Update Commentary on Barack Obama Scenarios

June, 2009

The scenario discussion below was created in November 2008 as a tool to provide a deeper discussion about the likely future of an Obama Administration. I have not changed the original presentation.  The President has now been in office about 18 months and thus this is a good point at which to consider where things stand, especially against the key drivers and the likely scenarios.  

I find it safe to say that the jury is still out on what, if any, scenario will prove most prescient, as they all still provide a framework for potential worlds.  The biggest surprise so far that was not foreseen in the scenarios is of course the Gulf Coast oil disaster.  However ugly this event is, its political significance (and even it economic significance) may prove small (oil prices are moving more on China’s move currency and economic moves than on news of the spill).  When the spill is stopped, this story will likely quickly move to the back pages of news reports.  The significance of it might be increased if it shapes and allows new and effective energy legislation to get passed in 2010 (for example with strong support for renewable energy and alternative energy in general).
If there is a personal feeling I have within the context of the scenarios it is that the scenario in which Mr. Obama is not re-elected in 2012 may be more likely than currently anticipated.  Here might be the key elements: a second and deeper recession than in 2009 occurring in 2011; massive and ballooning deficits that lead to higher interest rates and a lack of fiscal flexibility to confront the recession; mounting inflation as the dollar collapses in value; and finally, a failed efforts in the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars/Middle East Peace/Pakistan nexus of problems.   Mr. Obama may also get criticism from the Left/Progressive members of the Democratic Party, who choose not to show up in large enough numbers on election day.  He could then loose a narrow victory to a just right-of-center Republican who has a compelling personal story and is good on camera.  Americans may also be in the mood for budget-cutting to address the deficit and may not trust Obama to do so effectively.
Looking back on the Obama Presidency, the biggest mistake he might have made could be seen as protecting America’s banks and making public debts what were previously private mistaken investments.  The cost of this will be seen as far beyond anything that can reasonably be called fair or even necessary.  The “President from Goldman Sachs” may not be fair, but it might unfortunately stick and Mr. Obama might be seen as a person who could not fully escape his elite background and way of seeing the world.
Finally, I want to reminder any reader that this work is for thinking and learning forward, and for discussion.  I am not predicting the future, but providing food for thought.  Send me a note if you want at: gerald@artofquantumplanning.com.
Gerald Harris

June, 2010
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Key Points:
These scenarios are “what if” stories to help people think.  Scenarios are common tool used in strategic planning by major companies when dealing with uncertainty.

1. There are potentially very challenging and difficult times facing any     President—John McCain or Barack Obama.  Events can move against him and the nation and lead to an unsuccessful Presidency.

2. The course of the global economy will have a huge influence on the success of the next President—the shorter and milder the recession the better for Obama.
3. There will always be polarization in politics—the lower the backlash against Barack Obama and the better he and his team handle it the greater will be the success of his Administration.

4. For deeper consideration of the future of an Obama Presidency see the six big forces of influence on page 3.
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This document is entirely speculative and is not a prediction or a forecast.  The future is 

not predictable. I am writing it to provoke discussion and deeper thinking.  I am using my 

years of experience as a futurist to set forth a framework for discussion that I hope 

readers will find both interesting and fun.

A few words about scenario analysis and then I will present the analysis.  Scenarios are 

alternative views of the future that can be used to manage in an uncertain environment.  

They are tools to help bring forth ideas, learning and creativity.  When properly used, they 

can lead to learning and insight.  When used in a strategic planning process they can be 

used to generate and test potential strategic options to respond to the risks and 

opportunities identified in the scenarios.

I am writing this set of scenarios in order to generate more open thinking about both the 

potential upsides and downsides of a victory by Barack Obama in the 2008 Presidential 

election.  To be fair in disclosure, I am a supporter of Barack Obama.  I just don’t think 

that is the end of the story.
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[image: image3.emf]The Structure of the Obama Victory 

Scenarios

Scenarios are based on a view of big forces that have the potential to shape or influence the 

future.  I have selected the following six as those that might shape an Obama Presidency:

The political and economic developments in Iraq that lead to a smooth and safe 

withdrawal of US troops; and the success of tactics and strategies in 

Afghanistan and Pakistan that support political settlements and economic 

stability there

Course of Wars in 

Iraq and 

Afghanistan

The personal and public leadership style and communication skills exhibited by 

the President, especially as they are effective in building strong relationships 

with his Cabinet and foreign leaders, and reaching across the isle.

