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Abstract

This paper aims to encourage connections between the fields of
program evaluation and foresight practice by describing the use of a
web application ParEvo as an example of how foresight methods can
incorporate evaluative thinking. It begins by introducing the field of
foresight practice, along with its differences and commonalities with
that of evaluation. It then introduces ParEvo.org, and its uses to date,
along with a detailed description of how a ParEvo exercise is
implemented. An overview is also given of how different types of
evaluation activities are built throughout the implementation process.
Attention is then focused on three different types of embedded
theories of change, and how they can be evaluated. The paper
concludes with two observations about the breadth and depth of
evaluative thinking present in ParEvo processes and the supporting
platform. Some limitations are also acknowledged, arising from the rich
nature of the outputs generated and the decentralized nature of the
design and operation of ParEvo exercises.

INTRODUCTION

What is foresight and how does it relate to evaluation?

Foresight, as a term used in the field of futures studies, “refers to the
capacity to think ahead, consider, model, create, and respond to future
possibilities” (Hejazi, 2023). It is a universal human capability to
proactively engage with the future, taking into account values,
expectations, choices, and responsibilities. Foresight approaches vary in
their focus from the near to distant futures. Some are very exploratory,
seeking to identify a wide range of potential future scenarios and
developments, often through techniques such as trend analysis and
horizon scanning (Dart & Gates, 2024; Waverley Consultants, 2017). Some
are more normative, using methods to envision preferable futures, and
considering ethical, social, and environmental values. These include
approaches like backcasting, which starts with a desirable future and
work backward to identify the steps needed to reach it (Wikipedia, 2024).
Some focus on anticipatory responses, on preparing for potential future
disruptions, risks, and uncertainties. They include techniques such as risk
assessment, wild card analysis, and resilience planning (Conrad et al.,
2023). Some prioritize engage a wide range of stakeholders in the
foresight process, such as citizens, experts, and decision-makers, to
ensure diverse perspectives are considered in shaping the future (Hamel
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et al.,, 2021). Foresight methods also vary in their emphasis on
guantitative versus qualitative methods. The former uses data, models,
and statistical analysis to forecast future trends. The latter uses expert
opinions, scenario building, and narrative storytelling to explore future
possibilities and uncertainties. For a structured view of this diversity see
Poli's (2018) classification of future-related methods.

Within this substantial diversity, there are some common threads. In the
face of the inherent uncertainty of the future, these methods aim to
provide a systematic and structured way of thinking about the future.
Many foresight methods emphasize the importance of involving a wide
range of stakeholders in the process, such as participatory foresight. The
development of alternative scenarios is a widespread practice (Bishop

et al.,, 2007). These are narrative or analytical descriptions of possible,
probable, and preferable futures, designed to explore different outcomes
that could result from current trends, wild cards, uncertainties, and
strategic decisions. Foresight methods often involve identifying and
analyzing trends, drivers, and uncertainties that could shape the future.
These include technological, economic, environmental, political, and
social factors. These methods acknowledge the unpredictability of the
future and therefore focus on flexibility and adaptability. They often aim
to prepare organizations or individuals for a range of possible outcomes
rather than predicting a single future (Popper, 2010).

In this respect, foresight thinking and methods differ significantly from
the way many evaluators think and work. Evaluations are primarily
concerned with assessing current or past programs, projects, or policies,
not the future. They look backward or at the present to understand the
effectiveness or impact of an initiative. Evaluations typically (but not
exclusively) involve measuring performance against predefined
objectives or criteria. They rely heavily on verifiable data and evidence to
assess outcomes and impacts. And they are generally more focused and
specific, targeting a particular program, project, or policy. In contrast to
foresight, evaluations will often be linked to a singular theory of change,
representing a specific view of the future, one that is both desirable and
likely. They are in effect predictions, albeit often surprisingly optimistic
ones. While a theory of change might include a wide range of activities,
these are expected to be convergent, contributing to the achievement of
an expected and desired outcome. Not surprisingly, good arguments
have recently been made for evaluators to take a wider perspective on
the future (Carden, 2023).

