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A strategic problem for many organizations is how to ensure that their 
product development and marketing effort is designed with maximum 
insight, and executed with creativity and discipline. And while many 
organizations use scenarios for strategic thinking and testing, 
management development or public policy, their use in marketing is still 
not well explored. To some degree, this is because the scenarios normally 
used in marketing, and the way they are employed, are both significantly 
different from other applications. 
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The typical planning scenario project that most managers are 

familiar with is likely to be a six-month endeavor; in contrast, the typical 
marketing proposition is needed within weeks rather than months. The 
timeframe in a planning scenario project is typically ‘‘longer than the 
planning cycle’’ and can be decades. In contrast, for marketing, a better 
understanding of the near-term future and current trends is often what is 
needed. 

Marketing forecasts are always risky because past events or previous 
buyer behaviors are not reliable indicators of future action. Marketing 
breakthroughs – anticipating which products or services the customer will 
want before the competition does – can come from challenging the official 
future with alternative models of the world. So the question is, ‘‘How can 
scenarios be used to create alternative models of the world in way that is 
useful to marketing managers and the product development team?’’ 

   Scenarios 
All of us live and work with a set of assumptions about the world, 

our industry, and our organization and how it all might fit together in the 
future. Where such a set of assumptions is shared across an organization or 
incorporated in its vision or mission it is often called ‘‘the official future.’’ 

Scenario planning exercises develop alternative models of the future 
by creating ‘‘worlds’’ with distinctly different constraints, changes in the 
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external environment, or in relationships. These alternative possibilities can 
be explored to anticipate potential real world behavior. 

Michael Porter defined scenarios as: ‘‘an internally consistent view 
of what the future might turn out to be – not a forecast, but one possible 
future outcome.’’ 

To be useful, a set of scenarios should be challenging, plausible and 
relevant to the decisions facing an organization. The scenario leaning 
process – the exploration and understanding of the implications of a set of 
scenarios – creates a new mental model of how history might unfold; this 
model allows the user to recognize evidence or even early hints that confirm 
or disconfirm that one of the scenarios is occurring. In this way, scenarios 
help managers identify impending change and facilitate timely strategic and 
tactical decision making. 

The scenario project 
The stages of any scenario project are: Decide the scope – subject, 

timescale; Understand the environment; Develop alternative scenarios; 
Make choices; Take action. 

Marketing timescales 
Marketers, who have to respond to frequent and short-term changes 

in consumer demand, may assume that scenarios aren’t a potentially useful 
tool because of their long-term perspective. But this assumption would be a 
mistake for four reasons: 

1. Many of the significant issues that affect the success of fast-
moving companies and sectors unfold over a number of years, though with 
many sudden changes of direction. 

These include regulation, talent acquisition, environmental issues, 
technology, property, logistics systems, and industry evolution. In all of 
these areas, for most companies, there are ‘‘inevitable surprises’’. 

2. Using shorter-term scenarios can help managers understand the 
way consumer markets are likely to change and help ensure that an 
organization, or even a department, will have the capacity and capability to 
deliver. Sometimes this can be a valuable reality check. By using the 
scenario as a simulation exercise managers can identify places where there 
are critical delivery weaknesses. 

3. Many of the techniques used in scenario development are also 
useful in helping think about changing customer needs, about product and 
marketing innovation and about risk. 
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Building the skills for strategic futures work inside the company 
helps many areas of the business, not just the strategy department. And 
often, after a futures exercise, marketing can spot the relevant behavior in 
groups of current consumers. 

4. The use of scenarios also encourages people to be more outward 
looking, going beyond the confines of a single brand or category and 
providing a vehicle that encourages thinking across multiple brands, 
categories and sectors. Scenarios allow marketers to ask, ‘‘How will our 
product be valued compared with potential competitors from other 
industries, and given the needs and desires of future consumers?’’ 

One of the benefits of looking at shorter-term futures using scenarios 
is that rather than pointing marketers towards a range of alternative possible 
industry futures, they are more likely to steer them towards a range of 
developing market opportunities. Several of the scenarios are likely to play 
out at the same time in different parts of the market. This means they can 
help marketers to identify both the sectors where their offering can be 
competitive and the sectors where it will flounder. 

Scenarios and marketing analysis tools 
Many of the well-known marketing analysis tools are even more 

valuable when used in the context of scenarios. For instance: 
- Ansoff’s market/product matrix can be developed for each 

scenario, giving a view of the competitive position after a given time or 
under specific assumptions. 

- Strength, Weakness, Opportunity, Threat (SWOT) analysis under 
each scenario gives a good perspective on both the potential futures and the 
assumptions of the team. 

There are several advantages of using marketing analysis tools to 
analyze a number of potential futures: for example, to gain a perspective 
beyond the current ones (timeframe, markets, organizational); and also to 
provide a framework for a discussion of priorities and assumptions that have 
all ready been made in the organizations ‘‘official future.’’ 

