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1. Objective 

 

In a crisis, how are humanitarian conditions likely to change? This is a step-by-step guide to 

build such scenarios either before or during an emergency. It can be used by both practitioners 

and policy makers.  

 

 

2. Introduction to scenario building 

 

2.1 What is scenario building? 

 

A scenario is “a description of situations that could occur; a set of informed assumptions about a 

situation that may require humanitarian action”1. It is also described as “an account or synopsis 

of a possible course of events that could occur, which forms the basis for planning 

assumptions”2.  

 

Scenario building indicates alternative ways in which the situation might evolve, based on: 

 

1. A situation analysis of the current humanitarian situation  

2. Assumptions about likely future risks and opportunities, taking into account the type of 

emergency and its volatility 

3. The resilience and vulnerability of affected populations 

4. Existing and anticipated capacity to respond 

 

Experiences from previous disasters and humanitarian response can further inform the scenario 

building process by identifying likely cause-effect linkages and serve as a basis for anticipating 

risks in recurrent crises situations such as cyclical droughts or floods.  

 

Scenarios can further inform the development of a strategy, highlighting major challenges and 

risks. In addition, clarification of key assumptions facilitates the explanation of risk analysis to 

stakeholders and the process of updating scenarios as new information becomes available.  

 

Scenario development contributes to: 

 

1. Supporting strategic planning including the development of appeals (Flash and CERF 

appeals, Consolidated Appeal Processes, etc.)  

2. Identifying assumptions underlying anticipated needs and related interventions 

3. Enhancing the adaptability and design of detailed assessments 

4. Influencing monitoring and surveillance systems 

5. Creating awareness, providing early warning and promoting preparedness activities 

                                            

                                  

                      

                                                
1
 Choularton, Richard, 2007, Contingency planning and humanitarian action-A review of practice, Humanitarian Policy 

Network Paper #59. 
2
 IASC, 2006. 
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2.2 Scenario building vs. scenario planning 

 

 Building scenarios involves speculating about an uncertain future and envisaging different 

possible future outcomes for the situation under scrutiny. Scenario building is the necessary 

foundation for scenario planning, which can be understood as integrating scenarios permanently 

into a planning process.   

 

Scenario building serves as a risk assessment and risk management tool by mapping 

anticipated uncertainties in an environment, which will influence how humanitarian actors can 

anticipate upcoming needs and accomplish their goals in the future3. 

 

Scenario building can take place as part of contingency planning or during an emergency, to 

prepare for the possible evolution of a crisis. When applied to the framework of a needs 

assessment, scenarios are used to plan for possible future humanitarian crises and 

needs. They are particularly useful in the first days or weeks of a crisis to identify potential 

needs for response and to create situation awareness amongst key stakeholders. 

 

 

2.3 Strengths and limitations of scenario building 

 

The strength of scenarios lies in their openness to several possible developments without 

attempting to precisely predict the future. Scenarios do not describe just one future, but present 

several possible or likely futures.  

 

Scenarios can best be developed in a workshop setting by a small team drawn from operational 

staff with local (country or regional) knowledge, sectoral expertise as well as generalist 

knowledge. The scenario development process has a coordinating function. During the 

scenario building, aims, opportunities, risks and strategies are shared between the participants, 

which supports the coordination, and implementation of actions. Different views ensure that 

underlying assumptions are challenged and possible drivers and triggers for future events are 

more easily identified. “Buy-in” from those who will be using the scenarios strengthens 

ownership of the outcome document4.    

 

The biggest shortcoming of scenario building is that it may be a time-consuming process 

requiring substantive understanding and knowledge of the field under investigation. Data and 

information from different sources have to be collected and interpreted. Given the time-

constraint in humanitarian crises, it may be difficult to access all the knowledge and necessary 

information to develop scenarios well.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
3
 Lundsgaarde, E., 2008, Building Long-Term Scenarios for Development, The Methodological State of Art with an 

application to Foreign Direct Investment in Africa, German Development Institute. 
4
Scenario Planning Guidance Note, 2009, UK Government Office of Science 
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3. Scenario approaches5 

 

There are different approaches to scenario building based on different underlying premises.  

Scenarios that are developed often (though not always) describe differing levels of severity of 

the same contingency. In the following section, four different approaches are described. 

 

 

3.1 Best case/most likely/worst case approach 

 

The most commonly used approach to scenario building in humanitarian contingency planning 

presents 3 alternatives:  best, most likely and worst cases. Little attention is generally given to 

the best case scenario. Instead, planners focus on the worst case and the most likely or mid-

case scenarios (plan for the worst to be ready for the best). It is further considered in the 

humanitarian context that planning for the most likely scenario is the most effective as these 

have the greatest chance of being used.  

 

This approach provides a basis for planning for different scales of problems. Its’ strength is that 

such scenarios are easy to understand and discuss. This approach is best suited for situations 

where planning for different extents of an impact is needed (different scenario for 100,000, 

300,000 and 600,000 people affected) and differing levels of severity of the same contingency 

have to be anticipated. 

 

However, this approach has not always proven relevant nor useful for scenario planning in a 

humanitarian emergency6 and often fails to take into account assumptions based on the actual 

situation on the ground and lessons learned from previous crises. It rather explores two extreme 

scenarios and then works backwards to model the key drivers which will be needed in order to 

lead to the best case and worst case scenarios. In this approach, scenario developers “force” 

their assumptions to make them fit with what they would consider as a “worse” or a “better” 

situation.  

 

Especially in small-scale disasters, where the extremes range within smaller amplitude, a best 

case/worst case approach will not prove helpful. On the other hand, focusing on best case/worst 

case also increases the risk that highly unlikely scenarios are developed instead of more 

“extreme” but plausible scenarios. This can prove troublesome in quickly evolving crises with a 

high degree of complexity, as illustrated in the following example. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
5
 Some of the the following approaches have been directly adapted from Choularton, Richard, 2007, Contingency 

planning and humanitarian action-A review of practice, Humanitarian Policy Network Paper #59 and the Scenario 
Planning Guidance Note, 2009, UK Government Office of Science. 
6
 Mietzner and Reger, 2005, Advantages and disadvantages of scenario approaches for strategic foresight, 

International Journal Technology Intelligence and Planning, Vol.1, No.2. 
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Example of failure best case/worst case Pakistan Floods 2010 

 

On the 6th of August 2010, ACAPS released a Secondary Data Review including worst and most 

likely scenarios for the Pakistan floods. At this stage, affected population figures were estimated 

to be 3.2 million people. The best case scenario planned for 3.5 million affected people, while 

the worst case for 5 million. The final disaster caseload two weeks later was finally estimated to 

be more than 20 million people affected… 

 

In this particular case, the scenario developer didn’t come up with a figure based on what he 

knew about the situation and the forthcoming events, but instead worked backwards from what 

he considered the number “should be” to make the situation the worst possible. No evidence 

supported this figure, while everything in the review itself already pointed out for a larger 

caseload (lessons learnt from past flooding, location of the floods, weather forecast, dam 

hydrographs, etc.). 

