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Why this book?

The idea of system innovation has been widely diffused in academia and business to 
refer to major transformation in national and regional economies through technological 
breakthroughs, reorganizations of industries and the implications of a globalised economy. 
In the field of climate change, this concept has been deeply applied through the study of 
socio-technical transition by a number of expert organisations such as the Knowledge 
Network for System Innovations and Transitions (KSI), the Dutch Research Institute for 
Transitions (Drift) and the STEPS Centre of the University of Sussex - (Social, Technological 
and Environmental Pathways to Sustainability). The more practical application of 
sociotechnical transition, known as transition management, has also been developed by 
practitioner-based organisations such as Smart CSOs and Forum for the Future. 

The Climate-KIC has widely applied elements of system innovation and transition 
management by combining other general project and innovation management elements. 
Pioneers into Practice, the Innovator Catalyst and summer schools are some of the key 
education programmes that have adopted this approach for years. That experience has 
revealed the difficulties of applying the theories and perspectives to day-to-day practice 
in certain projects. Practitioners demand adaptable and flexible tools and methods that 
are easy to transfer to their challenges and problems.
 
At the same time, throughout these years of intense training, the use of co-operative 
learning methods, peer-to-peer activities and modular formats have arisen to be as highly 
valued by skilled participants who are demanding new learning methods in which experts 
and mentors are liberated to work more horizontally with practitioners and problem owners. 
All these experiences have been the inspiration for this book which aims to play a key part 
in improving the development, the skills and the application of support system innovation 
in the field of climate change at both, individual professional level and organizational level.   

Learning and Knowledge Manager at Transition 
Hub and researcher at the Copernicus Institute of 
Sustainable Development - Utrecht University.

* Cristian Matti 
Transitions Hub - Climate-KIC &  

Utrecht University *
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VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION

spective, visioning and back-
casting and niche manage-
ment.  This structure is meant 
to facilitate the problem-solv-
ing process by setting out a 
pathway in the always blurred, 
uncertain and fuzzy process 
for system innovation. In ad-
dition to these modules, a 
standalone tool has been add-
ed to help users define the 
real problem they are facing.

The four modules holding 
the tools feed into a multi-
disciplinary setting, including 
transitions management but 
also practical elements from 
innovation management, sys-
temic thinking, design think-
ing and project management. 
Based on this structure, the 
learning approach is based on 
the assertion “learning by do-
ing through the application of 
tools on the users’ cases”. 

In this regard, the toolbox 
is designed to help pick out 
those tools that best adapt to 
the practitioners’ needs and 
background. The design of 
the tools has been sculpted 
around four features to max-
imise the learning experience 
under this approach:

1- What is this book 
about?
The book is a collection of 
ready-to-implement tools 
to structure and manage the 
challenges and exploit op-
portunities of sustainability 
innovations and transitions. 
The goal is twofold:  improv-
ing the understanding of a 
challenge by going deeper, 
broader and by improving 
the quality of the discussions 
and conversations around the 
problem among participants. 
It means to put the focus not 
only on the problem solving 
process but also on the learn-
ing process while designing 
and implementing solutions. 
The tools are presented in a 
simple and visual approach 
with the purpose of support-
ing practitioners’ every-day 
work on climate change, tran-
sition and system innovation. 

The toolbox is rooted in a 
modular structure, built upon 
four modules that account for 
the main steps in the system 
innovation process before 
getting into the prototyping 
phase. That is: stakeholder 
management, multi-level per-
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VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION

Flexible. The book is designed 
for you to pick out the tools 
that best fit your challenge and 
then you can adapt those you 
chose to your own context. To 
make it easy to find the most 
proper tool, a variety of alter-
natives with different levels 
of complexity have been de-
signed. 

Standalone. The tools have 
been conceived to work indi-
vidually and as a full suite. That 
means, you can single out one 
tool and apply it to your proj-
ect, whether you are going 
to use more tools or not.  Re-
gardless of this capacity to be 
applied in a standalone way, it 
is highly advisable to conceive 
a pathway to follow within your 
innovation project including a 
coherent set of tools.

Visual. Most of the tools have 
been designed as visual de-
vices to spark creativity, sys-
temic and lateral thinking. The 
book is not illustrated to make 
it pretty. The pictures have a 
clear purpose and shouldn´t be 
skipped. It may take you time 
to feel comfortable with the 
visual metaphors proposed, 
but these techniques will help 

development and peer-to-peer 
interactions are included as key 
elements for this flexible and 
tailored approach for practi-
tioners. 
 
2- How to use this 
book? 
There are two important per-
spectives about how to use 
this book. First, is the use of 
the set of tools as a coherent 
sequence to support a system 
project management process 
or a training event.  The second 
refers to the use of each single 
tool in whatever context you 
may need them.

As explained in the previous 
section, the book is built upon 
four modules accounting for 
a suggested pathway for sys-
tem innovation (not including 
the prototyping phase): stake-
holder management, visioning 
and backcasting, multi-level 
perspective and niche manage-
ment. A kick-off tool has also 
been added to better define 
the system challenge (find out 
more in the box). 

With this structure in mind 
there are two main ways of 

your non-linear and creative 
thinking (you just might need 
to practise a bit). 

Systemic. The toolbox aims 
for a systemic understanding 
of problems and challenges. 
Therefore, you can expect this 
type of conceptualisation un-
derlying every tool instead of 
a linear process of reasoning. 
This is why all the tools have 
been designed to be used in 
multidisciplinary and even mul-
ticultural frameworks, and to 
factor-in data and inputs from 
the context surrounding the 
project.

This book was developed si-
multaneously with eLearning 
material based on the main 
elements of flipped and seam-
less learning. In that sense, 
the tools are presented to 
facilitate a learning process 
where different types of ac-
tivities, at different times and 
with multiple resources can 
be applied. The tools are also 
designed to support project 
management, organisational 
change and capacity building 
process for organisations or 
multi-stakeholder project set 
ups. Thus, group work, project 

using this book. The first and 
simplest way is just to go for 
one specific tool you need in a 
certain moment of your project. 
Since the tools are designed as 
standalone devices, you may 
want to use one of them to 
work out a specific problem you 
are dealing with. For instance, 
you might only need to map 
out your stakeholders or to 
run a backcasting workshop.  If 
that were the case, you would-
n´t need to go through any se-
quence of tools but simply use 
the most relevant one.

The second way of using the 
toolbox is to be applied when 
you have a system project or 
a training workshop ahead of 
you. In those cases, you may 
opt for designing a comprehen-
sive innovation route, starting 
with the problem definition and 
then going through the four 
modules. According to the chal-
lenge you face, the background 
and experience of the team 
and the context you are in; just 
pick out some of the tools from 
each module and build your 
own pathway for innovation.

