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ABSTRACT 

In constructing normative scenarios images of the future are generated illustrating potential 
ways of living, travelling and consuming products and services where certain goals such as a 
reduced climate impact are fulfilled (Börjeson et al, 2006; Myers and Kitsuse, 2000). This 
paper analyses the sustainability framing of behavioural changes in such normative scenarios 
(Larsen and Höjer, 2007) and how it relates to the participatory processes used to generate the 
scenarios. We discuss this building on concepts of deliberative planning processes as a means 
to achieve legitimate, effective and sustainable futures (Connelly and Richardson, 
forthcoming; Hendriks et al., 2007). The theoretical arguments are combined with examples 
from environmental scenario construction in practice (Carlsson-Kanyama et al., 2003, 
Dreborg et al., forthcoming). This illustrates fields of tension arising when either 
sustainability or process values are veneering goals of a scenario making process. When focus 
is on content values such as reduced climate impact, the process values might be depreciated. 
On the other hand, when focus is on process values such as legitimacy, content sustainability 
and possibilities for actual change might be downgraded. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In 2008, for the first time in history, more than half of the world’s population will live in 
urban areas (UNFPA, 2007:1). We do also know that climate change will have severe effects 
on the population in many cities (UNFPA, 2007:58 ff). Planning for adapting to possible 
climate changes is therefore becoming increasingly important. However, the purpose of 
planning is not only to prepare for the future, but also to create more desirable futures (Myers 
and Kitsuse, 2000:221). There is a great potential in planning for minimizing cities’ climate 
effect. Nevertheless, Myers and Kitsuse (2000:223) claim that neither past grand planning 
visions, nor today’s localized planning visions are strong on the future. Also, in the futures 
studies tradition, as shown in a study of anticipations of environmental gains in technology 
oriented scenarios (Larsen and Höjer 2007), it is not clear how the ideal desired sustainable 
future will come about in terms of how people will come to change their behaviour or the role 
of legitimization processes in adopting new technology or implementing regulation to achieve 
environmental objectives.  
  
The field of futures studies contains of many approaches and studies are made with different 
intentions. Börjeson et al (2006) present a classification of scenarios where it is suggested that 
all futures studies respond to one of the three questions “What will happen”, “What can 
happen” and “How can a specific target be reached”. The three categories are called 
predictive, explorative and normative scenarios (Börjeson et al, 2006:725).  
 
In the present paper the focus is on challenging images of the future presenting alternative 
solutions, thus what Börjeson et al (2006) denote normative scenarios. These scenarios are in 
turn divided into preserving and transforming scenarios. Preserving scenarios respond to the 
question “How can the target be reached, by adjustments to current situation” and 
transforming to “How can the target be reached, when the prevailing structures blocks 
necessary changes” (Börjeson et al, 2006:728). Preserving scenarios thus depict images of the 
future built on today’s societal structures. Even if most planners would not see themselves as 
performing futures studies, plans do build on predictive and explorative scenarios. The plans 
reminds of normative preserving scenarios since they are future oriented and tries to fulfil 
certain goals, but most often without changing societal structures. In transforming scenarios 
the goals are instead seen as difficult to reach within today’s structures and major societal 
changes are therefore seen as necessary. The aim is often to create a foundation for a 
discussion on long-term development and goals. 
 
Scenarios are not policies as such, but they are often used as foundations for making policy 
decisions. The processes where scenarios are generated are often participatory and today there 
is a widespread acceptance of stakeholder involvement in policy making (Connelly and 
Richardson, forthcoming). There is thus clear policy relevance in examining participatory 
scenario constructing. The outcomes of these processes depend heavily on the participants but 
also on how the processes are facilitated. 
 
The aim with the present paper is to illustrate how participatory scenario making aiming at 
important targets like reduced climate impact or adapting to climate change navigates 
between heuristics of deliberative planning processes and astroturfing.  
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SCENARIOS AND PARTICIPATING CITIZENS 

In constructing normative scenarios a set of images are generated illustrating future ways of 
living, traveling and consuming products and services where certain goals such as a reduced 
climate impact are fulfilled. These are not predictions of the future, but can be used as a way 
to act in accordance to achieving a desired future development. They can also be a 
contribution to the general debate or foundations for policy decisions. These scenarios also 
often include an account of changes in terms of consumption patterns and behavioural change. 
In this sense, these scenarios are extended beyond socio-economic predictions and relations to 
environmental load dealt with in other field, such as climate change predictions in the work of 
IPCC. The scenarios in focus here build on some predictive elements, but in addition the 
sustainability focus when including behavioural change also includes some normative 
elements as how to achieve a sustainable society in the future. In essence, this also means that 
images of behavioural change are included, but not necessary including explanations on how 
these changes came about (Larsen and Höjer 2007). These descriptions of behavioural change 
are frequently formulated in describing level of acceptance (if new environmental tax) or new 
behaviour in daily travel patterns (new modes of transport).  
 
