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The upside of disruption
A framework for understanding where disruption comes from, where it’s headed – and what it means for you
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The four elements of this framework

1. The global order — The structure of the international system. This includes: the balance of power, norms and 
rules, international institutions, trade/investment, migration/immigration, and supply chains/manufacturing. 

2. Societies and economies — The structure of societies and economies, at the national, provincial and/or city 
level. This includes: social contracts (the balance among the interests of citizens, workers, governments and 
companies), safety nets, economic inequality, social cohesion, the societal role of companies, 
government/regulation, education, and collective challenges such as climate change. 

3. Organizations and markets — How organizations and markets operate. (Markets are arenas for buyers and 
sellers to trade goods and services). This includes: market efficiency (“superfluid markets”), disruptive 
technologies/disruptive innovation, the future of the company (including operating/business models, 
leadership, governance, technology, and talent).

4. Households and individuals — How individuals and households are structured and behave. This includes 
behavior across multiple spaces, such as consumption, citizenship/social engagement, work, 
families/relationships, sustainability, and trust.

Primary forces

• Primary forces are the root causes of disruption: technology, globalization, demographics and environment.

• These forces aren’t new. But, they evolve in waves and each new wave is disruptive in different ways. 

• For instance, we have seen several waves of technology in recent years: PC, mobile, social, IoT, etc. 
1

Megatrends
• The interaction between the new waves of primary forces creates new megatrends

• The list of megatrends is not exhaustive. Disruption continually spawns new ones at an ever faster rate as the 
primary forces evolve

2

Weak signals
• Weak signals are waves of primary forces whose biggest impact is farther in the future (e.g., quantum 

computing, passenger drones)

• Their likelihood and the scale and nature of their impact are more uncertain
3

Future 
working 
worlds

• In the longer term, the combined effect of megatrends will reshape the political/economic landscape.

• The focus is on four future working worlds to describe the new rules that will govern various systems: 

4
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The upside of disruption and the impact of COVID-19
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Use the future working worlds to explore the new normal 
across four domains: the global order, societies and 
economics, organizations and markets, and households 
and individuals.

Explore how intersections between 
COVID-19 and other primary force waves (such as 
technology, anti-globalization, aging, Gen Z) shape 
existing and new megatrends for your enterprise.

COVID-19 is a profound wave coming from the 
environment, catalyzed by other primary forces. 
Intersections between COVID-19 and other waves (such
as populism, technology, aging) reshape megatrends and 
create new megatrends.

How will COVID-19 reinvent social contracts and 

change companies’ role in society?

How will COVID-19 reshape the global balance of

power, trade, networks and institutions?

How will COVID-19 and new technologies shape the 

enterprise of the future?

How will COVID-19 change behavior (consumer, work, 

family, social networks)?
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Primary forces Megatrends Future working worlds

The four primary forces at the root of 
disruption have existed for millennia. While 
they are not new, they evolve in waves — and 
the interaction between these new waves gives 
rise to new megatrends. 

Like their counterparts in the natural world, 
these waves can have different wavelengths 
and frequencies. New waves of technology 
emerge every couple of years, while waves of 
environmental change can last many centuries 
(though human actions have certainly 
accelerated them). 

Waves are also not unidirectional. They can 
ebb and flow. We see this in the globalization 
primary force, where the most recent waves 
have been marked by a retreat.
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Technology: the next wave

Powering human augmentation

The Industrial Revolution was visible through an expanding network of canals, telegraph wire and railroads. 

We are now on the cusp of another revolution, powered by human augmentation technologies — AI, autonomous 
vehicles, robots, augmented and virtual reality, and more — that are unprecedentedly lifelike and autonomous (see 
“Human augmentation” in Megatrends 2018).

This revolution requires its own infrastructure, more so now as the COVID-19 pandemic places increasing demands 
on digital and network resources. 