You might think the tool-
box suggests a kind of lineal 

introduction
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process for 
system innova-

tion, but it doesn’t. First of 
all, you don’t need to cover 
all of the four modules if you 
think you don’t need to at this 
stage of you project. Sec-
ondly, and more importantly, 
this is a systemic process to 
deal with systemic problems, 
even though you may design 
an initial process made up of 
five tools going through the 
suggested pathway. In this 
regard, most of the tools are 
to be applied once in a while 
during the project lifetime 
and many times there will be 
more than one tool in use at 
the same time. These feed-

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION

to better spot what the right 
problem is and to nail it down 
at the same time as keeping a 
systemic perspective.  

2. Stakeholder analysis. 
Working with stakeholders is 
probably one of the common-
alities in systemic projects and 
one of the first conditions. In 
this regard the toolbox cov-
ers three steps of this work 
with stakeholders: identifying, 
characterising and depicting 
relationships.  Depending on 
time availability it can be use-
ful to work with one tool from 
each category. Bear in mind 
that the stakeholder engage-
ment phase is left out. For that 
reason, you may consider in-
cluding a role game or similar 
activity to somehow engage 
your stakeholders with the 
conversation. The World Café, 
open spaces, roundtables or 
Fishbowl techniques can be 
applied for such a task.
 
3. Multilevel Perspective.
With the support of the stake-
holders it comes to deeply 
understanding the system in 
which your project is embed-
ded, how it works and how 

back loops and 
parallel pathways 
characterise the 

real application of 
the toolbox to your 

project. Throughout 
these non-linear steps 

you will obtain invaluable 
lessons that will more than 

likely modify the previously 
planned pathway.  

Of course, if you embark on 
a training workshop where 

your time, resources and real 
cases are very fixed, you might 

want go for a more linear pro-
cess, just to get participants 
acquainted with the use of the 
tools.  

1. Stating the Problem. 
It is often noticeable that the 
main issue for a project team 
is to nail down and define the 
real problem and challenge. 
This is especially relevant 
in system contexts in which 
wicked problems are difficult 
to pin down and when we run 
the risk of finding the right 
solution for the wrong prob-
lem. Therefore, this tool is 
aimed to reframe the prob-
lem by helping practitioners 

it has evolved. In this regard, 
two types of tools have been 
included so far: one devoted 
to describe the dynamics (from 
past time to present time) of 
the system and another to de-
scribe a static picture of the 
current system or status quo. 
Whereas the static vision pro-
vides a comprehensive picture 
of the way the mainstream 
system works, the dynamic ap-
proach can help to understand 
how the system got to the cur-
rent stage. You may start with 
the static perspective and then 
move onto the dynamic tool or 
the other way around. This is 
the type of flexibility to keep in 
mind when applying tools.

4. Visioning and Backcasting.
Foresight is at the very core 
of any disruptive and system 
innovation. By envisioning the 
future, your team will be able 
to step backwards, identify 
what changes would be nec-
essary and then go forward 
again; setting an agenda of ac-
tions. This backcasting process 
is easily understandable but 
hard to put into practice, due 
to the counter-intuitiveness 
of starting in the future and 
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moving backwards. You can 
find tools with different levels 
of complexity so that you can 
select the tool you feel most 
comfortable working with. 

5. Niche Management. 
Under the label of niche man-
agement, the last module 
included in the toolbox ad-
dresses the issue of how to 
get lessons out of the project 
management process and how 
to apply those lessons to en-
hance the process. The goal 
is to include a new dimension 
in the project management 
process, emphasizing how 
an on-going learning and re-
flection process can move 
the innovation idea forward.  
 
As to the use of each tool, as 
mentioned before, the focus 
of these tools is on the prob-
lem solving and on the learn-
ing process.  The tools are not 
designed to be perfectly filled 
out and to represent a nice 
drawing but to think different-
ly of new ways in tackling the 
problem, based on a systemic 
perspective and to learn from 
that process.  Bearing that in 
mind, don’t forget that:

You may feel like adapting the 
tool to your specific needs 
and context (background, cul-
ture…). If so, please, feel free 
to remove, modify or add new 
elements to the canvas. The 
only element to keep at the 
forefront of your mind is; keep 
the systemic perspective.

It is essential that you spend 
time in the debrief step after 
applying each tool. This de-
brief is to help you better un-
derstand the outcomes you 
got and how to apply them on 
your challenge, but also to give 
you some specific time and 
space to reflect on the les-
sons about the process, and 
your performance as a team. 
Therefore, don’t skip or under-
estimate the value of a good 
debrief. Instead always try to 
break it up into two blocks: one 
devoted to the outcomes and 
the other to the process, its 
lessons and the consequences 
for the team.

Now you are ready for making 
the most of the toolbox. Decide 
what to start with and give it a 
try. Enjoy the experience and 
let your creativity out.

introduction



3Visioning and 
backcasting
the future
Envisioning the desired future and 
learning from that future becomes 
necessary when it comes to            
system innovation.



What is 
visioning?
VISIONING is about picturing 
the desirable future and de-
scribing what it might look like. 
  
To plan the future, you need 
to imagine how it might look. 
There are lots of ways you 
could do this. Forecasting is 
one of the most well-known 
techniques, massively used in 

strategic planning. It  involves 
looking at the data you have 
and current trends you can see 
today. Using that information, 
you can predict what the future 
might look like. But, since we 
cannot foresee the future, we 
must plan for multiple contin-
gencies. The Future Scenarios 
technique involves creating 
alternative futures based on 
the trends you see, or decisions 
being made today. Both Fore-
casting and Future Scenarios 
can provide useful insights into 
possible futures. 
  
However, because predictable 
doesn’t mean desirable, some-
times you need a more radical 
approach. An approach which 
isn’t based on what you can 
see today. By looking beyond 
what you see today, Visioning 
helps you see possibilities you 
didn’t know were there before.
Consequently, you will be able 
to move forward to a system 
innovation perspective.
  
Visioning is a foresight method 
that attempts to create a fea-
sible and desirable future sce-
nario in which current problems 

Visioning

* although “dream-sessions” are used as one of the techniques to help you come up with  a new vision.

are solved. Visioning answers 
the question WHAT… What is 
my desired future? What does 
it look like? 

Why 
visioning?
System innovations are de-
signed to bring about a funda-
mental and radical change in 
the way societal functions are 
performed. 

By building a clear long-term 
vision of the future you aim 
for, you will avoid falling into 
obvious thought patterns and 
becoming ensnared by existing 
structures. 

What does a 
vision look like?
A vision is not a daydreaming 
outcome* in which an ideal but 
utterly unrealistic and impossi-
ble future is described. Instead, 
a vision has to be credible, 
practical and feasible enough 
so as to be useful. 
  
