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As a futurist I am often asked, “How can we honestly 
plan for the future when everything seems to change 
overnight?” Old models and methods of strategic 
planning have proven inadequate for today’s volatile 
and uncertain environment. As a result, organizations 
are busily trying to manage internal disruption in the 
midst of a complex external environment. Although 
my work spans the industry spectrum, I have found 
that the non-profit and social services sector face 
some of the greatest potential challenges in a complex 
and uncertain future. 
 

G R A P P L I N G  W I T H  
U N C E R TA I N T Y

Chapter One 1
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Although each organization has its own unique set 
of uncertainties, the top three concerns I hear in my 
conversations with executive directors are:

 

  

So how do we plan for an uncertain and seemingly 
chaotic future? We start by standing in the future and 
working backward. Yes, you read that correctly. We 
must stand in the future and look back in order to:

Once we have done this, we can then begin to con-
struct narratives about the various possible futures we 
may encounter, narratives that are relevant, plausible, 

Uncover the implications of an evolving 
economic system.

Identify emerging trends, issues, and 
events that will drive public policy.

Adapt to society’s shifting dynamics in 
relation to wealth, philanthropic contri-
bution, and responsibility.

1.
  

2.
  

3.

Future Funding
Long-term Strategy
Organizational Cohesion

1.  
2.  
3.
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and applicable. This of course may seem too great a 
task to complete, but the goal here is to expand our 
ability to:

Think and act strategically.

Anticipate changes in order to positively 
affect outcomes.

Ensure the relevance, longevity, and 
viability of our organizations both today 
and far into the future.

•
  
•  

•
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The following questions come directly from my con-
versations with existing and prospective clients. You 
have probably asked yourself these and similar ques-
tions that concern the future of your organization. 
Before we can stand in the future and look backward, 
we must first understand the complexity of our pres-
ent day reality, which begins by asking the right ques-
tions, such as...
 

F R E Q U E N T LY  A S K E D
Q U E S T I O N S

Chapter Two 2
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How will existing partners and advocacy behavior change?

As we face more rapid change in the coming years, 
advocacy and partner behaviors will be influenced by 
levels of actual and perceived stability in their own 
sectors. There may be a dramatic increase in public 
anxiety if the economy and unemployment continue 
on their current trajectories. This will most likely in-
crease hesitancy in existing and future partners. 

What will drive the younger generation’s involvement in 
non-profit and philanthropic endeavors?

The up and coming generation shows promise toward 
philanthropic and social ventures. However, unlike 
the generations before them, their primary resource is 
time, talent, and energy, rather than finances. 

How will our client population be perceived by the community?

There is a growing concern that in its current state, 
social services cannot thrive in a world of limited re-
sources, budget cuts, and high unemployment. Social 
services client populations must be perceived as valu

F R E Q U E N T LY  A S K E D
Q U E S T I O N S

Chapter Two 2
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able contributors to society at large rather than 
recipients of services that are vulnerable to discretion-
ary spending cuts.

What new and existing forms of social networking will 
our organization adopt?

Social media has become more integrated in the 
non-profit community as a tool for fundraising and 
increasing awareness around specific issues. How-
ever, as these sites become even more inundated with 
cause-based programs and fundraising efforts, indi-
vidual organizations may see diminished returns as 
they are lost among the masses. 

How will we utilize technology to increase client wellbeing?

In the 21st century, technology is king and all the 
indicators show this fad is not going away anytime 
soon. New tools and devices for group interaction and 
collaboration are becoming available at an unprec-
edented rate. The possibilities for innovation in client 
advocacy have enormous implications for the future of 
non-profit and social services. 



F R E Q U E N T LY  A S K E D  Q U E S T I O N S      1 3

How will federal and state funding affect our organization?

Social sector programs and non-profit funding are 
extremely vulnerable as Congress continues to cut 
spending around entitlement programs. Indicators 
point to another decade of weak recovery and pos-
sible decline. However, there is a potential bright spot 
in this situation, namely the possibility for increased 
innovation around client self-direction and empower-
ment programs. 

What new methods of donor participation and engagement 
will be available?