Using the terms first introduced by the organizational learning theorist
James March (1991), theories of change, and their subsequent evaluation
are largely about the “exploitation” of existing knowledge (i.e., making full
use of existing resources). As distinct from “exploration” of the new. In
comparison, foresight activities are much more about “exploration.” As
emphasized by March, and others after him (e.g., Wilden et al., 2018),
neither of these two approaches is intrinsically superior to the other.
Both are useful in different circumstances and having the capacity to do
both is better than only having one.

Is foresight evaluable?

Given the above description of foresight, it might be reasonable to think
that views of the future are intrinsically unevaluable. The events
described have not yet happened and may never happen. Even if they do
happen, the future events are so distant that it is not practical to assess
the value of a foresight exercise taken many years earlier. This argument
is faulty in two different ways, depending on the way it is phrased. Firstly,
if the argument assumes that foresight is about prediction, then the
testing of a long-term prediction, especially involving complex social
changes, can readily be acknowledged as inherently problematic. But this
assumption does not fit the ambitions of most of those involved in
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foresight exercises, who are not aiming to make testable predictions.

WILEY Secondly, if the ambitions of foresight exercise are couched in terms of

AQ3

improving preparedness for the future, rather than making predictions,
again there may be valid concerns about practicability. But this only
applies if evaluation efforts are focused on “final” outcomes, that is, the
averting of a final crisis, or the realization of long-term opportunities.
However, this view is too narrow. In the field of evaluation, it is well
recognized that the focus of an evaluation can span anywhere from the
provision of inputs into an intervention (including foresight exercises), to
the outputs generated, to their near and long-term outcomes, and their
impacts. That range is captured in a DFID (2011) publication on “value for
money” (broadly interpreted), as seen in Figure 1. Evaluation at these
earlier stages can be both formative and summative in its effects. The
use of findings can prove the immediate effectiveness of foresight
activities. And serious failures identified in the earlier stages are
potentially valid predictors of the absence of longer-term impacts.

ECONOMY EFFICIENCY EFFECTIVEMESS

RESOURCES

COST EFFECTIVENESS

EQUITY

FIGURE 1.

The potential range of evaluation concerns.

In sum, the fields of evaluation and foresight cover not only two ends of
a temporal spectrum, ranging from the past, through the present and
into the future. But they also overlap and these activities can be
combined. Evaluation activities can be built into foresight practices. And
as shown elsewhere in this issue (e.g., Blundo-Canto et al., 2024; Dart &
Gates, 2024; Halonen et al., 2024) foresight can be built into evaluation
activities. The purpose of this article is to show by example how they can
be creatively combined. This will be done by discussing the design and
use of the web application ParEvo (Davies et al., 2023).

While this article is primarily directed to an audience of evaluators, it is
also expected to be of interest to foresight practitioners who want to
incorporate evaluative processes into their activities. With this in mind, it
is expected that this paper will also be shared in foresight networks, such
as the Association of Professional Futurists, the World Futures Studies
Federation, and the World Future Society.

WHAT IS ParEvo?

ParEvo is an online method of exploring alternative futures or histories,
using a participatory evolutionary process (hence ParEvo) (Davies, 2019).
The process is designed to be used by multiple people to produce a
branching structure of storylines about what could happen. ParEvo was
developed by an evaluation consultant and had its origins in research on
organizational learning (Davies, 1998:337). Its design consciously includes
many forms of evaluative activity. But at the same time, its outputs are
intended to widen participants’ views of the future well beyond the ambit
of a single theory of change. ParEvo is a process that is available to
multiple users via a dedicated site, typically described as a platform
(McAfee & Brynjolfsson, 2017).
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ParEvo is a subgtantially different way of thinking about the future than

WILEY most evaluators will be familiar with. While there are some other online

platforms they can use to think about theories of change (Clark, 2022),
these fit the description above: singular, and convergent on desired and
likely changes. They do not focus on the development of a diversity of
views about possible futures. Other online platforms have been
developed by futurists for the exploration of the future, some of which
have been reviewed by Raford (2010). ParEvo exercises also differ from
these, in at least five respects. First, there is a generative theory
informing the process design—the social embodiment of the
evolutionary algorithm. Second, the ParEvo process is more divergent
and satisficing rather than convergent and optimizing—as is the case
with online Delphi exercises, perhaps the most widely known foresight
method. Third, with ParEvo the construction of narratives precedes and
informs a detailed analysis, rather than following and being informed by
a technical analysis of other available data. In this respect, it is more
ethnographic in orientation, taking participants’ views as the primary
resource material. Fourth, it generates a greater number of alternative
futures when compared to the average futures exercise, perhaps most
stereotypically represented in a 2 x 2 matrix (Rhydderch, 2017). Finally,
there is the greater prominence that it gives to evaluation activities
within the whole process.