 

 

Hence, the use of the best case/worst case scenario approach should be limited to situations 

where there is a need to explore a very high level of uncertainty and very little pre-crisis7 and in-

crisis information is available.  

 

 

Table 1: Example of scenario building based on the best case/most likely/worst case 

approach  

 

Scenario Drought Flood Earthquake 

    

Best case No drought Normal seasonal flood Magnitude of 4.5 causing minor 

damage in rural areas 

 

Middle/most likely 

case 

Moderate drought 

affecting one part of 

the country 

Major flood affecting 

100,000 people 

Magnitude of 6.5 causing major 

damage in rural areas, including 

some medium-sized towns 

 

 Worst case Severe drought 

affecting large areas 

of the country 

Extreme flood 

affecting 1,000,000 

people in the capital 

city 

Magnitude of 8.5 with an epicentre 

in a major city causing extensive 

damage and displacement 

 

Another shortcoming of this approach is related to the categories proposed. “Worst case”, 

“middle case” and “best case” are impact-related statements, while “most likely” refers to a 

probabilistic assertion. In short, those categories are not mutually exclusive. It may perfectly 

happen that the “best case” scenario is also the “most likely”. In many cases worst case 

scenarios are presented as most likely cases, thus contributing poorly to planning. This inherent 

terminology contradiction has considerably confused scenario developers in the past, and is one 

of the main reasons why this approach should be leaded in country only by experienced 

scenario developers.  

                                                
7
 Pre-crisis information describes the situation before the disaster including pre-existing vulnerabilities, risks, lessons 

learned etc. 

http://www.acaps.org/img/documents/secondary-data-review-pakistan-secondary-data-review-pakistan.pdf
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3.2 Augmentation scenario approach 

 

Another approach to scenario-building is the augmentation or step scenario. This describes 

the potential escalation of a crisis in the scenario and the corresponding response requirements.  

 

Augmentation or step scenarios identify levels at which additional action and response capacity 

is required. In some situations, the thresholds established by these scenarios are tied to 

resources. When the threshold is reached, the resources are released. 

 

This type of scenario building is often used in planning for displacement crises where, as the 

crisis progresses, the number of people affected progressively increases, along with the scale of 

their humanitarian need. In turn, the response capacity required of humanitarian organisations 

also increases.  

 

The augmentation approach is most appropriate for displacement situations and slow-onset 

disasters, where planning and response needs increase with the magnitude of the disaster over 

time. It provides clear triggers and allows for building plans which consider the expansion of 

operations. Scenario building based on the augmentation approach is suited for a context 

with one main driver (e.g. increasing levels of displacement, fighting, rainwater precipitation 

levels, etc.) 

 

 

Table 2: Example of scenario building according to the augmentation approach 

 

Scenario Number of IDPs Response plan 
   

Scenario 1 5,000  Register IDPs staying with host families 

Scenario 2 15,000  Open IDP camp 

 Deploy one emergency officer 

Scenario 3 50,000  Open second IDP camp  

 Hire additional emergency staff 

Scenario 4 100,000  Open third IDP camp 

 Hire additional emergency staff 

 

 

3.3 Timeline approach 

 

The timeline approach defines conditions at set points in time, starting with the onset of the 

emergency. The timeline then allows planners to determine the actions their organisations need 

to take, and when to take them, to adequately respond to the emergency.  

 

As the example in table 3 shows, the timeline approach is a simple and effective way to map the 

complex evolving nature of a crisis. It also provides a basis for realistic planning. This approach 

is especially useful for rapid-onset crises, when intervention will change rapidly over the 

initial days and weeks of the crises. It is less useful in complex emergencies and chronic 

crises or emergencies with multiple drivers. 
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Table 3: Example of scenario building based on the timeline approach 

 

Timeline Description8 

  
-1 Week Excessive rainfall in upper catchment areas leads to rising water tables as reported by 

the irrigation department. The Meteorological Office forecasts continuing heavy rainfall. 

 

Day Zero 

 

 Rivers overflow and water enters inhabited areas 

 20% of district X is immediately flooded. 

 An estimated 40% of the population is affected 

 Displacement begins 

 

 

Day 7 

 

 Conditions of the affected population: 

o First signs of food scarcity 

o Lack of clean water supply 

o Displacement 

 

 Effect on affected households: 

o Loss of shelter, displacement 

o Loss of crops, livestock, assets and property 

o Separated families 

 

 1/3 of the population not accessible by road 

 Government requires external assistance 

 

 

Day 14 

 

 Conditions of affected population: 

o 10% of affected population migrated from the affected districts to neighbouring 

districts 

o Remaining affected population placed in temporary shelters 

o Sanitary conditions slightly improved due to emergency measures 

o 60% receives some food aid but less than international standards; no food for 

people with special food needs (e.g. infants or older persons) 

o 25% remains unattended in remote or difficult-to-reach areas 

 

 Daily coordination at state level with government, army, NGOs, and UN 

 Practical coordination is not effective 

 Water level in the flooded territory remains unchanged 

 Army works on repair of dams and bridges. 

 Security situation tense; deployment of police begins 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
8
 Adapted from CARE, India 2003 in: Choularton, Richard, 2007, Contingency planning and humanitarian action-A 

review of practice, Humanitarian Policy Network Paper #59 
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3.1 Chain of plausibility approach 

 

A more pragmatic, adaptable and recommended approach is the use of the chain of 

plausibility scenario. This approach builds plausible scenarios based on informed assumptions 

about likely pathways as well as more extreme or less likely future pathways for the specific 

crisis.  While using this method, scenarios are developed from identified groups of drivers, with 

each driver having an associated assumption. Such strings of drivers and assumptions can be 

combined into a scenario, thereby constructing a chain of plausibility9. 

 

The method can be used to evaluate short or medium term timeframes and enables a clear and 

traceable path towards the scenarios. The strengths of this scenario building technique lie in 

the relatively easy and logical way to generate the scenario framework: identifying crisis 

relevant drivers (see Figure 1 below), linking them to corresponding assumptions and mapping 

out a baseline scenario, which can be modified by changing the sign of the assumptions 

gradually and with it achieve a plausible alternative scenario (#1 in the graph) to a more 

“extreme” one (#3 in the graph). This method suits contexts with a limited number of important 

drivers as well as situations with multiple interlinked drivers. 

 

Figure 1: Chain of Plausibility  

 

 
 

 

 

 

The following chapters will detail the chain of plausibility approach as it has proven effective and 

adaptable to various types of humanitarian crises.10 It does not contradict the more traditional 

“most likely”, “best case” and “worst case” scenario, but rather focuses on anchoring potential 

events in plausible and realistic terms rather than by a differentiated order of intensity.  

 

Based on the chain of plausibility method, the next section provides a step by step approach 

on scenario building using examples taken from the ACAPS analysis on the humanitarian 

situation in the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea in December 2011 and in Mali in October 

2012. 

                                                
9
 The chain of plausibility method was adapted from the 2009 Scenario Planning Guidance Note of the UK 

Government Office for science. 
10

 This method was tested in 2011 and 2012 by ACAPS. 

