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Disclaimer to Start this Post 

It’s difficult to write anything to my clients and community these days. No consultant’s “six quick 
tips” can fix  $27 billion in funding cuts to Section 8 housing. Or the evisceration of US AID. Or 
elimination of deportation defense for abandoned immigrant children. 

If it feels insensitive to talk of “opportunity” in this environment, I get you. 

But just like Hurricane Katrina, the days after 9/11, and COVID 19, there’s enormous human need 
to be addressed in the midst of the destruction. Nonprofits and funders have critical roles to play, 
although these roles may be different than before.  

As Liz Ruedy, Tom Glaisyer and Rachel Reichenbach recently observed in Stanford Social 
Innovation Review: 

For the social sector to achieve meaningful impact in a collapse scenario, it must 
acknowledge that preservation of the current system as-is cannot be its goal. Continuing to 
pursue a “return to normal” will only prolong the harms associated with a system in rapid 
decline and cede the creation of new systems to others. In other words, the social sector 
must consider not only the trajectory of the status quo system—which in our models is 
represented by a sudden, massive downward curve—but what emerges in its wake. 

In short, someone will be stepping up to design the future.  

The country and the world need that “someone” to be you.  

If You’re on Uncertain Ground, You’re Not Alone  

Where is your program or organization now? Are you weathering funding cuts, or expecting them? 
Are you struggling to adjust your strategic plans or scenario plan in an environment that changes 
daily? 

I've written previously about  Foresight, the discipline of working with Futures Studies methods to 
support better decision-making.1 Systematic work with Foresight approaches can help you “stress 
test” your current Theory of Change or scenario plan, identify immediate options to sustain your 
mission, and (most importantly) launch a vigilance system that helps you spot both upcoming 
threats and longer-term opportunities earlier.  

 
1 Foresight provides approaches to work with different “flavors” of future: Everything from the probable situation(s) 
tomorrow to the “preferred future(s)” of 30 years’ hence. This European Commission "Foresight Menu" is my go-to 
summary resource for choosing among Foresight approaches.  

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2025/05/06/section-8-cuts-trump-budget-proposal/
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/grappling-with-systems-collapse
https://www.finegaugestrategy.com/cog_and_gear/
https://www.betterevaluation.org/methods-approaches/themes/foresight-evaluation#models-methods
https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/FORESIGHT-MENU.pdf
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Over the next few months I’ll be describing Foresight approaches that can improve the flexibility of 
your response. As you’ll see in a moment, I’m starting with Horizon Scanning – a paper-and-pencil 
tool that can serve as “first aid” to a strategic or program plan that’s under stress.  

VUCA and Tools for Navigating it  

Most philanthropies and many nonprofits have a strategic plan document that is thoughtful, 
detailed, and often static. When volatility is addressed, it’s often in in risk-limiting terms. But we’re 
currently in a time when opponents of inclusive democracy wield volatility, uncertainty, complexity 
and ambiguity (VUCA) as a weapon.  

Now, you need tools that treat VUCA as an ongoing feature of the environment, not as an obstacle 
that can entirely be avoided. 

Foresight approaches shine in high-VUCA periods. This is because they use the future as an asset, 
“widening the aperture” to help organizations identify a range of possible “futures” that could 
impact their community, and plausible options to begin planning for them now. 

Not every option that is identified through Foresight exercises can or should be taken up – and 
that’s the point. Some parts of some ideas will “work,” and many others will not. But options that 
are never named can’t be considered – and that missed opportunity might be the one that could 
make the difference. 

Consider Horizon Scanning as a Starting Point 

Much of what I’ve been doing with clients this year is simply helping folks better understand what 
they’re seeing – how bad it is, for whom, and what rays of light exist. It’s the foundation of any 
credible planning in VUCA.  

Horizon Scanning has been particularly helpful in this. While Horizon Scanning can be detailed and 
elaborate, it also has value as a pencil-and-paper approach. It works with the near future, and for 
groups of just about any size.  

Horizon Scanning helps identify patterns of change that are relevant to a program or its community, 
and to make explicit a team’s assumptions about likely near-future operating conditions.  

