violence.

There remains much skepticism among experts about political change 
“from below” in Russia, as there was in Egypt. From Peter the Great to “the 
vanguard of the proletariat” to perestroika and glasnost, change in Russia 
has been a top-down process. 
When the CGA ran the alter-
nate scenario conference on 
Russia in February 2010, the 
many experts around the ta-
ble were generally dismissive 
of the possibility of politi-
cal change through popular 
revolt, though the group 
did develop one plausible 
future scenario that antici-
pated an elite led economic 
liberalization motivated by 
growing concern, especially 
in the regions, over Russia’s 
resource-dependent, inef-
ficient, and globally uncom-
petitive economy:

A struggle for dominance between reformist and conservative elements re-
sults in a stalemate, reducing the government’s ability to address economic 
challenges. Fueled by the dynamism of a new generation of entrepreneurs 
and capital from Moscow, new enterprises emerge in a number of Russia’s 
regions, symbolizing Russia’s economic rebirth and the beginning of politi-
cal pluralism.

Recent events suggest that this economically driven, regionally cen-
tered, incremental reform scenario may be too conservative. The global 
system is experiencing a growth in populism, a response to increasing in-
equalities within states, falling incomes resulting from continuing economic 
stagnation, and arbitrary political authority. States, rich and poor, demo-

Recent events suggest that this 
economically driven, regionally 
centered, incremental reform 
scenario may be too conservative. 
The global system is experiencing 
a growth in populism, a response 
to increasing inequalities within 
states, falling incomes resulting 
f r o m  c o n t i n u i n g  e c o n o m i c 
stagnation, and arbitrary political 
authority.
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cratic and authoritarian, have felt the sting of increased political activism, 
and, after a long hiatus, economic justice is back in the debate. Putinism, 
facing a newly self-empowered middle class with its suddenly shaky legiti-
macy, may turn out to be one more in a series of transient Russian experi-
ments on the way towards genuine economic and political modernization. 

Alternate Scenarios and the Reduction of Surprise

Multiple scenarios  are designed to challenge the mindsets policymakers 
bring into debates by presenting alternate narratives that capture less con-
ventional but plausible views of the future. They are not predictive. Quite 
the contrary, they are intended to deconstruct predictions that force-fit 
analysis to preferences or other forms of bias. In doing so, they can reveal 
dubious assumptions, conveniently overlooked policy trade-offs, and future 
“wild card” events or trends that can invalidate current policies and pose 
new challenges. They can open up alternate ways of interpreting available 
intelligence, retarget intelligence to clarify new uncertainties, and make 
decision makers more receptive to early warning signs of new trends.

Multiple scenarios are constructed with the goals of insight and im-
proved recognition, not replacement of the prevailing paradigm with a new 
conventional wisdom equally subject to degradation. Witness the event-driv-
en and transitory character of post-Cold War intellectual commentary: the 
decade of the nineties, variously described as threat-less, flat, global, the end 
of history; the following half-decade, as pervasively insecure, a perfect storm 

of terror, proliferation 
of weapons of mass 
destruction (WMD), 
rogue states; and the 
more recent emphasis 
on declining relative 
American power. This 
most recent contender 
for intellectual primacy 
spans observers as dis-
parate as Robert Ka-
gan,12 Fareed Zakaria,13 
John Ikenberry (“In the 
decades to come, Amer-
ica’s unipolar power 
will give way to a more 
bipolar, multipolar, or 
decentralized distribu-
tion of power”14), and 
the National Intelli-

gence Council (NIC).15 This consensus now confronts the global economic 
crisis, which, in the dominant view, accelerates the erosion of unipolarity.16 
However, the crisis can easily cut in the opposite direction, undermining 

Alternate scenarios are designed as 
believable narratives describing how 
very different futures could emerge 
from current circumstances, with 
markedly different consequences for 
U.S. interests and policies. They thus 
serve to expose the alternate paths 
already discernible in the present, 
sharpen debate about prevailing 
trends, and reveal the limit of extant 
conventional wisdom about the future 
and our place in it.
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governance and power in “rising” states and regional institutions now expe-
riencing dramatic reductions in growth, while reinforcing states with strong 
and diversified economies, robust civil society, and legitimate political insti-
tutions capable of innovative and pragmatic responses to economic stress.

