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Introduction

Socio-environmental risks, particularly climate change, pose complex governance challenges requiring innovative decision-making tools to address uncertainty. Participatory scenario-building has gained prominence in climate adaptation policy by enabling diverse actors to explore sustainability dynamics collaboratively (Andersen et al., 2021; Star et al., 2016). While often assumed to have transformative effects, empirical research on their long-term impacts remains limited. This study examines participatory scenario construction as a governance intervention, focusing on its role in coordinating expectations (Konrad, 2010) and fostering system resilience (Urquiza et al., 2021).

Objectives

This research evaluates participatory scenario-building as a governance tool by analyzing its effects on resilience. Specifically, it assesses process quality, examines whether organizations integrate co-constructed future visions into planning, and identifies transformative impacts on the resilience of the Maipo River basin system. These insights will help determine how participatory foresight exercises can transition from consultative processes to instruments of structural change in climate governance.

Methodology

Applying a systemic meta-governance approach (La Cour & Andersen, 2016), this study conducts a qualitative case study of the MAPA (Maipo Adaptation Plan) Project (2013–2016), which engaged diverse stakeholders in climate adaptation scenario development for water governance in central Chile. The study combines document analysis of project reports and communication materials with semi-structured interviews involving ten participants, including implementers and stakeholders from public, private, and civil society organizations. Content analysis, using deductive and abductive approaches, identifies key governance and resilience themes, providing a nuanced understanding of the project’s contributions and limitations.

Findings

The study reveals that the project successfully engaged a diverse range of actors, enhancing legitimacy and fostering dialogue on water governance. However, participation was uneven, with local and civil society actors underrepresented, limiting grassroots influence on the process. While the workshops were immersive and encouraged discussion, they were often structured more as consultative spaces rather than as platforms for true co-construction. In terms of the adoption of the future vision, organizations with prior experience in foresight and scenario planning aligned more easily with the project’s future scenarios, whereas others found the outputs informative but not immediately actionable. Weak mechanisms for knowledge transfer further hindered the long-term adoption of results within institutions. Regarding resilience impacts, the project contributed to shaping national debates on water security and adaptation governance. However, despite its discursive influence, few concrete adaptation measures were implemented as a direct result of the project. Institutional collaboration remained weak, limiting the project’s long-term influence on governance structures. While personal networks among participants strengthened, this did not translate into sustained organizational or policy-level coordination.

Significance for Policy and Practice

The study highlights the need for participatory scenario-building processes to be institutionally embedded for continuity and integration into policymaking. Future projects should enhance stakeholder diversity and establish clearer pathways for transforming knowledge into action. Governance frameworks must link discursive shifts to institutional and policy changes. By examining participatory scenarios as governance interventions, this research calls for improved methodological frameworks to track their long-term impacts on climate resilience.
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