
This document and trademark(s) contained herein are protected by law as indicated in a notice appearing later in 
this work.  This electronic representation of RAND intellectual property is provided for non-commercial use only.  
Unauthorized posting of RAND PDFs to a non-RAND Web site is prohibited.  RAND PDFs are protected under 
copyright law.  Permission is required from RAND to reproduce, or reuse in another form, any of our research 
documents for commercial use. For information on reprint and linking permissions, please see RAND Permissions.

Limited Electronic Distribution Rights

This PDF document was made available from www.rand.org as a public 

service of the RAND Corporation.

6Jump down to document

THE ARTS

CHILD POLICY

CIVIL JUSTICE

EDUCATION

ENERGY AND ENVIRONMENT

HEALTH AND HEALTH CARE

INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS

NATIONAL SECURITY

POPULATION AND AGING

PUBLIC SAFETY

SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

SUBSTANCE ABUSE

TERRORISM AND 
HOMELAND SECURITY

TRANSPORTATION AND
INFRASTRUCTURE

WORKFORCE AND WORKPLACE

The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit research 
organization providing objective analysis and effective 
solutions that address the challenges facing the public 
and private sectors around the world.

Visit RAND at www.rand.org

Explore the	 RAND Frederick S. Pardee Center for Longer Range

		  Global Policy and the Future Human Condition Program

View document details

For More Information

for Longer Range Global Pol icy and the Future Human Condi t ion
The RAND Frederick S. Pardee Center

Internat ional Programs at RAND

Browse Books & Publications

Make a charitable contribution

Support RAND

http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/publications/permissions.html
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/arts/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/children/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/civil_justice/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/education/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/energy_environment/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/health/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/international_affairs/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/national_security/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/population/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/public_safety/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/science_technology/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/substance_abuse/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/terrorism/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/infrastructure/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/research_areas/workforce/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/international_programs/pardee/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/pubs/conf_proceedings/CF267/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/international_programs/pardee/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/pubs/online/
http://www.rand.org/pdfrd/giving/contribute.html


This product is part of the RAND Corporation conference proceedings series. RAND 

conference proceedings present a collection of papers delivered at a conference or a 

summary of the conference. The material herein has been vetted by the conference 

attendees and both the introduction and the post-conference material have been re-

viewed and approved for publication by the sponsoring research unit at RAND.



for Longer Range Global Pol icy and the Future Human Condi t ion
The RAND Frederick S. Pardee Center

Internat ional Programs at RAND

Shaping Tomorrow Today
Near-Term Steps Towards  
Long-Term Goals

Editors 

Robert J. Lempert, Steven W. Popper,  

Endy Y. Min, James A. Dewar

Contributors 
Robert J. Lempert, Paul C. Light, Lant Pritchett, Gregory F. Treverton

Sponsored by the RAND Frederick S. Pardee Center for Longer Range 
Global Policy and the Future Human Condition



The RAND Corporation is a nonprofit research organization providing objective analysis 
and effective solutions that address the challenges facing the public and private sectors 
around the world. RAND’s publications do not necessarily ref lect the opinions of its 
research clients and sponsors.

R® is a registered trademark.

© Copyright 2009 RAND Corporation

Permission is given to duplicate this document for personal use only, as long as it is unaltered 
and complete. Copies may not be duplicated for commercial purposes. Unauthorized 
posting of R AND documents to a non-R AND Web site is prohibited. R AND 
documents are protected under copyright law. For information on reprint and linking 
permissions, please visit the RAND permissions page (http://www.rand.org/publications/ 
permissions.html).

