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By systematically scanning a variety of sources, administrators
can keep up with-and even conquer-the information deluge.
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Trjhe last two decades brought great
acceleration in change, and the
.years ahead will bring even

more. Increasingly this accelerating
change has come from developments in
the external environment-the envsiron-
ment in which our institutions must
survive and thrive. Thus, anticipating
and responding to change is a major
responsibility for all institutions.

Although changes may seem to come
upon us without warning, experience
shows this is rarely the case. Unfortu-
nately, we often disregard or misinter-
pret the signals of change. We tend to
spend our time on issues we perceive to
be most important right now; we fail to
scan our surroundings for changes that
are in the early stages of development.
The flood of problems that forces us into
crisis management makes concern for
emerging issues appear to be a luxury. It
is not. It is a necessity.

Even though the signals of change are
available to us, separating them from
the tremendous amount of "information
noise" is almost overwhelming. Another
difficulty lies in the human characteris-
tic of not seeing what we do not want to
see. We quickly filter out of the noise

the signals that confirm our established
positions and ideas. We also block out
information that forces us to rethink
ideas, opinions, and attitudes, or that
forces us to adapt to change. The scan-
ning process is an organized, conscious
struggle against these human character-
istics and limitations.

The Blinders We Wear
Missing important signals of impending
change is a natural consequence of the
way we conduct our daily affairs. Since
most organizations have no formal scan-
ning function to look at the external
environment, they implicitly rely on the
information flowing to their administra-
tors. Surveys conducted of the external
information resources used by execu-
tives in business, government, and pro-
fessional associations always come to the
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same astounding conclusion: everybody
uses the same information resources.
They typically review a weekly news
magazine, a major national newspaper,
a local newspaper, one or two publica-
tions focused on their profession, busi-
ness, or industry, and see TV national
network news and news magazine pro-
grams. Virtually no one reads Working
Woman. Virtually no one reads Sierra.
Virtually no one reads Ebony, Savvy,
High Times, Young Miss, Mother Jones,
Teen, The Futurist, or any of the other
literature reporting on, advocating, or
involved in change. We would never
consciously design an information sys-
tem around a few mainstream re-
sources-but that is what we have done.

In spite of the narrow base of our
information resources, many of the im-
portant changes facing us in the future
are known to the leadership of organiza-
tions. If we were to ask: "What issues
face our present or planned operations
that you believe will demand a response
in the future and that have not yet
begun to receive any significant atten-
tion," we would receive a flood of infor-
mation. This raises two issues: how can
this information be systematically fed
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into the organization and how call the
quality of the information be improved?

We will briefly describe the design
and operation of an environmental
scanning system and then illustrate how
a school svstem can use the results to
avoid some crises and have more lead
time for crises that cannot be avoided.

Developing a Scanning System
One individual can set up a scanning
system, but it is better if seve-ral top
administrators work together. There are
two main reasons for this. First, only
those with a broad view of current oper-
ations and future directions of the
school system as well as its capabilities
for responding can evaluate the poten-
tial importance or rleviance of cmerg-
ing issues. Second, the problems of
achieving the necessary communica-
tion, recognition, and acceptance of
information about change in the cxtcr-
nal environment are miniri7zed. If the
scanning task is delegated to a single
person or a group of experts in an
external service, the results of scanning
can easily be ignored or their use post-
poned. If top administrators are person-
ally involved, reporting and organiza-
tional problems are minimized

Finally, the scanning process cncour-
ages a kind of thinking among the lead-
ership of al organization that is needed
and valuable. This continuous search-
ing for and questioning of the intercon-
nection of events and of the potential
importance of external developments
encourages a new process and approach
to problems that can be valuable in
other management decision-making
processes.

There arc only a fesw basic design
requirements for a scanning system.
The first step is to determine the areas
that need to be scanned. TFhis list should
include issues in each of four areas-
social, technical, economic, and legis-
lative/regulatory developments. The 20
to 30 issues that would be developed
from the survey might be organized into
groups to identify the 10 or 15 issue
areas that will be covered by scanning.
Several specific issues might all belong
in a general issue area such as minority
rights, environmental quality, comput-
ers/communications, and so forth. (This
list will change as new areas surface.)