Drivers 
1. Current crisis drivers 

2. Possible future risks 
and opportunities  

3. People's resilience and 
vulnerability 

4. In-country capacity to 
respond 

 

Assumptions 
1. Evolution of the current drivers 

2.  Evolution of future risks and 
opportunities (timing and progression of 
events) 

3. Evolution of the capacity of the 
population to cope with the crisis  

4. Factors that may affect the ability of 
national and international organisations to 
respond to needs 

Scenario #1 

Scenario #2 

 

Scenario #3 

 

Now…………..................................................................................................................    ? 
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4. How to start 

 

Despite their story-like quality11, scenarios follow systematic and recognisable steps. Scenario 

building based on the chain of plausibility involves the following steps: 

 

1. Gather and review necessary information 

2. Define the number and scope of scenarios 

3. Identify drivers 

4. Select assumptions 

5. Develop scenarios. 

 

 

Step 1: Gather and review the necessary information 

 

Good scenarios start with the following information: 

 

 The contingency plan, if available; 

 

 What is known about the typical effects of this type of event (ACAPS Disaster Summary 

Sheets12, lessons learned, previous CAP or Flash Appeals for similar type of crises in similar 

type or areas); 

 

 An analysis of the disaster situation, including: 

o Preliminary information available on the crisis impact and extent of the area affected 

o Background (pre-crisis) information available on the area and affected population 

o Hazard country profile (review of past hazards, seasonality, frequency, impact).  

 

 Forthcoming events including possible secondary effects of the crisis; key seasonal and 

recurring events (e.g. onset of rainy season, winter) or watch dates (e.g. elections, religious 

festivals), which have the potential to influence the evolution of the situation. This 

information is often referred to as early warning indicators, triggers or drivers. 

Drivers/triggers/indicators inform the assumptions on which scenarios can then be built. 

 

 Information relevant to understanding how a particular problem may evolve in the future. 

This should already exist in the organisational setting where the scenario developers are 

working, either in the form of studies about specific topics, lessons learnt or through 

personal knowledge13. 

 

 

When developing scenarios for a conflict situation a stakeholder analysis is key. This is 

designed to identify key stakeholders who have interest in the identified issue and significant 

power (capability) to influence its realization or evolution.  

 

                                                
11

 Mietzner and Reger, 2005, Advantages and disadvantages of scenario approaches for strategic foresight, 

International Journal Technology Intelligence and Planning, Vol.1, No.2 
12

 Available at http://www.acaps.org/resources/disaster-summary-sheets   
13

 Lundsgaarde, E., 2008, Building Long-Term Scenarios for Development, The Methodological State of Art with an 

application to Foreign Direct Investment in Africa, German Development Institute 
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A power/interest grid helps to categorize different stakeholder priorities depending on their 

respective level of power and interest. The scenario building team will then assign the relative 

degree of interest and power to the stakeholder14. It is further recommended to break down 

complex disputes with multiple parties to the conflict into smaller parts for better understanding, 

by taking actors two by two-allies and antagonists’15.This is also useful for situations where 

fighting takes place in different geographical areas between different stakeholders with 

dissimilar objectives. Annex II provide a sample scenario from South Sudan based on 

stakeholder analysis. 

 

 

Step 2: Define number and scope of scenarios 

 

Based on this information, define the area and population of interest and the duration and 

scope of the scenarios. Take into account upcoming events, try to assess common trends and 

for how long they may remain valid.  

 

Specify the timeframe your scenarios should cover. Scenario building as used in initial and rapid 

humanitarian needs assessments attempts to cover a short-term period of 4-8 months for 

conflict situations and 2-4 months for sudden onset disasters. 

 

Avoid thinking immediately in developing scenarios which broadly correspond to the status quo, 

the ideal, and the worst-case scenario, but rather explore a range of plausible futures, each 

of which has both positive and negative aspects that identify risks or opportunities and 

provide a more transparent way of developing scenarios. For complex emergencies, three 

to five smaller scenarios may be necessary to capture the alternative evolution of the often 

dynamic situation16. For sudden onset disaster, two to three scenarios may be optimal. 

 

 

Step 3: Identification of drivers 

 

A driver is a central explanatory variable, a factor that is considered to have a 

determining influence over the direction that the future will take 17. 

 

The first stage in identifying drivers is to examine the findings of your review (step 1) to 

determine the most important factors that will decide the nature of the future environment. These 

factors are called “drivers” or “triggers” and may have a positive impact (cease fire, end of the 

winter, water recession, etc.) or a negative impact (continuation of conflict, aftershocks, 

epidemics, etc.). They are also referred to as opportunities or risks that may influence the way 

the situation will evolve. 

As detailed in the chain of plausibility graph in section 3.1, drivers can be organized around four 

main topics. For each, the following table provides the most common drivers used in the 

humanitarian field: 

 

                                                
14

 Wright, Alex, 2004, A social constructionist’s deconstruction of Royal Dutch Shell’s scenario planning process 
15

 Anticipatory Humanitarian Warning, Draft Working Paper July 2012 
16

 The ACAPS South Sudan, Yemen, Afghanistan and Syria Disaster Needs Analysis provides examples of 3-5 small 
scenarios for complex emergencies taking into account different underlying factors for the evolution of each conflict.  
17

 Lundsgaarde, E., 2008, Building Long-Term Scenarios for Development, The Methodological State of Art with an 

application to Foreign Direct Investment in Africa, German Development Institute 

http://www.acaps.org/img/documents/secondary-data-review-south-sudan-and-transitional-areas--secondary-data-review---south-sudan-and-transitional-areas.pdf
http://www.acaps.org/img/documents/update-secondary-data-review-yemen-sep-2011-sdr-yemen-update.pdf
http://www.acaps.org/resourcescats/downloader/afghanistan_conflict_and_displacement_oct_2012/122
http://www.acaps.org/resourcescats/downloader/syria_conflict_jun_2012/114
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Table 4: Driver categories 

 

Category  Examples of drivers 

   

Current crisis drivers 

 

 Fighting, armed violence, rainwater precipitation level, aftershocks, 

price evolution, agricultural production, access to basic services, 

displacement, malnutrition  

Possible future risks and 

opportunities  

 

 Epidemics, flooding, winter, international intervention, spill-over 

effects, economic sanctions, elections, separatist or extremist 

movements, social unrest, price inflation 

The resilience and 

vulnerability of affected 

populations 

 

 Coping mechanisms, level of remittances, shock absorption capacity, 

structural vulnerabilities, social grievances, competition over 

resources, community purchasing power, livelihood opportunities 

In-country (national or 

international) capacity to 

respond. 

 

 Number of actors compared to the scale of the crisis, call for external 

assistance, access to the affected population, contingency stocks, 

humanitarian space, qualification of humanitarian staff, government 

control, government capacity or will to respond to the crisis, donor 

funding  

   

 

 

Each selected driver relevant to your crisis is then organized according to its likelihood of 

occurrence versus the likely severity of its impact or consequence(s) on the affected population. 

Table 5 can helps to organise and prioritise the identified drivers. 

