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Hanna Tuohimaa

In a world of continuous changes, both individual companies 

and industries as a whole face the demand of renewal and improve-

ment. In this article we argue that the challenges of the future should 

be incorporated into strategic considerations, the innovation pro-

cess, R&D planning, and product development of the companies by 

combining scenario thinking into concept development. This is done 

by assessing  product needs in different future scenarios and gener-

ating product concepts that suit the differing future circumstances. 

These visionary concepts may then be used to enhance the directing 

and correct timing of the R&D projects in the long time range.

About the Authors

Jukka Laitinen, MSc (Econ.), graduated from the Turku School of 

Economics in 2004. Currently he works as a researcher in the Cor-

porate Foresight Group CoFi in Åbo Akademi University. His cur-

rent research areas include innovation management, scenario anal-

ysis, and other foresight methods.

Sami Leppimäki graduated from the University of Turku in 1999. 

Since February 2000 he has worked in CoFi as a researcher. His 

main areas of interest in the field of economics have been banking 

and finance (especially “bank crises”) and the monetary system. 

Through his work in CoFi, the properties and characteristics of the 



new so-called digital economy as well as visionary concept develop-

ment have risen to being his main area of interest.

Tarja Meristö works as a research director and a corporate futurist 

at Åbo Akademi University. Her research area is future studies and 

scenario planning as part of the corporate strategy process as well as 

foresight studies in different fields. She has specialized in corporate 

futurology, especially in scenario planning and visionary leader-

ship.

Hanna Tuohimaa finished her studies at the University of Turku 

in 2002 having her master’s degree in sociology. She has been work-

ing at CoFi since September 2006, first as a research assistant and 

then from January 2007 onwards as a researcher. She has taken part 

in various projects focusing especially on Internet-based  surveys.



Visionary Concept

Combining Scenario Methodology 
with Concept Development

Sami Leppimäki, Jukka Laitinen, Tarja Meristö,  
and Hanna Tuohimaa

Change factors like globalization, fast technological develop‑

ment, and energy and environmental issues are challenging the cus‑

tomary ways of business thinking. The new challenges are crystal‑

lized in the form of new emerging economies of central and eastern 

Europe, Asia and South America. When facing a continuously 

changing operational environment, industries as a whole and com‑

panies individually need to be able to adapt and to renew themselves 

accordingly. In a world of fast changes, new innovations have to be 

technologically feasible and fulfill market needs, but they also have 

to conform to the requirements (e.g., safety and environmental) 

placed by society.

The challenges of the future could be incorporated into strate‑
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gic considerations, the innovation process, R&D planning, and 

product development of companies by combining scenario thinking 

into concept development. This new approach enables companies to 

produce visionary concepts, which illustrate and give form to future 

challenges and opportunities, enhancing industries’ and companies’ 

possibilities to prepare themselves for the future.

In this paper the theoretical background of the method for cre‑

ating visionary concepts is introduced. In addition, a set of general‑

level background scenarios of the operational environment are pre‑

sented. Also, the characteristics of the actual visionary concepts 

 created to fulfill the requirements of the scenarios are discussed. 

Finally, the tasks and benefits of visionary concept development are 

discussed.

This article is based on research conducted in the Systematic 

Product Concept Generation Initiative project. The project was car‑

ried out in 2002–2004 jointly by Åbo Akademi University, Helsinki 

University of Technology, and the University of Arts and Design 

Helsinki, and funded by the Finnish Funding Agency for Technol‑

ogy and Innovation (TEKES).