The next step is to create a set of files
around these issue areas. Then the in-
formation resources that are covered
need to be matched against the list of

issue areas to ensure that each area is
covered. Each member of the scanning
group is assigned one or more of these
specific resources to scan. National
news magazines will. of course, eventu-
allyv cover all issues that reach a certain
threshold of importance. While thes!
provide an excellent general rcsource for
areas that do not justify a separate file.
they are not adequate for areas that arc
to be scanned. These general resoturces
are extremely important since the ap-
pearance of an issue in them signals its
growth and spread to a larger audience.
But for resources that will identihf
emerging issues, specialized publica-
tions must be used. The particular pub-
lications to use depend on the specific
issues.

What to Scan?
Specialized magazines, periodicals.
newsletters, and news sources in each of
the four major areas should be scanned.
A special effort should be made to in-
clude public opinion polls on all avail-
able issues. It is almost a requirement
that a scanning system include a file on
public opinion and that all opinion polls
be included, no matter swhat the issue
(an excellent source is the American
Enterprise Institute's Public Opinion
magazine. ) Of course, newspapers con-
stitute a major scanning resource. In-
deed several national newspapers should
be scanned on a continuing basis since
each newspaper has its particular focus
and biases. Usually these include the
New York Times, with its focus on
international affairs, the Washington
Post or Washington Times wsith their
focus on domestic political develop-
ments, the Chicago Tribune, with its
focus on the midwest, the Los Angeles
Times, with its west coast perspective.
and one of the major papers from the
sunbelt-Atlanta, Houston, or Miami.
Perhaps the best newspaper for scanning
is U.S.A. Today with its emphasis on
factual news rather than analysis and
opinion. The Wall Street lournal con-
tinues to be one of the best newspapers
in the country for identifying emerging
issues.

Using Scanning Results
Periodically all of the materials that
come into the scanning system need to
be reviewed, organized, analyzed, and
evaluated. Even a small scanning sys-
tem can, in a couple of months, pro-
duce a hundred or more items. The

chief scanner's job is to review this
material and organize it into the specific
issues that are identified-usually not
more than 30 new issues. For example.
scanning by the Policy .Analysis Compa-
nv recentlv found several items con-
cemed with known or suspected carcin-
ogens in school facilities and associated
interior air quality standards. The
sources of these items ranged from pro-
posed legislation to planned medical
research. to discussions with an expert.
to a policy statement by the Association
of Heating. Air Conditioning. and En-
vironmental Control Contractors. All of
these items pointed to a single issue.

Analyzing Impacts
When the scanning categonries hasv
been organized. some uinderstanding of
the potential impact of each issue must
be developed. One technique is to
sharpen the issue into a scenario. For
example, suppose the screening com-
mittee discovered forecasts that its re-
gion would be at the leading edge of the
national trend toward an aging societ.
This might be stated: the average age of
the regional population will increase hI-
10 years. The emphasis at this stage
should not be on the likelihood of this
happening. h.t rather on what the con-
sequences _.d be if it ere tohappen.
Indeed, the next question is. Ul'hat
would happen if... ?" Here., the search
is for first-order or direct effects if the
starting event occurred. When fise or
six direct impacts have been identified.
the "what if' process is repeated for
each of the first-order impacts. This
enables us to identify second-order ef-
fects.

The rule of this process is that any
possible impact is acceptable. As this is a
brainstorming session for understanding
the importance of an issue. the fact that
an impact is small or unlikely is no
reason to exclude it from consideration.
The only reasonable limit is the size of
the diagram created from this expora-
tion of effects. Typically, third- and
fourth-order impacts are sufficient to
explore the full context of the impact of
an issue. The resulting diagram is
known as an impact network.

Figure I shows an example of an
impact network for the aging societ.
There are both positive and negative
implications for public education. On
the one hand, the demands of parents of
the relativels fewer children who are in
school seem likely to increase while the
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vast majority of adults either do not have
children or are no longer parents of a
school-age child. A recent edition of the
American Journal of College Health esti-
mates that the majority of adults-as
many as 64 percent-do not have chil-
dren of school age (Nadelson, 1983).
Major impacts of the aging society will
be relative declining salaries of school
teachers, particularly starting salaries.
The effect of most of the feedback loops
is to aggravate the problems focused
around decreased support. However,
there are some positive factors resulting
from an aging society. For example,
schools may receive increased volunteer
support in the classroom in the form of
teacher aides or teachers of specialized
subjects. Moreover, cutbacks in funding
may also have positive third- and fourth-

order effects: thev will necessitate more
efficient use of resources, an efficiency
that may be met by application of edu-
cational technology, thereby stimulat-
ing instructional experimentation and
innovation.

