
What it is
The Visual story is a visual tool 
that helps you to imagine and de-
scribe the ideal future that would 
happen as a consequence of suc-
ceeding in your project. This tool 
is built on the Cover Story, de-
veloped by the visual meetings 
company The Grove (Macanufo 
et al. 2010). The objective of the 
tool is to suspend all disbelief and 
envision a future state that is so 
stellar that it landed the project/
group challenge on the cover of 
the media. To do that, this activ-
ity challenges you to describe, 
with words and pictures, the suc-
cessful future outcome and the 
process to reach it. 

When to use
We will usually use visioning right 
after defining the problem or the 
challenge you are facing and before 
starting any specific project. This is 
the moment to build a common 
vision about the desired future for 
the challenge you have just defined 
(buildings, energy, food, mobility…) 

in an appealing and visual way. 
After envisioning the future you 
can start conceiving projects, but it 
shouldn’t be done before. 

Why it is useful
Storytelling driven techniques are 
taking over more and more vision-
ing workshops, due to their sim-
plicity and their capacity to intro-
duce disruptive ideas absolutely 
disconnected from the present 
time. In this regard, the Visual sto-
ry follows these features, making 
the process of disruptive thinking 
more accessible and easy. 
  
Since it suspends all connections 
with the present time, it facili-
tates the process for disruptive 
thinking which can lead to radi-
cal innovation. The price for that 
creativity is that neither feasibil-
ity nor probability are included 
as criteria to build the vision. As 
a consequence before building 
plans and projects on your vision 
you should go for a backcasting 
process which will root your pro-
cess in the real world. 

Visual story

HOW MANY

HOW LONG

DIFFICULTY

WHAT YOU GET

WHAT YOU NEED

WHAT IS NEXT

From 2  to  5 people.

60-90 min.

Low.

A visual story of the future you can imagine.

An idea about the new future you would like 
to achieve as a consequence of your project 
succeed.

After envisioning your future you will need to 
build the pathway from the present time to 
that future. Hence you can go for any of the 
backcasting tools.
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QUOTES
Write down any quotation that 
someone in the future might be 
saying about your project, your 
innovations and your success. 
“Quotes” can be from anyone as 
long as they’re related to the sto-
ry. Quotes should be INSPIRING

STACK OF PAPERS
“Stack of papers” reveals the back-
ground stories behind the history 
of your success. Pitfalls, draw-
backs, milestones, new alliances... 

HEADLINES
“Headlines” convey the sub-
stance of the cover story.  It is 
something other than the mere 
cover. It must be FUZZY but 
SPECIFIC enough to be turn into 
an agenda. Some description of 
the process and/or the outcome. 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
IMAGES
“Images” stand for the initial 
challenge and the changes 
achieved in the SHORT, MIDDLE 
and LONG TERM. Draw some 
pictures depicting your achieve-
ments or milestones.

COVER
“Cover” tells the great sto-
ry of your success. It should 
represent what the cover 
of main papers are saying 
about your story. How they 
describe it, what the head-
lines would be. This cover 
should convey a message 
both APPEALING and EASY 
TO CONVEY.

RADICAL IDEAS
“Radical Ideas” documents 
init ial ideas for the project 
that drove you to this shiny 
future. That is, the ideas 
underlying the RADICAL 
INNOVATION. What ideas 
fuelled the process? Where 
did they come from? 

The Canvas
The canvas is made up of six parts, each one 
describes a different aspect of the future or the 
process to achieve it. 
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STEP 1. Define yourself 
and draw the canvas
This is the future, you managed 
to pull off for your challenge. 
Before starting to imagine that 
future, define who you are and 
the role you played during the 
process to reach the future and 
your ‘new/adapted’ role in this 
new future.  If you are in a real 
project, then adopt your own 
roles as different stakeholders. 
If you are working in a training 
session or with no stakeholders 
involved, then pretend each of 
you are different stakeholders 
and play their role. This pre-
tending game will enrich the 
perspectives when it comes to 
envisioning the future. 
  
