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I N T R O D U C T I O N
We live in times of great disruption.  
Our lives are changing in ways we could  
not have imagined less than a year ago.  
And many of the certainties on which we  
have built our collective response to 
sustainability challenges, as well as the  
social and governance structures that 
underpin the systems we rely on, are  
being challenged. 

Assumptions we made then about the likely 
trajectories of the coming decade towards 
sustainability have been thrown up into the air  
by the impact of COVID-19. And the pieces don’t  
look like falling back into place anytime soon.

COVID-19: 
Early warning sign of shocks to come

On the surface, this may seem like a bolt from  
the blue, unrelated to all the other pressing  
concerns that were focusing our minds – such as  
the impact of technology and automation on 
business and jobs, economic models that entrench 
inequalities, and the growing threats of climate 
change and ecosystem collapse.  

Scratch the surface, though, and it’s clear that  
the pandemic, far from being an outlier, is rather  
a harbinger of the sort of shocks to the systems  
we rely on which we can expect in the years to come, 
as climate change and other disruptions take hold. 

Indeed, COVID-19 can in many ways best be seen 
as an early-warning sign: a symptom, not a cause, 
of such large-scale disruption. This is in part 
because it was almost certainly triggered by human 
encroachment on forests, highlighting once again the 
intimate relationship between planetary health and 
human health. But also because it demonstrates how 
vulnerable our supposedly sophisticated civilisation 
is to such shocks – and how much needs to change if 
we are to put it on a genuinely sustainable path. 

2020 has exposed the inequality that is deeply 
embedded in our social and economic structures, 
from the institutional racism targeted by Black 
Lives Matter, to the imbalance in global supply 
chains which has seen millions of factory workers 
and informal workers in the global South lose their 
livelihood overnight as lockdowns arrived. The 
recession catalysed by the impacts of COVID-19 looks 
set to roll back decades of investment in human 
capital and poverty reduction.

A decade of transitions 

The coming decade will be one of transitions 
– for good or ill. How we respond to COVID-19 – 
particularly how governments spend their  
trillions – will shape our destiny going forward. 
The 2020s could see us transition into a world 
of ever more destabilising shocks, or towards a 
reconfiguration of the systems we rely on based  
on goals of equity, sustainability and resilience.

In this report, we explore some of the key dynamics 
that lie at the heart of these transitions. And we 
ask how we can make active choices now that will 
transform our future prospects by embedding, at the 
heart of our strategies and plans, the realisation that 
a fundamentally different model is needed. A model 
that puts people’s wellbeing and planetary health 
first, as the overriding imperatives.

Planetary health is not separate to human wellbeing. 
The two are intricately intertwined. In order to 
achieve the just, resilient and truly sustainable world 
we want we advocate a regenerative approach – 
enhancing the underlying capacity of all individuals, 
communities and ecosystems, to be healthy, to keep 
evolving, and fulfilling their potential. 

The 2020s could see us transition 
into a world of ever more 
destabilising shocks, or  
towards a reconfiguration of  
the systems we rely on based  
on goals of equity, sustainability 
and resilience.
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‘Building forward’ for a  
just and regenerative world 

This approach is particularly relevant to the ‘build 
back better’ response to the economic and social 
consequences of COVID-19. A just and regenerative 
approach here is not so much about ‘building back’ 
– that implies a return to a modified version of what 
went before, on a pathway to further depletion, and 
ever more vulnerable to the next crises. ‘Building 
forward’ means fundamental shifts in what we define 
as important, and in the goals of our systems – away 
from the current economic model, and towards a 
distributive one that has the principles of social 
equity and a just transition to a zero-carbon future  
at its heart.

Central to these shifts is people working in  
alignment with living systems themselves and  
their own powers of regeneration. It is about 
recognising that the shocks to our systems we are 
experiencing are not isolated events, but part of a 
wider systemic breakdown across human society  
and the wider ecosystem.
 
It is about seizing the opportunity for effecting real, 
lasting change at that systemic level, right across the 
board. Putting that into practice will mean making 
some radical changes in the way we do business, 
shape policy, and live our lives.

That makes it our greatest challenge.  
But within it lies our greatest hope.

5
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W H AT  W E ’R E  S E E I N G  N O W
K E Y  DY N A M I C S  S H A P I N G  T H E  2 0 2 0 s

For many years, Forum for the Future has 
mapped emerging trends across society, 
the economy and the natural world, and 
explored what their implications might be  
for the prospects of a sustainable future.

Trends, of course, do not act in isolation; they 
interact, and change each other. It is a complex 
picture, and one which this year we have tried  
to capture more systemically. Rather than simply 
tracking individual trends and their interaction,  
we have instead sought to understand how a  
whole cluster of trends can combine together to 
produce a really dramatic impact on the world;  
one which can shift whole systems.

We refer to these as Dynamics, and we have  
identified the five in this report as being critical  
to the transitions under way over the coming  
decade. They do not, of course, operate in isolation. 
They themselves are each part of a living, evolving 
system. For more detail on how we identified  
these Dynamics, please see Appendix:  
Our Approach. 

REGENERATIVE 
OPENINGS

BIOSPHERE 
BREAKDOWN

ECONOMIC 
CRISIS & REFORM

TECH & 
GOVERNANCE  
NEXUS

EQUITABLE 
TRANSITIONS
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W H AT  N E X T
E M E R G I N G  T R A J E C T O R I E S  T H AT  W I L L  S H A P E  O U R  F U T U R E

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in an 
extraordinary moment of discontinuity that 
will profoundly affect how these Dynamics 
play out over the coming decade. 