Effectiveness of    

the Obama 

Leadership Style

The quality of people selected by Obama and their effectiveness in managing 

their areas, especially the following Secretaries: Treasury, State, Health, HUD, 

and Education. 

Effectiveness of 

the Obama 

Cabinet

The effectiveness of legislative leaders in passing bills that facilitate the agenda 

of an Obama Administration, especially in the areas of tax reform, health care 

and energy policy

US Congressional 

Effectiveness

The course of the political divisions which will form following the election, 

especially the response of the far right of the political spectrum in seeking ways 

to undermine an Obama Administration.

US Political 

Partisanship and 

Polarization

The course of the US and Global Economy in light of the 2008 credit crisis, 

trade issues and political developments as national leaders seek to respond

Global Economic 

and Geo-Political 

Developments
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In building future scenarios it is useful to set forth a matrix of the two most important and 

uncertain drivers of change. I have selected: Global Economic and Geo-Political 

Developments and US Political Partisanship and Polarization.  I see the uncertainties of these 

drivers expressed in the extremes shown below.

Global Economic and Geo-Political Developments

US Political Partisanship and Polarization

Mild Global Recession

High Political Coordination

Expanding Trade

Sharp Extended Recession

Political Fracturing

Trade Barriers Expanded

High Level of Distrust

Politics of Personal Attack

Destructive Policy Debates

High Level of Cooperation

Politics of Mutual Respect

Constructive Policy Debates
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[image: image5.emf]The Obama Presidency Scenario Matrix

Global Economic and              Geo-Political Developments

US Political Partisanship and Polarization

High Cooperation

High Distrust

Long Recession Mild Recession

1. The Underfunded 

Agenda

2. The One Term 

Nightmare

4. The Dream 

Emerges

3. The Waste of Vision
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This is a world in which the US and global economies face a hard and extended 

recession  to work through the past financial mismanagement and to put real productive 

economic growth back on track.  The period of adjusting new regulations and rebuilding 

a fluid global financial system takes time and there are starts and stops due to the high 

level of confusion on policy solutions.  In light of the tough economic conditions there is 

a high level of cooperation between the two political parties in seeking working solutions.  

President Obama uses an open and balanced style of leadership that builds trust across 

party lines and with foreign leaders.  Obama must compromise of some of his campaign 

promises leading to reduced spending in some areas and stretched out investment in 

areas like healthcare and other social programs.  Fortunately the Wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan wind down based on more effective political dialogue and compromise led 

by the President.  However, spending to rebuild US defense absorbs a large share of 

Federal spending.  Obama is supported by a strong Cabinet, especially at the State and 

Treasury Departments.  The US mainland suffers no major natural event on the scale of 

a Hurricane Katrina, just hot summers and moderate flooding.  By the end of Obama 

first term the US and global economies are beginning to show sustained growth and 

investments in infrastructure and energy are expanding job growth.  Obama runs for a 

second term and wins comfortably based on a desire of American for continuity.  His 

personal leadership style is established as effective and his policy choices are seen as 

the best among some poor choices.

1.
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[image: image7.emf]Summary of: The One Term Nightmare

This is a world in which a sharp and long lasting recession in the US and worldwide leads 

to strife and division.  Nations pursue a “me first” approach to global trade and in the 

process put up barriers that extend and deepen the recession.  Due to the hard economic 

times a politics of blame takes over fed by policy differences on how to improve economic 

conditions.  Tax policy becomes a battle ground along with budget busting impacts of 

social programs.  Obama’s campaign promises on healthcare and energy are delayed 

and cut back drastically due to economic conditions.  Obama is hurt by ineffective 