Two well-esTablished MeThods in Their own 
doMains

The scenario method is a widely used tool in the field of futures 

research. In recent years, the scenario approach has been more and 

more utilized for foresight purposes in companies. Alternative future 

scenarios have been used, for example, to support the strategic plan‑

ning and decision making of a company or to explore the relevant 

future market developments. In addition, scenario thinking has of‑

ten been used to map technological development. Traditional sce‑

nario planning includes the creation of alternative futures; i.e., iden‑

tifying driving forces and consequent development paths leading to 

different future outcomes.
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In engineering and design, concept development usually refers 

to preliminary plans for a new product or service. Usually these 

plans or drafts are sketched in the front end of the product develop‑

ment process. However, these concept drafts are not necessarily di‑

rectly used as plans for production as such. Concepts are seen more 

as a platform for investigating opportunities, and they thus function 

as decision‑making tools. Concepts typically include information 

about the product’s or service’s function, specifications, target mar‑

kets, technology to be used, and business potential. Some of the most 

promising concepts are maybe later developed further into produc‑

tion ready versions; others are intended to be used otherwise in the 

company’s future product development efforts (Ulrich and Eppinger 

2003).

why CoMbine sCenarios and ConCepT developMenT

Concept development is a valuable method when companies 

are developing new offerings to the markets. Concept design is a 

valuable assistant for ideation and invention. It also makes it possible 

to thoroughly develop and compare different solutions in parallel 

before making final decisions about implementation and making 

heavy investments in production. Concept development activity is a 

well‑established tool, especially in creating new products, but ap‑

plicable also to new service‑ or business‑model development. Usu‑

ally concept development is a relatively short time range activity. Its 

aim is to either plan new products or services to accompany the 

company’s existing ones or to sketch the main features for next‑gen‑

eration offerings. Longer time range concepts are rare, with the ex‑

ception of some industries such as the car industry. In addition, fu‑

ture‑oriented concepts have often been targeted into one base 

scenario, not linked to the set of alternative scenarios.

Truly wide‑scale systematic utilization of futures research in 

concept‑developing activity has been missing. The need for a longer 
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view into the future is the main factor that brings scenarios together 

with concept‑development methods. With scenarios it is possible to 

bring alternative developments of the future into the concept‑ 

development process.

Future product concepts belong to the latter group because 

they are used to develop company functions on a longer time scale.

MeThod desCripTion

The method for creating visionary future product concepts 

consists of five main steps. The first step is the identification of 

change factors, which forms basis for the second step — i.e., scenario 

building. The third step is the identification of product needs in each 

scenario. The fourth step is the actual generation of future product 

concepts based on the market need identified in each scenario. The 

fifth and last step of the method is the timing of R&D activities and 

operations. This step also includes other considerations concerning 

the contribution the visionary concepts might have to the company’s 

business planning or strategy.

1. Identification of Change Factors

The goal of recognizing change factors is to find the central 

driving forces that steer different future paths. Mapping change fac‑

tors consists of going through different data sources. It’s important 

to assure diversity of the change factors when collecting data. This 

can be done by using PESTE‑analysis, in which the data is divided 

into five different categories: political, economic, social, technologi‑

cal, and ecological. Thus, PESTE analysis ensures a holistic ap‑

proach, with different aspects to be included in the investigation. 

Recognizing the change factors enables us to find the starting points 

for different scenarios and then to build the scenarios.
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2. Scenario Building

After the change factors are mapped, they can be used to build 

alternative scenarios. The scenario filter model is a formal method 

by which one can illustrate the scenarios comprehensively. It is based 

on the interaction of market, technology, and society in order to cre‑

ate innovations. With this approach, different aspects and different 

time frames in scenario building can be considered. The market 

dimension works in the shortest time frame because companies, in‑

vestors, and consumers are reacting rapidly to market changes. So‑

ciety’s time frame is a bit longer; it’s often considered to last for an 

electoral period. Technology works in the longest time frame; tech‑

nological policy definitions can be made even for decades ahead. 

The scenario filter model combines underlying factors in a scenario 

and points out the driving forces and turning points in a scenario 

tube. Building scenarios with the filter model ensures that the sce‑

narios describe the world as diversified as possible, since all scenar‑

ios can consider market, technology, and society points of views.