Technology will augment our bodies, work and home life. But to get there, we will need an entirely new 
infrastructure that can enable the real-time sensing, efficient processing and transmission of data to deliver 
dynamic, secure and trusted decision making. 

5G will provide the speed, data 
volume and low latency to become 
the connective backbone of human 
augmentation

100x
Data speed and 
devices connected

-90%

Reduction in power 
required by 5G 
connections

Decline in 
battery cost

Next-generation batteries will become
the sustainable energy source that 
powers human augmentation

-85%

1/10th
The delay

122x
Growth in battery

storage market

$620bn
Projected 
investment in 
battery

technologies (to 
2024)

Five technologies will be critical for bringing human augmentation to mainstream use: 

• 5G mobile connectivity, able to power 100 times the devices at 100 times the data speed while using one-
tenth the energy, to handle bandwidth demands from so many more networked human augmentation 
devices. 

• Edge computing that moves computing from the cloud to the device, allowing autonomous human 
augmentation technologies make faster computations locally rather than communicating with the cloud. 

• Next-generation batteries, at one-sixth the cost and 20 times the operating life, to provide highly 
dependable power sources for human augmentation.

• Precision sensors that collect accurate data on usage and performance of digital infrastructure to fulfill the 
vision of smart, responsive environments and experiences. 

• Efficient computing that can process huge volumes of data in real time, which could be turbocharged by 
quantum computing.

http://staging-area.info/EY/ey_report_v14_v04E_INTERACTIVE.pdf
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Demographics: the next wave

Gen Z rising

The next decade will be shaped by the maturation of Gen Z, the largest generational cohort in history comprising 
1.8b people making up 24% of the global population. The next decade will be shaped by

the maturation of Gen Z, the largest
generational cohort in history

Gen Z
(10–24 years)

Gen X
(40–54 years)

Boomer
(55–74 years)

Millennial
(25–39 years)

New Gen
(Up to 9 years)

Silent
(75+ years)

Source: EY analysis of World Bank 
Population Projections and Estimates data 
for 2020; age ranges adapted from Pew 
Research for globally consistent data.

Generational change is occurring 
between countries, not just within 
them, creating geopolitical cross-
currents:

• Leading economies are growing 
elderly, while developing-
market societies are youthful. 
Gen Z comprises 27% of India’s 
population compared to 14% of 
Japan’s.

• Differences in social 
imperatives between youthful 
countries and aging countries 
will play out in economic, trade 
and foreign policies. 

Corporation must understand how 
different life experiences shape the 
outlook and attitudes of this diverse 
generation:

• Developing-market Gen Zers
are optimistic, having 
experienced rapid growth and 
increasing consumption. They 
are more socially conservative, 
trust more in business and feel 
more pressured to succeed 
than developed-market peers. 

• Developed-market Gen Zers are 
more pessimistic, having seen 
low growth and slowing 
consumption. 

The maturing of Gen Z as 
stakeholders in society will drive 
decarbonization:

• Climate change tops Gen Z’s list 
of most important global 
challenges. Nearly 60% of the 
Gen Z population lives in 
countries with a high 
vulnerability to climate change 
but low readiness for 
responding to it.

• For digital-savvy Gen Z 
activists, the global response to 
COVID-19 shows we can act 
fast and change our habits in 
response to a crisis.

The next generational wave of transformation is on the horizon. For the generation behind Gen Z, the post-
pandemic “new normal” will just be “normal.” They will bring very different assumptions and expectations related 
to society, technology and ethics, and the role of private companies in providing public goods. 
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Globalization: the next wave

Beyond globalization

We have grown accustomed to living in a globalizing world. For more than seven decades, the international 
economy has moved toward trade liberalization, and increased cross-border flows of labor and capital. 

What is the long-term outlook for globalization? Populism and nationalism, and the trend toward protectionism, 
are likely here to stay. The root cause of populism is growing economic inequality, a long-term challenge with no 
simple solutions.

