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As you begin to deepen your foresight, one of the m

ost im
portant activities is identifying consequences. 

C
hains of “if, then” statem

ents are the m
ost com

m
on form

 of stating first-, second-, and third-order 
consequences as w

e m
ove from

 initial foresight to m
ore com

plex forecasts and scenarios. A graphical 
representation of these chains of consequences is often called a futures w

heel.
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 ◗Extend foresight from
 initial scenario to 

m
ore robust chains of events and long-term

 
im

plications.

 ◗Identify assum
ptions about causality, and gain 

deeper understanding of future possibilities.

 ◗Show
 com

plex relationships betw
een different 

kinds of change, revealing both positive and 
negative responses to possible scenarios in 
one diagram

.
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DRAW OUT CONSEQUENCES

HOW IT WORKS

TIME: 1– 3 hours 

PEOPLE: individual or group  
up to 30

MATERIALS: Template,  
sticky notes, markers 

WHAT TO PREPARE: Drivers 
of Change, Draft a Forecast, 
Envision Alternative Futures 

 ◗ Identify a driver of change, scenario, or forecast you want to explore  
long-term implications for. 

 ◗ Generate a one-sentence scenario statement that pushes the content to an 
extreme and encapsulates the critical uncertainty you want to understand 
better. Write it in the center of the diagram. For instance, “free, accurate,  
real-time translation is available anywhere, anytime, for anyone.” 

 ◗ Identify 1st-order consequences—direct results of the scenario or forecast 
you are exploring. Write each consequence in a separate bubble in a ring 
around the center. For instance, “you can talk to anyone in any country,  
even if you don’t speak their language.”  

 ◗ Next, identify 2nd-order consequences that follow the first.  
For instance, “no need to learn languages.”  

 ◗ Finally, imagine 3rd-order consequences, and note them in a third ring. 
These are often non-obvious, and further removed from the initial change.  
For instance, “because people only speak their native language, English  
loses its position as the global language for business.” 

 ◗ Continue this ripple effect until a useful picture of change becomes clear. 
Use these statements as the basis for a new forecast. 
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. G
lenn created the Futures 

W
heel as a foresight tool in 1972, and 

continues to push its boundaries in the 
M

illennium
 Project. G

lenn w
as an early 

voice in arguing for the pow
er of graphics in 

futures thinking. The futures w
heel helps us 

m
ove from

 linear thinking to m
ore com

plex 
and organic thinking, w

ith change m
oving 

in m
any directions. For m

ore, see 
G

lenn and G
ordon, Futures Research 

M
ethodology 3.0, The M

illennium
 

Project, 2011.

 ◗G
etting to the right level of specificity takes practice. If  

your first central statem
ent isn’t productive, try a new

 one. 

 ◗For your central statem
ent, begin w

ith som
ething im

portant 
that is happening today, and explore the potential outcom

es 
for you and your stakeholders.  

 ◗For every 1st-order consequence, ask: is this a 1st- or 2nd-
order consequence? Are there any other things that w

ould 
need to happen first for this to be true?

 ◗C
olor-code or vary the lines connecting different levels  

of consequences to visually organize the ripple effect  
this tool describes.

 ◗As you draw
 out consequences w

ith futures w
heels for 

m
ultiple changes, you m

ay encounter overlaps w
here the 

consequences of som
e events am

plify the consequences  
of others. This is a pow

erful w
ay of identifying feedback  

loops and other non-linear shapes of change.
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