The degree of systemic change and uncertainty 
COVID-19 has brought is altering the deepest levels 
of our assumptions, values and worldviews. From 
our systems work, we know that the deepest changes 
come from shifts at these levels, because they allow 
the shifting of the foundational narratives that we 
use to make sense of the world, to order our societies, 
and to organise collective action. 

To help navigate this extraordinary time, and  
to help us understand what this might mean  
for the Dynamics for the decade ahead, we have 
identified four broad trajectories emerging out  
of the COVID-19 discontinuity, characterised by  
narratives that arise from very different basic  
sets of assumptions and mindsets:

Compete & Retreat: There is not enough  
to share – we must retreat to protect our own  
kind.  Our survival and prosperity comes ahead  
of the survival and prosperity of others.

Discipline: Greater control is required – to 
maintain public health and security and keep growth 
and global interconnection going as ‘normal’. We are 
prepared to relinquish privacy concerns for this.

Transform:  Planetary health and 
human wellbeing come first, and are 
interconnected. Deep change to reset the 
system is possible, desirable and happening.  
We can’t go back to ‘before’.

Unsettled: There might not ever be a  
‘new normal’. The world is now strange and 
volatile beyond all previous human experience. 
Previous ways of thinking are not helpful now. 

These trajectories and their underlying mindsets 
help us to understand what possible futures are  
open to us and the role we might play in creating 
them. They are intimately connected to each of  
the Dynamics, and to the positive and negative 
trends we will see emerge for the health of our 
planet, the equitable transitions we are seeking  
in our societies, and the future of our economy. 

As you read this report we invite you 
to explore your own mindset – is it  
firmly in one of the trajectories or in  
all simultaneously? How does that 
influence your response to the  
challenges and opportunities we see?  
And are you ready to play a role in 
ensuring we can transform?
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01
B I O S P H E R E 
B R E A K D O W N
How can we seize the opportunity  
to protect the planetary systems  
we all depend on?
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enter a radically unstable biosphere, a  
‘Hothouse Earth’, unlike anything seen in the past 
100,000 years – including the odd ice age. 

This isn’t happening by accident. It’s the result of 
decades of human decisions, notably by powerful 
actors in business and government: decisions which 
reflect and reinforce the structural inequalities that 
damage the health of people and the planet alike.

We have to act now – within this decade – to reverse 
this destruction and embark on a massive drive of 
ecosystem restoration. That means actively engaging 
with those drivers of destruction, radically changing 
their direction before it is too late. 

We all have a part to play, and there is  
no time to waste.

Every living thing on Earth, ourselves 
included, is dependent on a healthy, 
functioning biosphere. This is the global 
ecological system that integrates all life  
with the natural systems which enable it  
to thrive – such as the climate, air currents 
and water cycles. The whole history of  
human civilisation has been played out  
within a stable biosphere, which has  
allowed us to flourish and grow. 

Now that benign period is crashing to an end. The 
planet’s living systems are under severe stress from 
the destruction of biodiversity, the over-exploitation 
and mismanagement of water resources and the 
breakdown of the climate. These three, deeply 
intertwined systems, are in crisis, and as they fall 
apart, we risk crossing irreversible tipping points to 
a point of no return. It isn’t simply that we can’t go 
back to how things were before: it’s that we are set to 

B I O S P H E R E  B R E A K D O W N
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We’re witnessing those three systemic crises 
– of biodiversity, water and climate – in 
everything from weather extremes and 
wildfires to the spiralling loss of wildlife 
habitat from human encroachment. 

This is a driver for zoonotic pandemics, such as 
COVID-19 – itself a stark illustration of the link 
between human and planetary health. Meanwhile, 
the continuing loss and degradation of vast  
swathes of the world’s soils is both accelerating 
climate change and hampering our ability to feed  
a growing population.

Tackling these crises piecemeal will only have limited 
success: they are far too bound up together. The 
state of the world’s forests epitomises the systemic 
nature of this challenge. Healthy forests are crucial 
to climate stability, to a well-functioning water 
cycle and to biodiversity. But the combination of 
global warming and massive land-use changes is 
threatening to tip some of the world’s remaining 
great forests – notably the Amazon, but also northern 
Boreal and Southeast Asian ones – over a particularly 
dangerous threshold. They are being flipped from 
carbon sinks, which help to slow climate change, to a 
huge new emissions source, accelerating warming at 
an alarming rate. 

All scenarios for keeping below a 1.5oC temperature 
rise depend on halting forest loss in this decade, and 
making significant progress in reforestation and the 
restoration of forest ecosystems.

T O DAY ’S  P I C T U R E
There is no shortage of well-intentioned  
initiatives – such as REDD+ and the Tropical  
Forest Alliance – aiming to tackle deforestation. 
These have made significant progress in some  
areas, and provide a model for further  
development, but overall, forest loss is still 
continuing, and in some cases, accelerating.  

Why? Because the systemic drivers of deforestation 
are still in action: a combination of poor governance, 
the sidelining of indigenous people and the sheer 
profitability of forest destruction within the  
current economic model.

All scenarios for keeping below a  
1.5oC temperature rise depend on 
halting forest loss in this decade.
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https://livingplanet.panda.org/en-gb/
https://livingplanet.panda.org/en-gb/
https://www.worldwildlife.org/publications/covid19-urgent-call-to-protect-people-and-nature 
https://www.un-redd.org/
https://www.tropicalforestalliance.org/
https://www.tropicalforestalliance.org/
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Divesting from meat
In July 2020, Nordea Asset Management dropped  
JBS, Brazil’s largest meat processor, from its full 
portfolio (not just ESG-focused funds) – withdrawing 
around € 40 million – after the company failed to 
address the investors’ concerns regarding its handling 
of deforestation, among other concerns. Greenpeace 
claims JBS is among Brazilian meat producers  
sourcing beef from a protected reserve in the Mato 
Grosso region.  