Global existential challenges will shape these developments. The disproportionate toll of COVID-19 on the poor 
could fuel social unrest and more populism. It’s impact on global supply chains could motivate multinationals to 
pursue nearshoring. Yet, the pandemic has also led to unprecedented international cooperation.

Similarly, climate-driven migration (see “Exponential climate impacts”) will likely fuel more populism. Climate 
change will also demand unprecedented global cooperation.

Trade wars have recently escalated

Jan 2018 Jan 2020

Chinese 
average
tariff on US 
exports

US average 
tariff
on Chinese 
exports

8.0% 25.1%

23.8%3.1%

Global trade is expected to shrink as
a result of COVID-19

2019

2020

13%—22%
reduction

Recent developments are shifting globalization’s tectonic plates, with tangible effect international trade, cross-border 
capital flows and global supply chains:

• Populism and nationalism are on the rise, fueling protectionism.

• US/China tariffs are undermining the institutions of the global order (e.g., WTO). Non-tariff barriers are appearing in 
the competition to dominate next-generation technologies, such as AI and 5G (see “Techonomic cold war” 
megatrend).

• Backlash against immigration and migration is growing globally.

Regionalization will characterize the future of globalization spurred by:

• Increased economic self-reliance in China and India, with their companies moving up the value chain.

• Real differences in societal values, legal structures and regulation in areas such as such as data privacy and the 
ethics of AI, creating distinct spheres of influence.

• Distributed manufacturing, using technologies such as 3D printing, shrinking and localizing global supply chains.
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Environment: the next wave

Exponential climate impacts

Extreme weather is becoming more 
frequent and costly*

Climate disruption exacerbates 
existing resource and social 
challenges

Income inequality
Extreme heat to cause productivity loss 
equivalent to 80m jobs

Food insecurity
500m people live in desertifying areas

Urbanization
300m people live areas subject to coastal 
flooding by 2050

2000s

2010s

$1,487b

$2,450b

Despite our technology, humanity depends on the environment for water, air, food and shelter. With population 
growth, use of polluting, carbon-intensive technologies and the development of a take-make-waste economy, we 
face a set of interconnected environmental challenges, from land degradation to deforestation to water scarcity.

The next wave environmental disruption interlinks and exacerbates these challenges: exponential climate impacts.

We are entering a new phase of accelerating 
climate change, volatility and disruption 
evidenced by:

• Six consecutive years of record global 
temperatures.

• Seas warming and ice melting (glaciers, 
poles) much faster than we knew.

• Accelerating sea rise.

• Fast-growing global economic losses 
from weather. 

Businesses must look at climate risk in a new way: systems-
level disruption. History provides examples of how climate 
can catalyze profound economic and social dislocations:

• France, 1788: Drought and cold causes agricultural 
failure and famine, fueling revolution.

• 1816, global “Year without Summer”: Agricultural 
failure sparks riots, and emigration to the Americas.

• 1930s Dustbowl: Decade of drought deepens the Great 
Depression in North America, spurring mass migration 
and political change.

The pandemic illustrates the need to quickly act existential threats, mobilizing our human ability to innovate and 
problem-solve. Even in recovery mode, business can, and must, play a leading role in driving decarbonization, 
enabled by market forces and backed by the right policy and regulatory incentives. To lead, businesses must 
undertake their own decarbonizing transformation.

Decarbonizing the economy will be one of the larges economic transformations. As the world nears 1.5 degrees of 
warming, companies that embrace the challenge will secure their future, improve their capacity to create long-
term value for all stakeholders, and be well placed to capture the innovation opportunity of a generation.

*Source: Weather, Climate & Catastrophe Insight 2019 Annual Report, Aon
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Megatrends
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Megatrends are global, long-term, 
cross-sector disruptive trends that are 
created by the interaction of new 
waves of technological innovation, 
demographic shifts, globalization 
patterns and environmental changes. 
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Decarbonization
New carbon-removal solutions are emerging for decarbonizing business models, driving long-term value and 
demonstrating climate leadership. 

