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Appendix C  
– The Three Horizons Framework 
for the SDGs (3H4SDG) 

In relation to our work with the 2nd African Dialogue on 
TWI2050, we developed the workshop method The 3 
Horizons Framework for the SDGs (3H4SDG). It was 
developed within the framework of The World in 2050 
(http://twi2050.org). The aim of the method is to cultivate 
the discovery of integrated pathways for reaching the 2030 
Agenda’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) within 
planetary boundaries. The focus is on pathways that bring 
about transformational change. The method originated from 
the 3 Horizons framework (Sharpe et al. 2016), Aguiar 
(2015) and Folhes et al. (2015) and was inspired by 
SwedBio’s Multi-Actor Dialogue Seminars as presented in 
Schultz et al. (2016), as well as systems thinking (Booth 
Sweeney and Meadows 2010; Meadows 2008; Reynolds and 
Holwell 2010). For further details, see Collste et al. (2019) 
and Aguiar et al. (in prep) where the framework was first 
published.8

Below, we present practical details related to the method 
as it was used during the Second African Dialogue on The 
World in 2050.

Preparations
This section presents the workshop preparations, including 
group divisions, roles, materials and evaluation. 

Figure 14: The iceberg metaphor of transformations.  
Source: https://nwei.org/iceberg/

Groups
The ideal size for break-out groups may vary between the 
conditions for the dialogue. One risk of a too big group is 
that participants may become silent and some participants 
may be left out of the discussions. Too small group sizes may 
on the other hand harm the diversity of the discussions as 
not enough of different perspectives are present. Also, there 
are practical difficulties in the sense that all participants 
should be able to actively engage with the 3 Horizons 
diagrams used in the dialogue. If the whole group is not 
more than 5 – 10 people, it may be favourable to not divide 
into break-out groups.

At the Second African Dialogue on TWI2050, we chose to 
divide the groups according to a (spatial) scale criteria. We 
had four geographically determined groups based on Sub-
Saharan African regionalization from the African Union and 
the participant group (see Figure 15):
–  West and Central (combining the two African Union 

zones),
– East,
– Southern, and
– African continent (Sub-Saharan).

The division of participants among the groups took into 
consideration various aspects such as location of the 
participant, professional background and the practical 
requirement of having manageable groups. Each group 
consisted of around 5-10 participants which facilitated 
inclusive discussions and participation. Each group was 
assisted by two co-facilitators. 

Roles
The participants are the most important delegates at the 
dialogue as they are the knowledge and value bearers 
carrying the roles as experts that provide the content to the 
facilitated processes. Participants are expected to come 
prepared by considering the questions for the different steps 
of the workshop and reading background materials. In the 
Second African Dialogue, background materials included the 
report from the First African Dialogue on The World in 2050 
(SDGC|A and SwedBio 2018). 
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Figure 15: The geographic group division during the 2nd African 
Dialogue

Figure 16: Division of SDGs used during the 2nd African Dialogue 
on TWI2050.

Throughout the dialogue, participants are expected to 
participate actively during all steps. After the dialogue, 
participants are asked to review the draft report or other 
resulting materials.

The facilitators’ role is to guide the respective groups 
through the dialogue steps and support a discussion 
atmosphere in which all participants are participating 
actively. An assigned facilitator is to act as an overall 
feedback provider for the facilitator team. The facilitators 
are there only to facilitate the process, not to give their 
opinions (this holds even if they would happen to be 
experts).

Plenaries moderator: if the group is divided to break-out 
groups, it may be good to appoint a plenaries moderator or 
overall facilitator. During the Second African Dialogue, the 
plenaries moderator rotated between the break-out groups 
during the break-out sessions to assist the facilitators and 
clarify any confusions between the groups.

Materials
The following is a general list to be adopted to the local 
circumstances and needs. During the Second African 
Dialogue, the following was provided for each break-out 
group:
–  Big roll-out papers to construct the 3 horizons framework 

diagrams that could be around 2 x 3 meters to have enough 
space for the participants’ inputs to the diagrams.