The alternative scenarios are constructed by using filters. One 

scenario consists of several filters (market, technology, and society). 

The first filter, which is the primary driving force, is called the driver 

filter. The scenarios are grouped according to different driver filters 

into scenario tubes. Thus, there can be market‑driven, technology‑

driven, or society‑driven scenarios. Within a scenario tube, there 

can be several scenario paths. Each scenario path can be completed 

with storylines that describe each scenario more precisely.

3. Identification of Product Needs

When identifying product needs, we first choose the theme we 

are interested in. Then theme‑related future tables are constructed 

by utilizing information received from the two former phases. In the 

future table, we list variables related to the theme and then give al‑

ternative values to those variables. Thereafter, we inspect future 
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 tables in the case of each scenario and choose characteristic values 

for each variable. By combining all chosen values, we get a logical 

list of characteristics that can be utilized in further concept cre‑

ation.

4. Generation of Future Product Concepts

The path from an idea to a product can be described as fol‑

lows:

idea > concept draft > design concept > future product concept 

application > product

The creation of ideas and the generation of future product con‑

cepts are useful to carry out within the same group that also builds 

the scenarios. Thus, the future‑related mind‑set is already stuck in 

the group members’ minds. Usually, the ideation and the generation 

of product concepts are carried out in workshops. At first, a certain 

theme is chosen and discussed in each scenario’s case. The ideas ris‑

ing from discussion are written down, and those with the most po‑

tential are chosen for the next phase. Consequently, some of the cho‑

sen ideas are developed into concept drafts. The concept drafts with 

the most potential are evolved to design concepts and further to fu‑

ture product concept applications. When choosing future product 

concepts, it is important to take into consideration different features 

related to them, such as technical feasibility and market potential.

5. Timing of R&D: Activities and Operations

The fundamental goal of R&D activities is to ensure the suc‑

cess of the company. So when considering new ideas and concepts, it 

is essential to analyze their future business potential. For companies, 

the realization of future business potential is much related to the 

timing of R&D activities and operations. It’s a matter of making 

correct investment decisions and allocating resources at the correct 
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time. Timing is also related to the company’s strategy in different 

scenarios and its risk profile. If the company chooses aggressive 

strategy and aims to realize product concepts with high business 

potential, it has to support this aim by investing in R&D activities 

early enough (Kokkonen et al. 2005).

aCTor perspeCTive for sCenarios and ConCepT 
developMenT

External change factors build up the framework for the sce‑

narios and also for the visionary concepts. However, the factors are 

interrelated with the actors, and that’s why pure objective knowl‑

edge about factors is not enough. Different actors have different in‑

terests, aims, and needs. Furthermore, there may be discrepancies 

in actors’ capability and will for risk taking and the actors’ visions of 

the future. Therefore, it is important to take this actor‑view into con‑

sideration when creating scenarios for visionary concepts. As men‑

tioned in the method description, it is preferable that the same group 

of people who are generating future concepts are also building the 

scenarios for the basis of the concepts phase. When people have been 

involved in the process from the very beginning, they have time to 

assimilate the content of the scenarios. This boosts group members 

to create more and better ideas in the phase of concept generation.

sCenarios of The operaTional environMenT

The scenarios described in this article are relatively general for 

concept development, but they could be used as a starting point for 

more detailed, company‑specific scenario building. The general sce‑

nario descriptions are as follows (Sääskilahti et al. 2005).

•	 Asia-led scenario. In this society‑driven scenario, the focus of 

global economy, markets, economic growth, and volume shifts to 

Asia. Although global integration continues, there are new play‑

ers in the global economy. China is on its way to become the 
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biggest economy in the world. In this scenario, Asian business 

practices dominate. This scenario highlights the challenges cre‑

ated by new emerging markets with their cultural characteristics 

and related consumer habits and values.