Unlike the typical nonprofit strategic plan, where an abbreviated “environment” and 
“assumptions” analysis is the norm, Horizon Scanning practiced by futurists is rigorous and 
dynamic, and continuous. It goes beyond the financial and political conditions that social change 
leaders routinely consider, reaching factors such as technology, environment, and shifting societal 
norms.  

It’s particularly valuable to do Horizon Scanning with a group of people who have distinct program 
histories and experiences. People with a broader range of backgrounds generally can create more 
diverse “future options” through these structured sessions, which is a boon in volatile times.  
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Possible Steps for a Program-Level Horizon Scan 

1) Identify a group of staff, or staff and community members, to participate in the exercise.   

2) Ensure that each participant has a working knowledge of the program’s mission, vision, current 
major goals, and / or its Theory of Change, scenario plan, or strategic plan. 

3) Choose the principal question that will be put to the group. This could be: 

• “In this [STEEP-V category] what trends are most impacting our [core functions or 
operations]?” or  

• “In this [STEEP-V category] what trends are most impacting the community we serve [the 
ultimate beneficiaries of our work]? 

The second question is generally broader. In a truly VUCA situation (such as government 
defunding) it is most likely to inform decisions about mission-aligned options. 

4) Divide the overall group unless it is very small. (Three to four people per small group, divided 
among people with different backgrounds, works well. Take care to be thoughtful of power 
imbalances that could keep some members from participating.) 

5) Provide each small group with one or more of the STEEP-V categories to tackle using the 
principal questions, and a comfortable amount of time for doing so.   

Assure the group that all mostly plausible responses are welcomed as long as they are relevant to 
the program and to its work for constituencies. (Self driving cars may be good within the 
“Technology” category. Invasion by Russia may be good for “Politics.” Invasion by space aliens is 
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less so.) Participants should describe each “trend” they identify in enough words that subsequent 
readers can get the gist.  

For each trend listed, ask participants to also note “how we know.” This could be formal (social 
science reports), less-formal (media reports) or informal (concerns that staff pick up from people in 
the waiting room). 

6) Plan the first-level analysis according to the size of the overall group. If it’s large, join several 
sub-groups together and ask them to “gallery walk” their findings to explain them and answer 
questions. If the overall group is more modest-sized, all six “stations” could be gallery walked. 

In the gallery walk, note where trends from different groups are similar (or overlap), and where 
participants have particularly strong agreement or disagreement.  

7) Do a summing-up analysis: 

• Are there substantial knowledge gaps or disagreements within the group about any category 
of trend that is particularly mission-critical? Are there other sources of data that could be 
consulted? 

• Are there activities, outputs, outcomes in the current Theory of Change or scenario plan 
that are no longer realistically feasible or highly uncertain?  

• If there is capacity (a realistic likelihood of staff time and funding): 
o Do the trends suggest community needs that the program may be able to “step into” 

immediately (even if the program has not done that specific work before)?  
o Are there “near future” needs that it’s practical to put time and resources into 

investigating?2 
o  Are there one or two truly aspirational responses that a small group of staff could 

investigate further?  

8) Keep it live. Horizon Scanning is enlightening “in the moment.” But its principal value is to 
promote resilience over time. As groups review trends and their (changing) implications for the 
program’s mission and work, the exercise can serve as an “early warning” of additional challenges 
and / or opportunities.  

To maintain a regular Horizon Scanning practice, establish a simple way for team members to 
collect "weak signals": initial indications of change or phenomena that are related to currently 
identified trends, or that are important to the organization’s mission and might coalesce into 
trends. Dedicate periodic staff meetings to reviewing the signals collection. Ask staff to consider 
connections between new signals and previously identified trends, or perhaps new trends 
emerging. 

 
2 In an upcoming blog post I’ll discuss “the adjacent possible,” a concept from the fields of technology and complexity that 
essentially describes the conditions (positive and negative) that influence innovation. The concepts and implications are wide-
ranging, but a good place to start is the Substack of the author and technologist Steven Johnson.  

https://www.sitra.fi/en/publications/weak-signals-from-the-future/#publication-content
https://adjacentpossible.substack.com/about
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Team-wide collection of weak signals and periodic review of signals and trends is a thought-
provoking, time-sensitive way to keep teams engaged in monitoring the future. It sends the 
message that resilience is an ongoing concern, and that every staff member’s insights are 
important to success.  