Amazon logging escalates in lockdown 
From January to April 2020, the rate of Amazon  
deforestation was up 55% on the previous year, 
Reuters reports. Under President Bolsonaro, the 
power of the Brazilian Institute of the Environment 
and Natural Renewable Resources (IBAMA) to combat 
deforestation has been severely reduced, with 21 
out of 27 state superintendents dismissed. Reduced 
surveillance due to COVID-19 is also emboldening 
illegal loggers, who are creating a gig economy of 
poorly paid workers ignoring lockdown measures. 

Retail supply shifts to protect forests
Major fashion retail companies including H&M, 
Inditex/Zara and M&S are collaborating to develop 
business solutions that protect frontier forests, 
including Canada’s Boreal, the Amazon and forests  
in Indonesia, under the CanopyStyle Leaders  
initiative. Their aim is to shift supply chains away  
from endangered areas and focus on scaling  
innovative fibres by recovering textiles from  
former waste streams. 

S I G N A LS  O F  C H A N G E

India coal expansion into ancient forest
Prime Minister Narendra Modi has announced 
plans to make India more self-reliant as part of its 
post-COVID-19 recovery plans. However, certain 
aspects of the Atmanibhar Bharat drive raise 
significant questions over whether it will in fact 
ensure resilience and recovery for the short or long 
term. For instance it includes the auction of 40 new 
coalfields, of which 80% cover land home to ancient 
forests and indigenous tribes. One targeted area, the 
Hasdeo Arand in Chhattisgarh, is rich in culture and 
biodiversity, with elephants, leopards and sloth bears 
as well as being home to tribal communities such 
as the Gond. Beneath it, lie an estimated 5 billion 
tonnes of coal. The auction has been opposed by four 
state governments as well as local communities. One 
‘block’, which coincided with a tiger reserve, has been 
removed indicating the important role of informed 
and engaged civil society. 

Global corporates call to reverse nature loss
Over 560 companies with a combined revenue of over 
US$ 4 trillion are responding to a call from the new 
Business for Nature coalition to call for governments 
to adopt policies to reverse nature loss this decade. 
The companies include the tech giant Tencent as well 
as the major food chain player Walmart, fast fashion 
brand H&M, agribusiness multinational Olam, and 
the consumer goods group Unilever.

To read the full signal and our analysis, click through on the links to the newly launched Futures Centre

https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/divesting-from-meat
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/amazon-logging-escalates-in-lockdown
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-brazil-environment-idUSKBN22K1U1
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-brazil-environment-idUSKBN22K1U1
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/2019/08/brazil-logging/
https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/ambiente/2019/02/ricardo-salles-exonera-21-dos-27-superintendentes-regionais-do-ib.shtml
https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/ambiente/2019/02/ricardo-salles-exonera-21-dos-27-superintendentes-regionais-do-ib.shtml
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/06/world/americas/amazon-deforestation-brazil.html
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/retail-supply-shifts-to-protect-forests
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/india-coal-expansion-into-ancient-forest
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/aug/08/india-prime-minister-narendra-modi-plans-to-fell-ancient-forest-to-create-40-new-coal-fields
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/feb/10/indias-ancient-tribes-battle-to-save-their-forest-home-from-mining
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/global-corporates-call-to-reverse-nature-loss
https://www.businessfornature.org/
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C AS E  S T U DY
Taking a whole system view of textiles

Most people have never heard of man-made 
cellulosic fibres, but they are the second largest 
cellulosic fibre group after cotton and include 
everyday fibres such as viscose, modal and  
rayon which are traditionally derived from  
forest-based feedstocks.  

A new vision has recently been laid out for the 
industry that focuses on how their production 
can help to build socio-economic resilience and 
regenerate social and natural systems. This requires 
moving from an operational perspective to a systems 
view – for instance using landscape approaches 
across commodities, making sure a circular economy 
moves beyond the first loop, and recognising the 
critical role of enablers such as financial mechanisms 
that mean primary forest is worth more alive than  
as a pile of timber. 

F R OM  SYS T E M  S H O C K  T O  SYS T E M  C H A N G E  -  T I M E  T O  T R A N S F O R M

https://www.forumforthefuture.org/man-made-cellulosic-fibres
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I M P L I C AT I O N S
So what – or who – can make a difference? 
Research by the Earth System Finance Project has 
shown that a few commercial players have significant 
exposure to activities driving deforestation, such as 
cattle ranching, soy and palm oil, pulp and paper, and 
timber and other extractive industries. 

These companies can only thrive with adequate 
financing – and it is here that rapid and effective 
leverage for change can be applied. Major financial 
institutions, such as the ‘Big Three’ investors – 
BlackRock, Vanguard and State Street – have a major 
role to play. Some are beginning to make the right 
noises – BlackRock’s CEO Larry Fink has called for  
a significant reallocation of capital in response  
to climate risk and is starting to use its shareholder 
voting rights to wield influence. More than 450 
investors with over US$ 35 trillion in assets under 
management have signed up to the Climate 100 
investor initiative, which aims to ensure the world’s 
largest corporate greenhouse gas emitters take 
necessary action on climate change. Other financial 
giants are exploring ambitious new economic 
instruments, such as the Goldman Sachs’ green  
bond for forest conservation.

Yet the vast majority of financial institutions remain 
heavily exposed to the sort of activities outlined 
above, and continue to profit from pushing the 
biosphere over the tipping point. 