Setting Priorities
When the impact networks have been
completed for each issue, the scanning
group is ready to move on to developing
and evaluating relative priorities. Again,
for simplicity, a simple technique can
be used to organize and structure this
process. For each issue, each member
of the committee is asked to make two
independent decisions. First, what is the
probability or likelihood that the issue
will develop in the next five to ten years?
And second, what is its impact (on a

scale of I to 10) if it were to develop?
These two judgments are the coordi-
nates of a point on a graph. A sample
probability-impact graph is shown in
Figure 2.

When evaluating the probability and
impact of each issue, the group needs to
employ the rules of democracy--verv-
one gets to vote anonymously. Usually
each member of the group will have all
impact graph for each issue. When
everyone has voted, the graphs are col-
lected and the results collaged onto a
single chart. The resulting scatter of the
votes graphically shows the opinion of
the group. If the votes are clustered in
such an area that it is reasonable and
practical to average them as an expres-
sion of the group opinion, then addi-
tional voting may not be necessary. If
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the group feels that more discussion is
needed, then additional rounds of anon-
ymous voting with feedback of the group
opinion should follow. Typically the
chief scanner will guide the group
through a discussion of the various pos-
sible reasons for extreme votes that ap-
pear in group response. Thus the ques-
tion is not, "Who said this is
unimportant?," but rather, "Can some-
one imagine the rationale of a person
who thinks this is unimportant?" The
value of anonymity continues.

When the probability-impact charts
have been prepared for all issues, the
issues can be ranked according to the

product of probability and impact. This
is shown in Figure 21 where there is
reasonable consensus about both the
probability and the impact. The weight-
ed importance is 3.2 (70 percent times
4.5). The "O" event on the other hand,
shows some consensus about the proba-
bilitv-low-but little consensus about
whether the impact is positive or nega-
tive. The "O" event needs to be recycled
for additional discussion, voting, redefi-
nition, and so on. The process of se-
quential anonymous voting with group
feedback is known as the Delphi tech-
nique.

If the number of issues to begin with

is verv large, then it may not be practical
to prepare an impact newtork for ervy
event. An initial screening through the
use of a probability impact chart mav be
valuable to reduce the number of issues
to manageable size as determined bI
resources available to the committee.
This manageable set of issues then pro-
ceeds through impact network and the
probability-impact graph stages.

Using the Scanming Systen
The scanning system has now produced
an extremely interesting document:
first, an ordering of external events in
terms of their potential importance to
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"The purpose of
the scanning sys-
tem is to alert
the organization
to its own best
thinking, which
may provide op-
portunities or
threats."

the school system; second, an analysis of
the kinds of effects each event could
have-the impact networks; third, se-
lected clippings from the scanning file
showing the source and background of
the issue. This document now provides
important information for the strategic
planning process of the school system.
Issues within the control of the school
system should be added to the agenda of
strategic planning. Issues not within its
control should be added to the planning
assumptions used in strategic planning.
Of course, specific issues might be di-
rected to their corresponding depart-
ments-affirmative action issues to per-
sonnel, student issues to the dean, and
so forth. To facilitate the use of these
results, many scanning systems in the
business community publish newsletters
to distribute throughout the organiza-
tion. These newsletters identify and dis-
cuss the issues identified in scanning as
well as the impacts developed by the
committee.

Dividends
The purpose of the scanning system is to
alert the organization to its ownl best
thinking about emerging issues, which
may provide opportunities or threats. It
does this through an orderly system of
organizing resources to anticipate and
respond to these issues. Few if any
school systems have established scan-
ning committees to the extent described
in this paper, probably because develop-
ing such a committee requires expendi-
tures of time, energy and money. One
way a district may reduce this expense is
to involve faculty members. Another
way would be to establish a consortium
linked through electronic mail in which
the scanning task can be shared. What-
ever the cost, establishing a scanning
process within a school system will pay
dividends in that system's ability to an-
ticipate and manage changc.e

'This chart is from Renfro, W. L., and
Morrison, J. L., "The Scanning Process:
Getting Started," in Applying Futures Re-
search in Institutional Research, New Direc-
tions in Institutional Research Number 39,
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1983)
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