Alternate scenarios are designed as believable narratives describing how 
very different futures could emerge from current circumstances, with mark-
edly different consequences for U.S. interests and policies. They thus serve 
to expose the alternate paths already discernible in the present, sharpen 
debate about prevailing trends, and reveal the limit of extant conventional 
wisdom about the future and our place in it. With the plausibility of distinc-
tive futures established, they can serve as alternate platforms for evaluating 
the sustainability of current policies and testing the effectiveness of new 
approaches. 

The principle objective then is to improve observation of a rapidly 
changing and complex reality and to encourage early recognition of emerg-
ing trends that may shift the ground under current policies.17 The scenario 
conversation is informed by theory but not committed to a single paradigm. 
Indeed, it is consciously designed as a dialogue across theoretical boundar-
ies, disciplines and cultures. Participants are encouraged to step back from 
their assumptions, exercise their imaginations to envision new trends from 
fragmentary data, and invent “wild card” events that combine plausibility 
with impact. The process avoids the extremes of groundless speculation 
and categorical theory-driven pronouncements about the future. By lever-
aging knowledge (not everything is uncertain)18 without exaggerating our 
foresight, we can hope to narrow uncertainty, reduce surprise, eliminate 
implausible futures, identify policies that “work” across a range of future 
conditions, and help policymakers manage risk.

Scenario Process

The scenario construction process should be interactive; in effect, a struc-
tured “brainstorm” among experts and policymakers of diverse professional 
backgrounds, nationalities, and skill sets. This diversity reflects the fact that 
major, unanticipated change is often a product of trends and events from 
different domains of activity intersecting in unpredictable ways. A dialogue 
limited to international relations experts and policymakers may be circum-
scribed by traditional international relations theory, which places many 
forces for change outside of the dominant models (technology, ideational 
change, economic variables, demographics, climate change.) A dialogue 
among Americans of diverse skill sets may still fall short on local knowledge, 
particularly for countries historically peripheral to U.S. interests. A special 
contemporary liability of our vast power is indifference toward the views 
and interests of others, often manifested in America-centric assumptions 
of how others behave (“mirror imaging”). 

Broadly, two approaches exist for scenario generation. “Bottom-up” 
approaches begin with research on drivers of change, an assessment of their 
importance, the extent of future variability, and their sensitivity to inter-
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action with other drivers. The process proceeds to general discussion of 
potential futures arising from the interaction of important drivers (such as 
population, resources, environment, governance, growth, poverty, internal 
dynamics, and cross-border conflicts). These scenario fragments are fleshed 
out in conversation, and then assessed for significance, lack of redundancy, 
and plausibility (with the last criterion very loosely applied). The goal is to 
arrive at scenario concepts that are judged sufficiently important, believable, 
and different as to warrant further examination. The group then proceeds 
to create narratives for each concept, beginning with present circumstances 
and including discrete events, trend developments, policy decisions, and 
their consequences, working toward a convincing case for the scenario’s end 
point. The author has used this bottom-up approach in his work for the 
U.S. intelligence community, which has the very difficult job of producing 
analyses relevant to policy without being explicit about the policy contribu-
tions to, and consequences of, potential futures. It is also the approach in 
our current project on alternate futures for pivotal countries. Longer time-
frames may call for such an approach, given expanded indeterminacy and 
widened policy choice. The approach may still miss future developments 
relevant to current policy but is more likely to capture potential structural 
change and policy-forcing developments.

“Top-down” approaches target policy impacts and choices more di-
rectly. Here, the process may begin with an examination of the assumptions 
underlying current policies that fail to explain unfolding events and then 
test those assumptions against alternate, plausible futures. It may select po-
tential scenarios that are overlooked, or willfully ignored, by current policy 
as politically incorrect or too challenging to contemplate. Such an approach 
lends itself to extemporaneous exercises occasioned by new information or 
policy reviews and may succeed in producing results more directly relevant 
to current policy, though less likely to capture longer-term, structural 
changes. Individual country scenario exercises allow for specification of the 
policy problem and thus lend themselves to this approach.19

An example would be a scenario exercise the author organized at CGA 
in 2007 on the future of Iraq after U.S withdrawal,20 which we assumed at 
that time would occur around 2010. The central policy question was, and 
remains, how lasting an effect would our presence have, and if transitory, 
what plausible configurations might emerge for Iraq and the region? Three 
scenarios resulted from the discussions:

National Unity Dictatorship: A nationalist leader emerges from the chaos 
of Iraq, a leader who is sufficiently independent of external players—the 
U.S., Iran, al-Qaeda, Arab governments—to establish credibility as a unify-
ing figure.