Radical innovation idea. 
A radical idea/innovation 

should underpin your vision. 
Without a radical innovation, 
visioning is not necessary and 
you could opt for doing fore-
sight scenarios or developing 
exploratory scenarios.
  
Socio-technical. 
Since you aspire to elicit a 
transformative change in the 
system, your vision has to 
comprise both technical and 
social elements. 
  
Medium-term to long-term 
horizon. 
The time scope has to be long 
enough for innovation to grow 
and take over but short enough 
to be feasible and credible. 10 

Because 
predictable doesn’t 
mean desirable, 
sometimes you 
need a more 
radical approach. 
Visioning helps you 
see possibilities 
you didn’t know 
were there before. 
Consequently you 
will be able to 
move forward to a 
system innovation 
perspective. 

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION
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to 20 years is a commonly used  
time-frame.  

Inspiring
A vision should inspire others 
to follow and to adopt it as 
their own vision. 
  
Easy to convey
If you want to inspire others, 
your message has to be simple 
and clear. 
  
Fuzzy but specific enough. 
A vision of a future in which un-
known technologies are prob-
ably involved has  to be fuzzy. 
Yet it should be specific enough 
to allow for actionable plans 
and events.

How to 
build a vision?
Trends, statistics or expert 
knowledge can be used to build 
out a vision. Yet since it has to 
be comprehensive and disrup-
tive, more open and partici-
patory approaches are used. 
Storytelling-based techniques, 
such as dream-sessions are 
becoming more and more com-
mon.  

On May 25, 1961, the U.S. president 
John F. Kennedy stood before Congress 
and proposed that “this nation should 
commit itself to achieving the goal, 
before this decade is out, of landing a 
man on the Moon and returning him 
safely to the Earth”.

It is probably an archetype of a vision. 
It may not be socio-technical, but it 
is absolutely radical, with a 10-year 
time horizon, utterly inspiring and 
completely easy to convey. He didn’t 
explain how to achieve the goal but the 
vision set a pathway for that vision.

Easy to Convey

Inspiring

A system innovation vision 
should be 

Fuzzy, but 
speci!c enough

Long-term or 
medium-term 

horizon

Socio Technical

Radical Key 
Innovation idea

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION
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3Tool 11
Ocean of opportunities

Tool 12
Visual story

Tool 13
Future radars 
 
Tool 14
Socio-technical roadmap

Visioning and 
backcasting

the future
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What is 
backcasting?
Backcasting is a technique that 
makes you look back from a 
future scenario, identifying and 
assessing changes and actions 
for that future to come true.  It 
allows managers to make a plan 
and set an agenda for change by 
exploring the feasibility and im-
plications of achieving certain 
changes. Backcasting is mainly 
used in policy making, strategic 
planning, resource manage-
ment and corporate culture, 
especially when dealing with 
complex systems such as social 
or environmental.
  
Backcasting answers the ques-
tion HOW… How can I achieve 
my envisioned FUTURE?

Why do 
backcasting?
As you have seen in the vi-
sioning section, when we are 
dealing with complex systems, 
forecasting methods are not 
enough. We first  need to en-
vision the future we aspire to 
achieve, regardless of the cur-

pact of external events on an 
organisation.
 
• It prevents managers from devel-
oping strategies that just solve the 
problems that we perceive today 
with the solutions we have at hand.

• Backcasting keeps plans off ex-
trapolating present conditions.
 
• It is a quick and visual tool

How to do 
backcasting
AWARENESS 
Backcasting starts with a 
twofold understanding of your 
problem. On the one hand you 
need to start with a specific 
vision of the future scenario 
you want to achieve. For such 

rent trends and system stages. 
Then, the question is: What is 
needed to achieve such a fu-
ture? The context for that ques-
tion is a complex system and so 
is the answer. It can entail new 
technologies, new political or 
economic frameworks, signifi-
cant changes in actor configu-
ration, cultural and formal rules, 
etc.  But most importantly, it 
can comprise more than one 
alternative, sometimes inter-
woven. Thus, we need a tool to 
pin down those changes and to 
asses them in terms of feasibil-
ity, control, impact, effort, etc.
Therefore, backcasting allows 
organisations to consider 
what actions, policies and pro-
grams are needed today that 
will connect the future to the 
present. In other words, what 
actions have to be taken to 
achieve the future.  Some of 
the advantages of using back-
casting instead of other fore-
sight techniques are:
 
• Backcasting reminds participants 
that the future is not linear, 
and can have many alterna-
tive outcomes depending on 
decisions made and the im-

a scenario you may use the 
visioning technique, fulfilling 
the six features a system in-
novation vision should have. 
The second element of this 
starting point is your current 
state, the present time. You 
have to be aware of the sys-
tem in which you are, as well 
as of the problem or challenge 
you are facing. You can resort 
to the Pentagonal problem 
tool, the Context map or the 
Flourishing multi-level tool to 
get more awareness. 

BACKWARDS
Now you have to put yourself in 
the envisioned future. Imagine 
that vision has been achieved 
and then think back from the 
future to the present condi-
tions. In the process, identify 

Backcasting

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION
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necessary changes for filling the 
gap between the vision and the 
present time. There will be many 
changes and some of those you 
spot will elicit more and more 
changes. In the picture you can 
see these changes as the green 
and red dots.

CREATE SOLUTIONS
Once in the present time, 
backcasting takes you to the 
future moving forward and 
deciding the actions to be 
carried out for the changes 
happen. As you move for-
ward to the future you need 

to analyse the feasibility for 
the changes to come true and 
the actions needed for that to 
happen. Given that you begin 
with the end in mind, foster 
more creative solutions and 
see the connections and con-
sequences of those solutions.

DECIDE ON PRIORITIES
The final outcome is to set 
your own strategy for change, 
based on those actions you 
consider as a priority. In this re-
gard your criteria as a specific 
stakeholder will guide your de-
cisions about priorities.

• Visioning and backcasting should be done under 
a participatory approach. Since stakeholders 
have radically different world views and differ-
ent frames for understanding the problem, you 
should incorporate their perspectives, even if they 
are wildly different to your own.

• In addition to enriching the outcome, stake-
holder participation enhances the legitimacy of 
that outcome, increases the co-responsibility and 
broadens the reflexivity scope.
 
• In this regard, visioning and backcasting should be updated regularly, giv-
en that constraints and resources (including knowledge and perspectives) 
change all the   time. Consequently, a learning and reflecting process should 
accompany these tools.

• As a consequence of the different stakeholders’ perspectives, they all 
have their own priorities and agendas. Involving them in the backcasting 
process will allow you to draw more than one plan from the same process.
 
• In complex and wicked problems, as sustainability is, the problem defini-
tion might come to focus after adopting a future vision. In such cases, the 
vision is the seed for the challenge and not a consequence of it.