Published 2009 by the RAND Corporation
1776 Main Street, P.O. Box 2138, Santa Monica, CA 90407-2138

1200 South Hayes Street, Arlington, VA 22202-5050
4570 Fifth Avenue, Suite 600, Pittsburgh, PA 15213-2665

RAND URL: http://www.rand.org
To order RAND documents or to obtain additional information, contact 

Distribution Services: Telephone: (310) 451-7002; 
Fax: (310) 451-6915; Email: order@rand.org

The conference proceedings described in this report were sponsored by the RAND  
Frederick S. Pardee Center for Longer Range Global Policy and the Future Human 
Condition.

http://www.rand.org/publications/permissions.html
http://www.rand.org/publications/permissions.html
http://www.rand.org
mailto:order@rand.org


xi

Summary

Today, in a time of rapid and profound change, our society faces many decisions with conse-
quential implications for the United States’ and humanity’s long-term future. In many cases, 
society can best advance its long-term goals by focusing only on its near-term needs, because 
a progression of good short-term choices provides an adequate path to a desirable long-term 
future. But, in some instances, today’s choices—often ones with relatively similar near-term 
implications—can lead to unavoidable and significantly different long-term paths. The ability 
to identify where a long-term view may prove most important as well as the ability to mean-
ingfully incorporate such a view into today’s decisions may prove critical in shaping our future 
prospects. 

The common claim that policymakers think only in the short term is clearly untrue. 
Throughout history, leaders have made choices in an attempt to achieve long-term goals. Some-
times, they have chosen well, and sometimes poorly. On occasion, future generations can 
look back and say leaders acted effectively to achieve their long-term goals. Other times, the 
un intended consequences overwhelm the intended decision. And, frequently, short-term pres-
sures dominate any long-term vision. 

In March 2009, the RAND Frederick S. Pardee Center for Longer Range Global Policy 
and the Future Human Condition hosted a workshop, “Shaping Tomorrow Today: Near-Term 
Steps Towards Long-Term Goals,” to give policymakers and analysts an opportunity to explore 
tools to identify those cases in which a long-term view should have the most significant influ-
ence on near-term decisions and to suggest the long-term policy analyses that can most usefully 
inform these choices. 

This document summarizes the proceedings of this Shaping Tomorrow Today workshop. 
The first chapter defines our concept of long-term decisions and summarizes each of the work-
shop sessions. Each of the next four chapters presents a white paper prepared for the event. 
The first of these, by Robert Lempert and Paul Light, describes the Pardee Center’s innovative 
work in new methods for longer-term policy analysis—in particular robust decisionmaking 
(RDM)—that assess near-term policies’ ability to achieve long-term goals over a wide range 
of future scenarios. The essay then describes how the U.S. government might use the concepts 
underlying these RDM methods to improve its ability to conduct effective long-term policy 
analysis (LTPA). The remaining three papers seek to identify long-term policy decisions in 
each of three different policy areas. Lant Pritchett examines long-term challenges in education 
in the developing world. Gregory Treverton examines priority long-term decisions facing U.S. 
foreign policy. Robert Lempert addresses how long-term thinking might affect the debate over 
near-term climate policy.
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To better frame the challenge of identifying and evaluating the near-term steps most 
important to achieving long-term goals, the workshop participants adopted the view that a 
long-term decision occurs when the process of reflecting on potential events decades in the 
future causes policymakers to choose near-term actions different from those they would oth-
erwise have pursued. Such an intent-focused definition is central to two main messages of the 
workshop. First, long-term thinking represents a practical and useful endeavor if it focuses on 
near-term actions. In brief, if it does not inform today’s actions, long-term thinking provides 
only entertainment. Second, effective LTPA eschews the long-entrenched idea that long-term 
thinking should endeavor to predict the future. Rather than inquire, “What will the future 
bring?” policymakers should ask instead, “What steps can we take today to most assuredly 
shape the future to our liking?” 

About 60 policymakers, policy analysts, and futurists attended the Shaping Tomorrow 
Today workshop at RAND’s Santa Monica headquarters. The workshop’s first day introduced 
participants to the philosophy and methods of RDM and helped them use this approach to 
identify important long-term decisions. The second day addressed how these ideas could be put 
into practice in real organizations. 