 

 

 

  Table 5: Probability and Impact Levels 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Likelihood (probability in %) 
Impact/consequences 

Insignificant Minor Moderate Important Major 

Very likely (90-100%)      

Likely (66-90%)     X 

About as likely as not (33 to 66%)      

Unlikely (10-33%)      

Very unlikely (0-10%)      
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Likelihood or probability scales describes our certainty that an event or a particular outcome will 

happen in the future18. Likelihood provides calibrated language for describing quantified 

uncertainty. 

 

Only the most relevant drivers should be included in the final document. Scenarios are a tool for 

presenting alternative futures and should not be based on predictable factors. It is necessary to 

quickly identify and isolate “certain” topics – issues that will definitely take place and cannot be 

ignored19, e.g. winter and extreme temperature during night for population that remains at an 

altitude higher than 2000m.  

 

The final list of drivers will be based on those that are the most likely to occur. In the same way, 

only drivers that are likely to have a moderate, important and major impact on the situation 

should be selected.  

 

It is possible and sometimes necessary to combine multiple drivers, which are considered to 

influence each other, e.g. rainwater precipitation level, displaced population, camp capacity, 

logistic access to affected sites and epidemic risks. 

 

The chain of plausibility approach does not imply that all three scenarios (baseline, plausible 

alternative and wild card scenario) need to be developed for each driver but only these ones that 

are most relevant for the specific context and the scenario planning objective. In situations with 

greater uncertainty and limited information (see example DPRK) it will be necessary to look at all 

plausible evolutions of the drivers.  

 

 

Step 4: Selection of assumptions 

 

Assumptions are a set of statements that are presumed true and from which a conclusion 

can be drawn. Assumptions describe the direction a driver can take: positive or negative 

e.g. increased or decreased fighting. Determine the future behaviour of each driver to 

produce a corresponding list of assumptions; one assumption per driver is necessary. 

 

Assess the linkages between the different drivers and the corresponding assumption. Some 

elements are sometimes clearly related to each other and can be easily linked together to pro-

vide a meaningful framework (e.g. overcrowding/protection issues, return/land ownership issues, 

water pollution/water borne diseases, conflict resuming/new population displacement, etc.). 

Merging and combining different factors into groups of drivers that make sense will allow the 

creation of several “mini scenarios”, your assumptions. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
18

 Anticipatory Humanitarian Warning, Draft Working Paper June 2012 
19

 Such events are also referred to as predetermined elements.  These are forces of change that are relatively certain 
over a given timeframe, such as low temperature during winter, income disparity, predictable cuts in funding or a 
foreseeable shift in demographics. In contrast, uncertainties are unpredictable driving forces, such as public opinion, 
the role of government in a specific situation etc., Scearce, D., Fulton, K., 2004, What If? The Art of Scenario Thinking 
for Nonprofits, Global Business Network.  
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  Table 6: Categories of assumptions 

 

 

Category  Examples of assumptions 

   

Evolution of the current drivers  Increased flooding, severe aftershocks, spread of epidemics, 

escalating conflict, economic collapse, etc. these are often 

called the “contingency” 

 

Evolution of future risks and 

opportunities (timing and 

progression of events) 

  

Increased influx of refugees, political stalemate, eruption of 

conflict over resources,  peace agreement, successful 

international intervention (See timeline approach) 

 

Evolution of the capacity of the 

population to cope with the crisis 

 Decrease of purchasing power, loss of assets, decreased 

access to resources, lack of access to humanitarian aid, 

disruption of remittance flow 

 

Other factors that may affect the 

ability of national and 

international organisations to 

respond to the needs 

  

Roads and bridges washed out, conflict preventing access to 

affected areas, failed negotiation for access with rebels, 

skilled staff unavailability, looting of contingency stocks, etc. 

 

 

When building your assumptions, make sure to rule out factors of implausibility (e.g. magnitude 

10 earthquakes, NATO intervention, full compensation for victims, etc.). For simplicity, focus 

should only be on a limited number of assumptions. The challenge will be to identify two to five 

assumption groups or “mini scenarios” that are plausible and into which the most important 

drivers can be sensibly fitted.  

 

 Using the chain of plausibility, start off with assumptions for a baseline scenario.  The 

baseline is usually a simple projection forward of the current situation, without any significant 

external factors contributing to an extreme negative neither positive evolution of the 

situation. 

 

 In a second step, the assumptions are modified to explore a plausible alternative 

scenario, considering the impact that the changes would have on the baseline. This step 

can be repeated to generate an appropriate number of alternative scenarios according to the 

type and size of the disaster. 

 

 In the last step, assumptions are again modified to generate a more extreme scenario. 

Extreme or “wildcard” scenarios are high impact and (generally) low probability events, 

which map nevertheless plausible alternatives. Use extreme scenario with caution as the 

goal remains to keep scenarios plausible. Avoid including a “black swan” scenario, except if 

enough evidence (e.g. past crises, lessons learned) is available to back up these 

assumptions. 

 

The following examples from DPRK and Mali illustrate the process followed to develop the 

assumptions. Assumptions for the DPRK scenario are based on a single driver, while for Mali, a 

combination of drivers were used. 
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Scenario DPRK 2011 – Single driver example 

 

Available information 

 

Heavy rains and extensive flooding have impacted DPRK’s main food 

producing provinces, escalating existing levels of chronic food 

insecurity and putting over six million North Koreans at risk of food 

shortages.  DPRK is a chronic food insecure country which depends 

on bilateral food assistance and imports to address internal food 

production shortfalls. North Korea recently called upon international 

relief agencies to help mobilise emergency aid to tackle severe food 

shortages. The continued lack of humanitarian access and provision 

of life saving food and services to specific regions and affected 

populations is increasing the vulnerability of already undernourished 

and food insecure North Koreans. The government recently granted 

eased access to affected provinces, but still continues to carefully 

oversee and control the delivery of external humanitarian assistance. 

 

Identification of drivers 

 

The following drivers have been identified: 

1) Humanitarian access granted by authorities  

2) Humanitarian funding 

3) Operating conditions 

4) Failure of October/November harvests 

 

Three of the four identified drivers deal with the in-country capacity to 

respond. It was agreed that this group of drivers was most likely to 

influence the development of the crisis. A change in these drivers will 

definitively influence the humanitarian access to the food insecure 

population and would have moderate to major impact on the crisis 

level, depending on its variation. Therefore, assumptions will be 

based on the consideration of varying degree of restriction of 

humanitarian access. 

 

Selection of assumptions 

 

 A baseline assumption of slightly improving access is developed: 

Humanitarian access slightly improving with continued government 

oversight. 

 A plausible alternative assumption is developed: Continued 

easing of government restrictions for humanitarian access to 

population affected by food insecurity. 

 A plausible high impact, but low probability event is imagined, the 

wildcard assumption: increasing constraints of humanitarian 

access and control over humanitarian activities. 

 

Scenario outlines 

 

 Baseline scenario: The situation is characterised by pockets of 

improved access with continued government oversight of 

humanitarian operations. The baseline assumptions project that 

humanitarian organisations are invited to feed into the public 

distribution system but cannot launch parallel support activities or 

freely access beneficiaries to conduct assessments and plan the 

design of integrated programmes. 