Contained Mess: As Iraq disintegrates into all-out civil war, neighboring 
countries—understanding the potential for contagion, radicalization, and 
the threat to their regimes—manage to act collectively to avoid the worst 
case even as they pursue proxy war on Iraqi territory.
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Contagion: Iraq’s civil war spreads to adjoining states through refugee flows, 
growing radicalization of Arab populations, escalating terrorism, and the 
deliberate efforts of regional rivals to destabilize other governments.

Rereading this study in light of recent sectarian strife in Iraq prompts 
several conclusions. There is a good chance that democracy and stability in 
Iraq are incompatible, and that continued insistence on democracy in this 
divided, still traumatized state contributes to disintegration. It suggests the 
importance of thinking about U.S. policy going forward without the favor-
able assumptions that animated the original invasion, a very difficult thing 
to do given our ten-year investment in the policy. It also suggests the vital 
importance of planning now for the strong possibility that our choices will 
fall between accepting, if not encouraging, a national unity dictatorship, 
hopefully of a more benign nature than the previous one, or trying to as-
semble a regional containment coalition (“contained mess”), understanding 
that this has been rendered less plausible by the Arab Spring and new gov-
ernments more attuned to, or preoccupied with resisting, popular opinion. 
These choices, unpalatable as they seem, gain in appeal as we contemplate 
the damage of scenario three, “contagion.”

Given the contingent and uncertain shape of emergent reality and the 
goal of creating value for policymakers, the durability of any particular set of 
alternate scenarios will be limited. Large, formal scenario studies have their 
place, especially those focused on the more distant future—the NIC reports 
are examples. But, by and large, the scenarios will begin to lose their direct 
relevance to policy unless they are embedded in an ongoing process of hy-
pothesis testing and policy re-evaluation against incoming information and 
analysis. New data and insight may broadly confirm one scenario, invalidate 
another, suggest new scenarios to consider, reveal the impacts—intended or 
not—of previous policy decisions, call for additional research or data col-
lection to clarify uncertainties, and alter the mix of policy options. In the 
best of circumstances, this way of thinking about policy occurs spontane-
ously; the formal scenario process provides greater discipline and structure 
to policy debates, thus increasing the likelihood that such thinking will be 
employed. Scenario development should ideally be sited in the policy agen-
cies themselves and at the NIC, with extensive “outside” participation. The 
National Security Council, the National Economic Council, Policy Planning 
at the Department of State could all assemble the appropriate mix of exper-
tise, imagination, and policy savvy needed to do this well.

With the support of the Carnegie Corporation, the CGA has done 
five such exercises on pivotal countries, including China, Russia, Turkey, 
Ukraine, and Pakistan. Earlier studies covered Iran and Iraq. Critical to 
success in these exercises was assembling the right mix of skill sets, points 
of view, and nationality. The idea is to organize a conversation on the key 
interactions that can precipitate change. In the case of the Middle East, 
these intersections might include the effects of global financial volatility 
and economic stagnation on employment and income, population growth 
and youth unemployment on political mobilization, political change in one 
country on changes in others, and economic reform and the emergence of 
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new elites on regime legitimacy and resilience. Out of such a process one 
could imagine at least three plausible alternate scenarios emerging for the 
Arab world: moderate Islamic democracies, consciously modeled on Turkey; 
authoritarian coalitions of Islam and the military; and internal and regional 
sectarian fragmentation. 

Conclusion

This paper has argued that alternate scenarios can be of great value to poli-
cymakers confronting rapid change, uncertainty, and high risk. Alternate 
scenarios present plausible and distinctive futures that challenge embed-
ded mindsets, suggest different paths by which events may unfold, and 
improve early recognition of emerging trends. By engaging the future, they 
avoid the equally hazardous extremes of infinite uncertainty (which can 
produce paralysis or willful disregard for what we do know) and excessive 
certainty (with the attendant risks of ill-conceived actions and unintended 
consequences). Promoting a continuous process of scenario construction 
and deconstruction and embedding such a process in policy formulation 
would improve the quality of foreign policy decisions taken, inevitably, in 
uncertainty.
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