The onset of disruptive climate change underscores the urgency of limiting global 
warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius. Decarbonizing the global economy will be an 
economic transformation on the scale of the fossil-fuel-driven First Industrial 
Revolution.

The main levers of this transformation are renewables, electrification, energy 
efficiency and the adoption of decentralized energy generation.

The ability to capture and revalue carbon opens the path for many companies to go 
carbon-negative, removing more CO2 than they emit.

In our climate emergency, the ambition of neutrality — doing no climate harm — is 
insufficient when there is a way to do climate good.

Reframe your future

You’ve already focused on how your organization 
can reduce carbon emissions, with the laudable 
goal of achieving neutrality — doing no further 
harm to the world’s deteriorating climate. Now 
it’s time to be more ambitious. New carbon-
removal solutions can actually reverse carbon 
emissions and secure competitive advantage not 
only by getting ahead of regulations, but by 
generating consumer goodwill, driving long-term 
value and capturing value from a US$6 trillion 
market for products with carbon inputs. 

Where to begin: critical questions

• What carbon-removal solutions could you 
adopt to not only accelerate achievement of 
your organization’s current climate 
commitments, but expand them?

• How much of your waste emissions could 
you turn into value, either independently or 
with partners?

An emerging suite of carbon capture and sequestration solutions allow companies 
to augment these key levers to not only avoid emissions but reverse them.

• Engineered solutions include direct air capture, conversion of waste gases and 
sequestration in the built environment.

• Natural solutions include soil sequestration, reforestation and afforestation. 
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Techonomic cold war
Populism and trade wars, company blacklists and a technology arms race, cyberattacks and information warfare: The 
future of war is permanent, invisible — and fraught with risks for multinational companies.

We are entering a prolonged phase of state interventionism which will blur the lines 
between government and business, and give rise to new risks.

So far, we are seeing early signs of this shift (e.g., populist leaders, trade wars). 

What lies ahead is a “future of war” in which war is constantly being waged by state 
and non-state actors (using cyber attacks, misinformation campaigns, etc.).

Companies will often be collateral damage in this process. They will also face more 
volatility and risk from interventionist leaders.

In many instances, the borders between government and business will become 
blurred as states engage in “digital mercantilism”. All of this will reduce transparency 
and increase risk for corporations. 

Reframe your future

You’re familiar with the risks of running 
operations around the world. But it’s a whole 
new world now. The global arena is becoming 
more opaque and uncertain. New instruments of 
interventionism are targeting companies. 
Navigating this changing environment requires 
understanding the new rules and risks. 

Where to begin: critical questions

• How are you preparing for the cyber risks of 
tomorrow, such as weaponized 
disinformation and deepfakes? 

• What risks would you face in an international 
order that is less transparent and less 
governed by rules and norms? 

• How might a balkanized international order 
affect your global operations?

This is being driven by four trends: 

1. Competition to build next-gen infrastructure, boosted by the role of the state 
(e.g., AI, supercomputing, electric vehicles).

2. Increasing geopolitical tension between powers, with companies often caught in 
the crossfire.

3. Populist leaders with interventionist instincts are gaining power. 

4. Slowing economic growth will only heighten competition.
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Behavioral economy
If data is the new oil, behavior is the new data. Armed with sophisticated capabilities, companies and governments can 
shape behavior like never before. How will you succeed amid shrinking trust?

We are moving to a world in which human behavior will become a commodity –
quantified, standardized, packaged and traded, much as consumer data is today. 

Governments will become increasingly active in this space. This could happen in 
positive ways (e.g., nudging citizens to act in their long-term interest). It could also 
unfold in negative ways (e.g., empowering totalitarian governments). 

People don’t like feeling manipulated, so there is the very real prospect of behavioral 
backlash. Moving to a more transparent model will present significant challenges for 
social media companies.

Meanwhile, calls for regulation could create new challenges for companies.