As of late 2023, 19 different ParEvo exercises have been completed
during and since the development of the app (Davies, 2020). Participants
have included school students, volunteers from evaluation communities
of practice, crowdsourced adult university-educated UK participants, UK
think tank staff, UN Volunteers, UN agency staff members, international
civil society organizations representatives, and internationally recognized
experts in particular scientific fields. Futures explored include post-Brexit
Britain, post-Trump USA, corporate strategies, the future of international
civil society (Hutchings & Mugenzi, 2023), uptake pathways for education
research, future global climate changes, the future of existential risk
studies (Beard et al., 2023), and the governance of experiments in solar
radiation management (Futerman & Beard, 2023). Alternative histories
have also been explored, capturing different versions of what actually
happened. Covering topics like agricultural development projects, UNV
volunteer experiences, and UN agency gender policy implementation.
Eight of the earlier exercises were initiated by the lead author, and 11 of
the more recent exercises were initiated and facilitated by others,
including researchers, consultants, and staff members.

HOW ParEvo WORKS

In summary, ParEvo is a method of developing alternative futures (or
past histories), using a participatory version of the evolutionary
algorithm (Campbell, 1960; Dennett, 1996). This involves the re-iteration
of variation, selection, and reproduction of ideas about how future
events will unfold. The process is designed to be used by multiple people,
to produce a collective good: a branching set of storylines about different
possible futures. In addition, the process generates data on the structure
of participation—how people have interacted to produce those
storylines.

The generation of storylines

Via an online interface at the ParEvo.org platform, exercise participants
are presented with a seed text equivalent to the first paragraph of a
novel, which is prepared by an exercise facilitator.! Participants are then
given the opportunity, independently and anonymously in parallel, to
extend that narrative by adding a following paragraph, describing what
happened next. Once all these contributions are received online,
participants are then enabled to view each of those alternative
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extensions. In the next iteration, they then choose one of those
contributions which they would most like to develop by adding another
paragraph, again independently and anonymously in parallel. The
exercise then repeats this sequence over a series of iterations. In most
exercises, one immediate result will be that some initial versions of the
story will be ignored, while others will be extended by one or more
participants. As this process is reiterated what emerges is a tree
structure of alternative storylines (Figure 2).

® 000C

FIGURE 2.
Tree structure of alternative storylines generated by the Center for the
Study of Existential Risk (CSER) (Davies et al., 2023).

In the Figure 2 example there were up to 11 participants, who

participated in eight iterations, visible as rows. The process begins at the

top with a single seed paragraph and ends at the bottom, with 11
surviving storylines. Each node represents a paragraph of text
contributed by a participant and the connecting lines show which new

paragraph was added to which pre-existing paragraph. Gray nodes in the

tree structure indicate paragraphs which were not continued and which
in effect represent extinct storylines. Dark gray nodes represent
paragraphs which others did build on and which became part of
storylines that survived until the end of the exercise (bottom row).

Numbered nodes represent one storyline which has been highlighted by

the cursor of a user of the ParEvo app. Doing so then brings up the full
text of that storyline in a panel to the right of the tree structure, on the
ParEvo user interface (not shown above).

The evaluation of storylines

The evaluation of storylines has two general purposes, concerning
process and contents. Both facilitators and the administrator typically
want to understand how participants viewed the process and how it
could be improved. Understanding the storyline contents is relevant to
two kinds of overall objectives: cognitive and behavioral. That is, being
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more critically aware of how we think about the future and being better

WILEY prepared for those futures through actions that can be planned in

advance.