–  Flip charts or white boards for taking notes of divergences 
and convergences across scales and other upcoming topics 
that facilitators can take note off. 

–  One computer and projector per room (for projecting the 
questions to be discussed, eventual searches on the internet 
and writing of the stories). 

–  Big (but not too big) post-it notes in different colours – 
having the colours representing different themes to be 
addressed in each step, e.g. based on divisions of the SDGs. 
The goal with the colouring is to provide some structuring 
to the discussion across all steps and ensure that for 
example social, ecological and governance dimensions are 
covered across the groups. During the Second African 
Dialogue, four colours were used: orange representing 
Governance (SDGs 16 – 17), green representing 
Environment (SDGs 13 – 15), yellow representing Economy 
(SDGs 7 – 12) and pink representing Society (SDGs 1 – 6) – 
see Figure 16. This division was inspired by the domains 
spelled out in the 2030 Agenda resolution (UN 2015): 
People, Planet, Prosperity, Peace and Partnership (peace 
and partnership being represented by an overarching 
governance domain). These divisions are generally 
applicable, but there may however be many other useful 
divisions depending on local circumstances for the 
dialogue. 

Evaluation
At the end of the workshop, a facilitated evaluation session 
has two purposes. It can provide the participants with time 
to reflect upon the dialogue process. Also, it provides the 
organisers with feedback to improve the dialogue process for 
future dialogues or replications. 

The steps
The dialogue can be divided into three STEPS – see Figure 17 
(STEP 1 focusing on Horizon 3, STEP 2 on Horizon 1 and 
STEP 3 on Horizon 2. The Horizons were however not 
mentioned to the participants to not confuse the process). 
Each break-out group follows all the dialogue steps. During 
the Second African Dialogue, the first two steps took place 
during the first day and the final third step during the second 
day of the Dialogue. 

After the presentations, groups were asked to discuss 
similarities and differences between the pathways they had 
developed in their first steps on the one hand and the global 
stories on the other. 
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Figure 17: The final 3 Horizons diagram, with the parts emerging from the three steps noted with the dashed circles.

Step 1: Visions for future 
The first STEP of the workshop focuses on the upper right 
and lower left corners of the 3 Horizons diagrams (for 
reference see Figure 17). The step concerns the visions for the 
future. In the case of the Second African Dialogue visions for 
future agriculture and food systems.

The overarching questions that guided the first step at the 
Second African Dialogue were:
–   What are your visions for the future agriculture and food 

systems? and
– What seeds do you see in the present agriculture and food 

system that support your future vision? 

The section begins with very brief introductions by the 
participants, followed by brief explanations of the step by 
the facilitators. If possible, the step’s overarching questions 
can be displayed so that the participants see them all the 
time. At the Second African Dialogue, the questions were 
displayed to each group via projectors.

Thereafter, participants are asked to use post-it notes to 
write down key words and sentences regarding the first of 
the two overarching questions. At the Second African 
Dialogue, the post-it notes were color-coded (as displayed in 
Figure 16) to address different themes related to the food 
systems and for the group to get an overview if categories 
within different themes had been discussed. Participants’ may 
be given a few minutes of silence to address the questions 
raised and write down key thoughts. Then, participants 
present their post-it notes for the rest of the group and put 
them down on the 3 Horizon diagrams. To initiate the 

process and to facilitate inclusion and participation among 
group members, participants may be asked to present their 
results in two rounds before the discussion is more opened. 
While presenting the post-it notes, participants put them in 
the upper right corner of the 3 Horizons diagrams. 

To facilitate a discussion that integrates different themes, 
the facilitators can keep track of the colours of the post-it 
notes that are being added. 

If participants have different views on anything, the 
facilitators may take note of these on a separate flip-chart 
and highlight these so-called divergences for the group. The 
divergences may relate to differences in world views or 
inconsistencies between the desired future and actions being 
proposed. Besides the flip-charts, the diverging post-it notes 
can be marked with a triangle symbol:  or a star * in the 
diagram. Such divergences could represent pathway 
branching points37.