Examples from My Practice 

My current clients (largely civil rights sector) thankfully have not yet been faced with program 
termination or defunding. But one client’s service population is hotly contested between the two 
political parties. Two work on social issues that were controversial long before this year. And like all 
other US advocates, the government’s dismantling and defunding of programs will have 
downstream impacts on all my clients’ work.  

Two clients’ Horizon Scans – done before the 2025 inauguration -- unsurprisingly identified many 
relevant “social” and “political” trends.  But we also found trends in other categories that gained 
importance in their program planning, including:  

• Environment: Increasingly destructive storms upend people’s lives and make it difficult for 
community members to participate in organizing and advocacy activities. Extreme weather 
events can make it difficult to confidently plan travel for organizing and group activities.  

• Technology: Countering on-line misinformation and disinformation and associated distrust 
takes valuable time away from proactive work. When natural disasters send children home 
from school, parents may not have the literal or metaphorical bandwidth to fully participate 
in workshops and similar activities. 

For More Information 

Guides 

Bengston, David N. “Horizon Scanning for Environmental Foresight: A Review of Issues and 
Approaches.” USDA General Technical Report NRS-102 (Sept. 2013). 
https://research.fs.usda.gov/treesearch/44822   

• Overview of the main operational components of organization- or program-level horizon 
scanning systems, and techniques for horizon scanning. 

CoLab, There May Be Zombies: A Field Guide to Strategic Foresight (2019) 23-25, 42. 
https://open.alberta.ca/publications/there-may-be-zombies-a-field-guide-to-strategic-foresight  

• Provides helpful definitions and illustrations of foresight / Horizon Scanning terms such as 
“weak signals,” “trends,” and “drivers,” and a summary chart of a Horizon Scanning 
process. 

 

https://research.fs.usda.gov/treesearch/44822
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European Commission, EU Policy Lab [Resource Page] 
https://www.futures4europe.eu/organisation/eu-policy-lab-ie1cd 

• Links to hundreds of articles, reports, and events on strategic foresight, and organizations 
and individuals active in futures / foresight practice.  

European Commission Joint Research Center Policy Lab, “Foresight Menu” (Jan. 2025). 
https://www.futures4europe.eu/organisation/eu-policy-lab-ie1cd  

• Graphic illustration of Horizon Scanning and other foresight tools / approaches and the use 
of each in furthering specific policy-related goals. 

[United Kingdom] Government Office for Science. The Futures Toolkit (rev. 2024). 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/futures-toolkit-for-policy-makers-and-analysts/the-
futures-toolkit-html  

• A focused description of the usefulness and use of Horizon Scanning with a five-step 
approach for conducting a Horizon Scan in a program or organization. 

UN Global Pulse, Anticipation Capability. Horizon Scan User Manual: A step-by-step guide 
(Nov.  2022). www.unglobalpulse.org/projects 

• Provides a five-step roadmap for setting up horizon scanning processes within an 
organization. Begins with a cogent explanation of what horizon scanning is; what it 
produces, and what organizations can do with horizon-scan results. 

Practice Illustration 

Thompson Coon, R., Vataja, K, and Parkkonen, P. “Fusing Foresight and Futures Thinking for a New 
Transformative Evaluation Paradigm.” New Directions for Evaluation No. 182 (Summer 2024) 91, 
95-98, https://doi.org/10.1002/ev.20607 

• Description of the use of Horizon Scanning by Sitra, the Finnish Innovation Fund, in a 
forward-looking outcomes evaluation of its Sustainability Solutions program.   

Please Be in Touch  

The climate for social change activists and the communities they serve is the most difficult in 
decades. Meeting these challenges will require a great deal of ingenuity and collaboration.  

If you’re using Foresight in your work planning, please be in touch -- we’d love to learn from your 
experiences.  

https://www.futures4europe.eu/organisation/eu-policy-lab-ie1cd
https://www.futures4europe.eu/organisation/eu-policy-lab-ie1cd
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/futures-toolkit-for-policy-makers-and-analysts/the-futures-toolkit-html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/futures-toolkit-for-policy-makers-and-analysts/the-futures-toolkit-html
https://doi.org/10.1002/ev.20607