When the process of generating a set of storylines is finished participants
are then asked to evaluate the storylines that they have helped to
generate. This can be done using the widget built into the app and/or
with the use of a more detailed online survey (e.g., Davies, 2022). Both
allow participants to make polar evaluation choices of which storyline
they think is most or least likely, desirable, equitable, sustainable, and
any other polarities as needed. The available choices are set by the
exercise facilitator. The online surveys used to date have also used both
open- and closed-ended questions about the storyline contents and
exercise process. Facilitators can access a list of questions covered by
previous surveys on a supporting website (Davies, 2022). In addition, the
facilitator can download from ParEvo.org multiple Excel datasets
containing automatically generated information about the contents of
the storylines and the structure of people's interactions in the
construction of the storylines. Exercise facilitators have also organized
post-exercise meetings of participants to share and discuss responses to
the evaluation survey, analyses of downloaded data, and other
perspectives on the exercise as seen by the participants.

In addition to the basic options as described, there are additional
features providing other evaluative opportunities. Participants can be
enabled to use a Comment facility, after each iteration, to ask questions
or make comments on the most recent contributions of any of the
participants. This facility can also be made available to third parties, such
as technical specialists. The whole exercise can also be made selectively
viewable by a defined group of “observers,” whose views can then be
sought by inclusion in any online survey and through direct contact by
the facilitator. A tagging facility is also available, allowing participants to
describe their contributions, with choices from a menu of labels
predefined by the facilitator.

THEORIES OF CHANGE WITHIN ParEvo

The identification and analysis of the Theory of Change is as appropriate
to the evaluation of a foresight exercise, such as ParEvo, as it is to many
other interventions designed to improve human welfare. There are three
different types of theories of change about what happens with ParEvo
exercises: (a) storyline level theories, (b) exercise level theories, and (c)
platform level theories. Within each of these, the focus can vary at
different points of time, of the kind described in Figure 1.

Storyline level theories

The first kind of theory of change is the participants’ own often informal
and tacit theories about what might happen in the future, as evident in
the contents of their text contributions and the resulting composite
storylines. A storyline typically describes a sequence of actions over time,
causally linked to each other, involving different actors and institutions,
believing in different values and pursuing different objectives, in specific
contexts. Examples of such storylines can be seen online in the exercise
completed by the International Centre for Civil Society (Hutchings &
Mugenzi, 2023). These narrative accounts are much more
multidimensional than the skeletal descriptions provided by
diagrammatic theories of change that many evaluators are familiar with.
Embedded in those text descriptions are tacit and explicit assumptions
and beliefs, which can be subject to scrutiny. As noted above, one of the
two types of objectives of a ParEvo exercise is cognitive: to identify and
address gaps and weaknesses in how we think about the future.
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The main focus of storyline evaluation to date has been on E
characterization and identifying important points of difference between View PDF Redline PDF
storylines. Differences of interest have included storylines that have
survived versus gone extinct; storylines at different stages of
development during the exercise, and storylines created by multiple
versus few participants. One important means for doing so has been the
use of what ethnographers call pile or card sorting questions which ask
participants what they see as the most significant difference between
one group of storylines and the other.

Another method of analysis has been to analyze the distribution of kinds E‘i'-!l||.l-i'|2|{ﬂ1 P':'"llq

of storylines, as described by pre-defined criteria, such as likelihood and
desirability, mentioned above. Two example scatter plots from two
exercises carried out by the Centre for the Study of Existential Risk are
shown in Figure 3. Three features are of interest. Firstly, if there are any
empty quadrants that represent omitted futures?. In effect, following the
advice by Woo (2017), that “In order to think out of the box, you first
need to find the box.” The second are storylines which have received
contradictory ratings by different participants (shown in darker gray), and
which need resolution. The third are the storylines which are
unambiguously in one quadrant or the other. Here the next question is
what can or should be done about these types of futures. What can be
done to avert or enable them before they happen, and to mitigate or
exploit them if they do happen? These questions then need to be
addressed in stakeholder workshops of the kind that followed the ParEvo
workshops, and which are now routinely held after the evaluation stage.

CSER exercise 1 CSER Exercise 2
. 1 § : Proof Initiated -]
g il 7/17/2024
an " o T
E on E an on
§; § *" 3 *lfu F ?H [ [ E "3 1 ¥ " ..' X M .
E ' = ne Corresponding Author
‘! an Due date: 7/19/2024
E e I s o Start date: 7/17/2024
- il F End date: 7/19/2024
a0
| 2
'y z
Ea— Ko Wow Least Desirability Most Proof Collator
Due date: 7/21/2024

Start date: 7/19/2024
FIGURE 3.