In the last five years people have learned to do more 
with less. Organizations are in the same situation, 
which includes the level of donor and volunteer en-
gagement. In a world where the flow of money, time, 
and resources, is brought to a trickle, organizations 
must think outside the proverbial box.

Can we engage in “for profit” ventures to make up for 
decreased funding?

There is a growing trend in revenue diversification 
among non-profits in order to make up for a lack of 
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private donations and federal funding. The creation of 
separate “for profit” entities has enabled many organi-
zations to decrease their dependence on government 
assistance and ultimately decrease their future vulner-
ability. 

How will health care reform affect our ability to deliver a 
high level of service?

There is little argument that healthcare is in ma-
jor need of overhaul and reform. However, political 
bickering and oversimplification have created more 
problems in the short run, such as mass inefficiency 
and lower quality of service. The idea that we can cut 
costs and inefficiencies by holding every organiza-
tion to one set of standards with increased oversight 
and regulation is a top-down structure, which tends 
to achieve its goals at the unintended expense of the 
client population. It is a numbers driven standard in a 
people driven industry. 

How will state and federal budget deficits directly impact 
our client population?

With state and local funding cuts, many organiza-
tions will have to shut their doors. This will inevitably 
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increase the number of people needing service as they 
look to new resources. This will also create opportu-
nities for some organizations to increase their client 
base and service offerings. 
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One of the most difficult aspects of planning for the 
future is what is referred to in the foresight commu-
nity as “sense making.” How do we make sense of all 
the changes happening both within our industry and 
in the external environment? 

D R I V I N G  F O R C E S
Chapter T hree 3
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We must first begin by identifying patterns in the 
social, technological, economic, and political arenas. 
From there we can then determine which drivers 
carry the greatest degree of uncertainty and hold the 
highest potential impact on both the industry and the 
individual organizations. “This paves the way for the 
construction of the relevant, plausible, and applicable 
narratives earlier mentioned. These narratives, or 
scenarios, can then be used to test existing strategic 
initiatives, discover new opportunities, and uncover 
potential future obstacles. The following are just a few 
of the key drivers to consider in four of the major are-
nas (social, technological, economic, and political):

Social Drivers: Shifting Demographics and the Impact 
on Social Responsibility

Generational value shifts

Aging donors and agency advocates

Younger generation’s desire for 
involvement

Time vs. financial contributions in 
younger generations

1.
  

2.
  

3.

4.

D R I V I N G  F O R C E S
Chapter T hree 3
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Technological Drivers: Expanding Community, Client Advocacy, and 
Funding in a Complex Interconnected Society.

Economic Drivers: More with Less? 

Political Drivers: Maintaining Autonomy, Flexibility, and Creativity 
Despite Increased Regulation and Oversight.

 

Building virtual communities through 
social media

Social advocacy via new technology

New technology for user, advocacy, and 
donor engagement

Decreased government funding for programs 
non-profits are expected to administer

1.
  

2.
  

3.

1.

High unemployment = fewer donor dollars

Continued federal and state budget deficits

Economic collapse

•
  
•  

•
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Determining the Greatest Potential Impact and Greatest Degree 
of Uncertainty. 
  

Government agencies withholding payments 
for services rendered

Increased taxes and government mandated 
fees for non-profits

2.
  

3.

H I G H M E D I U M

D E G R E E  O F  U N C E R T A I N T Y
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The previous chart is an impact / uncertainty matrix 
that allows us to organize and prioritize the drivers 
previously mentioned. Drivers with the greatest de-
gree of uncertainty combined with drivers having the 
greatest potential impact will dictate the direction and 
the creation of four different future possibilities. As 
mentioned before, in order to stand in the future and 
look backward we must ask the right questions. The 
following questions represent four possible futures, 
which have been formulated from the above matrix.

Will the economy continue downward and eventually 
cause a collapse in government funding?

Or will social innovation, new market creation, and 
collaborative efforts ensure that the most vulnerable 
members of the poulation are cared for?

Will aging donor populations result in a significant loss 
in private contributions and traditional advocacy?

Or will new technology allow for innovative donor and 
advocacy engagement, creating new revenue streams 
in the private sector?

1.
  

2.
  

3.