The workshop opened with a backcasting exercise that proved to be one of the event’s 
highlights. Traditional backcasting asks participants to envision a future goal and then work 
backward, describing near-term policies that would achieve these goals. The workshop’s exer-
cise added a twist in order to introduce the concepts of adaptive planning and robustness 
against surprise. Participants were divided into groups and asked to imagine a world in 2059 
well on its way to solving its climate-change and energy challenges. Each group was then given 
90 minutes to write a scenario describing a path to this happy outcome, focusing on the actions 
taken around 2010 and the events they set in motion. Before they started, participants were 
told that, just before they finished writing their scenarios, each group would receive an enve-
lope describing two wild-card events occurring in the 2020s and 2030s that they would have 
to incorporate into their stories. Participants could not change the actions taken in the 2010s 
in response to these surprises; they could revise only their descriptions of how these actions 
played out over time. This unique backcasting exercise appeared very effective in encouraging 
participants to grapple with the concepts of robustness, adaptive policies, and surprise.

The participants then gathered in a plenary session to hear a series of talks on the Pardee 
Center’s RDM methods that aim to provide a systematic foundation for the robust, adaptive 
thinking introduced by the backcasting. Participants next divided into three concurrent ses-
sions to apply these long-term policy approaches in the broad policy areas of human develop-
ment, international policy, and climate and energy. These sessions aimed to identify issues that 
would require long-term decisions in each of these three areas, characterize what makes that 
particular question one requiring the long-term approach, what would be required operation-
ally to frame the issue appropriately, and what might be some immediate, short-term steps.

Dinner followed the afternoon breakout sessions and began the discussion of how govern-
ments and other organizations could implement these concepts. The keynote speaker, former 
California governor Gray Davis, addressed the question, “How can democracies make long-
term decisions?” The governor described the many challenges, and some of the rare successes, 
elected officials face in attempting to implement long-term decisions.

The workshop’s second day focused on the question of how governments could do a better 
job of long-range decisionmaking. The first session featured representatives from Canada, 
Norway, Israel, and the United Kingdom describing their governments’ foresight activities; 
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the second featured representatives from U.S. governments at the federal and local levels. In 
both sessions, each speaker described his or her government’s foresight activities and how they 
might be improved.

In addition to identifying specific issues for which long-term analysis might lead to better 
near-term decisions, the human-development breakout session suggested a list of general char-
acteristics that would strongly suggest a situation in which long-term thinking might lead to 
better near-term choices. This was a welcome advance to the practice of LTPA. 

The five factors tentatively suggested by this group include situations

with substantial delays between actions and desired effects
undergoing substantial transformations
subject to significant surprises
with institutional lock-in that yields a persistent gap between goals and performance
where longer-term thinking can help solve short-term deadlocks. 

The workshop concluded with a lively discussion of several key themes that participants 
clearly thought important to implementing long-term decisions in government. These themes 
included flexibility and precommitment as well as the importance of narratives in communi-
cating with policymakers.

Some participants emphasized the importance of near-term actions that create options for 
future decisionmakers. As one example, the concept of navigating the future—orienteering—
offers a key means to address long-term goals. Orienteering is the sport of racing across 
un familiar terrain using a map and a compass. In this case, the map should be thought of as 
rudimentary and involving long-term objectives; the compass should be thought of as the cur-
rent direction that policy is taking. This view of adaptability may provide a much more useful 
framing for policymakers than the typical image of predicting what the future is going to be 
and navigating toward that future. 

Much discussion emphasized the importance of narrative in enabling LTPA to inform 
effective long-term decisions. Understanding the policymaker’s concerns and addressing those 
concerns in a straightforward, defensible narrative was a common characteristic of reported 
successes in long-term policymaking. Decisionmakers, from senior policymakers to the average 
voter, generally think in terms of stories. To reach them, analysts need to provide compelling 
narratives. Long-term plans often serve as communication devices for a broad constituency. 

Participants identified several themes in effective narratives. Stories about success have 
proven to be effective, as have historical analogies. Some stories prove more difficult to tell. 
Policymakers often do not like to hear about uncertainty; they prefer a clear causal chain. It 
often proves difficult to describe the counterfactual or the trade-offs that decisionmakers face.
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