Tips

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION
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Tool 11
Ocean of
opportunities 
Ideation
Looking at the future



What it is
Ocean of opportunities is an ide-
ation tool aimed at identifying 
gaps in the market that might 
become windows of opportu-
nity. It frames the current solu-
tions by two main features or di-
mensions and helps you to map 
out the range of current solu-
tions  within such variables. E.g.: 
the mobility system is bound by 
use (individual/collective) and 
access (private/public).
  
The tool is inspired in the Growth-
Share Matrix (Henderson, 1973), 
the Blue Ocean Strategy  (Kim and 
Mauborgn, 2005) ,and the White 
Spots (Carleton et al, 2013).

When to use
When you have to imagine radical 
innovations or alternative solutions 

for a current problem and need a 
hand with the ideation process.

Why it is useful
Visioning requires a lot of creative 
thought and energy so some-
times it’s helpful to warm up first. 
Ocean of Opportunities is one of 
the many tools and activities you 
could use to do this. Compared 
with other ideation tools it first 
guides you to discover gaps in 
the market, and then gives you 
the opportunity of centring  in on 
those gaps to imagine new ideas 
and solutions.
  
At the same time, since the 
dominant system (market) is 
depicted by means of two of its  
dimensions, you can find out 
which system’s dimensions are 
relevant when it comes to de-
signing solutions.

Ocean of opportunities

HOW MANY

HOW LONG

DIFFICULTY

WHAT YOU GET

WHAT YOU NEED
WHAT IS NEXT

From 1 person to groups of 10 people.

30-40 min.

Low.

A visual map of the current technologies 
and solutions for your challenge, mapped 
out according to a couple of variables. As a 
consequence, you can spot the spaces for 
those variables with no solution in the mar-
ket. Those spaces might provide a window 
of opportunity to your project.

A basic idea of your challenge and the cur-
rent solutions.

Now you can move on to envisioning a future 
in which the solution comes from some of 
those empty solution spaces you spotted.

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION

VISIONING AND BACKCASTING
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STEP 1. Draw the 
canvas and pick out 
variables
The tool is designed as a 2x2 
matrix in which two system 
dimensions are depicted by 
the axes and the solutions are 
scattered in the defined space. 
Therefore, draw the canvas 
with the matrix and select 
two features from your dom-
inant system (meso-level, re-
gime) that are characterising 
the solutions in the market. 
For instance, if your project is 
about mobility solutions, you 
might want to try with the ac-
cess to the mobility solution 
(public-private) and the way of 
using those solutions (individu-
al-collective). 

STEP 2. Define 
extreme values
Define the  extreme values 
of each axis. If possible, avoid 
quantitative scales and go for 
qualitative endpoints. You may 
think of conceptual or provoc-
ative values such as “factual/
perceived”, “fossil fuel/re-
newable energy”, “Affordable/

expensive”, etc. In any case, 
avoid using judgements as 
categories, such as “better” 
or “negative”.  Once endpoints 
are defined, place examples of 
businesses in each  matrix’s 
corner of the matrix. In case 
you cannot identify those “ex-
treme businesses” try a differ-
ent set of endpoints or a differ-
ent combination of features.

STEP 3. Define 
extreme values
Look for the current solutions 
accounting for combinations 
of two values of the variables. 
Plot as many examples as you 
can picture. When you finish, 
what you get is a map of the full 
ocean of solutions in the domi-
nant system.

STEP 4. Define 
extreme values
Identify blank gaps where no 
solutions have been developed, 
they represent windows for 
innovation. Run a brainstorm-
ing session about the kind of 
service/business that could be 
created within that combina-

Steps

VISIONING AND BACKCASTING
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tion of variables and offered to 
the market. Use post-its to put 
on the empty space as many 
solutions as possible. Then you 
can start an open discussion 
to distil them down:  Is it a dis-
ruptive innovation? Does it look 
feasible, affordable, etc.? Would 
it make a long-term impact on 
the regime? After that you will 
get a short list of potential inno-
vations for your project.

STEP 5. Try it out with 
different variables
Try a different pair of features 
and look for new windows of 
opportunity. This process can 
be iterated as many times as 
dimensions/features you con-
sider relevant for your system. 
By doing that, not only new 
windows of opportunity will 
arise but also you will be able to 
assess the importance of such 
features in terms of relevance 
for the system performance.

STEP 6.  
Debrief
After a couple of iterations with 
different variables for the axes, 

take a step back and reflect on 
the outcomes and   the pro-
cess. 
  
Did you find it difficult to come 
up with different variables for 
the axes? Did you feel comfort-
able using qualitative scales 
instead of quantitative ones? 
Is there any variable which 
stands out from the average? 
Were they all relevant for the 
system? 
  
Did you find many opportu-
nities or was it a difficult pro-
cess? Would those opportuni-
ties for innovation be able to 
transform the system? Do they 
entail concepts such as ac-
tors’ involvement, social value, 
co-creation, etc.? Did you find 
any significant differences in 
the maps between iterations? 
Did you find out new ideas 
when the axes were changed? 

Try a different 
pair of features 
and look for 
new windows of 
opportunity.

• Identify the main barriers and  drivers in 
your regime and try with a combination of 
them for the axes.

• The stakeholders involved in the system, 
or the role they play, can be another source 
for axes definition
 
• Think of services, not only of products or 
business-as-usual as fillers of your matrix.
 
• Use arrows to depict evolutions or  services taking up more 
than one quadrant.

Tips

Find out more
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Tool 12
Visual story
Visioning 
Learning from the future. Visual Story is a 
visioning method which encourages you to 
suspend disbelief and imagine a future so 
brilliant that your success is on media front 
pages everywhere.



What it is
The Visual story is a visual tool 
that helps you to imagine and de-
scribe the ideal future that would 
happen as a consequence of suc-
ceeding in your project. This tool 
is built on the Cover Story, de-
veloped by the visual meetings 
company The Grove (Macanufo 
et al. 2010). The objective of the 
tool is to suspend all disbelief and 
envision a future state that is so 
stellar that it landed the project/
group challenge on the cover of 
the media. To do that, this activ-
ity challenges you to describe, 
with words and pictures, the suc-
cessful future outcome and the 
process to reach it. 

When to use
We will usually use visioning right 
after defining the problem or the 
challenge you are facing and before 
starting any specific project. This is 
the moment to build a common 
vision about the desired future for 
the challenge you have just defined 
(buildings, energy, food, mobility…) 

in an appealing and visual way. 
After envisioning the future you 
can start conceiving projects, but it 
shouldn’t be done before. 