4.
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We can now answer these questions in the form of 
plausible and applicable scenarios. It is important to 
remember that we are not trying to predict the future. 
Instead, we are exploring new ways of thinking about 
the future and about how to apply the insights gained 
in this process to our present day strategy.   

As you are reading the following four scenarios con-
sider your current projections and strategic initiatives 
in the context of each narrative. Ask yourself the fol-
lowing questions: 

 What, if any, immediate action should we take 
to retool our initiatives to meet the challenges of 
this future?

How can we take potential threats in this future 
and turn them into opportunities?

What are the implications of this scenario that 
we have not considered?

What are some of the potential surprises lurking 
around in this future scenario?

•
  

•  

•

•
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Will the economy continue downward and eventually cause a 
collapse in government funding? 

The Forgotten Minority

2015 marked the end of an era as government assis-
tance for social programs officially ended. As oil prices 
spiked to record highs at $175 a barrel, the global 
machine came to a screeching halt. In the U.S. where 
gas prices had been artificially low for so long, the im-
pact was far more devastating to the public, especially 
those who relied on assistance from non-profit social 
service organizations. 

F O U R  F U T U R E S
Chapter Four 4
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As budget deficits grew even larger in the years leading 
up to 2015, funding for healthcare and social services 
grew ever smaller. An already competitive ground for 
government assistance left many organizations empty 
handed and forced them to close their doors. Between 
2008 and 2012 the economy continued to fluctu-
ate with faint signals of a weak recovery periodically 
emerging.  Between 2010 and 2012 the U.S. Congress 
fought to make dramatic cuts to public funding for 
social programs in order to rein in spending. With a 
weak economy and unemployment rising, the burden 
on existing social programs such as unemployment, 
Medicaid, and food assistance, dramatically increased. 
This left the most vulnerable members of society with 
even less funding and government support. 

2011 also brought the environmental effects of cli-
mate change to the doorstep of many nations. The 
U.S. saw record flooding of the Mississippi and the 
largest outbreak of tornados in 150 years, causing bil-
lions of dollars in damage. These unexpected events 
increased funding to disaster relief programs, adding 
to the surmounting debt of the nation. Between 2012 
and 2015 the price of oil continued to rise, bringing 
with it a cascade of price increases in consumer goods. 
As the majority of the country looked for assistance, 

F O U R  F U T U R E S
Chapter Four 4
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non-profit organizations and social programs had to 
look for creative new ways to serve their clients in an 
economically hostile environment. 

And then there was silence. 

The machine had come to a grinding halt, creating 
public panic throughout every part of the country. 
The U.S. government stopped all payments to social 
programs and non-profits even for services previ-
ously rendered. Government’s immediate reaction to 
the crisis brought about increased taxes and fees on 
already strapped organizations, which were targeted 
as “contributors” to the economic collapse due in part 
to years of receiving government assistance.  The class 
divide grew even larger as millions of Americans saw 
their pensions, social security, and unemployment 
benefits wiped out. Specialty services for the most vul-
nerable members of society all but vanished, leaving 
large parts of the population without access to criti-
cal care. Dubbed as the “forgotten minority,” those 
previously receiving government and social services 
scrambled to find assistance anywhere they could. 
Many of them were repeatedly taken advantage of 
and swindled out of the little money they had, leaving 
large parts of the “forgotten” in deplorable conditions.  
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However, there were some organizations that man-
aged early on to minimize their dependence on gov-
ernment funding through individual donors, private 
partnerships, and innovative for-profit ventures, 
ensuring continued care for their client community. 
Although these organizations were few and far be-
tween, it was those that took proactive measures in 
preparing for situations such as these who managed to 
continue a level of care for their clients that in many 
cases surpassed their previous situation. 
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Or will social innovation, new market creation, and collaborative 
efforts ensure that the most vulnerable members of the population 
are cared for?

