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✶✶ Reconsider the list of drivers and the selected scenarios. Is there a better 
way to conceptualize and describe the drivers? Are there important forces 
that have not been included? Look across the matrix to see the extent 
to which each driver discriminates among the scenarios. If a driver has 
the same value across all scenarios, it is not discriminating and should be 
deleted. To stimulate thinking about other possible scenarios, consider 
the key assumptions that were made in deciding on the most likely 
scenario. What if some of these assumptions turn out to be invalid? If they 
are invalid, how might that affect the outcome, and are such outcomes 
included within the available set of scenarios?

✶✶ For each scenario, write a one-page story to describe what that future 
looks like and/or how it might come about. The story should illustrate the 
interplay of the drivers.

✶✶ For each scenario, describe the implications for the decision maker.

✶✶ Generate and validate a list of indicators, or “observables,” for each scenario 
that would help you discover that events are starting to play out in a way 
envisioned by that scenario.

✶✶ Monitor the list of indicators on a regular basis.

✶✶ Report periodically on which scenario appears to be emerging and why.

▸▸ 6.1.2 The Method: Cone of Plausibility
The Cone of Plausibility is a structured process using key drivers and assumptions 
to generate a range of plausible alternative scenarios that help analysts and 
decision makers imagine various futures and their effects.3 It is valuable in 
understanding the drivers that are shaping current and future events and as a tool 
for strategic warning. It can also be used to explore how well or how poorly events 
might unfold and thereby bound the range of possibilities for the decision maker.

The steps in using the technique are as follows (see Figure 6.1.2):

✶✶ Convene a small group of experts with some diversity of background. 
Define the issue to be examined and set the time frame of the 
assessment. A common question to ask is: What will X (e.g., a country, 
regime, issue) look like in Y (e.g., two months, five years, twenty years).

✶✶ Identify the drivers that are key factors or forces and thus most useful 
in defining the issue and shaping the current environment. Analysts in 
various fields have created mnemonics to guide their analysis of key drivers. 
One of the most common is PEST, which signifies political, economic, 
social, or technological variables. Other analysts have added legal, 
military, environmental, psychological, or demographic factors to form 
abbreviations such as STEEP, STEEPLE, STEEPLED, PESTLE, or STEEP + 2 .4

✶✶ The drivers should be written as a neutral statement and should be 
expected to generally remain valid throughout the period of the 
assessment. For example, write “the economy,” not “declining economic 
growth.” Be sure you are listing true drivers and not just describing 
important players or factors relevant to the situation. The technique works 
best when four to seven drivers are generated.

✶✶ Make assumptions about how the drivers are most likely to play out over 
the time frame of the assessment. Be as specific as possible; for example, 

3.  The description of the Cone of Plausibility is taken from Quick Wins for Busy Analysts, DI Futures and Analytic Methods (DI FAM), 
Professional Head of Defence Intelligence Analysis, UK Ministry of Defence; and Gudmund Thompson, Aide Memoire on Intelligence 
Analysis Tradecraft, Chief of Defence Intelligence, Director General of Intelligence Production, Canada, Version 4.02, and are used with 
the permission of the UK and Canadian governments. 
4.  STEEP stands for Social, Technological, Economic, Environmental, and Political; STEEP + 2 adds Psychological and Military; STEE-
PLE adds Legal and Ethics to the original STEEP list; STEEPLED further adds Demographics; and PESTLE stands for Political, Economic, 
Social, Technological, Legal, and Environmental. 
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