Why it is useful
Storytelling driven techniques are 
taking over more and more vision-
ing workshops, due to their sim-
plicity and their capacity to intro-
duce disruptive ideas absolutely 
disconnected from the present 
time. In this regard, the Visual sto-
ry follows these features, making 
the process of disruptive thinking 
more accessible and easy. 
  
Since it suspends all connections 
with the present time, it facili-
tates the process for disruptive 
thinking which can lead to radi-
cal innovation. The price for that 
creativity is that neither feasibil-
ity nor probability are included 
as criteria to build the vision. As 
a consequence before building 
plans and projects on your vision 
you should go for a backcasting 
process which will root your pro-
cess in the real world. 

Visual story

HOW MANY

HOW LONG

DIFFICULTY

WHAT YOU GET

WHAT YOU NEED

WHAT IS NEXT

From 2  to  5 people.

60-90 min.

Low.

A visual story of the future you can imagine.

An idea about the new future you would like 
to achieve as a consequence of your project 
succeed.

After envisioning your future you will need to 
build the pathway from the present time to 
that future. Hence you can go for any of the 
backcasting tools.
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QUOTES
Write down any quotation that 
someone in the future might be 
saying about your project, your 
innovations and your success. 
“Quotes” can be from anyone as 
long as they’re related to the sto-
ry. Quotes should be INSPIRING

STACK OF PAPERS
“Stack of papers” reveals the back-
ground stories behind the history 
of your success. Pitfalls, draw-
backs, milestones, new alliances... 

HEADLINES
“Headlines” convey the sub-
stance of the cover story.  It is 
something other than the mere 
cover. It must be FUZZY but 
SPECIFIC enough to be turn into 
an agenda. Some description of 
the process and/or the outcome. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
IMAGES
“Images” stand for the initial 
challenge and the changes 
achieved in the SHORT, MIDDLE 
and LONG TERM. Draw some 
pictures depicting your achieve-
ments or milestones.

COVER
“Cover” tells the great sto-
ry of your success. It should 
represent what the cover 
of main papers are saying 
about your story. How they 
describe it, what the head-
lines would be. This cover 
should convey a message 
both APPEALING and EASY 
TO CONVEY.

RADICAL IDEAS
“Radical Ideas” documents 
init ial ideas for the project 
that drove you to this shiny 
future. That is, the ideas 
underlying the RADICAL 
INNOVATION. What ideas 
fuelled the process? Where 
did they come from? 

The Canvas
The canvas is made up of six parts, each one 
describes a different aspect of the future or the 
process to achieve it. 
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STEP 1. Define yourself 
and draw the canvas
This is the future, you managed 
to pull off for your challenge. 
Before starting to imagine that 
future, define who you are and 
the role you played during the 
process to reach the future and 
your ‘new/adapted’ role in this 
new future.  If you are in a real 
project, then adopt your own 
roles as different stakeholders. 
If you are working in a training 
session or with no stakeholders 
involved, then pretend each of 
you are different stakeholders 
and play their role. This pre-
tending game will enrich the 
perspectives when it comes to 
envisioning the future. 
  
After adopting your respective 
roles, take a large piece of paper 
and draw the canvas with its six 
different sections

STEP 2. 
Imagine the future
Envision the future. Imagine 
that you are 20 years from 
now (or the interval you de-
cide). What does your sustain-

able future look like? Depend-
ing on the challenge: Where do 
people live, what does it look 
like? How do they move, make 
transactions, spend their days, 
what does the environment 
look like? What social/technical 
options are available?  Which 
technology is needed?  How 
does it affect culture and  the 
structure of society?  What are 
important trends, and events? 
Could we make the future vision 
even more sustainable? That’s 
visioning. Spend a few minutes 
to imagine individually and then 
start a brainstorm. 
  
In this step, suspend all 
judgement and simply let 
your ideas flow freely. You 
can use post-its to write 
down as many ideas as you 
all can, describing what the 
future looks like. As you ex-
plain and discuss ideas, put 
them on a wall; make clusters 
and include new ideas arising 
throughout the discussion. 
Some ideas will be about 
technology, others regard-
ing regulations,  new ways of 
consumption, infrastructures, 
etc. After 30 or 40 minutes of 

Steps
discussion, a more concrete 
vision of the future should be 
emerging. It is time for you to 
pick out those most repre-
sentative ideas for the future 
you, collectively, have built. 

STEP 3. 
Fill out the canvas
Use the canvas to turn your 
ideas about the future into pic-
tures, words and stories. Try 
to imagine what will be said 
about your challenge when it is 
achieved. The canvas will help 
you to narrow down the fuzzy 
vision you probably built in the 
previous step.  Remember that 
your vision should be credible 
but also radical, easy to convey 
and inspiring, fuzzy but specific 
enough to be agenda permit-
ting. Finally, it should be based 
on radical innovation in the me-
dium-term to long-term hori-
zon, encompassing both tech-
nology and society. 

STEP 4. 
Debrief
Now, with your new future in 
your pocket, spend some time 

reflecting on the outcome and 
the process. 
  
Was it easy to detach from 
current trends and for putting 
your brain in a disruptive mode? 
Was it specific enough? Do you 
think it will be achievable? Was 
the discussion biased towards 
some approach or stake-
holder’s perspective? Do you 
think some perspectives were 
missed in the process? Did you 
spot the exact system “failure” 
that needs to be solved? Did 
you find many different alterna-
tives for the future in which the 
problem is resolved? While you 
were working on the vision, did 
you find it easier to think about 
new technologies or any other 
dimension of the system such 
as new use habits, new infra-
structures, new ways or social 
organisations, etc.? Why do you 
think there was a bias? 

This is the future 
you managed to 
pull off for your 
challenge.

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION
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Don’t use the vision as something im-
mutable. You may need to revise your 
vision, under some conditions such as:

• An assessment of the feasibility 
and acceptability of your experiment 
shows that the vision is unrealistic,
• You encounter unexpected situa-
tions in the course of the experiment,
• New developments occur that you 
need to respond to. 

You have to put yourselves into that fu-
ture and to describe it using present and past tenses.
Be creative from the very beginning and dare to draw your own 
version of the canvas. Remember the sections you should cover, 
but make up your own design, add new sections, etc.

• Visioning should be a participatory tool in which a large 
diversity of stakeholders ensures a richer and broader 
vision. Therefore, consider inviting other stakeholders 
outside of the project or just playing different roles your-
selves if you are in a training session.
  
In formulating the vision, you could consider:

• Other relevant experiments
• How you will link your experiment to general trends 
and pressures coming from the macro-level (windows 
of opportunity?) 
• Structural bottlenecks that explain why the goal has 
not yet been accomplished.
• Don’t give up too soon. 