The Conscious Economy:
Community, Sustainability, Resiliency

Since 1997, the rate of technological growth has been 
unprecedented. The past 30 years have shown the 
remarkable aspects of human resilience in the face 
of uncertain and threatening elements to business, 
government, and society. In the wake of the energy 
crisis of 2015, communities immediately sprung into 
action creating networks of support for local busi-
nesses, farms, and social services. The situation on 
the ground turned out quite different than what many 
expected. There were few riots and limited violence. 
Prior to 2015, individual citizens had begun to amass 
large networks across the country and throughout 
the world. Social media originally began as a tool for 
soliciting new business. However, as a new genera-
tion cleverly dubbed as “digital natives” came of age, 
the social media scene transformed into a platform 
for collaboration and interconnection. As the rate 
of information exchanged in the open source arena 
continued to rise, so also did the presence of virtual 
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communities. These communities emerged around 
specific issues, policy, corporate injustice, economic 
inequality, and various other causes in the social spec-
trum. In early 2010, the long-term economic outlook 
remained bleak. With rising state and federal deficits, 
much of the economic system was viewed as both 
broken and antiquated. By 2013 virtual communities 
seized the opportunity to create new forms of cur-
rency that quickly gained local support and eventually 
caught on at the national level after 2015. These new 
forms of currency were viewed in a different value 
spectrum than their predecessors. The foundational 
principles of the “conscious economy” were commu-
nity, sustainability, and resiliency. As the years pro-
gressed, the old order of competition transitioned to 
cooperation, especially as resources began to dwindle 
and large scale attempts to revive mass distribution 
systems continued to fall short. This continued fail-
ure to revive the prior megalithic era of industry and 
“progress” allowed for the diffusion of sustainable 
community values to spread more rapidly. 

One of the most notable achievements during this 
time has been the new market space created for serv-
ing the most vulnerable members in society. Social 
services went from an underfunded government liabil-
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ity to an adaptive market that connected non-profit 
organizations with private corporations, whose stock 
prices were now rated on both social trust and finan-
cial profits alike. 

Society’s values took a dramatic turn toward commu-
nal responsibility governed by a socially democratic 
free market, and as a result, the stock market saw a 
resurgence of investors of a more “conscious” caliber. 
The prior role of government was seen as less and 
less necessary as local communities took care of their 
citizens, provided equal opportunity, and acted as 
regulator, watchdog, and investor in publicly traded 
companies. 
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Will aging donor populations result in a significant loss in private 
contributions and traditional advocacy?

The Endangered Donor Demographic 
and the Future of Philanthropy

2013 was a year of early optimism as the U.S. economy 
crept forward and the official unemployment rate 
steadily dropped. However, by early summer optimism 
turned to renewed frustration as gas prices soared to 
five dollars a gallon, causing major disruptions in the 
global distribution system. Everything from fuel to 
food to electronics to prescription medication rose by 
200%. This crisis put an immediate halt to govern-
ment funding for non-profit organizations in order to 
address large scale failures in distribution channels. 

Non-profits traditionally relied on government funding 
as well as private donor contributions. Many large-
scale private donors were aging and much of their 
wealth was tied to investments and private equity. 
The economic meltdown and subsequent energy crisis 
put a severe dent in many of these donors’ financial 
reserves. In addition, the overarching atmosphere of 
panic and anxiety led many previous donors to with-
draw funding until their economic future was more 
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secure. Upper middle income sustaining donors took 
the biggest financial hit as much of their wealth was 
wrapped up in real estate investments, retirement 
funds, and home equity. Although the housing market 
seemed to be making a slight comeback in early 2012, 
late year foreclosure numbers finally emerged, sending 
home prices and real estate plummeting. This created 
a vicious cycle as even more Baby Boomers had to 
stay in their current jobs or return to work in order to 
survive. The following decade proved difficult for non-
profit organizations as older donors pulled back sup-
port. The new donor demographic had the passion and 
drive to contribute to social programs but lacked the 
financial ability to donate money and, in many cases, 
time. As youth unemployment rose to 20 percent, 
much of their innovative energy was put to rebuild-
ing the economy. Although the drive and intentions 
were present with new potential donors, reliance on an 
antiquated monetary system in previous years created 
more seemingly immediate problems to tackle. 

Many non-profits shut their doors or pared down to 
bare bones operating efficiency. Private donations 
were essentially a thing of the past, although there 
were those who periodically contributed as funds be-
came available.
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Or will new technology allow for innovative donor and advocacy 
engagement, creating new revenue streams in the private sector?