 Plausible alternative scenario: A continued easing of 

government restrictions affecting humanitarian access is 

anticipated especially with regard to official permission to access 

affected populations and use of a non-DPRK translation and 

support staff. Increased humanitarian funding and improved 

operating conditions are presumed. 

 Wildcard scenario: Increasing constraints of humanitarian access 

and control over humanitarian activities. 
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Summary of scenario building process - DPRK 

  

 
 

Drivers 
In-country capacity to 
respond: humanitarian 
access to food insecure 
population in the DPRK 

 

Assumptions 
Factors affecting the ability of the humanitarian 
organisations to respond to these needs, based 
on varying levels of government's restriction of 

humanitarian access 

 

Baseline Assumption 

Slightly improving access 

Scenario #1 

Slightly improving humanitarian 
access with continued government 
oversight of humanitarian activities 

 

Plausible Alternative 
Assumption 

Continued easing of access 

 

 

 

Scenario #2 

Continued easing of government 
restrictions as crisis evolves: official 

permission to access affected 
populations, use of non-DPRK 
translation and support staff 

 

Wildcard Assumption 

Decrease in humanitarian 
access 

 

Scenario #3 

Decrease in humanitarian access to 
areas and populations in need, down 
scaling of UN and NGO humanitarian 

operations and programmes 
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Scenario Mali 2012 – Multiple driver example 

 

Available information 

 

Below-average rains in late 2011 resulted in drought conditions 

across the Sahel in the beginning of 2012. Current estimates indicate 

that over 4.6 million Malians are food insecure. The ongoing drought 

compounded by an insurgence in the north and political power 

struggles in the south has resulted in serious food insecurity, 

malnutrition and large scale displacement in neighboring countries. 

Humanitarian operations in northern Mali have been impeded by 

insecurity, armed violence and a regional proliferation of weapons 

following the Libyan crisis. Military escorts are being used by most of 

humanitarian organisations to access the affected areas. What began 

as an attempt for independence by Tuareg rebels has been quickly 

taken over by militant Islamist groups asserting safe havens for 

criminal activities in the whole region. The situation is quickly evolving 

and stakeholders have shifting objectives and priorities. Alliances are 

rapidly formed and dismantled. Information is very limited and 

uncertainty high. In Bamako, violence and protests have been 

reported after the coup d’état against the ousted President Amadou 

Tomanu Touré and what may have been an attempted counter-coup 

by loyalists of the former president. The Government has requested 

international military support to regain control of the north.  

 

Identification of drivers 

 

The following drivers have been identified: 

1) Conflict between armed groups in the north 

2) Fighting between insurgents and Government forces in the north 

3) Humanitarian space 

4) Political stability in the south 

5) Government control and capacity to maintain order in the 

national territory 

6) Food insecurity  

 

Drivers are interlinked and deal principally with the consequences of 

the conflict in the north and the fragile political stability in the south, 

the pre-existing vulnerability of the population as well as with the in 

country capacity (national and international) to respond to the crisis. 

Drivers can be grouped: those particular to the situation in the north, 

those related to the situation in the south and the one related to the 

underlying food insecurity. Assumptions can then be based on 

foreseen evolution and potential combination/interaction of these 

drivers: 

 

1. Fighting, humanitarian space and food insecurity in the North 

2. Political instability and governance in the South 

3. Food insecurity 

 

Using the risk matrix, the first driver group is identified as the most 

likely with the greatest humanitarian impact and it is decided to focus 

on it.  

 

Selection of assumptions 

 

 Baseline assumption: Competition for power between different 

armed groups continues, establishing insecurity and limited space 

for humanitarian operations, increasing existing humanitarian 

needs. 

 Alternative assumption: Successful international military 

offensive supporting the Government.  Improving humanitarian 

access. Decrease of humanitarian needs. 

 Wildcard: Formation of alliances against Islamist insurgents and 

in support of the Government fighting to liberate the north. 
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Scenario outlines 

 

 Baseline scenario: The competition for power between different 

armed groups in the north continues, however, better armed 

militant groups are able to suppress resistance from Tuareg 

rebels and civil groups and to assert control of the north, securing 

trade corridors for illegal goods, weapons as well as fighters from 

neighbouring countries. This contributes to high insecurity and 

increased violence, limiting humanitarian access for both 

humanitarian actors and the affected population. Operational 

constraints include road blockades, checkpoints, attacks of 

humanitarian personnel and goods as well as kidnapping for 

ransom of international staff. Humanitarian needs will increase, 

especially exacerbating the already poor food security status. 

Acute malnutrition is expected to rise quickly due to the lack of 

adequate treating centres. Emergency interventions in nutrition, 

health, WASH, protection and education will be needed. 

 

 Alternative Scenario: The Government of Mali has called for 

military support to regain control of the north. An African Union 

(AU)-led military offensive is launched with communications, 

logistics and training support from international partners such as 

the EU as well as from neighbouring countries providing support 

to secure borders. Humanitarian access is re-established in parts 

under AU/Government control. However, violence and guerilla 

attacks authored by the Islamist militants continue establishing in 

a longer-term conflict line. Insecurity is a major factor impeding 

humanitarian access. After a first spike in humanitarian needs due 

to opening humanitarian space, it is likely that needs will decrease 

once emergency humanitarian assistance has gained coverage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 Wildcard Scenario: The population in the north is subject to 

harsh implementation of Sharia Law by Islamist Militants. This 

leads to human rights abuses, introducing collective punishment 

measures, arbitrary killings and mutilation. As a result there is an 

increased formation of alliances against Islamist insurgents and in 

support of the Government including both local defense groups as 

well as Tuareg rebels, however, loyalties are shifting and instable. 

Due to low capacities on the part of the local defense groups, 

Tuareg rebels as well as the Government, only pockets of control 

can be regained. Porous borders cannot be secured. 

Humanitarian access improves slightly in areas with Government 

presence. 



               Technical Brief Scenario development 
 

Page 19 of 28 
 

Summary of scenario building process - Mali 

 

 
 

 

 

Drivers 
Fighting, humanitarian 

space and food 
insecurity in the north 

 

Assumptions 
based on the evolution of current drivers 

(fighting) and future risks and 
opportunities (international military 

operation) 

Baseline Assumption 

Competition for power 
continues, establishing limiting 

space for humanitarian 
operations 

Scenario #1 

Continued competition over power 
increasing insecurity and minimizing 

humanitarian access 

Plausible Alternative 
Assumption 

International military offensive, 
slightly Improving humanitarian 

access  

Scenario #2 

International AU/GoM Intervention re-
establishes humanitarian access in parts 

under AU/GoM control 

Wildcard Assumption 

Formation of alliances against 
Islamist insurgents in support of 

GoM fighting to liberate the 
north 

Scenario #3 

Only pockets of control can be 
regained. Porous borders cannot be 

secured. Humanitarian access 
improves slightly in areas with 

Government presence.  
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Step 5: Scenario development  

 

On the basis of the selected assumptions, full scenarios can then be developed. In addition to 

the core assumptions developed through step 1 to 4, each scenario should reflect: 

 

 The likelihood of certain events occurring and their potential impact on the humanitarian 

situation and the affected population 

 A number or range of people potentially affected. 