Imagine if instead they took a lead in the reallocation 
of capital away from an extractive model towards a 
restorative one – supporting regenerative farming, 

carbon sequestration or sustainable resource  
use. What if more investors were to employ risk 
management systems along the same lines? Then  
we might reach a different kind of tipping point,  
with a cascade of positive consequences from 
restored ecosystems to resilient livelihoods.

Who else can support this agenda, and how? 
Corporations can explore the use of nature-based 
solutions to help overcome infrastructure challenges 
and meet climate commitments – for example, 
through investing in mangrove forests for coastal 
protection rather than expensive built infrastructure. 
They can also harness fast-developing satellite 
and other monitoring technology to achieve full 
traceability and transparency of all forest-based 
commodities in their supply chains. And they can 
prioritise circular resource use and regenerative 
agricultural models. 

Beyond such moves, we need to rethink our approach 
to forest governance, so that we don’t over-rely on 
market-driven models that simply do not match the 
scale of the task. We need policy makers, investors 
and business leaders to understand the absolutely 
critical role of forests in securing a livable climate and 
a healthy world, and ensure that forest protection 
is at the heart of risk planning – particularly as they 
develop their COVID-19 recovery plans. 

Next year – 2021 – is the start of the UN Decade 
on Ecosystem Restoration, and will see the re-
negotiation of the Convention on Biological Diversity, 
the equivalent of the Paris Agreement on climate. 

This offers a precious opportunity for  
all involved – government, business  
and civil society alike – to create a new,  
binding Global Green Deal for Nature.  

We should all seize it.

https://sleepinggiants.earth/
https://www.blackrock.com/corporate/investor-relations/larry-fink-ceo-letter
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/sep/17/blackrock-votes-against-49-companies-for-lack-of-climate-crisis-progress
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/sep/17/blackrock-votes-against-49-companies-for-lack-of-climate-crisis-progress
http://www.climateaction100.org/
https://www.goldmansachs.com/our-firm/progress/the-conservation-fund/:~:text=The%20Conservation%20Fund,%20with%20Goldman%20Sachs%C3%A2%C2%80%C2%99%20help,%20was,protecting%205%20million%20acres%20of%20America%C3%A2%C2%80%C2%99s%20working%20forests.
https://www.goldmansachs.com/our-firm/progress/the-conservation-fund/:~:text=The%20Conservation%20Fund,%20with%20Goldman%20Sachs%C3%A2%C2%80%C2%99%20help,%20was,protecting%205%20million%20acres%20of%20America%C3%A2%C2%80%C2%99s%20working%20forests.
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/jun/04/revealed-uk-banks-and-investors-2bn-backing-of-meat-firms-linked-to-amazon-deforestation
https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2020.11
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02
E C O N OM I C  
C R I S I S  &  R E F O R M
How can we create a resilient  
economic system that delivers  
social and environmental value?
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The global financial system misallocates 
resources at extraordinary scale due to an 
economic model which is focused on short-
term profits and growth, and which ignores 
much social and environmental value. 

This systemic misallocation exacerbates inequalities 
of wealth and power. And it drives investment into 
activities that overshoot planetary limits, pushing us 
towards climate and biosphere breakdown.

This is the backdrop against which the response 
to COVID-19 has played out. To some extent, the 
unprecedented speed and scale of government 
action gave heart to those who have been calling on 
state actors to be far more interventionist when it 
comes to tackling climate change. When economists 
estimated that meeting the Paris Accord targets 
would require a US$ 27 trillion investment in the 
energy system over the next 30 years, it was widely 
seen as unfeasible for nations to stump up such 
a huge sum. Then came COVID-19. In response, 

E C O N OM I C  C R I S I S  &  R E F O R M

governments around the world have committed  
US$ 20 trillion in stimulus packages over the next  
18 months alone. When the challenge is stark 
enough, in other words, states can muster up the 
political will to find the resources to meet it. 

The looming climate and biosphere breakdown is  
a crisis of much greater magnitude than COVID-19. 
The challenge now is for governments and other 
powerful actors, notably business, to respond with 
equal urgency. And they must start by ensuring  
that those stimulus packages for post-COVID-19 
recovery help address – rather than exacerbate – 
that larger crisis. 

Their investment decisions will determine 
whether the recovery lays the foundation 
for a truly resilient economy – or is simply 
storing up shocks for the future, the severity 
of which will make COVID-19 seem like a 
storm in a teacup.
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https://www.irena.org/financeinvestment/Investment-Needs
https://public.tableau.com/profile/devexdevdata#!/vizhome/COVIDFundingvisualisation/COVID-19funding
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/sustainability/our-insights/climate-risk-and-response-physical-hazards-and-socioeconomic-impacts
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Comparisons are often made between  
the COVID-19 recovery plans and those 
following the financial crash of 2008. 

Then, much of the stimulus was biased towards 
carbon intensive sectors. While this had the 
immediate effect of staving off financial meltdown, 
 it also inflated the ‘carbon bubble’, thus fuelling 
climate change. We cannot afford to make this 
mistake again. 

Early signs are mixed, to say the least. Governments 
are understandably aiming for a ‘V-shaped’ recovery, 
one which maximises economic activity while 
minimising the spread of the disease. However, 
the natural instinct to return to ‘normality’ risks 
delaying the urgently-needed transition to a 
zero carbon economy. Already, regional Chinese 
governments have returned to coal to help stimulate 
their economies. Both Brazil and India are looking 
to cut environmental regulations, while the UK 
is contemplating granting sweeping approval to 
housing developers, allowing them to sidestep 
biodiversity regulations.