Reframe your future

We are moving from the data economy to the 
behavioral economy. Like data, behavior is 
becoming quantified, standardized, packaged 
and traded. Using sophisticated capabilities, 
such as behavioral economics and affective 
computing, companies can now measure, 
understand and shape behavior — a key driver of 
value and competitive success. 

Where to begin: critical questions

• What new business models will the next 
generation of behavioral economy 
companies need? 

• What new risks does the behavioral economy 
raise (e.g., regulatory, reputational and 
market) and how might you mitigate them?

• Will every B2C company need to become a 
behavioral company, and do you have the 
required competencies?

While corporations have always been in the behavior business (e.g., advertising, 
marketing) the behavioral economy will take this to a whole new level, thanks to: 

• The ability to combine and mine vast amounts of behavioral data across 
different platforms.

• Increasingly sophisticated AI that can target behavioral change at the individual 
level.

• The application of behavioral economics (increasingly commonplace in the 
business world) to better understand human biases and behaviors.
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Synthetic media
Synthetic media is emerging as a new cyber risk for businesses. Ensuring authenticity will be critical to maintain trust 
with stakeholders, safeguard brand reputation and drive business performance.

Around the world, governments, 
businesses and media alike are facing 
significant trust deficits. 

Threatening to make this worse is the 
ease and speed with which mistrust in 
the form of false information, can be 
created and proliferated in our 
increasingly digital world. 

So far, election campaigns, politicians 
and celebrities have been the main 
targets of synthetic media in the form of 
fake news, deepfakes and 
mis/disinformation. But now, the risk to 
businesses is beginning to emerge, with 
substantial implications for brand 
reputation, customer loyalty, stock 
performance and more.

Just as technology has fueled mistrust, 

it is now being applied to re-instill trust. 
From AI-based digital forensics, to 
digital watermarking and blockchain, 
tools are being developed to 
authenticate audio/visual/text-based 
information. 

The need for authenticity will grow even 
louder as emerging technologies and 
devices proliferate. IP protection in the 
case of 3D printing, experience 
protection in the case of AR/VR will all 
require new forms of protection and 
authentication to enable adoption and 
trust.

But will they be enough to curb the 
production and distribution of fake 
information?

Reframe your future

You have already seen the impact of synthetic 
media on politicians and celebrities. Now it’s 
time to consider the threats posed by 
disinformation, misinformation and deepfakes on 
your business — from operations and marketing 
to employees and customer perception. New 
authentication tools and techniques will need to 
become part of your broader cybersecurity 
arsenal to safeguard your brand reputation, 
customer loyalty and revenue streams.

Where to begin: critical questions

• How will your risk management framework 
and strategy need to change to account for 
and mitigate the threat of synthetic media?

• What technological and non-technological 
approaches will you take to help your 
customers and employees distinguish 
authentic information from fakery?
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Future of thinking
Phone addictions and filter bubbles are so 2019. How will AI, deepfake videos and autonomous vehicles change mental 
faculties — and transform workers and consumers?

Technology is profoundly changing how 
we think (attention spans, addictions, 
polarization, spatial sense, etc.).

Yet while we’ve all experienced the 
dramatic effect that social media and 
smartphones have on behavior and 
cognition, there could be even broader 
effects from the coming wave of human-
augmentation technologies, such as AI, 
robots and autonomous vehicles.

These technologies will take this to the 
next level as machines become more 
lifelike and do more of our thinking 
(brain-machine interfaces, deepfakes, 
instant translation, etc.).

These developments will reshape human 
cognitive abilities; psychology allows us 
to predict how our brains will react to 
these advances.

This will not only create significant 
challenges for us as individuals, but for 
companies and governments in terms of 
how they interact with customers, 
employees and citizens. 

The future of thinking will require 
rethinking by companies, governments 
and all of us.

Reframe your future

People — customers, employees and investors —
are key to the success of your enterprise. From 
marketing to human resources to investor 
relations, you have entire functions dedicated to 
understanding and influencing these 
stakeholders. What if every assumption and 
insight you have into these groups of individuals 
is up for question? How is technology reshaping 
the cognitive abilities of your customers, 
employees and investors? 