 A description of the overall impact of the scenario, the different affected groups and the most 

affected geographical areas. 

 The duration of the foreseen emergency and the potential operational constraints  

 The priority needs of the affected population and the response needs 

 

The following table is an annotated template for one scenario, illustrating the core elements and 

information needs. Each scenario developed (2 to 5 depending on the situation) can follow this 

same structure. 

 

 

  Table 7: Scenario annotated template 

 

“Name of the scenario -  e.g. “Heavy Rainfall Scenario” 

Affected Population: XXX.XXX – XXX.XXX 
Probability level   X   

Impact level     X 

Core assumptions 

 

 Short description of drivers and assumptions: (driver: heavy rainfall)  

 After heavy rainfall in the south the flood waters are not receding for two months and 

a large area remains inaccessible for assessment and intervention.  

 Government calls for international assistance to address the IDP issues.  

 Very low in-country capacity of humanitarian actors to respond to the disaster. 

Context / impact 

 

 Overall effects and impact of the event: E.g. influx of 150,000 IDPs in overcrowded 

and inadequate shelter expose the population to public health threats such as during 

floods in 2008 when outbreaks were reported in camps. Affected urban populations 

are attended to, but rural population has to wait several weeks before receiving first 

assistance due to road disruption. 

 Affected areas: E.g. north and south west provinces of the country are the most 

affected area. 

 Affected groups: E.g. IDPs in public building and camps as well as host population 

and their characteristics (number, demographics, and specific vulnerable groups).  

 Duration of the emergency situation: Time period during which emergency assistance 

may be required. 

Operational constraints 

 

 Access, security, logistics and communication 

 

Priority needs 

 

 Key interventions (including intervention/assessment, preparedness measures): Food, 

water and NFI distribution will be required. Air transportation for relief items. Early 

warning system and surveillance for communicable diseases. Coordinated 

assessment mechanisms.  

 Description of needs for specific affected groups, E.g. IDPs in camps and public 

building will need temporary shelter until access to their land and homes is possible.  
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Once the key characteristics and outlines of each scenario have been identified, work can be 

done to develop them into “stories” that enable the reader to imagine the specific course of 

evolution and its humanitarian consequences/impact.  

 

Giving each scenario a distinctive, memorable name that captures its key characteristics can 

help readers to better understand the scenarios and their implications.  

 

Each scenario must clearly state the likelihood of occurrence (probability level) and the foreseen 

impact severity. Using this scale it is possible to determine which is the most likely scenario (the 

one with the highest probability of occurrence) and which is the worst case scenario (the one 

with the highest severity level). 

 

One challenge that a scenario builder will face in the narrative writing process is to determine 

the appropriate level of detail. While a narrative painted too broadly may invite scepticism about 

the substance of the scenario, too refined a treatment of how the future will unfold risks 

restricting the space for interpretation for the end-user. Precise details can seem misleadingly 

like predictions. Consequently, the scenario builder must find a middle ground between too little 

and too much detail in fleshing out the narrative20 . 

 

The examples below describe the final scenarios developed for DPRK (December 2011) and 

Mali (October 2012) crises. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
20

 Lundsgaarde, E., 2008, Building Long-Term Scenarios for Development, The Methodological State of Art with an 

application to Foreign Direct Investment in Africa, German Development Institute 
 



DPRK Scenarios - December 2011 

 

DPRK - Improved Humanitarian Access Scenario 

 
Probability level   X   

Impact level    X  
 

Core assumptions  Continued easing of government restrictions affecting humanitarian access 

especially with regard to official permission to access affected populations and 

use of non-DPRK translation and support staff.  Increased humanitarian funding 

and operating conditions. 

 

Context / impact Substantial humanitarian assistance is required to support the Public Distribution 

System (PDS) and supplement the quantity and diversity of food delivery. 

Government/donors ensure that the anticipated imports materialize; 

simultaneously efforts are made to procure the additional food supply through 

bilateral resources. Improved external relations allow for the establishment and/or 

implementation of economic agreements with other nations leading to an increase 

of investment in the DPRK. Consideration of shift into large-scale rehabilitation 

and development programmes. 

 

Operational 

constraints 

Lack of control on delivery of goods and services which hampers humanitarian 

relief reaching the most vulnerable. Government continues to control NGO and UN 

access to the population (expatriates not able to talk with the population). 

 

Priority needs Nutrition survey, surveillance and reference system. Emergency food security 

assessment. Provision of food assistance to the most vulnerable populations that 

have specific needs – including children, pregnant and lactating women, older 

people without the support of relatives and low income PDS dependent 

populations, particularly in the northern part of the country and regions with 

highest level of malnutrition. Ensure access to primary health care and potable 

water. Integrated programs tackling the underlying causes of the malnutrition. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DPRK - Deterioration of Humanitarian Access Scenario 

 
Probability level  X    

Impact level     X 
 

Core assumptions  Down scaling of all UN and NGO humanitarian programmes. Decrease in 

humanitarian access to areas and populations in need. A severe natural disaster, 

or the failure of October/November harvests, would compound the deterioration in 

this scenario. 

 

Context / impact Households continue receiving rations from the PDS that are much below their 

needs. Under-nourishment continues for majority of the population. Lack of health 

and nutrition interventions increases vulnerabilities and higher risk of malnutrition, 

infectious diseases (tuberculosis, measles and/or avian flu), impact of untreated 

chronic disease, and other public health issues. Accelerated deterioration of the 

nutrition and food security situation increasing the acute malnutrition rates for 

children who are mild to moderately malnourished.  

 

Operational 

constraints 

Full restrictions in humanitarian access. Limitations or stoppages in humanitarian 

funding. 

 

Priority needs Emergency food distribution. Targeted food assistance to the most vulnerable 

groups. Emergency water supplies in flood affected areas and distribution of water 

purification items in worst affected areas. Therapeutic and supplementary feeding 

for severely malnourished persons. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DPRK - Continued Status Quo Scenario 

 
Probability level    X  

Impact level    X  
 

Core assumptions  Slightly improved access to population but continued government oversight of 

humanitarian activities. Humanitarian organizations are invited to feed into the 

PDS system but cannot launch parallel support activities or freely access 

beneficiaries for assessment, consultation, and design of integrated programs 

(WASH, Health and Food security). 

 

Context / impact Most of the population continues to have their basic food needs unmet. Lack of 

data does not allow humanitarian organizations and donors to get the big picture. 

No situation awareness is possible. On-going negotiation with authorities to gain 

more access and independence. 

 

Operational 

constraints 

Food diversion from PDS stocks and impossibility to monitor distributions. No free 

access to population and affected areas. Lack of credible data to measure needs 

and impact. Risk of overlooking some areas and certain populations in need. 