However, even though scenario generating is often creative processes with a range of 
participants demanding change, trust are built and ideas exchanged, these processes are 
seldom analyzed as deliberative processes. Deliberation takes places in communicative 
processes where participants with 1) diverse opinions, 2) but open to preference shifts, 3) are 
seen as equal. Process values as learning and mutual understanding are created in addition to 
outputs such as policies. Especially questions such as who takes part in the process and whom 
these participants are to represent become important since the scenarios often expect great 
behavioural changes. Is it legitimate to expect all people to change even if they did not feel as 
they were represented?  
 
It is important to keep in mind that scenario making processes are not set up only to share 
ideas and create mutual understanding, they aim at solving specific targets such as minimizing 
climate change. Some writers (e.g. Hendriks et al., 2007) underline the importance of 
deliberative processes being open and diverse and do not put as much attention to the 
outcome. Understanding the importance of legitimacy we see the process as crucial, but 
aiming for goals such as minimized climate change both the content and the impact of the 
output is also critical. Thus, we agree with Connelly and Richardson (forthcoming) seeing 
effective deliberation as a process where stakeholders are engaged and the primary 
assessment should be regarding the process’ “effectiveness in delivering an intended policy”. 
They also underline that governance as a whole should be assessed regarding its possibilities 
to take action and achieve legitimacy, where legitimacy is understood as “the recognised right 
to make policy” (Connelly and Richardson, forthcoming). There are thus three dimensions 
Connelly and Richardson (forthcoming) find important: content sustainability, capacity to act 
and legitimacy. We believe those dimensions are also important for participatory scenario 
generating aiming at sustainable development, otherwise they will not have any strong (and 
legitimate) impact on development.  
 
Hendriks et al. (2007) make an important distinction between partisan and non-partisan 
forums. We believe this distinction is important also when analysing scenario generating 
processes since it affects the legitimacy of the outcome. Partisans can be activists or belong to 
interest groups, organisations or associations, which strive for particular matters. Partisans are 
thus committed to certain agendas and are therefore often seen as poor deliberators (Hendriks 
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et al., 2007:362). However, from a democratic perspective they are seen as important since 
they legitimate processes by making sure that particular stakes are represented. While partisan 
forums are made up to represent interest groups in society, non-partisan forums consist of 
randomly selected citizens, which ideally have rather open preferences.  
 
When exploring one partisan and one non-partisan process Hendriks et al. (2007) found that 
contrary to common expectations, partisan forums can have substantial legitimacy and impact 
problems. They also found that non-partisan forums might be favourable in deliberative 
capacity but they might fall short in external legitimacy and policy impact. The fact was that 
partisan participants accepted that deliberation means that you must be willing to adjust 
preferences, but they failed to do so (Hendriks et al., 2007:370). Both the partisan and non-
partisan forums contained participants that stuck to their positions, but non-partisan 
participants had greater autonomy “so their deliberative capacity can be judged superior to 
that of partisan forums” (Hendriks et al., 2007:371). 
 
In a recent project KTH was given the commission to facilitate Swedish authorities engaged 
in the in-depth evaluation of the Swedish Environmental Quality Objectives in scenario 
construction and how to use scenarios in the work towards the major evaluation. The 
scenarios constructed should be seen as a common framework of assumptions about the 
broader societal context for environmental policy and goal fulfilment. The aim was to develop 
a method for working with environmental policy involving several objectives and actors. It 
was clear that even if the participants, which could be seen as partisans representing different 
authorities and thus different environmental quality objectives, agreed upon the starting 
points, they had difficulties adjusting their preferences. (Dreborg et al., forthcoming) 
 
Previous experiences of extensive participatory processes in constructing sustainable futures 
scenarios show that it can generate images of a future way of living and travelling that are less 
radical than the changes researchers have set out as necessary (Carlsson-Kanyama et al, 
2008).  
 

DISCUSSION 

This paper points at the importance of both content and process values in scenario 
constructing. If the content values are not safeguarded, the scenario constructed does no reach 
important target as reduced climate impact. On the other hand, if process values are not 
safeguarded, the outcome is not legitimate. In game theory a general finding is that 
individuals obtain results that are “better than rational” when they are allowed to what 
economists refer to as “cheap talk” (see e.g. Ostrom, 1998). Conditions where reciprocity and 
trust can help overcome self-interests are built by cheap talk, or deliberation as planner calls a 
similar situation. However, these values cannot be built if the process is by-passed by e.g. 
astroturfing1. Instead, participative processes must be honest attempts to involve people in 
creating a sustainable outcome. However, the content values should not be forgotten and one 
should also be aware of the risk that deliberative planning process could be used as 
legitimizing unsustainable outcomes. 
 
This paper was an attempt to start a discussion on the importance of handling both content 
and process values in scenario creating processes. If the focus is only on process values, the 

                                                 
1 Astroturfing is here used in the American way, as a way of describing formal public relations campaigns in 
politics that tries to look like grassroots movements. The term is referring to artificial grass – Astroturf. 
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content is not necessarily sustainable. On the other hand, if the focus is only on content 
values, the resulting scenario is not legitimate and necessary action might not be able to take 
towards a sustainable development with reduced climate impact. 
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