Where to begin: critical questions

• How much productivity are you losing to 
shrinking attention spans and social-media 
distractions? 

• How prepared are you for next-generation 
cyberattacks that use weaponized 
disinformation or deepfake videos? 

• At a time of diminishing trust, how will you 
ensure that you remain trusted by your key 
stakeholders?
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Work and life unbounded
Imagine a world without weekends, colleges replaced by lifelong learning, and 30-year-old retirees and 70-year-old 
workers. Are you ready for the unbounded future of work, leisure and learning?

The future of work will fundamentally reshape our lives, blurring traditional 
boundaries between work, life, learning, leisure and retirement. Reframe your future

How you optimize and manage your workforce —
from recruiting to training to retirement 
planning — is based on the ways in which work, 
learning, leisure and retirement have 
traditionally been structured. Now, those 
structures are becoming reshaped, creating the 
impetus and the opportunity to fundamentally 
rethink the work environment, approaches to 
learning and the meaning of retirement in ways 
that are better aligned for the future of work. 

Where to begin: critical questions

• How are you reinventing learning to be 
continuous, flexible and customized?

• How are you preparing workers for a fluid 
future of retirement?

• How do you build employee experiences that 
transcend the physical boundaries of the 
work environment?

Some implications: 

• The end of life stages: In the industrial age, we have grown accustomed to 
living linear lives with defined stage gates: first education, then work/family, 
followed by retirement. In the future of work, automation will disrupt work ever 
faster, requiring people to reskill repeatedly, and replacing a world dominated 
by full-time employment with a world in which people’s income is derived from 
various jobs/gigs/enterprises. In this reality, our stage-gated lives will transform 
into lives in which we are always partly learning, always partly working and 
always partly retired. 

• The future of learning: Education will be completely rethought and reinvented 
for this future. Relative to our legacy Industrial Age education systems, the 
future of learning will place more focus on skill development, fostering 
creativity/entrepreneurship. Learning will be lifelong and everywhere rather 
than stage-gated and monopolized by educational institutions. 

• A new work/life balance: This future will carry more risk, but will also enable 
many individuals to live more fulfilling lives. People will have more freedom to 
follow their passions. As automation takes over mechanical work, creativity will 
become more lucrative. 
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Microbiomes
Harnessing the capabilities of microorganisms will help solve our biggest challenges and create innovation opportunities 
across industries.

The microbiome is a vast, largely untapped genetic “biochemical treasure chest” for 
bio-based solutions with industrial, agricultural, pharmaceutical and sustainability 
value.

The emergence of a powerful set of tools is enabling us to better understand and 
supercharge the microbiome: synthetic biology, metagenomics, metabolomics, AI.

We can expect the microbiome to become an important part of the solutions to our 
global sustainability challenges, and in the innovation of nearly every industry.

Reframe your future

When you think of microbes — if you think of 
them at all — it’s most often as the enemies of 
human health or as the helpers in food and 
beverage production. But these ubiquitous, 
innumerable organisms are essential to global 
human and environmental sustainability. Their 
vast genetic diversity represents a biochemical 
treasure chest for applications across industries. 
Innovations that work with, not against, 
microbiomes and unlock their potential with 
synbio can help solve both your business 
challenges and humanity’s global challenges.

Where to begin: critical questions

• How could innovations using the 
microbiome’s “biochemical treasure chest” 
improve the sustainability or performance of 
your company’s products and operations?

• How could you expand your innovation 
ecosystem to encompass the microbiome?

Microbiome applications could play a critical role in solving severe global 
challenges. From mitigating climate disruption to treating chronic disease, 
microbiomes present companies with opportunities to address challenges with new 
products, services and operational approaches:

• Human physical/mental health: obesity, diabetes, hypertension, autoimmune 
diseases; also affective disorders (depression, anxiety, PTSD).