 

Priority needs A gradual revival of the food distribution system may lead to an improved outlook 

in the long term, but this will not be translated into immediate benefits for the most 

vulnerable households especially those in northern regions and rural areas. 

Integrated programme (WASH, Health, Food security, Nutrition) to address root 

causes of the malnutrition. 
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Mali - Continued Competition for Power Scenario 

Affected Population: 500,000-1,000,000 
Probability level    X  

Impact level     X 
 

Core assumptions  Competition over power between different armed groups continues. Insecurity and 

limited space for humanitarian operations persist, increasing existing humanitarian 

needs 

 

Context / impact The competition for power between different armed groups in the north continues. 

However, better armed militant groups are able to suppress resistance from 

Tuareg rebels and local defence groups and to assert control of the north, 

securing trade corridors for illegal goods, weapons as well as fighters from 

neighbouring countries. The militant groups are also able to attract and recruit 

civilians offering livelihood opportunities and basic services. Humanitarian needs 

increase, especially exacerbating the already poor food security status. Education 

remains disrupted. Acute malnutrition rises quickly due to the lack of adequate 

treating centres, medical staff, equipment and medicines. Internal displacement 

from rural areas to urbanised centres, as well as into remote rural areas continues 

due to violence and insecurity.  

 

Operational 

constraints 

High insecurity and increased violence limit humanitarian access for both 

humanitarian actors and the affected population. Operational constraints include 

road blockades, checkpoints, attacks of humanitarian personnel and goods as well 

as kidnapping for ransom of international staff. 

 

Priority needs Emergency interventions in nutrition, health, WASH, protection and education are 

needed. Needs are especially high for IDPs in remote rural areas and newly 

displaced. Emergency shelter, WASH and food and nutrition interventions are 

needed. 
 

 

 

 

Mali - International Intervention Scenario 

Affected Population: 1,000,000 
Probability level    X  

Impact level     X 
 

Core assumptions  An African Union (AU)-led military offensive is launched with communications, 

logistics and training support from international partners such as the EU as well as 

from neighboring countries providing support to secure borders. However, 

violence and guerilla attacks authored by the Islamist militants continue creating in 

a longer-term conflict line. Loyalty of Malian soldiers is low and interests shifting, 

which hampers a decisive strike against the Islamist militants and insurgents. 

Humanitarian access is re-established in parts under AU/Government control. 

After a first spike in humanitarian needs due to opening humanitarian space, 

needs decrease once emergency humanitarian assistance has gained coverage. 

Needs remain high for livelihoods recovery and adequate access to basic services 

as well as political and participation rights. 

 

Context / impact As fighting breaks out between Government/International military forces and 

Islamist groups, displacement rises especially from urban to rural and remote 

areas, which are difficult to access by humanitarian actors. The population faces 

child recruitment as well as increased targeting by the Islamist militant groups. 

Education is further disrupted. 

 

Operational 

constraints 

Insecurity remains a major factor impeding humanitarian access.  

 

Priority needs Emergency health care for conflict affected. Emergency protection, education and 

food and nutrition interventions for both conflict affected and non-conflict affected 

population. Restoration of livelihoods and WASH facilities 

 

 

Mali - Alliances scenario 

Affected Population: up to 500,000 
Probability level   X   

Impact level    X  
 

Core assumptions  Increased formation of alliances against Islamist insurgents and in support of the 

Government including both local defence groups as well as Tuareg rebels. 

However, loyalties are shifting and instable. Due to low capacities on the part of 

the local defense groups, Tuareg rebels as well as the Government, only pockets 

of control can be regained. Porous borders cannot be secured. Humanitarian 

needs increase with health and protection needs being a major concern.  

  

Context / impact Shifting alliances are formed based on regional interests and affiliations. Power is 

distributed unequally among the groups in the North. Insecurity continues and 

inter-communal violence rises with increasing capacity of local defence groups. 

Although alternative market routes and supply are restored, food prices remain 

high limiting access to food. Acute malnutrition rises quickly due to the lack of 

adequate treating centres, medical staff, equipment and medicines. Internal 

displacement from rural areas to urbanised centres, as well as into remote rural 

areas continues due to violence and insecurity. Access to health services is very 

limited for both conflict affected and non-conflict affected populations. 

 

Operational 

constraints 

Humanitarian access improves slightly in areas with Government presence and in 

areas where access has been negotiated between the Government and the power 

holding armed group. Operational constraints include road blockades, 

checkpoints, attacks of humanitarian personnel and goods as well as kidnapping 

for ransom of international staff. 

 

Priority needs Emergency protection interventions, provision of psycho-sociological support for 

victims of violence and vulnerable groups such as children and adolescents, 

women and elderly. Provision of emergency health services and epidemiological 

surveillance as well as adequate services to treat acute malnutrition. Provision of 

emergency education services. 
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5. Key principles for scenario development 

  

 Sometimes, scenario development is done individually or by a group but it should always 

include support and review from selected key informants21 and sector experts who have 

knowledge of the country context and the current crisis. 

 

 The benefits of scenario building rest not in the completed scenarios but in the process of 

development itself and in the subsequent shared situation awareness generated during the 

process. 

 

 For conflict situations where numerous risk factors can draw multiple alternative situations that 

need to be reflected and planned upon, 3-5 different scenarios are recommended. For slow 

or sudden-onset emergencies when the degree to which the future situation may change is not 

too diverse and when response planning needs to be more detailed, 2-3 scenarios are 

recommended.  

 

 Build scenarios around specific planning objectives22 while explicitly defining what will be 

useful for their purposes, and what will not.  

 

 Focus on the impact of the scenario on people and their livelihoods and the related needs. 

Link this analysis to an informed programme, preparedness measures or response design.  

 

 While developing scenarios, always take the following issues into account: 

o How long will the event last? 

o What trends, conditions or event may confirm or mitigate scenario projections? 

o What is the probability and the impact level associated with the scenario? 

o What are the needs? 

 

 Understand and agree that different levels of details are needed at different times. 

 

 Include just enough detail to permit planning and communicate to others the anticipated 

conditions and needs of the affected population. 

 

 Base scenarios on, as a minimum, experience, lessons learned, secondary information 

and direct observation.  

 

 Identify ‘the known unknowns’. This will help to narrow uncertainties. 

 

 In the final template: 

o Provide an estimation of the number of affected people in the respective scenario. 

o Indicate the timeframe the scenarios cover, e.g. if they describe a protracted conflict, a 

crisis that lasts up to six months or a crisis with a specific watch date. 

o Give each scenario a distinctive, memorable name that captures its key characteristics 

o Clearly state the likelihood of occurrence (probability level) and the foreseen impact 

severity. 