Distribution of evaluations of the surviving storylines, in two CSER exercises.
Numbered data points refer to individual storyline IDs. The darker data
points indicate storylines that received contradictory ratings.

Exercise facilitators have also been active evaluators of the contents of
the generated storylines. A wide range of content analysis methods have
been applied to ParEvo storylines, as summarized recently by the author
(Davies, 2023). These involve thematic coding of storyline contents using
a schema that are specifically relevant to the types of futures being
explored. Facilitators can apply their own analytic framework and
concerns, and address questions that are applicable across the whole set
of storylines.

The general purpose of the analysis of storylines is to gain greater
awareness of how people are thinking about the future and how that
might be limiting their capacity to prepare for futures, both known and
unknown.

Exercise level theories

The second type of theory of change is the exercise facilitator's
expectations of what they want to see happen with the exercise they
have designed and organized, as evident both in their choice of the
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design parameters of the exercise and in the kinds of expected outcomes
that are of interest. The design parameters include the kind of futures
they want to see explored, the kinds of people to be involved, the time
span and granularity of the exercise iterations, and the guidance they
give to participants at the beginning of each new iteration.

Expected outcomes have included:

e Inputs into strategic planning exercises (2_exercises)

e Inputs into multi-stage consultation process involving a wider range
of civil society organizations (1_exercise)

e Content for papers published in academic journals (2_exercises)

e Findings for inclusion in evaluation reports of international aid
agency policies and programs (2_exercises)

e Original research data for use in PhD studies (3, planned_exercises)

e Refinement of a quality assurance process for humanitarian
interventions (1exercise)

e |dentification of alternative research uptake pathways that could be
pursued in the next iteration of research funding (1_exercise)

The extent to which such expectations have been met is not always clear
to the platform administrator. Some outcomes, such as published
papers, become known when they are shared with the administrator. In
other cases, it is simply not known. In many others, it is much more a
matter of degree and inevitably involves subjective judgment. While
there is no common evaluation approach that enables comparison of
these exercises, there are some elements which are becoming more
commonly practiced. One is the holding of post-exercise stakeholder
workshops facilitated by the respective facilitators. These have been
used to share evaluation findings and identify their implications
(Futerman & Beard, 2023). The other is the publication of reports
describing and assessing the completed exercises (Hutchings & Mugenzi,
2023).

Information on the process (e.g., activity) dimensions of ParEvo exercise
is more immediately accessible by exercise facilitators. Data is
continuously available to facilitators on the structure of participation—
who built on who else's previous contribution. Figure 4 shows the
distribution of participants’ behavior on two axes: the extent to which
they built on others’ contributions and the extent to which others built
on their contributions. To date this has been mainly used to track
participants' tendency to build on their own contributions Such behavior
could suggest a misunderstanding of the exercise if happening on a
larger scale. But if happening on a smaller scale it may be just another
useful source of diversity. Facilitators can also use a more gamified
option by using a widget that shows participants a “leader board” of how
they rank compared to others, in the extent to which others are building
on their contributions. This has the potential to encourage the
development of a more collectively owned set of storylines, though
possibly at the cost of their overall diversity.
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The third type of theory of change is that concerning the functioning of

the whole platform. In principle, ParEvo could be made available as a Corresponding Author

standalone downloadable software package, or simply as a printed set of Due date: 7/19/2024
workshop exercise instructions. However, the use of a shared online Start date: 7/17/2024
platform has multiple expected benefits. One is the quick and efficient el GRS sl
updating of design features embedded in the software. Another, and Srae CallEEr

more importantly, is the administrator's ability to access and compare Due date: 7/21/2024
data on multiple exercises. The objective here is to enable facilitators to Start date: 7/19/2024

carry out successful exercises based on all available experience to date,
and to ensure a process of continuing improvement.

Much of the learning is incremental and opportunistic, identifying what
works and what does not work in each new exercise. But there is also a
larger ambition connected to the assumptions built into the design of the
ParEvo process. The base assumption underlying the design of the
ParEvo process is that the evolutionary algorithm (Dennett, 1996) is an
effective learning process within complex environments, as evident from
observation and experiments in biology and computer science (Hordijk,
2018). The evolutionary algorithm consists of three reiterated events:
variation, selection, and reproduction. In ParEvo these are embodied as a
structured social process, leading to a tree structure of narratives, within
which some versions have not survived, and others have, and some of
which have proliferated more than others. In both the biological world
and in ParEvo, selection is an evaluative judgement, to do with a
minimalist but important capacity to survive (Belew, 1991).