State responses have also emphasised global 
inequalities. Wealthy countries have the resources 
to introduce unprecedented interventions into 
labour markets, as well as traditional bailout 
measures. Poorer ones do not, and economists fear 
a looming sovereign debt crisis as a result. This has 
led the United Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development (UNCTAD) and others to call for a new 
global settlement on debt relief and restructuring. 
But there are also signs of hope. 

T O DAY ’S  P I C T U R E
Political leaders from many different parts of 
the world are committing to a ‘climate-focused’ 
recovery. The European Commission has launched 
bold plans for a ‘Green New Deal’. The Energy 
Transitions Commission – whose members 
include a range of leading businesses from BP to 
Heathrow Airport to HSBC – have called for “a 
wave of government stimulus to boost recovery 
while building a healthier, more resilient, net-
zero-emissions global economy”. Hawai’i and 
Canada have put forward feminist post-recovery 
plans, prioritising women and gender equality 
as well as reinvesting in indigenous food and 
ecology practices. Singapore has made a strong 
commitment to advancing sustainability. And 
the French Government has insisted that it will 
only support Air France if the airline commits to 
ambitious climate targets.

The natural instinct to return to 
‘normality’ risks delaying the 
urgently-needed transition to a 
zero-carbon economy.
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https://www.lse.ac.uk/GranthamInstitute/publication/the-climate-impact-of-quantitative-easing/
https://www.lse.ac.uk/GranthamInstitute/publication/the-climate-impact-of-quantitative-easing/
https://www.ft.com/content/cdcd8a02-81b5-48f1-a4a5-60a93a6ffa1e
https://unearthed.greenpeace.org/2020/07/01/boris-new-deal-creates-a-loophole-for-developers-to-ignore-biodiversity/
https://unearthed.greenpeace.org/2020/07/01/boris-new-deal-creates-a-loophole-for-developers-to-ignore-biodiversity/
https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/gdsinf2020d3_en.pdf?user=1653
https://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/gdsinf2020d3_en.pdf?user=1653
https://www.businessgreen.com/news/4014548/petersberg-climate-dialogue-uk-governments-duty-build-climate-resilient-economies-post-covid-19
https://www.businessgreen.com/news/4014548/petersberg-climate-dialogue-uk-governments-duty-build-climate-resilient-economies-post-covid-19
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/09/what-is-the-european-green-deal-and-will-it-really-cost-1tn
http://www.energy-transitions.org/content/7-Priorities-for-Global-Recovery
http://www.energy-transitions.org/content/7-Priorities-for-Global-Recovery
https://www.iisd.org/sustainable-recovery/news/singapores-push-for-sustainable-growth-and-social-safety/
https://www.iisd.org/sustainable-recovery/news/singapores-push-for-sustainable-growth-and-social-safety/
https://www.flightglobal.com/strategy/french-government-sets-green-conditions-for-air-france-bailout/138160.article
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Hawai’i plans for a feminist  
economic recovery
Hawaiian counties are committing to a feminist 
economic recovery plan, alongside a State-led 
programme to ensure women have equal access  
to ‘green jobs’ in sectors targeted for stimulus.  
The plan proposes an economic reorientation  
towards “more sustainable economic livelihoods”,  
including investment in childcare, education, 
healthcare and traditional food practices, and  
a universal basic income. 

Tech company invests in platform for  
laid-off workers
Edtech unicorn Guild Education has built a platform 
to help laid-off workers reskill and access new job 
opportunities, in a deal valued at over US$80 million. 
Via the new platform, furloughed workers can take 
certificates in digital marketing or accounting and 
connect with hiring partners. The new platform 
boasts a 96.5% satisfaction rate from workers and 
success stories in their thousands.

China drops GDP target
In May 2020, China announced it would not be 
setting a 2020 goal for growth in Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) for the first time in decades, due to 
the great uncertainty posed by COVID-19. Premier 
Li Keqiang said that the government would instead 
focus on stabilising employment and increasing 
living standards. This move is complemented by  
ongoing research in China into how a Gross Ecosys-
tem Product (GEP) measure can complement GDP. 

S I G N A LS  O F  C H A N G E

UNDP calls for temporary basic income
The UN agency estimates it would cost US$ 
199 billion per month to provide a time-bound, 
guaranteed basic income to the 2.7 billion people 
living below or just above the poverty line in 132 
developing countries. This amounts to just 12% of the 
total financial response to COVID-19 expected in 2020, 
or the equivalent of one-third of what developing 
countries owe in external debt payments in 2020.

FT op-ed calls for creation of new  
social contract 
In April 2020, during the early stages of the UK’s 
lockdown response to the coronavirus pandemic,  
the Editorial Board of the Financial Times published 
an op-ed titled “Virus lays bare the frailty of the 
social contract: Radical reforms are required to forge 
a society that will work for all”. In it, the editors argue 
for the creation of a new social contract, overturning 
the dominant political consensus of the last four 
decades, in order to create the sense of shared 
endeavour necessary to overcome the virus and  
its effects.

To read the full signal and our analysis, click through on the links to the newly launched Futures Centre

https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/hawaii-plans-for-a-feminist-economic-recovery
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/hawaii-plans-for-a-feminist-economic-recovery
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/tech-company-invests-in-platform-for-laid-off-workers
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/tech-company-invests-in-platform-for-laid-off-workers
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/china-drops-gdp-target-in-the-face-of-covid-19
https://thefuturescentre.org/signal/undp-calls-for-temporary-basic-income
https://thefuturescentre.org/signal/ft-op-ed-calls-for-creation-of-new-social-contract
https://thefuturescentre.org/signal/ft-op-ed-calls-for-creation-of-new-social-contract


18F R OM  SYS T E M  S H O C K  T O  SYS T E M  C H A N G E  -  T I M E  T O  T R A N S F O R M

I M P L I C AT I O N S
An increased role for the state and greater 
expectations of public spending seem here to stay  
for some time. But we have an opportunity to 
rethink how this power and this money is 
used. What are we stimulating? What do we want  
to recover? Will it be a return to pre-crisis levels of 
air traffic, retail consumption, house prices, aggregate 
demand and GDP growth? Or will we instead be 
stimulating income security, skills development, 
natural capital, green infrastructure, renewable 
energy and clean air? 