Find more here

Tips

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION
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Tool 13
Future radars
Backcasting
Guiding from the future



What it is
Future radars is a backcasting 
method which uses time travel 
and a little imagination.  First, 
travel forward in time to your 
ideal future. Then look back on 
your path to success. How did 
you get here? Next, return to 
the present day. Use your new 
understanding of the future to 
plan your path to success. These 
different perspectives can help 
you to evaluate the feasibility of 
your ideal future and the actions 
needed to get there.

When to use
When you have a long-term 
and complex challenge, the 
pathway of which is full of un-
certainties and possibilities as 

a consequence of the systemic 
context (multiple stakeholders 
interwoven with each other, 
and a context also interplay-
ing with them). Under these 
conditions, traditional plan-
ning can lead to your project 
derailing very quickly  due to 
competitors, unexpected risks 
or changes not happening.

Why it is useful
By  applying this tool you can plan 
actions equipped with a global 
overview of the milestones to 
achieve, coupled with their feasi-
bility and the influence you can put 
on them to happen.  This pathway 
of milestones allows you to elabo-
rate a more reliable plan including 
alternatives in the case of unfore-
seen events.

Future radars

HOW MANY

HOW LONG

DIFFICULTY

WHAT YOU GET

WHAT YOU NEED

WHAT IS NEXT

From 1 person to groups of 8 people.

60-90 min.

Medium- Low.

A characterised collection of changes and 
actions that will lead you to achieve the 
envisioned future from the present time.

A clear description of your challenge, your 
current state, and the vision of the future.

After applying the tools, you can opt for  
action planning  which also includes an 
ongoing process for learning throughout the 
project lifetime. If that is the case, then you 
may want to run the niche management 
tools in addition to other more traditional 
planning tools.

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION
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STEP 1. The canvas 
and your challenge
The Future Radars canvas is 
made up of two parts: the ra-
dar for changes and the radar 
for actions. 

The radar for changes looks 
at the present time from the 
envisioned future.  The radar 
is depicted by a cone  whose 
narrow extreme is at the fu-
ture time and from that point 
it broadens as we move to 
the present time. The goal of 
this cone is for you to identify 
changes necessary to achieve 
the envisioned future and 
place them on the cone. The 
width of the radar accounts 
for the potential number of 
changes that can drive the 
system to the vision. The 
farther the vision is from the 
time you are looking from,  
the broader the collection 
of potential innovations and  
changes that can lead to the 
same vision. 
   
The radar for actions is 
the second part of the tool 
which mirrors the first ra-

dar by looking at the future 
from the present time. In 
this case the cone is re-
versed; the tip of cone is the 
current moment.  This radar 
is intended for you to place 
the actions you will carry out 
to achieve the changes you 
spotted within the same ra-
dar. Therefore you will have 
a clearer idea about short-
term actions, whereas the 
actions in the long-term will 
remain fuzzy. That is why 
the cone opens towards 
the future, widening the set 
of possible actions for the 
same change to happen.
The first step before you 
start filling out the canvas is 
to define your starting and 
ending points. That means: 
define the vision of the fu-
ture you aspire to and the 
the system in which your 
challenge is embedded. You 
might want to use the out-
comes from the MLP tools 
and the Cover story tool.  
With those starting and 
ending points you can draw 
your own time scale using 
vertical lines going across 
the two cones.

Steps

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION
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STEP 2. 
Move backwards
Put yourself in your vision. Imag-
ine your ‘preferred future’ actually 
happened and now your vision 
accounts for the real world. With 
that image in your mind, start 
moving  backwards towards the 
present time and identify what 
changes should have happened 
to reach the desired future. Spend 
10 minutes individually to brain-
storm as many changes as you 
can imagine. They could be: new 
knowledge, financial arrange-
ments, new technologies, new 
political or economic frameworks, 
significant changes in actor con-
figuration, cultural and formal 
conventions, changes in routines, 
rules, culture, infrastructure, etc. 
   
Write down those changes on 
sticky notes (one idea per post-it) 
and then collectively discuss the 
suitability of each idea, pick out as 
many as you want and place them 
along the time scale. This is anoth-
er important point. Spend some 
time to discuss the chronology 
of the changes. This chronology, 
along with the discussion about 
the suitability of your ideas, can 

spark off your creativity, giving 
you new ideas and how changes 
can come to light.

STEP 3. 
Assess the changes
After brainstorming and collecting 
all the ideas, it is time for judge-
ment to come into play. Evaluate 
each change according to the fea-
sibility and the control you might 
have over the process for that 
change to happen. Do you think 
the change is feasible? (notice: we 
are not talking about probability, 

but feasibility)? Do you think and 
feel you can influence the pro-
cess to trigger that change?  If the 
change is barely feasible and out 
of your control, just rule it out and 
go to the next item. It is not worth 
spending valuable time discussing 
intractable/unsolvable topics. The 
ideal situation is when the change 
is feasible and you have some kind 
of control over the process. If that 
is the case put a sticky dot in the 
central part of the cone (bluish in 
the picture). Changes in this central 
part of the cone will be the most 
important for your action plan.

Then put a sticky dot in the lower 
side of the cone for those chang-
es that are feasible but out of 
your control. You may be inter-
ested in them, but since they are 
out of your control, your strat-
egy might be only to monitor 
those changes. Conversely, put 
a sticky dot on the upper side of 
the cone if the change is barely 
feasible, yet you might have an 
influence on the process. Think 
deeply about the items and 
spend time on them but only 
if you find pertinent synergies 
with your main interests.

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION
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STEP 4. Starting and 
ending points
Now you move to the radar 
for actions. Put yourself in the 
present, looking at the future 
you can see the chain of chang-
es you have identified. The un-
derlying idea for this step is to 
identify those actions that can 
lead to changes coming about. 
Therefore, spend around 10 
minutes to brainstorm individ-
ually as many actions as you 
can  think of. It is up to you, as 
a team, if you only centre in on 
the feasible changes that are 
somehow under your control, 
or embrace all the identified 
changes regardless of the as-
sessment you did. 
   
After brainstorming, discuss 
the suitable actions and then 
put them on the radar making a 
timeline. 

STEP 5. 
Assess the actions
After the brainstorm step,  
move on to assessing the ac-
tions you identified. Use fore-
casting  or your own experience 

to evaluate each action ac-
cording to the impact they will 
cause on the system to trigger 
the change  and the effort it will 
take you to carry it out. 
   
Similarly to the changes, ac-
tions with maximum effort 
and minimum impact will be 

discarded. Conversely, ac-
tions with the maximum im-
pact and the minimum effort 
will take up the centre of the 
cone (greenish in the picture) 
becoming crucial for your fu-
ture strategy. Use the upper 
and lower part of the cone 
to assess the rest of the ac-

tions according to the scale 
in the canvas.
After assessing all the actions 
try to come up with a line of ac-
tions following the assessment 
and your role as a stakeholder. 
This line of actions should be 
one of the main inputs for your 
future action plan.