Cabinet members and has to replace Secretaries of Treasury and National Security in the 

middle of his first term.  The Wars in Iraq and Afghanistan do not abate and continue to 

lead to large Federal deficits which harm the country’s ability to pursue its economic 

change agenda. US military actions in Pakistan create additional tensions and political 

strife intensifies there. Oil rich countries rebel against the US and shift oil pricing from 

dollars to the Euro leading to spike in gasoline prices in the US. Divisive political attacks 

by the far right of the Republican Party drain energy away from the Administration and 

make Congressional activity slow and the legislation watered down.  New legislation on 

energy and healthcare are passed, but with very slow ramp up times before big changes 

are felt.  Frustration sets in for Obama and he fights back against the partisan and 

personal attacks—he wins some and losses some.  He enters the 2012 election heavily 

criticized as ineffective by his opponents and faces a challenger from within the 

Democratic Party for his seat.

2.
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[image: image8.emf]Summary of: The Waste of Vision

This is a world in which the US and the global economy are able to avoid a long destructive 

economic collapse due to effective intervention by State and monetary policy intervention. 

The “sky is not falling” and the underlying factors for economic growth such as the rise of 

China and India and technological innovation prove to be stabilizing.  With stronger 

regulation and more effective credit markets, the unwinding of the poor investments in real 

estate and other complex financial instruments proceeds without significant further 

disruption.  Unfortunately there are sore losers from the 2008 election and partisan fighting 

with personal attacks escalates fed by voting irregularities in key states.  Divisions along 

the lines of race, immigration and gay rights feed a hot cultural war. The President works 

hard to not be drawn into the culture war, but is pigeon-holed by his detractors. President 

Obama pursues and open and inclusive foreign policy agenda with a strong Cabinet that 

raises his personal stature in the world.  Through his efforts he is able to reduce US 

military involvement in Iraq, Afghanistan and Pakistan.  Military spending still increases in 

an effort to rebuild the US military.  As the war spending declines budget priorities are 

shifted to healthcare and energy policy, but not fast enough or in big enough amounts to 

make significant changes quickly. Congress is slow to respond to calls from the President 

for more effective action. Congressional actions get hung up in the culture war and 

precious time is wasted not addressing tough issues with big budget impacts. In the 2012 

election Obama campaigns on his unfinished agenda. 

3.
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[image: image9.emf]Summary of: The Dream Emerges

This is a world in which the credit crisis of 2008 is met effectively through State and 

monetary authority interventions and after a sharp correction in global real estate markets, 

economic growth resumes driven by expansion in developing countries, investment in 

infrastructure and advanced technologies creating products that drive consumer demand. 

Obama’s victory signals a cultural shift in the US and the world that validates talent over 

past notion of identity.  Obama’s leadership style, supported by a diverse and talented 

Cabinet usher in an innovative, yet pragmatic approach to policy. This style works with 

Congressional leaders, who now have a Democratic majority in both Houses, and 

generates bi-partisan cooperation in key areas such as energy policy and healthcare.  

Obama takes advantage of his global star power to open dialogue with leader who 

previously shunned America and this leads to big breakthroughs in foreign policy.  The Iraq 

War is wound down must faster than expected and new approaches in Afghanistan and 

Pakistan are put in place that lead to a reduction in conflict.  The tax policies advocated by 

Obama along with some cuts in programs allow Congressional support for the key elements 

of his job programs, especially those that generate jobs through investment in energy and 

transportation infrastructure.  Obama, with the support of his wife, take a hard look at US 

public school education and support State level pilots programs on innovation.  The twenty 

and thirty-something generation get very active in social change and are the engine of a 

cultural shift in the US that sets a positive example for the world.

4.
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[image: image10.emf]How to Use These Scenarios for Discussion

• Use them as a starting point and add your own 

impressions.  Add events and developments that 

make them real to you.

• Put a key interest group (Black Americans, 

immigrants, Israel, Conservatives) or a key 

emerging issue in each scenario and see what 

the different implications might be (use them like 

a wind-tunnel).

• Play around with the key drivers of change and 

create your own scenario matrix and 

implications.