Within this design perspective, there are two associated assumptions
about the role of diversity, that is, variation. Firstly, the diversity of
participants is seen as an independent variable affecting the creativity of
the process. This view of its causal role is consistent with a substantial
body of evidence on the importance of diversity to the more general task
of effective problem-solving, as referred to recently in Campbell et al.

https://articlereview.pubmate.in/#/?templatelD=c67a2fcf609e44b1984f6bdbce2c37d8062403480 9/15


https://arpasset1.pubmate.in/EV_EV_EV20606_20240717062337813/ProofLink/ev20606.pdf
https://arpasset1.pubmate.in/EV_EV_EV20606_20240717062337813/ProofLink/ev20606_RedLinePDF.pdf

8/3/24, 11:35 AM

Online Proofing System

(2022). Participants’ diversity is measurable in their number, their types,

and in the diffeTrrent ways they collaborate in the construction of different

storylines, as shown in the Figure 4 example.

Diversity is also seen as a dependent variable that is descriptive of the
range of possible futures that have been explored. The assumption here
is that the analysis of a diversity of storylines will enable participants to
be better prepared for the future, which is only likely to be partially
knowable at best. Diversity of storylines is measurable using diversity
measures from ecology and more specifically the sociological uses of
those ecological ideas: variety, balance, and disparity (Stirling, 2007). The
diversity of storyline structures can also be measured using network
visualization and associated measures, such as network density and
closeness centrality (Borgatti et al., 2018).

Analyzing the consequences and causes of diversity within the ParEvo
context is a long-term challenge. Because the administrator's intention
has to encourage a wide range of parties to make use of ParEvo, each
consecutive exercise is in effect an opportunistic experiment, usually
involving some new variations in the design parameters, primarily under
the control of the exercise facilitator—not the administrator. Some of
these parameters are stable across multiple exercises, while others vary.
The numbers of participants have been similar, as have the number of
iterations completed. But the kind of futures being explored, and the
associated guidance given to participants have been very different. They
range from the alternative futures facing the Intersex Asia network to
future global governance options for solar radiation management. In
principle, the bivariate analysis of the relationship between the diversity
of inputs (e.g., participant characteristics), activity (collaborative
behavior), and outputs (storyline diversity) should not be technically
demanding. But given the wide range of exercise topics and purposes a
more configurational analysis that includes other exercise attributes will
be more appropriate (Rihoux & Ragin, 2009). A necessary step in that
direction that is currently underway is the continued accumulation of
data from more cases and completed exercises.

CONCLUSIONS

What can be learned from this case example?

Single-case examples can show that particular events are possible in the
real world and are not simply conjectures. In the case of ParEvo, what is
evident is that a wealth of opportunities exists to build in evaluation
activities within a foresight activity. These do not need to be confined to
an explicit “Evaluation” event. Evaluative activities can be identified and

shaped at multiple stages of a foresight exercise and thereafter, and they

can involve different stakeholders in different roles.

Perhaps less evident is that evaluation can be conceived as a multi-level
process. At the “ground level,” the contents of the futures that are
generated by any foresight exercise are all legitimately and usefully the
focus of evaluative attention. At the next levels of scale, the aim and

methods of those organizing those foresight exercises are also evaluable.

Above that level are the ambitions of the platform administrator
concerning its use and performance. In between, there is the possibility
of analyses of multiple exercises, if they are being informed by a
common overall strategy.

More generally, any foresight process that involves consideration of
multiple alternative futures can be seen as involving generative and
evaluative phases, similar to those seen within ParEvo (variation and
selection). Alternative futures are articulated and these are selectively
responded to in different ways. The evolutionary algorithm, as
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implemented both in the biological and social worlds, is a search process ﬁ E
that necessarily and implicitly involves some form of evaluation activity. View PDF Redline PDF
The learning challenge is to make that evaluative activity transparent and
accountable. This applies to both ParEvo exercises and many other forms
of foresight exploring alternative futures.