•	 U.S.-led scenario. In this society‑driven scenario, there are 

growing tensions among economic blocs (European Union, 

United States, Asia). The United States is still the only super‑

power, but the focus of the global economy is gradually shifting 

to Asia. However, traditional Anglo Saxon business practices 

continue to dominate. This “business as usual” scenario extrapo‑

lates present trends into the future and illustrates the world of 

ever tightening competition and increasing efficiency and profit 

requirements.

•	 EU-led scenario. In this society‑driven scenario, the European 

Union gains diplomatic dominance in forums like the UN and 

international organizations. Russia becomes an EU member and 

provides considerable resources of oil, gas, and raw materials for 

European industry. In addition, the European Union improves 

its positions in technology and science. Basically, this scenario 

describes the new bloom of Europe and its consequences to the 

global economy.

•	 Epidemic and sabotage. In this society‑driven scenario, global 

development is characterized by discontinuities occurring one 

after another (for example World War III, Pakistan versus India 

conflict, terrorism, environmental disasters). Epidemics might 

also be something totally different from the much‑discussed 

SARS, AIDS, Ebola, or smallpox. The development of this sce‑

nario is marked by uncommunicativeness, restrictions, and inse‑

curity. This scenario highlights possible future threats that could 

jeopardize the overall positive development of the global econ‑

omy.

•	 Changing values. In this market‑driven scenario, consumer 
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values change dramatically. The main theme of development is 

the people’s transformation from consumers into citizens and the 

power shift from multinational corporations to nongovernmental 

organizations. Consequently, local brands may prevail over 

global ones. This scenario may lead to a so‑called “no logo” de‑

velopment or even to eco‑fascism as an extreme form. This sce‑

nario illustrates the rise of postmodern antimaterialistic values, 

which prioritize cultural and environmental issues over economic 

ones. This kind of development could impugn the whole eco‑

nomic  system.

•	 Bio boom. In this technology‑driven scenario, revolutionary de‑

velopments in biotechnology change the world. Biotechnology 

supplements or even substitutes other technologies. Consequently, 

several new technologies emerge. In this scenario, biotechnology 

applications also achieve full consumer approval. This scenario 

describes a world where a full‑scale technological revolution is 

taking place. It challenges us to think what kind of consequences 

the biotech revolution would have on society, markets, and other 

technologies (Kokkonen et al. 2005).

•	 South-America scenario. In this society‑driven scenario, South 

American countries join forces and develop their education sys‑

tem to a model that provides equal opportunities to all children. 

The political situation in South American countries is relatively 

stable, and citizens trust the authorities. Due to a better‑educated 

population, South America has more knowledge — and therefore 

more power — internationally. It will be an active player, devel‑

oping its portfolio from mining and other primary products into 

more developed products. Overall, the people will be in better 

health and have more choices to decide over their lives, and the 

continent as a whole will be in a more powerful international 

position (Haanila et al. 2007).
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ConsideraTions regarding The ConCepT-
developMenT phase

One critical issue when entering from the scenarios to the 

 concept‑developing phase is the accurate identification of the mar‑

ket needs of each scenario, as this is a precondition for the creation 

of successful concepts. Without clearly stated market needs, there 

are no starting points for concept development.

Another important issue is the evaluation of the suitability of 

the concepts, not only for the scenario for which the concepts were 

developed, but also for other scenarios. It is possible for some con‑

cepts to be relatively generic and therefore viable in several scenar‑

ios. However, the existence of several generic concepts indicates that 

the scenarios are too similar with each other.

differenT Types and levels of ConCepTs

Regarding the time perspective, different levels of concept‑ 

developing activity can be identified. The main levels are the vision‑

Figure 1: Concept Levels
Concept-development projects

industry foresight, product‑development 
guidelines

Emerging concept development emerging technologies / markets / trends…

Defining concept development for go / no go decision…

Concept development in product-development process

Solving concept development

Overall concepts design concepts, 
SW concepts, UI 
concepts, etc.

