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of contrary dimensions. For example, two contrary dimensions for a single attack 
would be simultaneous attacks and cascading attacks. The various contrary 
dimensions are then arrayed in sets of 2 × 2 matrices. If four dimensions are 
identified for a particular topic, the technique would generate six different 2 × 2 

combinations of these four dimensions 
(AB, AC, AD, BC, BD, and CD). Each of 
these pairs would be presented as a  
2 × 2 matrix with four quadrants. 
Different stories or alternatives would 
be generated for each quadrant in 

each matrix. If 2 stories are imagined for each quadrant in each of these  
2 × 2 matrices, a total of 48 different ways the situation could evolve will have 
been generated. Similarly, if six drivers are identified, the technique will generate 
as many as 120 different stories to consider (see Figure 5.7a).

Once a rich array of potential alternatives has been generated, the 
analyst’s task is to identify which of the various alternative stories are the 
most deserving of attention. The last step in the process is to develop lists 
of indicators for each story in order to track whether a particular story is 
beginning to emerge.

The Classic Quadrant Crunching™ technique can be illustrated by exploring 
the question, “How might terrorists attack a nation’s water system?”

✶✶ State the conventional wisdom for the most likely way this terrorist 
attack might be launched. For example, “Al-Qaeda or its affiliates will 

contaminate the water supply for a large metropolitan area, causing mass 
casualties.”

✶✶ Break down this statement into its component parts or key assumptions. 
For example, the statement makes five key assumptions: (1) a single 
attack, (2) involving drinking water, (3) conducted by an outside attacker, 
(4) against a major metropolitan area, (5) that causes large numbers of 
casualties.

✶✶ Posit a contrary assumption for each key assumption. For example, what if 
there are multiple attacks instead of a single attack?

✶✶ Identify two or four dimensions of that contrary assumption. For example, 
what are different ways a multiple attack could be launched? Two 
possibilities would be simultaneous attacks (as in the September 2001 
attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon or the London 
bombings in 2005) or cascading attacks (as in the sniper killings in the 
Washington, D.C., area in October 2002).

✶✶ Repeat this process for each of the key dimensions. Develop two or four 
contrary dimensions for each contrary assumption. (See Figure 5.7b.)

“ ”The best way to have a good idea is to have a 
lot of ideas.

—Louis Pasteur

# of  
Dimensions

# of  
Matrices Generated

# of  
“Scenario Categories” 

(4 per Matrix)

# of  
Scenarios

(Up to 2 per Quadrant)

3 3 12 24

4 6 24 48

5 10 40 80

6 15 60 120

	 Figure 5.7a	 Classic Quadrant Crunching™: Creating a Set of Stories

Source: 2009 Pherson Associates, LLC.

Key Assumption Contrary Assumption Contrary Dimensions

Single attack Multiple attacks • Simultaneous
• Cascading

Contamination Other strategies • Denial of service
• Water as a weapon

Drinking water Wastewater • Treatment plants
• Sewage pipes 

Outsider Insider • Staff employees
• Contractors/visitors

Major casualties Minor casualties • Terrorize population
• Disrupt economy

	 Figure 5.7b	 Terrorist Attacks on Water Systems: Flipping Assumptions