After having had a few rounds and letting the participants 
of the respective groups discuss the questions and add post-it 
notes to the Horizon 3 diagram, the group may be asked to 
use the 3 Horizons diagram to create a story. The story can 
take various forms and creativity is sought. It may be in the 
form of a written text about the desired future, a letter from 
the future, a picture or painting. During this story phase of 
the discussions, the co-facilitators may leave the group to 
encourage participants’ ownership of the outcomes.

The “physical outcome” of the first Step of the process is 
both the 3 Horizons diagram with all the participants’ 
inputs, the story that they collaborate on and the divergence 
list (if divergences arise).
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Figure 18: List of divergences from one of the groups at the Second African Dialogue.
After this, the same procedure can be followed for the second overarching question for Step 1 (in the African Dialogue case: What seeds 
do you see in the present agriculture and food system that support your future vision?). This time, post-it notes are in general placed in the 
lower left corner of the 3 Horizons diagram, but participants are free to put them where they think fit. The key is the quality of the 
discussion, not the precise following of procedures.

Step 2: The present concerns 
Step 2 focuses on present concerns. The overarching question 
that guided the second step at the Second African Dialogue 
was:
– What are the challenges facing agriculture and food 

systems in your region today?

The procedure of Step 2 is similar to Step 1 and the 
participants use the same 3 Horizons diagrams to map out 
concerns in the form of post-it notes. This time, when the 
post-it notes have been added, they are to be clustered into 
related issues. 

The next focus is root causes. The facilitators ask the 
participants about the root causes of the present concerns, 
using the iceberg in Figure 14 as a metaphor to facilitate the 
discussions. 

In the end of the session, participants are asked to write or 
illustrate a story of the outcomes of the discussions. Again, 
the stories may be in the form of a letter, a newspaper article, 
several newspaper headlines or hashtags or other ideas that 
the participants come up with. To facilitate cross-scale 
interactions, by the end of the first day of the Second African 
Dialogue, the groups were rotating between each other. This 
made all groups visit each of the other groups. 

The second day of the Second African Dialogue began 
with two presentations of global perspectives for Africa 
based on The World in 2050 report (IIASA, 2018), presented 
in plenary. The presentations were based on the question: 
What do global scenarios say about how Africa can reach the 
SDGs? The presentation was developed and delivered by Dr. 
Ana Paula Aguiar from Stockholm Resilience Centre.
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Step 3: How to break the undesired futures and the 
undesired present to reach the desired futures
The third step focuses on transformational change needed38. 

The overarching questions may be formulated as: 
– How do we change the present system to transform to the 

desired futures? and 
– Which measures and actions are required (considering the 

root causes)?

In this step, the focus is on the area in the middle of the 3 
Horizons diagram – on the change from the current system 
to the future and what is required for the transformation to 
take place. For this step, only one-coloured papers may be 
used. This because Step 3 differs as the focus is on change 
and not parts of the current dominating or future desired 
systems.

The first round may focus on the following question: 
–  What actions and measures are needed to reduce the 

present core challenges and their root causes in order to 
reach the vision?

And the second round may focus on: 
–  What actions and measures can be taken to upscale the 

seeds? 

After having noted down answers on post-it notes as in the 
previous steps and added them to the diagram, the final part 
of the dialogue is left: for the participants to write a story or 
summary that connects all the steps and organise material on 
convergences and divergences to be used for the 
presentations for the other groups.

Final plenary and conclusion
In the final plenary discussion, each group presents the 
results of STEPs 1, 2 and 3. They also present convergences 
and divergences across scales and with the other groups. 

The presentations may be structured as follows:
– Read the textual descriptions (Step 1, Step 2 and Step 3)
– Present the core elements of the steps
–  Present the identified divergences in pathways inside the 

group and in relation to the global pathways.
– Discuss among them and with the audience.

After the dialogue: the synthesis of  
convergences and divergences 
After the dialogue, the organisers may gather the materials 
and transcribe the 3 Horizon diagrams. Also, stories and 
convergences and divergences may be analysed and 
compared between the different groups. This is basically an 
iterative analysis, using auxiliary tables and some core 
factors and themes to guide. 
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