How scenario thinking improves the marketing perspective 
Marketing strategy 
Ideally, marketing strategy should be closely aligned with corporate 

strategy. The strategic intent of the whole firm should be based on a 
perspective of the market or markets in which it operates. In the 
development of corporate strategy there should be integration with 
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marketing strategy to ensure focus on achievable opportunity and market 
objectives. If a company is adopting a scenario planning approach in its 
corporate strategy, it will create possible futures based on perspectives of 
potential market developments. 

Scenario planning can be used with Ansoff’s market matrix in three 
ways. First, if corporate scenarios exist, the matrix can be used to assess the 
risk of each one and to construct relevant marketing strategies. Corporate 
scenarios can also be used as frameworks within which to identify the 
potential products and markets. They can act as a constraint, or framework 
for, the opportunities to be identified. 

Second, scenarios can be generated by the marketing function based 
on market research and competitive trends. These can then be used as 
frameworks within which to develop and test product/market alternatives. 

Finally, the matrix can be compiled as Ansoff intended, with a 
broad, creative view of all product/market alternatives. They can then be 
reduced into manageable groups by combining them into possible market 
scenarios. 

Customer research 
Customers frequently do not know what they want until given actual 

choices to test. Scenarios can provide simulations of how various offerings 
can be used in a variety of futures. Scenarios were used to represent 
potential demographic segments of health club users in order to understand 
how they should be marketed, and to what groups. The scenarios were based 
on information gathered in focus groups. 

Market analysis 
Different ways of understanding supplier competences and 

competitor actions provide alternative market perspectives. These can be 
distilled into distinct scenarios that will give direction to strategy and 
programs. 

New product or service development 
Innovation of new offers and the successful adaptation of them in the 

light of market reception are keys to marketing success. Scenarios can be 
used to stimulate creative thinking and new approaches. They can also be 
used to test alternative development routes with the market. Scenarios of 
alternative portfolio strategies could enable marketers to model potential 
returns and growth volumes. 

Brand valuation 



LUCRĂRI ŞTIINŢIFICE, SERIA I, VOL. XI (2) 

To arrive at the expected future earnings of a ‘‘brand,’’ it is 
necessary to decide either explicitly or implicitly which commercial 
scenario is most likely to occur and then determine which valuation 
assumptions are appropriate to that scenario. This means that the 
consideration of alternative scenarios, and their probability of happening, is 
central to the ‘‘brand’’ valuation process. 

Communication with customers 
However good a new product is, its reception by the market is 

unpredictable. Success depends on how well its unique value is 
communicated to the maximum number of potential customers. The ability 
to communicate needs, desires, hopes, and expectations is therefore an 
important competence for all firms. The relevance of message and ability to 
persuade can be crucial to revenue growth. Scenarios can be used to test and 
design communication programs, modeling the most effective media and 
communication strategies. They should be central in the development of 
integrated communications strategies and response mechanisms that are 
crucial to most modern marketing. 

Are scenarios really worth the investment of resources? 
Marketing people sometimes say that they haven’t got the time, or 

the budget, to do futures work. But when projects fail, the cost – in terms of 
time, opportunity, and money – is enormous. And the reasons why projects 
go wrong, as identified by research, suggest that good scenario thinking is 
likely to be a valuable remedy. Some suggests that half of all projects fail 
for four main reasons: the decision is taken too early, and as a result 
information that supports the decision is endorsed and data that doesn’t is 
discounted; the context in which the decision is taken is too narrow; there is 
insufficient participation in the decision by employees and partners of the 
organization; the decision-maker misunderstands how significant 
stakeholders will respond. 

All of these, in their different ways, are failures of perspective, and 
scenario thinking can mitigate all of them. 

How leaders can use marketing scenarios 
Marketing people are continually debating how they can get board 

level influence. Scenario planning is a tool that can be used to provide 
boards of directors with insight on marketing decisions and trends. 

Scenario planning enhances the strategic perspective of the 
marketing function in crucial ways, bringing both creativity and discipline. 
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It can stimulate visionary marketing that seeks breakthroughs instead of 
merely being imitative.  

The real role of marketing is to build ongoing relationships with 
customers, based on shared values and mutual trust. Scenarios can help 
leaders improve their understanding of future customer behavior.  

Scenarios can be used with focus groups to test reactions to different 
products in varying future contexts. Focus groups tend to assume that the 
future will be substantially similar to the present. Scenarios can be 
translated into physical environments that help focus groups to ‘‘live’’ in the 
future. 

Scenarios can be useful in developing brand strategy and in testing 
the sustainability of brands. Marketing thrives on differentiation in 
competitive markets. Scenarios can uncover a wider range of choices than 
those perceived by competitors, facilitating customer preference and longer-
term relationships. Scenarios explore uncertainty and can help to anticipate 
new value propositions. 

For these reasons, corporate leaders need to encourage the use of 
scenarios by marketers and, for their part, marketers need to share scenarios 
of potential new near-term futures and the insights gained from considering 
these alternatives with top management. Organizations that do this create a 
culture that anticipates and adapts to change readily and innovatively, and 
creates competitive advantage in the process. 
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