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Abstract 
This report describes the Futures Deck and card game that was developed and utilized in 2016 and 2017 by the 

Centre for Strategic and Policy Studies, Brunei Darussalam. The deck was designed to assist policy makers in Brunei 
to come to terms with emerging issues and trends of relevance to Brunei, as well as to the broader ASEAN region. The 
deck and the game were utilized in the context of foresight workshops, specifically within the ‘anticipation’ segment of 
the six pillars approach (Inayatullah, 2008).

Introduction
Like most other countries and regions, Brunei is in the midst of a challenging global transformation, with 

a restructuring of its economy, society and human engagement with its natural and built environment. As a 
response, the Centre for Strategic and Policy Studies (CSPS) has embarked on the task of infusing proactive 
and anticipatory approaches into advising policy making.  The CSPS is a government-funded research think 
tank set up in 2006 to undertake independent and objective policy research and analysis on strategic issues 
concerning Brunei Darussalam. Since May 2016, CSPS’s expanded mandate is to become an “Internationally 
recognised foresight think tank” - in addition to its flagship as the premier think tank for strategic and policy 
studies for Brunei Darussalam. More concretely, CSPS has engaged in several foresight projects such as: 
(1) identifying emerging issues and trends likely to impact Brunei in the near and medium term future; (2) 
conducting horizon scanning processes in order to provide more future-oriented policy advice; (3) developing 
alternative approaches to strategic planning, and, (4) identifying specific strategies and policies more likely to 
lead towards the fulfilments of the overall goals and the main eight strategies of the Brunei’s national vision: 
Wawasan 2035. One outcome of this process was the creation of the Futures Deck. The goal behind such an 
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outcome was to further develop the anticipation skills of the policy makers in Brunei. The creation 
of the deck took about six months and it is planned that it will be further refined.

The identification of trends and emerging issues of relevance to Brunei – upon which the deck 
is based - went through several phases. The initial phase identified some thirty key trends and 
issues (May-July, 2016), to which another forty or so were added later (August-September) – both 
phases were conducted by the researchers of the CSPS. Finally, participants at the CSPS Forum 
(22 September 2016) on Applying Strategic Foresight and Horizon Scanning for Policy Making 
in Brunei offered their own input. The Forum participants included senior government officers, 
including permanent secretaries, as well as CEOs and other executive level participants from the 
private sector. The participants were presented with a list of forty trends and emerging issues at 
the Forum, out of which twelve were prioritised and described in more detail. The participants 
then voted on issues in terms of their importance and future impact for Brunei. They also proposed 
additional topics, trends and emerging issues to be included within the deck. Issues identified during 
and after the Forum were then collated within a Futures Deck, where each trend or emerging issue 
is described and summarised. The description is followed by three key questions of relevance to 
Brunei. These questions were further discussed and trialled at a three day workshop conducted 
by the CSPS in November 2016. A total of twenty eight participants attended the workshop. 
Participants were middle to senior level officers drawn from the government and private sector, 
including the Ministry of Home Affairs, Management Service Department, Civil Service Institute, 
Ministry of Finance, Ministry of Development, MOC Sdn Bhd and SprintVille Technologies. During 
this workshop the card game was also trialled, receiving a positive response from the participants.

The Futures Deck

 Figure 1. Cover and the first card of the deck

The creation of the futures deck was inspired by the future deck cards previously created by 
the Centre for Strategic Futures, Singapore1 and The Takshashila Institution, India2. The Futures 
Folio on the Emerging Themes for Europe’s Future published by the European Commission in 2013 
was also consulted3. While there are a number of other futures decks4, it was these three that were 
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seen as the most appropriate given their public policy context5. This was then followed up with the 
research on trends and emerging issues by the CSPS researchers. Researchers investigated global, 
regional and national trends and then scrutinized them in light of the governmental priorities and 
social issues in Brunei. Local knowledge and the previous research of government documents, 
surveys, mainstream and social media was utilized by the researchers.

The first (and at the time of the writing the current) version of the Brunei Futures Initiative’s 
Futures Deck consists of fifty cards, three of which are introductory (About: 1. Futures Deck, 2. 
Centre for Strategic and Policy Studies and 3. CSPS’s Brunei Futures Initiative). 

Figure 2. The third introductory card in the deck. Vision of the Pusat Bandar (central area) of Bandar Seri 
Begawan from the 2014 Project for the revitalization of the Kampung Ayer (water village) zone by giD&Part-
ners6

The other forty seven cards are organized within these nine main areas: Economy (nine cards), 
Society (ten cards), Work (three cards), Environment (six cards), Health (five cards), Technology 
& Science (four cards), Conflict & Security (three cards), Education (four cards) and Governance 
(three cards). Earlier versions of the deck had dozens of additional topics within these areas. The 
larger list of issues was then reduced based on the prioritization processes described earlier. The 
deck is meant to be a starting point; used at workshops and forums as a platform to share ideas and 
views on issues and to examine the impact of the issues on public policy. The project is on-going as 
the horizon scanning research continues. It is envisioned that the deck will be updated regularly (for 
example, bi-annually). 
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Below is the list of forty-seven prioritised trends and emerging issues for Brunei Darussalam 
(Tables 1 & 2). Seven examples of the actual cards are provided in the Appendix.