After adopting your respective 
roles, take a large piece of paper 
and draw the canvas with its six 
different sections

STEP 2. 
Imagine the future
Envision the future. Imagine 
that you are 20 years from 
now (or the interval you de-
cide). What does your sustain-

able future look like? Depend-
ing on the challenge: Where do 
people live, what does it look 
like? How do they move, make 
transactions, spend their days, 
what does the environment 
look like? What social/technical 
options are available?  Which 
technology is needed?  How 
does it affect culture and  the 
structure of society?  What are 
important trends, and events? 
Could we make the future vision 
even more sustainable? That’s 
visioning. Spend a few minutes 
to imagine individually and then 
start a brainstorm. 
  
In this step, suspend all 
judgement and simply let 
your ideas flow freely. You 
can use post-its to write 
down as many ideas as you 
all can, describing what the 
future looks like. As you ex-
plain and discuss ideas, put 
them on a wall; make clusters 
and include new ideas arising 
throughout the discussion. 
Some ideas will be about 
technology, others regard-
ing regulations,  new ways of 
consumption, infrastructures, 
etc. After 30 or 40 minutes of 

Steps
discussion, a more concrete 
vision of the future should be 
emerging. It is time for you to 
pick out those most repre-
sentative ideas for the future 
you, collectively, have built. 

STEP 3. 
Fill out the canvas
Use the canvas to turn your 
ideas about the future into pic-
tures, words and stories. Try 
to imagine what will be said 
about your challenge when it is 
achieved. The canvas will help 
you to narrow down the fuzzy 
vision you probably built in the 
previous step.  Remember that 
your vision should be credible 
but also radical, easy to convey 
and inspiring, fuzzy but specific 
enough to be agenda permit-
ting. Finally, it should be based 
on radical innovation in the me-
dium-term to long-term hori-
zon, encompassing both tech-
nology and society. 

STEP 4. 
Debrief
Now, with your new future in 
your pocket, spend some time 

reflecting on the outcome and 
the process. 
  
Was it easy to detach from 
current trends and for putting 
your brain in a disruptive mode? 
Was it specific enough? Do you 
think it will be achievable? Was 
the discussion biased towards 
some approach or stake-
holder’s perspective? Do you 
think some perspectives were 
missed in the process? Did you 
spot the exact system “failure” 
that needs to be solved? Did 
you find many different alterna-
tives for the future in which the 
problem is resolved? While you 
were working on the vision, did 
you find it easier to think about 
new technologies or any other 
dimension of the system such 
as new use habits, new infra-
structures, new ways or social 
organisations, etc.? Why do you 
think there was a bias? 

This is the future 
you managed to 
pull off for your 
challenge.
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Don’t use the vision as something im-
mutable. You may need to revise your 
vision, under some conditions such as:

• An assessment of the feasibility 
and acceptability of your experiment 
shows that the vision is unrealistic,
• You encounter unexpected situa-
tions in the course of the experiment,
• New developments occur that you 
need to respond to. 

You have to put yourselves into that fu-
ture and to describe it using present and past tenses.
Be creative from the very beginning and dare to draw your own 
version of the canvas. Remember the sections you should cover, 
but make up your own design, add new sections, etc.

• Visioning should be a participatory tool in which a large 
diversity of stakeholders ensures a richer and broader 
vision. Therefore, consider inviting other stakeholders 
outside of the project or just playing different roles your-
selves if you are in a training session.
  
In formulating the vision, you could consider:

• Other relevant experiments
• How you will link your experiment to general trends 
and pressures coming from the macro-level (windows 
of opportunity?) 
• Structural bottlenecks that explain why the goal has 
not yet been accomplished.
• Don’t give up too soon. 

Find more here

Tips
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http://www.climate-kic.org/transitions-hub 
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The CanvasVisual story
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