There is growing evidence that the second approach 
– widely referred to as ‘build back better’ – can pay 
much greater dividends for society and investors 
alike. That was the conclusion of a study by Oxford 
University, co-authored by Nick Stern and Joseph 
Stiglitz. It assessed the relative impact of over 
700 government stimulus policies since 2008, and 
surveyed over 230 experts including finance ministry 
and central bank officials. It found that investing 
in infrastructure such as clean energy networks, 
electric vehicles, broadband connectivity, clean R&D, 
and worker retraining could offer a far stronger 
economic recovery, while also helping combat long 
term climate risks. A similar message came from an 
alliance of green investors with trillions of dollars of 
assets under management

Meanwhile, the crisis has highlighted questions 
around the fundamental underpinnings of our 
economic system. The very act of locking down 
economic activity in the name of public health was 
an explicit recognition that the economy should 
serve people, not the other way round.  

We are witnessing the value of social safety nets 
in providing resilience against unforeseen shocks, 
with public spending seen as an investment rather 
than a liability. The true worth of many so-called 
‘low-skilled’ workers, often the lowest paid, has been 
brought home with their rebranding as ‘key workers’ 
on the front lines, ensuring that basic services 
continue to function. 

With employment prospects uncertain,  
governments could build on this by exploring 
ambitious alternatives to traditional welfare, such  
as a universal basic income, or a jobs guarantee. 
And it is incumbent on them to make sure that the 
necessarily rapid shift to a zero-carbon economy 
takes the form of a just transition. That means a 
transition that does not leave workers in high-carbon 
sectors high and dry, when the carbon bubble bursts 
and the scale of its stranded assets – which could 
amount to as much as US$ 4 trillion in fossil fuels 
alone – becomes clear.

Business, too, must play its part. 50 years on 
from Milton Friedman’s landmark publication on 
the primacy of shareholders, there is also growing 
interest in new ways of viewing the role of the 
corporation. Many progressive businesses are 
embracing a wider definition of this role, one which 
encompasses the common good, rather than simply 
shareholder returns. This is evidenced by the growing 
strength of the B Corps movement,  Imperative 21, 
other stakeholder capitalism initiatives, and practical 
corporate responses to COVID-19 putting health 
or jobs first, such as those highlighted by Business 
Fights Poverty.  

Those companies which have prospered 
during the crisis, or been kept afloat by 
government support, now have both the 
opportunity and responsibility to think  
hard as to how to embed this values shift  
in the way they do business.

http://www.ox.ac.uk/news/2020-05-05-building-back-better-green-covid-19-recovery-packages-will-boost-economic-growth-and
https://www.businessgreen.com/news/4014732/investors-holding-trillions-dollars-assets-join-calls-green-covid-19-recovery
http://no URL in the original report draft and not sure where this should point to so remove underlining of 'assets'
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/07/20/why-central-banks-need-to-step-up-on-global-warming/
https://bcorporation.net/
https://www.imperative21.co/
https://businessfightspoverty.org/business-and-covid-19/
https://businessfightspoverty.org/business-and-covid-19/
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03
T E C H  &  
G OV E R N A N C E  
N E X U S
Will technology lock us into an  
unsustainable trajectory or enable  
a regenerative future?
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The digital revolution is transforming our 
economies and our lives at a vertiginous rate 
– a trend that has only been intensified by the 
COVID-19 crisis.  

Key features of this digital revolution are the 
automation and algorithms that are revolutionising 
how the world works, and how our personal data is 
held – and profited from. It has massively increased 
the power and wealth of a few major corporations. 
Four of the five most valuable companies are in the 
technology sector. In September 2020, Apple alone 
was worth US$2.2 trillion – well in excess of the 
combined value of the entire FTSE100.

As the potential of artificial intelligence (AI) comes 
to fruition, even more far-reaching changes are 
underway.  AI is transforming industries as varied 
as finance, retail, healthcare and agriculture, and 
stripping out the need for human involvement across 
increasing swathes of the economy, from insurance 
to transport. It also offers enormous promise for 
everything from tackling environmental problems 
to speeding up the adoption of the circular economy, 
improving healthcare and preventing fraud. 

T E C H  &  G OV E R N A N C E  N E X U S

A recent study in Nature found that, if it was 
supported by the necessary regulatory oversight,  
AI could play a key role in achieving the majority 
of the SDGs. But it also highlighted risks related to 
high energy consumption, inequitable distribution 
and application, and transparency with potential  
to undermine many of the SDGs.                 .  

The effective digitalisation of our society brings 
with it massive potential to drive positive change. 
But it also brings significant risks as the fast-
moving nature of technological development and 
the use of technology – whether by governments, 
corporate giants or extremist individuals – outpaces 
our ability to regulate it, build consensus around 
ethics and ensure accountability. 

This is making questions of private versus 
commons ownership, authoritarian versus 
libertarian governance and privacy versus 
security, ever more urgent. 
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https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/audit-services/publications/assets/global-top-100-companies-2020.pdf
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-019-14108-y
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Globally, the average internet user spends a quarter 
of their life online; more than 6 ½ hours every day. 
A large proportion of online traffic flows through, or 
is connected in some way, to relatively few platforms 
such as Facebook, Amazon and Google, and in China, 
Baidu and Weibo. Much of the resulting personal 
data is held by private companies and governments 
and either monetised or used socio-politically in 
some manner.
 