For evaluators, it should be clear that foresight exercises such as ParEvo
offer a much wider perspective on the future than is the case with most
approaches taken to the development of theories of change for policies,
programs, and projects. While the contents of likely and desirable futures
will be relevant to the updating of existing theories of change, other E‘i'-!l||.l-i'|2|[ﬂ1 F':'"llq
futures outside these narrow bounds should be commanding evaluators’

attention. Articulation of the significant differences between these

alternative futures will help us identify “the box” we may find our

thinking in at present, and thus the possibility of getting out of it.

LIMITATIONS AND WAYS FORWARD

The very fecundity of the ParEvo process can bring its own problems.
ParEvo exercises to date have generated large bodies of text-around
15,000 words on average. Examples can be seen in the ICCS's publicly
available completed exercise (Hutchings & Mugenzi, 2023). While some
facilitators have extensive experience with content analysis methods,
others have not and have had to rapidly learn by doing (Beard et al.,
2023). In both cases, the time-consuming nature of many content
analysis methods can limit the value that can be extracted from what are
typically very rich “thick descriptions” of alternative futures (Geertz,
1972). However, the recent public availability of Large Language Model

(LLM) forms of Artificial Intelligence, now offers a much quicker and more Proof Initiated -]
customizable way of analyzing and comparing the contents of ParEvo 7/17/2024
storylines (Head et al., 2023). Promising results have already been made @

with the generation of headline summaries of participants' contributions

and the identification of significant differences between the contents of Corresponding Author
different groups of storylines, e.g., surviving versus extinct storylines. Due date: 7/19/2024

Start date: 7/17/2024
As may already be evident, embedded in any foresight exercise are a End date: 7/19/2024
multitude of judgments by different stakeholders about what to do next.

. . . . o Proof Collator

For example, in each iteration of a ParEvo exercise, participants choose Due date: 7/21/2024
which storyline they want to build on. They may do so for a range of Start date: 7/19/2024

reasons, from randomly to systematically applied. These choices are the
causal mechanisms driving the evolution of the storylines. However, in
the ParEvo exercises to date, they have received relatively little attention.
Yet they relate to a significant debate in evolutionary theory about the
role of random forces (known as genetic drift) versus consistent
environmental pressures of one kind or another (Le Page et al., 2020).
Knowledge of any conscious influences at work could shed more detailed
light on how participants are thinking about alternative futures, and give
facilitators the option of providing informed guidance on the selection of
storylines.

The management structure of the ParEvo.org platform also brings
limitations as well as opportunities. The ability of different self-selected
individuals and organizations to independently run their own exercises
on the platform means a wide range of exercise purposes and settings
have already been explored, well beyond the domain knowledge and
social networks of the administrator. However, the facilitators' very
independence means that the comparability of the processes and
outcomes of those exercises is partial. Facilitators interest, knowledge,
and resources available to invest in exercise evaluations also vary.
However, the background technical support offered to all facilitators by
the administrator means that sharing of knowledge across exercises has
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been possible on a case-by-case basis. As the number of completed
ParEvo exercises grows so will the potential for more systematic testing
of hypotheses and extraction of lessons through cross-case analyses.

The experience of enabling the ParEvo process to be run via an online
platform may also prompt more useful experiments with this approach
to making particular evaluation methods both available and comparable.
Two other similar platform-based initiatives are already underway, led by
the author. EvalC3, an Excel app developed for small-scale prediction
modeling and case-based inquiry is being developed into a publicly
available web-based application by Sheffield Hallam University. Another
web application enabling structured ethnographic inquiries will also soon
become available to evaluators on another dedicated platform.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST STATEMENT

The author declares no conflicts of interest.

ENDNOTES

Facilitators are self-selected people who want to run a ParEvo exercise, and
who register to do so on www.paraevo.org. They are responsible for the
design of their exercise, including selection of participants. They are
provided with background technical support by the platform administrator
(the author), before and during their exercise.

The participant survey also asks participants about the events they think are
most surprisingly missing from and included in the storylines

(a) Leading - building on one's own contributions and others building on
these, (b) Isolating - building on one's own contributions and others not
building on these, (c) Following - building on others contributions, and
others building on these, and (d) Bridging - building on others contributions
and other building on one's own
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