                                                
21

 If the scenarios are done remotely, it is necessary to contact key informants in-country to verify the information and 

confirm the relevance of the selected drivers. 
22

 As part of a contingency plan, to inform a CAP or a Flash Appeal or in the framework of a coordinated assessment 
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 Avoid the scenario traps: 

o Admit that scenario building does not attempt to predict the future and therefore will never 

be completely right. Accept that scenarios do not need to be perfect for an effective 

planning process.  

o Determine which scenarios are needed to move forward with planning, rather than trying to 

develop all possible scenarios. 

o Set a time limit for scenario development. 

o Do not dwell on obtaining exact numbers, use ranges or estimates. 

o Develop only the scenarios that are the most likely to unfold and which may have a greater 

impact (probability and impact level). 

o Return to the scenario(s) after the planning process to help focus on what issues are worth 

further exploration and which ones are not. 

o Do not develop scenarios that are overly detailed.  

o Be aware of bias deriving from your institutional and individual perspective. Potential 

actors/decision-makers can also be biased and only acknowledge scenarios if they match 

their intuitive expert judgment and ignore the ones that don’t. 

o Do not base scenarios on issues that will certainly take place. Select factors that are 

genuinely variable and subject to significant alternative outcomes.  

 

 The scenarios should be brief and concise, and fit into a two page format maximum (A4). 
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ANNEX I Scenario Building – Support Methods 

 

While the approach to scenario building will almost always involve differing elements and evolving 

processes, the method should be chosen according to the level of available information, the 

context of the crisis and the specificities of the affected area and population. 

 

Besides the chain of plausibility method, there are different other analysis techniques for linking the 

deciding drivers and assumptions when building a scenario. The support methods described below 

can provide a solid analysis framework for the “how to” of scenario building.  

 

Table 8: Scenario building methods 

 

Method Premises Best Use 

 

Expert 

opinions 

 

Scenarios are developed by achieving consensus among 

available experts. 

 

This is common when there are no 

previous in-country examples and/or 

when scenarios need to be developed 

for complex situations, such as 

conflicts, which are difficult to model.  

 

 

Historical 

analogy 

 

This method uses history and lessons learned from past 

crises to develop scenarios for future ones. Documents on 

previous crises such as assessment reports, lessons 

learned and evaluations are reviewed. Differences between 

the current crisis and previous crises are defined. These two 

analyses are then combined and scenarios are developed. 

 

 

In some cases, this method can be as 

simple as building a scenario based 

on a previous assessment report. 

 

 

Field 

Assessment 

Findings 

 

During assessments and secondary data review, baseline 

information is collected, key informants are interviewed and 

scenarios are directly discussed with the affected population 

and their representatives. 

 

This approach allows the assessment 

teams to inform scenarios by 

integrating direct input from key 

informants and secondary data review 

and plan with knowledge of the 

conditions in the field. 

 

 

Projection 

against a 

baseline 

 

Key assumptions about the impact of a crisis are made, and 

then tested against baseline data. The result is a projection 

that can often be quantified.  

 

This technique is most commonly 

used with demographic baselines, for 

example to model population 

displacement based on census data 

disaggregated by ethnic group. It is 

also common in food security through 

the Household Economy Approach
23

. 

 

 

Branch 

analysis 

 

Starting with a top-level question, important events are 

identified systematically and their potential consequences 

are mapped into a branching diagram. 

Contrasting scenarios are developed using the branching 

approach. This method attaches significant weight to certain 

events in advance. 

 

 

Branch analysis is particularly suited 

to considering the impact of 

significant events or turning-points 

such as a referendum, an election 

etc. 

                                                
23

 For an interesting example of this approach, see Boudreau, Tanya, June 2009 Solving the risk equation: People-

centred disaster risk assessment in Ethiopia, HPN 
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ANNEX II Sample scenario based on stakeholder analysis 

 

The following is an example of scenarios developed for South Sudan, based 

on stakeholder analysis and risk identification (June 2011 ACAPS Disaster 

Needs Analysis). 

 

S.Kordofan/Unity/Upper and Blue Nile -  Increased  Fighting - Protracted crisis 

 
Probability level     X 

Impact level     X 
 

Core assumptions  No agreement between North and South on status of Abyei and transition 
areas. Heavy fighting in Southern Kordofan 
 

Context / impact Heavy clashes between SAF and SPLA. Conflict expands to Southern 
Kordofan, Upper and Blue Nile. Mobility constraints for displaced population. 
Increasing displacement throughout surrounding states of Warrap, Unity, 
Northern Bahr el Ghazal and North Kordofan. High levels of secondary and 
tertiary displacement 
 

Operational 

constraints 

Humanitarian access is compromised by armed conflict, fuel shortages, poor 
roads, looting of humanitarian stocks, heavy rains and mountainous terrain. 
Humanitarian aid chains are intentionally interrupted by warring parties. Access 
to basic services for affected population is limited, especially in urban centres 
experiencing extreme shortages due to population movements. Targeted 
expulsion of humanitarian actors and the UN, single attacks and acts of 
abduction. 
 

Priority needs Protection, Primary health services to injured, Emergency shelter, Food 
assistance. Intervention of regional and international actors (both diplomatic and 
military).                                                                        

 

Abyei - No Increased fighting 

 
Probability level   X   

Impact level  X    
 

Core assumptions  Partial/gradual agreement between North and South on status of Abyei or 

establishment of a non-fighting zone, withdrawal of northern troops. 

 

Context / impact Fighting decreases, lower levels of aggression between Northern SAF and 

Southern SPLA forces and low levels of tribal fighting. 

 

Operational 

constraints 

Humanitarian access is compromised by armed conflict, fuel shortages, poor 

roads, looting of humanitarian stocks, heavy rains and mountainous terrain. 

 

Priority needs Protection, WASH, Shelter, Food assistance, Livelihoods recovery, Primary 

health care                                                                        

 

 

Western Equatoria Increased fighting – Protracted crisis 

 
Probability level    X  

Impact level   X   
 

Core assumptions  SAF supports LRA to lead proxy wars to destabilise South 
 

Context / impact Increased fighting and atrocities, abductions and lootings by LRA in border 
regions such as Western Equatoria. Fighting of SPLM and Ugandan Peoples 
Defence Forces against LRA. Large scale displacement of population into 
neighbouring counties. High food insecurity level; As WE is the “bread basket” 
of the South Sudan, this will have secondary impact on the neighbouring states.  
 

Operational 

constraints 

Humanitarian access is compromised due to insecurity. Access to basic 
services for affected population is limited, extreme shortages due to population 
movements. High levels of secondary and tertiary displacement. 
 

Priority needs Protection, especially with regards to children and women, sexual violence and 
forced child recruitment. Emergency food assistance, primary health services, 
shelter for IDPs.                                                                           

 

 
 

 

 

Jonglei – Increased fighting Protracted crisis 

 
Probability level   X   

Impact level    X  
 

Core assumptions  By the 9th of July the SPLA has not resolved its problems with opposition 
parties in the South and militia rebel groups. Fighting breaks out throughout 
region. 
 

Context / impact Tribal fighting increases along loyalty lines. Returning displaced population 
accelerates overstretched resources. Targeted ethnic violence increases. 
Displacement to Upper Nile and Unity. 
 

Operational 

constraints 

Affected population is scattered over area making access to assistance and 
facilities difficult. Lack of information, Insecurity. IDPs difficult to identify. 
Humanitarian access compromised due to insecurity 
 

Priority needs Protection, WASH, Shelter, Food assistance, Livelihoods, Primary health care                                                                                
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