If information is the new oil – it underpins  
the entire global economy. 

While it is now more accessible and decentralised,  
the potential for misuse of information and 
information media has already led to multiple 
problems. Politically we have seen Cambridge 
Analytica misusing information during American 
elections, Russian interference in Western politics  
or extremist content on YouTube. 

Social media allows individuals an unprecedented 
ability to make their voices heard, and activists 
to organise. The freedom for anyone, anywhere, 
to publish online at nearly zero cost and 
without accountability has brought questions of 
authentication, fake news, free speech, and even the 
nature of reality. Empowering for many, it also has 
its downsides, with billions of users sharing ideas 
not based on evidence, but ‘clickability’. This has real 
world consequences; people have died as a result of 
inflammatory fake news shared on social media, as 
with the lynchings in India provoked by the rapid 
spread of unfounded rumours on WhatsApp.

T O DAY ’S  P I C T U R E
The digital revolution, and in particular the 
development of AI, also have huge potential benefits 
in tackling our environmental and social challenges. 
Big data is already being used to monitor illegal 
deforestation, remote sensing technology is helping 
the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) to 
understand how much food can be produced 
per unit of water, and AI is driving significant 
improvements in public health. 

But at the same time, access to the benefits of the 
digital world, while becoming ever more widespread, 
remains unequal, with the poor, the geographically 
remote and the elderly being wholly or partially 
excluded.

The digital revolution and the 
development of AI have huge 
potential benefits in tackling 
environmental and social 
challenges.
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https://www.digitalinformationworld.com/2019/02/internet-users-spend-more-than-a-quarter-of-their-lives-online.html 
https://www.digitalinformationworld.com/2019/02/internet-users-spend-more-than-a-quarter-of-their-lives-online.html 
https://www.businessinsider.com/facebook-google-amazon-dominate-digital-economy-chart-2019-6?r=US&IR=T
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Facebook%E2%80%93Cambridge_Analytica_data_scandal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Facebook%E2%80%93Cambridge_Analytica_data_scandal
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/15/technology/facebook-fake-news.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jul/03/whatsapp-murders-india-struggles-to-combat-crimes-linked-to-messaging-service
https://www.nasdaq.com/articles/how-big-data-can-help-fight-deforestation-2019-04-12
https://www.nasdaq.com/articles/how-big-data-can-help-fight-deforestation-2019-04-12
http://www.fao.org/in-action/remote-sensing-for-water-productivity/en/
http://www.fao.org/in-action/remote-sensing-for-water-productivity/en/


2 2F R OM  SYS T E M  S H O C K  T O  SYS T E M  C H A N G E  -  T I M E  T O  T R A N S F O R M

Video gaming companies nudge 
environmental action
11 video gaming companies have committed to 
integrate environmental messages into the design of 
popular games, following a design jam. The Green 
Mobile Game Jam challenged companies such as 
Space Ape, Playdemic, MAG Interactive, Sybo and 
WildWorks to explore how their games might address 
themes ranging from climate change to reforestation 
to renewable energy. 

Farmers and fishermen go digital  
during the pandemic
Fishermen and farmers around the world have been 
turning to e-commerce partnerships with a local 
focus to overcome barriers to selling and buying 
fresh fruits, vegetables and fish related to the 
COVID-19 lockdown restrictions. Governments (e.g. 
Canada, Thailand), farming cooperatives, e-commerce 
platforms and giants such as Alibaba have been 
helping to enable the transition which has met fertile 
ground with customers looking for greater insights 
into where their food comes from.  

Digital democracy for COVID-19 defense
Taiwan’s ‘open source, open government’ movement 
has been key to the country’s success in containing 
COVID-19. Taiwan was one of the first countries to 
detect the spread of COVID-19 in Wuhan, when a 
post on a public bulletin board was heavily upvoted. 
Civic tech coders and activists then used live maps 
and distributed ledger technology to identify and 
distribute masks. Digital Minister Audrey Tang calls 
the bottom-up process ‘reverse procurement’. 

Facebook shares partial evidence of  
crimes against Rohingya 
Facebook has recently shared partial information 
with the Independent Investigative Mechanism on 
Myanmar (IIMM) regarding content it removed in 
2018 and withheld for over a year, after the UN body 
accused it of withholding evidence of serious hate 
crimes against the Rohingya. Facebook told Reuters 
it had removed 18 accounts and 52 pages associated 
with the Myanmar military to stop hate speech, but 
has not commented on the content.  

Biometric surveillance grows  
through COVID-19
The global pandemic has enabled an exponential 
increase in biometric surveillance applications in 
the interest of public security, with biometric border 
controls introduced in Thailand and emergency 
measures for mass location tracking of citizens in 
Israel. Chinese AI giant SenseTime has experienced 
rapid growth through COVID-related applications.