• Agriculture: yield improvement, nutritional improvement, flavor alteration, 
pest/pathogen management.

• Built environment: detecting pathogens in public spaces.

• Manufacturing: biocatalysts, biomaterials, biochemicals.

• Climate change: metabolize GHGs; carbon sequestration; biofuels.
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Synthetic biology
Our ability to read and rewrite the code of life is transforming the way we treat illness, make things and feed ourselves.

Synthetic biology (‘synbio’) is transforming the way we treat illness, make things and 
feed ourselves.

An interdisciplinary science, synbio uses an engineering approach to biology to 
design and build functions in cells. It standardizes biological parts and systems to 
copy, change and scale genetic innovations much more quickly than legacy methods.

Reframe your future

In an increasingly digital world, you’ve come to 
expect the next disruption in your industry to 
come from engineering electronic bits and bytes. 
Now the same approaches are yielding an 
unprecedented ability to control a much older, 
biological code — DNA. Drawing on software 
engineering approaches, and enabled by big 
data and AI, synbio has become a platform for 
DNA innovation. This ability to read and rewrite 
the code of life at scale will have far-reaching 
impacts across industries.

Where to begin: critical questions

• What new possibilities for supply chains, 
materials, manufacturing, logistics and 
business models can synbio create in your 
industry?

• What are the innovation opportunities for 
bringing synbio into your value chain?

Key technological advances 
are fueling synbio’s
moment:

• Declining cost and 
increasing speed of DNA 
sequencing and 
synthesis.

• Application of machine 
learning to genetic data

• Gene editing tools, such 
as CRISPR. 

• Public and private 
biofoundries.

Synbio applications are poised to disrupt the world’s 
largest industries even as they help us address 
pressing global challenges:

• Personalized therapies for cancer and other 
chronic diseases; and faster, more effective 
vaccines for diseases such as COVID-19.

• Sustainable, distributed and efficient 
manufacturing of clothing, food, drugs, energy, 
chemicals, consumer goods and building 
materials. 

• Improved performance, sustainability and 
resilience of agriculture and food production, 
including enabling plant-based protein products.
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Future working worlds

Megatrends Future working worlds

Africa’s new century

New economic metrics

Mending social fabric

In the longer term, the 
combined effect of 
megatrends will reshape 
the global political and 
economic landscape.

We focus on three future 
working worlds to describe 
the new rules that will 
govern various systems. 

Primary forces
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Africa – Path towards virtuous growth
With supercharged growth and interactive mobility, Africa is forging its own path to economic development. Is the 
continent finally reaching the tipping point? What’s your Africa strategy?

Africa, a continent with 54 countries, 
has been touted as the next growth 
frontier for decades. Admittedly, 
cultural histories, governance and lack 
of investments have been impediments 
to sustainable and rapid economic 
development. 

However, the ever-growing pace of 
technology diffusion has made the 
movement of information, capital, and 
goods quicker than before, leading to 
potentially new forms of economic 
development.

Driven partly by the infusion of capital 
and expertise via China’s Belt & Road 
Initiatives, connectivity (telecom 
networks, roads, airport, seaport, etc.) 
has increased dramatically, leading to 
Africa’s economic ascension will likely 
be unique from the industrialization 
process of developed nations in the 
past.

In the meantime, globalization itself is 
undergoing transformation with the 
latest bout of populism around the 
world, how would Africa rise in 
prominence under this new reality?

Reframe your future

Africa is both a resource and an opportunity —
the potential to leverage the collective 
brainpower of the 1.2 billion people and develop 
innovative solutions, not just for the continent, 
but for the rest of the world. Successful 
strategies will find sustainable business models 
for lifting Africa’s impoverished out of poverty 
and turning them into valued customers. 

Where to begin: critical questions

• Is your business purpose aligned with 
prevailing social values in the 21st century?

• Is your organization investing enough in 
intangibles, including human and social 
capital?