sub‑problem‑concepts
new product

Visioning concept development
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ing, defining, and solving levels. Visioning concept development has 

the longest time perspective. Consequently, visionary concepts are 

utilized in activities such as industry foresight. Defining and solving 

concept development have shorter time perspectives and are there‑

fore more common tools used for companies’ everyday product and 

service development.

visionary ConCepTs in alTernaTive sCenarios

There are several ways to present and illustrate the visionary 

concepts. However, the concept description should include at least 

the main features of the concept, estimations on its market potential, 

and its technical feasibility. These are the main dimension of the 

concept by which a picture of the future operational environment is 

depicted. Also, illustrations, sketches, animations, or other visual 

presentation materials are excellent ways to communicate the con‑

cepts and related ideas.

The time perspective of visionary concepts is long. Therefore, 

they are targeted to the markets of the future, realized with the tech‑

nology of the future, and guided by societal norms and legislation of 

the future. Consequently, some details and features of the concept are 

difficult to describe and are more or less a matter of imagination.

Visionary concepts highlight the opportunities and challenges 

of each scenario. They illustrate what the market needs are and what 

kind of new market segments could be found in each scenario. Also, 

technological development and its focus areas are clearly presented 

in the technical features of the visionary concepts. In addition, the 

societal characteristics of each scenario are portrayed in the vision‑

ary concepts.

The Tasks of visionary ConCepTs

Visionary concepts include multiple tasks. First of all, the pro‑

cess of creating visionary concepts strengthens the linkages between 

 
Leppimäki et al.: Visionary Concept 209



top management and the R&D staff because both groups are forced 

to better perceive each other’s perspectives. It also helps to commu‑

nicate the company’s vision and mission from management to other 

personnel. In other words, scenarios and concepts can be considered 

as a means of communication. In addition, one task is to promote 

the creation of “common corporate awareness” concerning the fu‑

ture challenges, opportunities, and threats that are presented in the 

form of concepts. Visionary concepts also test the strategy of the 

company at the product level, bind strategic consideration and R&D 

tighter together, and impugn the chosen strategy from “down un‑

der” (i.e., from product level). Consequently, it enhances the direct‑

ing and correct timing of the R&D projects in the long time range 

(e.g., skills, investments, resources, etc.).

The benefiTs of visionary ConCepTs

The benefits of visionary concepts are closely related to the 

tasks mentioned above. Several benefits arise from the long time 

range that is an essential feature in visionary concepts. To begin 

with, visionary concepts enable systematic examination of alterna‑

tive future developments because future scenarios are illustrations of 

the company’s operational environment in the future. Visionary 

concepts also take into account the driving forces (e.g., changes in 

values, technological breakthroughs, and new markets), as well as 

market potential, uncertainty, and challenges related to the future in 

alternative scenarios. Moreover, visionary concepts enable product 

concept design and R&D for the future, while next‑product genera‑

tion visualizes the future as products corresponding to market needs.

visionary ConCepTs’ linkages To innovaTion 
ManageMenT

In many cases, innovations may occur due to serendipities. 

However, by systematic and high quality innovation management, it 
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is possible to improve and strengthen the innovation process. Thus, 

for companies that are aiming to renew and/or grow in the future, it 

is essentially important to handle innovation management properly. 

Innovation management affects the innovation culture and innova‑

tion strategy of the company, as well as the recourses reserved for 

innovation operations.

Thus, there is a direct link between innovation management 

and visionary concepts: When the company is investing in innova‑

tion culture, it reserves enough resources for the visionary concepts. 

In that case, visionary concepts are an essential part of a company’s 

innovation strategy. Similarly, visionary concepts have effects on the 

innovation management: Alternative scenarios, which are created 

in the visionary concepts procedure, enhance the knowledge con‑

cerning the company’s futures options. In addition, the company 

may utilize the f lexibility that scenarios create in its strategy work 

(Meristö et al. 2007; Meristö et al. 2006).
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