Table 1 & 2. Forty seven prioritised trends and emerging issues for Brunei Darussalam 
from the Futures Deck
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Card Game
There are several ways to use the Futures Card Deck.  Here we outline three main ways the 

deck was designed for use in Brunei.

1.	 Discussion. At the workshop participants are usually divided into 4-6 groups of five people 
per table (on average). Each table is given the deck. They then pick cards out of the deck in 
order to share ideas and views on issues and to examine the impact of the issues on public 
policy. The deck can also be used to craft new scenarios based on two or more cards. That 
is, each group selects two or more cards and discusses their combined impact. This is done 
because emerging issues and trends rarely exist in ‘laboratory’ conditions. That is, multiple 
changes commonly take place so this approach assists in understanding the complexity of 
the problems and changes at hand.

2.	 Placement. There was a lively and in-depth discussion amongst researchers and then 
participants about the difference between emerging issues and trends. Some well established 
global trends (i.e. ‘depression on the rise’) are indeed only an emerging issue in Brunei. 
To assist this differentiation and further discussion a big white paper is placed on the table 
which outlines the S curve. Participants then place chosen cards on the S curve, discussing 
if a specific topic is an emerging issue or a trend in Brunei. This is important because 
emerging issues are often neglected and such a process helps with raising the awareness of 
issues that may become pertinent in the nearby future. Policy-makers are then encouraged 
to apply that knowledge within their own zone of influence and area of work. For example, 
they may re-evaluate some of their strategic plans and activities of their departments, based 
on the emerging issues and current trends.

3.	 The Game. The objective of the game is to: 1. Encourage in-depth participation in using 
the deck cards; 2. Illustrate the importance of emerging issues/trends; 3. Create a  more 
embodied and personalised experience when considering trends and emerging issues. Set up 
of the game is as follows: 1. Participants are placed into different/smaller groups. 2. Each 
group comes up with a goal or strategy relating to their organisation, field of work or the 
country. 3. Each group receives a copy of the deck cards. 4. One group presents their goal 
or strategy. 5. All the other groups/participants present as many of the topics on the deck 
cards (or come up with their own via the empty card) as possible that will have a significant 
impact on the presented goal or strategy. This activity is repeated for all the groups.

Out of the three designed options it was the third one that was trialed at the workshops in 
November 2016 and August 2017. The Game was slightly adjusted each time. In 2016,  it involved 
two people from each group coming up front and sharing their vision. Participants from the other 
tables (two from each) were then asked to raise a ‘what if’ question based on the cards they thought 
may significantly challenge that particular vision. Participants had fun competing with each other 
in terms of who can come up with the most challenging ‘what if’ questions to the vision/strategy. 
Each group’s performance was evaluated based on the timing (they had only 2 minutes each) and 
their responses. This was done to ensure the game’s dynamism and participants’ engagement. Two 
monitors measured the time spent and evaluated the responses. The whole group then voted in terms 
of the ‘robustness’ of responses – i.e. how the vision/strategy was best ‘defended’ in light of some 
challenging ‘what-ifs’. The purpose of the game was to make visions and strategies more robust and 
for policy-makers to be more ready for future challenges being thrown their way.

After the three-day workshop in 2016, a very basic feedback form was given to the participants 
to evaluate the workshop, including the ‘anticipating’ segment within which the futures deck and 
the game were used. Out of twenty two participants who filled in the form, fourteen participants 
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marked the process as ‘highly satisfactory’ and eight as ‘satisfactory’. All twenty two participants 
said they would recommend the workshop to others, especially to ‘the top management’/’upper 
level managers’. Other recommendations included the workshop being offered to the: ‘strategic 
planners’, ‘all middle and senior managers’, ‘office of Policy & Foresight’, ‘head of departments 
and high level executives’, “delivery unit & Wawasan Secretariat’ and ‘my colleagues/peers’. 
Several participants also commented that ‘the duration of the course was insufficient and needed 
to be longer’. And, of relevance to the deck and the game, they highlighted the ‘practical activities 
[which] really help to make us understand more in the application of the strategy’. 

In August 2017, another forty participants from the government sector (PM Office, The 
Central Bank of Brunei, Royal Brunei Police Force, Ministry of Education, Ministry of Defence 
and Ministry of Religious Affairs) took part in the three-day Executive Development workshop 
on Strategic Foresight. The game was adjusted once again, made more competitive amongst both 
individuals and teams. In the first instance, the teams competed against each other, in a similar 
manner as in the 2016 workshop. They were challenged by other teams to ‘defend’ their vision and 
come up with policy solutions in light of emerging issues and trends from the Futures Deck. From 
these teams, three ‘best performing’ competitors were chosen. They then participated as competitors 
amongst themselves at the Forum which included workshop participants as well as external guests 
(from Brunei Government, PM’s Office, CSPS Board of Directors etc.). 