• Are governments moving quickly enough in 
leveraging new data technologies to 
promote greater well-being?
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New economic metrics
Is GDP aligned with a digital economy? Is unemployment rate relevant in the future of work? Does shareholder value 
reflect what society values? As capitalism changes, so must our metrics.

What we measure no longer reflects 
what we value. Our industrial-era 
metrics are misaligned with the needs of 
a knowledge-based economy 
characterized by widespread 
technological disruption.

GDP suffers established weaknesses 
that we can no longer ignore. It captures 
the financial value of goods and services 
exchanged, but fails to encompass well-
being, intangibles or free digital 
services.

The rapid emergence of the gig 
economy has exposed flaws in how we 
measure employment. As labor markets 
become more fluid, binary measures of 
unemployment are increasingly 
irrelevant.

Enabling better measurement at the 
national level requires changing 

corporate reporting. Social and 
environmental imperatives demand that 
businesses finally report externalities. 
These changes are already underway as 
boards shift toward long-term value 
metrics.

Moving away from our existing metrics 
will require steady leadership 
commitment to battle deeply 
entrenched habits, philosophies and 
incentives. Senior business leaders can 
help by engaging seriously in the 
dialogue around long-term value, and by 
embracing a modernized business 
purpose.

We are on the cusp of a significant 
change in the way societies make policy 
and conduct business. Companies will 
either evolve to realign with new values, 
or risk dissolving as their social contract 
is withdrawn.

Reframe your future

Your organization already has a data strategy 
designed to increase customer retention and 
boost sales. Now it’s time to rethink that 
strategy as momentum builds behind 
stakeholder capitalism. New corporate reporting 
challenges are emerging to enable monitoring of 
key externalities. It’s now necessary to broaden 
your company’s data and transformation 
strategy to include measuring your company’s 
ecological and social impacts more completely 
and precisely.

Where to begin: critical questions

• Is your business purpose aligned with 
prevailing social values in the 21st century?

• Is your organization investing enough in 
intangibles, including human and social 
capital?

• Are governments moving quickly enough in 
leveraging new data technologies to 
promote greater well-being?
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Four major social shifts have depleted social fabric since the 1970s:

• Transnational migration: the foreign born population of the US has gone from 5% 
in the 1970s to 14% today. With varied languages, cultures and backgrounds, there 
is less of a shared experience. 

• Digital connection: Technology is depleting social capital by allowing immigrants 
to remain in their own cultural bubbles, while social media allows the larger 
population to remain in filter bubbles. 

• Racial/religious integration: Getting rid of historic injustices based on race, 
religion, nationality and sexual orientation has created more just and inclusive 
societies, but has also undermined the assumption of a common culture. 

• Family transformation: The inclusion of women in the workforce, acceptance of 
gay marriage, etc., have made societies more inclusive, but have also reshaped 
families, and their role in communities, as a mechanism for building social capital. 

Mending social fabric
Endemic loneliness, financial fragility, political polarization, rapid shifts in migration, family structure and digital media 
are creating new risks. Mending our social fabric requires investment. 

Fears of a weakening social fabric — the intricate network of weak ties that connect 
us in our neighborhoods, workplaces and public spaces — have long been a topic of 
debate.

Reframe your future

In many societies, social fabric — the ties that 
connect people in their neighborhoods, 
workplaces and public spaces — is becoming 
increasingly frayed. Companies exist in a social 
setting, and these trends have implications —
and create opportunities — for enterprises to 
rethink their roles and responsibilities.

Where to begin: critical questions

• What challenges and risks does a fraying 
social fabric create for your enterprise? 

• What responsibility should businesses 
assume for mending our social fabric?

• What could companies do to reimagine the 
workplace as a place for repairing social 
fabric? 

Our challenge is living and working in a world where the strength of the social 
fabric comes from its variability and diversity. Perhaps the workplace can be a site 
for the revitalization of a social fabric we all benefit from.
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