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION
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STEP 6. 
Debrief

After having worked on the 
two radars of the canvas, 
reflect in groups about the 
process and the future steps. 
The following questions can 
guide you to a fruitful discus-
sion and reflection.

What was the process like? 
Was it counterintuitive to 
start thinking from the future 
backwards to the present 
time? Do you think it hindered 
you to be more creative or, to 
the contrary, did it help you to 
spark your lateral and more 
creative thinking? Did you 
find out something new and 
unexpected in the pathway 
of changes from the pres-
ent time to the future? Do 
you think you are now better 
equipped to plan? Would you 
have used other criteria to 
assess changes and actions? 
If so, which criteria?
Do you think you can draw up 
a strategy for action based on 
the second radar? Is the prior-
itisation you did a good

starting point for action plan-
ning? Why? If the answer is 
yes, you may want to spend 
more time drawing up a draft 
version of that strategy.

Having been equipped with 
this new outcome, what do 
you think the next step should 
be? Do you think this process 
should be repeated once in a 
while throughout the project 
life time? Why?

• When moving backwards you can focus 
on barriers for innovation to spot neces-
sary changes more easily.
 
• Be as specific as possible when it 
comes to assigning dates. It doesn’t 
matter if you are not sure about those 
dates at the beginning. As the exercise 
goes ahead and you identify more and 
more changes or activities, you will be 
able to give more consistency and co-
herence to the overall picture.     

Tips

Find out more

By applying this 
tool, you can plan 
actions equipped 
with a global over-
view of the mile-
stones to achieve, 
coupled with their 
feasibility and the 
influence you can 
put on them to 
happen. 
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Backcasting
Mapping pathways from the future

Tool 14 
Socio-technical 
roadmap



Socio-technical roadmap
What it is
Socio-technological roadmap 
(STRM) is a collaborative backcast-
ing tool for multiple stakeholders to 
plan together. After envisioning the 
desired future, stakeholders can 
jointly set out different pathways 
to bridge the gap between such a 
future and the present time.

Socio-technical roadmap is 
based on the technical roadmap-
ping technique, largely used in 
industry to support technology 
strategy and planning.

When to use
As we saw in the radars tool, there 
are a variety of reasons why to use 
backcasting, depending  on your 
specific role. Yet, generally speaking, 
STRM is to be applied whenever you 
are working with complex problems 
which also entail long-term goals 
and a high degree of uncertainty 
throughout the process. 

This coupling of complexity and 
uncertainty will probably comprise 
breakdowns, breakthroughs, “wild 
card events” (events with low 
probability of occurrence but high 

impact) and sudden shocks in the 
economic, social and environmental 
spheres. Predicting the future under 
these conditions can be a daunting 
task full of alternatives and ambi-
guity.  If you think about an envi-
ronmental challenge or a project 
somehow related to the dynamics 
of global change, you will have one 
of these wicked problems.

In these cases, you should iden-
tify and analyse alternative path-
ways form the present time to 
the future, before getting into 
your action plan.

Why it is useful
Socio-technical roadmap helps 
you generate innovation path-
ways for the future based on 
chains of change. At the same 
time, it leads you to identify op-
portunities and risks in market, 
technologies and social environ-
ments. By doing that you can 
start identifying, prioritising and 
planning your future action as well 
as the resources and partners you 
will need. STRM provides you with 
a visual picture of the changes in 
the future, making it easier to 
come up with your action plan.

HOW LONG

DIFFICULTY

WHAT YOU GET

WHAT YOU NEED

WHAT IS NEXT

From 1 person to groups of 6 people.

90-150 min.

Medium-High.

A set of pathways from the future to the 
present time and vice-versa, made up of 
changes and actions. As a result of them 
you can end up with a strategy for different 
stakeholders.

A collaboratively built vision, a clear descrip-
tion of your current system and situation as 
well as sources of information about trends 
or even potential breakthroughs.

After carrying out a backcasting exercise you 
are ready to move into action. You can opt 
for fine-tuning your  action plan or getting 
right to the action. In both cases you should 
take a look at the system management 
or niche management project to develop 
a learning and reflection strategy for the 
project lifetime.

VISUAL TOOLBOX FOR SYSTEM INNOVATION

VISIONING AND BACKCASTING

HOW MANY

137



for the vision to be reached. 
Those changes can be tech-
nological, in the physical infra-
structure, in social habits, reg-
ulations, etc. This row mainly 
refers to the meso-level, but 
also includes changes in the 

STEP 1. 
The canvas 
STRM canvas is made up of a 
main rectangle, in which the 
horizontal axis accounts for 
time, starting from the pres-
ent at the left hand side, and 
ending with the future vision. 
The vertical axis accounts 
for the changes that should 
come about over time. This 
axis is broken down into three 
parts or rows. The upper row 
represents social and techni-
cal trends and drivers in the 
market, now and in the future. 
They depict the broad context 

exerting pressure on the mar-
ket and might be identified as 
the macro-level of the com-
plex system.
  
The middle part depicts main 
changes needing to happen 

micro-level. The lower seg-
ment ultimately accounts for 
the activities that different 
stakeholders have to carry out 
to bring changes about. These 
activities or resources that 
are needed, can be plotted in 

Steps

Socio-technical 
roadmap helps you 
generate inno-
vation pathways 
for the future 
based on chains 
of change. At the 
same time, it leads 
you to identify 
opportunities and 
risks in the market.
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both, the meso-level and the 
micro-level.

STEP 2. 
Vision and Calendar
First of all, put your vision 
on the right hand side of the 
canvas and write down the 
date for such a vision. You 
might use the cover story if 
you have done it, or any oth-
er description of the vision. 
It is important to have it in 
mind while applying the tool. 
Once you place the vision 
with its date, draw a times-
cale in the horizontal axis 
drawing vertical lines every 
five or ten years. This scale 
will help you to place chang-
es and activities.

STEP 3. 
Stepping Backwards
Starting from your future 
vision, you are going to step 
backward. Therefore, place 
yourself in such a vision. 
Imagine you are in that fu-
ture and then look at the 
most recent past and focus 
your attention in the middle 

part of the canvas, that is 
the “changes” part. The goal 
is for you to identify which 
changes must become real 
for the vision to happen. Try 
to imagine the last change 
just before achieving the 
complete vision in which 
you are right now. From that 
change on, imagine other 
changes that were necessary 
to happen before it. Each 
plotted change will trigger 
other earlier changes that 
were necessary to move the 
vision forward. Write down 
one change on one post-it 
and stick them on the canvas 
at the proper temporal dis-
tance. As you identify causal 
relations between changes, 
draw a line linking them to 
map out those relations. For 
instance in order for a new 
product to be adopted a new 
regulation may be necessary 
or a new infrastructure.  In the 
same way for a new product 
to be developed, a new tech-
nology might be a necessary 
condition.
   