Social Technology and the Resurgence 
of Human Innovation

The Industrial Era saw a great inflow of cash dona-
tions, endowments, government funding and various 
other programs for social services. The industrial fi-
nancial system created an abundance of money, which 
also created a simple solution for “care-giving” to 
non-profit organizations. As the financial system con-
tinued to decline, much of that easy money dried up. 
Non-profit organizations were especially vulnerable 
due to their dependence on government assistance and 
private donor contributions. 

Looking back over the past 20 years, we see the early 
signs of a new human agenda. As larger systems con-
tinued to fail, new organic and self-organizing systems 
began to emerge creating new market space along the 
way. Many had predicted that the end of the Industrial 
Era would bring about major catastrophe, violence, 
and great human casualty. Instead, the unprecedented 
amount of information and knowledge share avail-
able online gave rise to a new sustainable, socially 
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responsible, and community-oriented economy. The 
model of “people before profits” became the mantra of 
new tech entrepreneurs who focused their efforts on 
the population that emulated greater good principles. 
New forms of community integration via ICT brought 
an influx of venture capital to the social sector, which 
enabled rapid growth and value diffusion throughout 
national and global markets. Previous problems such 
as income inequality, mental health, and elder care, 
were re-imagined as sustainable opportunities rather 
than social liabilities.  Philanthropy took on a whole 
new meaning as individuals, corporations, and local 
government embraced a co-operative posture to not 
only combat impending crises on the horizon, but also 
to ensure the future viability of the community. 

Much has been written about the dramatic shift 
in non-profit and social sector services during this 
time. Many historians have noted that various shifts 
throughout human history coalesce with the way so-
ciety cared for its most vulnerable members. Our age 
will certainly be remembered as the beginning of the 
“Social Renaissance.”
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Each of these scenarios presents a very different future 
outcome. Although the future may not look like any 
of these, it is more likely than not that the future will 
share several components found in each scenario. 
When creating long-term strategic initiatives, it is im-
portant to test your assumptions, ideas, and existing 
efforts against several possible outcomes. This is the 
first step toward strategic thinking. 

T H R I V I N G  I N
U N C E R T A I N T Y

Chapter F ive 5
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All too often organizations reach into the past and 
project old ideas and assumptions into the future. In 
order for your organization to maintain, you must 
consider the relevance factor. We assume our services 
will always be relevant no matter what the future 
looks like. This is often the first and last assumption 
an organization will make. As you consider scenario 
development in your own organization, remember the 
importance of following actions. You must: 

Stimulate creative thinking by looking ahead 5, 10, 
and 25 years.

Draw your team into unfamiliar territory.

Consider the world at large. Scenarios that are limited 
to your industry or sector lack strategic integrity.

Focus on emerging trends and issues. Trends are of 
little value since they only inform us of the present 
day.

Seek a wide variety of data points, ideas, and opinions.

Strive to create a breakthrough experience.

•
  

•  

•

•

•

•



So, is scenario planning right for your organization? 
Only you can truly answer that question. It is impor-
tant to remember that scenario planning is a means 
to an end.  The goal here must never be “certainty,” 
rather, you must strive for minimizing uncertainty by 
embracing and adapting to sudden and unexpected 
change. Therein lays the keys to our future success 
and the assurance that our clients and future clients 
will always have the support they need. 
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As a futurist, consultant, speaker, 

and coach, Jared’s enthusiasm and 

optimism directly translates into his 

work and passion for empowering 

individuals and organizations alike 

to uncover their hidden potential to 

shape the future.  

Jared holds a Master’s Degree in Strategic Foresight and 

has spent the past 13 years advising organizations, busi-

nesses, and individuals in various realms of systems imple-

mentation, risk management, and long-term development 

strategy. Jared’s expertise is extensive in the areas of 

foresight strategy creation and implementation, scenario 

development, anticipatory management, consumer and 

business insights, adaptive planning, and executive leader-

ship development. 

Jared lives in Boone, North Carolina with his wife Leanne 

and their son Rylan. Jared is a competitive cyclist, trail run-

ner, and musician.