By manifesting a deep understanding of futures and strategic foresight and its application 
in policy the three selected participants received ‘the Best Brunei Futurists’ Award. In addition, 
the winning team for the deck card which tested their future goals against many possible future 
scenarios was also honoured. An open-ended feedback form was presented to all workshop 
participants after they engaged with the game asking them about their  experience and what 
they thought of the game. Their responses could be grouped within the following categories: 1. 
Interrelatedness  of Emerging Issues; 2. Spontaneous and Fun Format for Discussion; and 3. New 
Ideas Generation; Challenge to the Current Thinking/Knowledge. For example:

Everything is connected… interrelated, … regardless of topics … you just have to find the 
link. There is nothing isolated no matter how remote the connection between two things. 
Interlinkages between different topics [help in] identifying first, second order [impacts 
of] emerging issues/trends. Seemingly unrelated events may have effects on another de-
velopment. The Deck Game allows participants to develop more related ideas from the 
issues raised or asked.

Overall a fun game. The game was exciting, spontaneous and required simple and rele-
vant responses to the questions given. [Teaches] us to think fast & spontaneously. Think 
better under pressure. A very interactive and open session. Provided swift response to 
any issue raised, which is better than getting solutions/strategies during official/organ-
ised meetings. Impressed with ‘the spontaneous answers’ from the participants.

Able to think of the “unthinkable” … challenges us to think “outside of the box” … ex-
ercises and opens up the mind. Knowledge sharing; teamwork; cooperative [and] com-
petitive. Random issues can make you go beyond your normal perceptions. [We] need to 
check pros and cons when creating a policy. Able to assess scenarios of topics from dif-
ferent angles. Perspectives can be widened. The more futures scenarios, the better. There 
are many areas we should look into and based on others’ different background and ex-
pertise, it became clear, … we should not be comfortable in our own cocoon. Helps open 
minds and get people out of groupthink. There is always a solution for any problem.
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In addition to the overwhelmingly positive response by the participants, a few had an issue with 
the exploratory and spontaneous nature of the game, and also commented on its limitations:

Participants can seem to make up ‘facts’ to respond to questions quickly. It would be dif-
ficult to fact check or verify response that seem legit.

There seem to be a bias in group exercise to say that there is a direct effect (on unrelated 
phenomena).

One needs to be resourceful to be able to answer the surprise question.

These responses indicate that a better context for the game needs to be given – including its 
purpose and ‘how tos’. Indeed, these points were also mentioned by the participants:

The rules of the games should be explained more clearly. Rules & regulations of the 
game could be very well explained better…more time allocation would solve this. 

Conclusion
The processes previously described are novel for the CSPS and indeed Brunei as well. They are 

currently under trial and are to be fine-tuned and improved based on participants’ input and based on 
researchers’ new findings. The Futures Deck and the game based on it have been an important pilot 
project which is hopefully to further develop over the coming years. For now, it will continue to be 
applied and shared by the CSPS researchers in workshop and forum settings with Brunei’s policy 
makers.
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Appendix: Future Deck Card Examples
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Endnotes
1.	http://www.csf.gov.sg/docs/default-source/default-document-library/future-deck-cards.pdf. 

Accessed 12 October 2017.
2.	http://takshashila.org.in/the-takshashila-future-deck/. Accessed 12 October 2017.
3.	The Futures Folio was produced by ‘a consortium led by Fast Future, with TCS Digital World 

and Peter Stevens’ as part of DG Connect (Directorate General for Communications Networks, 
Content and Technology), Digital Futures Task Force and the Futurium foresight exercises which 
ran from 2011- 2013. For more information consult https://ec.europa.eu/digital-single-market/en/
blog/journey-2050-visions-and-policy-challenges-digital-futures-takes-its-final-bow (Accessed 
12 October 2017) and http://espas.eu/orbis/sites/default/files/generated/document/en/Digital%20
Futures_final_report.pdf (Accessed 12 October 2017).

4.	For example Manoa School Change Engine Deck: http://journal.rorosoro.com/manoa-school-
change-engines-deck/ (Accessed 12 October 2017); GEElab FutureDeck http://www.geelab.eu/
content/futuredeck (Accessed 12 October 2017); and Arup Drivers of Change Card Sets: http://
www.driversofchange.com/tools/doc/ (Accessed 12 October 2017), to name a few. 

5.	Indeed, in the last thirty years there has been a move from expert based forecasting to interactive-
based foresight. The increased use of Futures Card Decks is an example of this.

6.	http://gidnp.com/prj_2014_l_gh.html. Accessed 12 October 2017.
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