Step by step you will build a 
chain of changes with dif-

ferent pathways, alterna-
tives and possibilities. These 
changes comprise any of 
the different components 
or dimensions of the mar-
ket place from technical to 
social, as well as changes 
in trends or drivers: social 
habits, technologies, physi-
cal infrastructure, industrial 
capacity, products, services, 
regulations, institutions, etc. 
Throughout this process, dif-
ferent trajectories of change 
towards the vision will arise 
providing a scenario with a 
set of alternatives to reach 
the vision.

As you are working on this 
middle part, on identify-
ing changes, you might 
also identify some social, 
economic or environmen-
tal trends or drivers that 
could be affecting the whole 
system included in your 
changes. For instance, you 
might identify that for some 
changes to happen, the 
economy needs a steady 
upward trend. If that is the 
case, write it down on a 
post-it , place it on the upper 

row at a proper time scale 
and then draw the relation 
between the trend and the 
change.

STEP 4. 
Prioritising
If the backward process has 
been fruitful enough there 
will be quite a number of 
changes. Then, prioritize 
some of them as essen-
tial for the pathway(s) to 
be taken forward. You can 
prioritise changes within 
the same trajectory or not, 
but always keep in mind the 

Socio-technical 
roadmap is based 
on the technical 
road mapping 
technique, largely 
used in industry 
to support 
technology 
strategy and 
planning.
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causality relation between 
changes.  Use sticky dots 
or any other system to vote 
and rank options. Whether 
it comes to the changes or 
their prioritisation, these 
steps are independent from 
your role as stakeholder. It 
doesn’t matter if some of 
you are policy makers, tech-
nological suppliers or con-
sumers; for the vision to be 
reached those changes have 
to happen. 

STEP 5. 
Going Forward
With the chain of changes on 
the canvas it is time to iden-
tify activities and resources 
to bring about those chang-
es. You can assume that it is 
not possible for one single 
stakeholder to handle all 
the changes; start by defin-
ing who you are and what 
your role and objectives are. 
Depending on that, you will 
focus on those changes that 
you might help to provoke. 
If there is more than one 
stakeholder in your team, 
then you can run this step 

several times identifying 
the forward pathway for 
each of them. 

With your identity, role and 
objectives in mind, place 
yourself in the present t ime 
and step forward  until the 
f irst change you have linked 
to your role. Then identi-
fy the activit ies to be car-
ried out to bring about that 
change as well as the re-
sources you will need. 

These activit ies can entail 
running dif ferent exper-
iments, conducting new 
R&D processes, adopting 
a new partnership policy 
between partners, gain-
ing new skills, etc. As for 
the resources, these might 
be physical resources or 
others such as acquiring 
physical resources. You can 
run a fast-paced and short 
brainstorming session to 
identify these activit ies 
and resources. Then, pick 
out those you decide as the 
best , write down one per 
post-it and place them on 
the lower row of the canvas 

and in chronological order. 
Move forward to the next 
change you prioritised for 
your stakeholder role and 
proceed the same way. 
Again,  it is important to 
map out relations between 
actions, given that they will 
comprise the foundations 
for strategy settings. 

Bear in mind that the same 
activity can encompass 
more stakeholders than 
yourself. If that is the case, 
identify those stakeholders 
on a different post-it and 
put them next to the activi-
ties or resources.

Stay with the process until 
you reach the last change 
(under your influence) be-
fore reaching the vision. 
By this moment you should 
have a chain of resources 
and activities that leads you 
from the present moment to 
the vision. Remember that 
this chain is strictly related 
to one stakeholder. There-
fore, if you might want to 
identify activities for other 
stakeholders you should re-

peat the process.
STEP 6. Allotting 
time frames
The last step is for you to 
start your action plan. Once 
you have your chain of ac-
tions you need to work allo-
cating time frames for each 
of those actions. As if it were 
a gantt chart, draw a time-
line for each activity paying 
attention to which activities 
should finish before start-
ing others, which activities 
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As you are 
working on the 
middle part, 
identifying 
changes, you 
might also 
identify some 
social, economic 
or environmental 
trends or drivers 
that could be 
affecting the 
whole system.
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might be carried out at the 
same time, etc. Don’t spend 
too much time with the de-
tails, this is only the basis 
for action planning, not the 
plan as such. 

STEP 7. 
Debrief
Once you have completed 
the canvas, spend time re-
flecting on the process and 
the outcome you got. Use 
the following questions as 
sparks for further discus-
sion.

How did the process go? Did 
you find it clear, straightfor-
ward, difficult? Which parts 
were more difficult to carry 
out? What does the canvas 
look like? Does it look coher-
ent, understandable, con-
fusing…? Do you think there 
was something missing in 
the canvas? Would you add 
or leave anything out?

Did you find it difficult to 
spot the changes? Were 
there any discussions about 
the prioritisation? Do you 

think that prioritization of 
changes should be done dif-
ferently according to each 
stakeholder? Or do you think 
it is independent from the 
stakeholders? Did you easily 
find the chain of cause-ef-
fect in changes? Were there 
any changes with no rela-
tion to others? If so, what do 
you think is the role of that 
change? 

What are the biggest risks, 
and the biggest uncertain-
ties you found?  If you re-
peated the session on these 
issues in a half year, do you 
think there would be many 
differences? Why?  Did you 
run the step forward for dif-
ferent stakeholders? If so, 
did you find out many differ-
ences? Did you find a lot of 
interdependencies between 
the activities and different 
stakeholders? If so, what do 
you think it means in terms 
of system analysis?

Do you think it would be 
necessary to do the process 
over once in a while through-
out the project lifetime?

Tips

Find out more

• Stepping backwards, identifying changes, is the 
key part of this process and it can be done in two 
different ways. 
 
• First method: As described earlier, you can go 
step by step, identifying one change and then those 
previous ones triggered by it. If that is the case, the 
causality chain comes out easily and quickly, yet the 
changes cannot be so obvious to identify. If you do 
not feel that you have enough ‘changes’ to complete 
a timeline, then maybe you should try the second 
way of doing this exercise (below). 

• Second method: Brainstorm individually or collectively: identify changes that 
need to happen for your preferred future to become reality. Don’t fixate on the 
chronology or causal relationships; just get the changes on the canvas. Don’t 
try to sequence the events first. It is essential that you “free flow” the changes 
needed as people place them on the canvas. Finally, put them in a logical order. In 
this non-linear generation of ideas, you will generate a lot more changes and find 
it more difficult to put them in order. However, this second way will give you a lot 
of ideas/changes to play with and you may unravel something hidden until now. 
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