S I G N A LS  O F  C H A N G E

To read the full signal and our analysis, click through on the links to the newly launched Futures Centre

If we are to shift to a regenerative 
economy, one which promotes human 
connection, empowerment and  
wellbeing within a sustainable  
biosphere, then the tech sector has  
a pivotal role to play.

https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/video-gaming-companies-nudge-environmental-action
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/video-gaming-companies-nudge-environmental-action
https://playing4theplanet.org/the-green-mobile-game-jam/
https://playing4theplanet.org/the-green-mobile-game-jam/
https://playing4theplanet.org/the-green-mobile-game-jam/
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/farmers-and-fishermen-go-digital-during-the-pandemic
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/farmers-and-fishermen-go-digital-during-the-pandemic
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/digital-democracy-for-covid-19-defence
https://g0v.tw/en-US/
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/facebook-shares-partial-evidence-of-crimes-against-rohingya
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/facebook-shares-partial-evidence-of-crimes-against-rohingya
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/biometric-surveillance-grows-through-covid-19
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/biometric-surveillance-grows-through-covid-19
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/biometric-surveillance-grows-through-covid-19
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I M P L I C AT I O N S
As AI becomes ever more embedded in the 
mainstream, so will all these trends intensify. 
This has been highlighted by the COVID-19 crisis, 
with technology playing a critical role in managing 
our response. Millions of people around the world 
have been regularly tuning in to Johns Hopkins 
University’s COVID-19 Dashboard to understand 
the progress of the virus. Innoavative technologies 
are being applied to contact tracing and testing by 
governments with the support of tech giants such 
as Apple and Alphabet, while others like China, 
India and Singapore have applied state-controlled 
technology to tackle the pandemic. 

Apparently benign and popularly accepted uses 
such as these do, however, have the potential to 
morph into more coercive control methods, such 
as the Chinese Government’s ever more pervasive 
surveillance and social credit system, whereby 
individuals’ behaviour and trustworthiness is 
increasingly monitored and sanctioned.

And on the work front, where initially automation 
displaced mainly unskilled labour (in factories, 
production plants, distribution and retail), the next 
wave of automation is expected to transform so-
called white collar roles such as accountancy and  
law, which substantially involve analysis of 
information. Few sectors will be left untouched, 
including IT professionals them-selves. 
A ‘just transition’ will require significant 
reskilling of the workforce, as well as 
rethinking work, leisure, wages, and tax.

Some governments are responding faster than 
others, upskilling regulators and educating the  
public for this new mode of interacting. Finland  
and Ukraine are investing in digital literacy and 
critical approaches to online media in order to 
combat fake news and reduce digital inequality, 
and Singapore has also banned the publication 
of fake news. The European Union’s digital 
privacy and ethics standard legislation has 
now been adopted widely elsewhere. 

The tech giants, too, are anticipating greater 
scrutiny and regulation, and beginning to invest 
in platforms designed to ensure their growing 
power can benefit all, such as the AI and Shared 
Prosperity Initiative.    

Transparency is a key focus area for groups  
like this: companies profiting from data are 
under pressure to share more of it for the 
public good – and to make the workings of 
the algorithms which harness it as open as 
possible. Initiatives such as the Open Mobility 
Foundation and the LF Climate Foundation 
could serve as models here. 

These steps are all essential, but they are only  
a small part of the whole picture.  
If we are to shift to a regenerative  
economy, one which promotes human 
connection, empowerment and wellbeing 
within a sustainable biosphere, then  
the tech sector has a pivotal role to play. 

At a recent Forum for the Future workshop,  
representatives from the tech sector and beyond 
agreed that regenerative and socially equitable 
technology must be rooted within ecological realities, 
placing human-centred decision making at its core,  
and enabling a just transition to a net positive future.

The technology sector is the ‘invisible architecture’ 
underpinning many of the key dynamics in society 
today. It has the potential to either lock us into our 
current, fatally unsustainable trajectory, or to provide 
the enabling context for rapid transformation to a 
regenerative world. 

The key question we face now is how can we 
put in place the structures and regulatory 
mechanisms that ensure we can harness the 
power of technology to transform our world 
for the better?

https://www.wired.co.uk/article/china-social-credit-system-explained
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/china-social-credit-system-explained
https://www.wired.co.uk/article/china-social-credit-system-explained
https://www.kmu.gov.ua/en/news/oleksij-goncharuk-nacionalna-osvitnya-platforma-z-cifrovoyi-gramotnosti-diya-cifrova-osvita-startuye-vzhe-21-sichnya#:~:text=Oleksiy%20Honcharuk%3A%20National%20Digital%20Literacy,Cabinet%20of%20Ministers%20of%20Ukraine&text=The%20Government%20launches%20the%20National,Program%20on%20January%2021%2C%202020.
https://edition.cnn.com/interactive/2019/05/europe/finland-fake-news-intl/
https://apnews.com/76bb290db7724086b449071145c98d58
https://apnews.com/76bb290db7724086b449071145c98d58
https://gdpr.eu/what-is-gdpr/
https://gdpr.eu/what-is-gdpr/
https://www.partnershiponai.org/shared-prosperity-initiative/
https://www.partnershiponai.org/shared-prosperity-initiative/
https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/
https://www.openmobilityfoundation.org/
https://www.businessgreen.com/news/4019603/climate-risk-amazon-allianz-microsoft-global-join-open-initiative
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E Q U I TA B L E
T R A N S I T I O N S
How can we ensure a just  
transition to the future we want?
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82% of the wealth generated globally  
in 2017 went to the richest 1%, while half  
the population still live on less than  
US$5.50 per day. 

Across much of the world, the gap between rich  
and poor is widening. Given historic growth rates,  
it would take 100 years and a 15-fold increase in 
global GDP to lift everyone above the World Bank’s 
poverty line (which itself has been criticised as  
too low).

The dominant economic models – notably the 
growing financialisation of the economy – are 
exacerbating inequality. Asset owners, and those 
who are already wealthy, are enjoying a rate of 
return on capital that is substantially higher than 
economic growth. The rich are getting richer: a 
process that has been intensified by measures such 
as the quantitative easing introduced following the 
financial crash of 2008. Such asset owners are, for  
the most part, in the older age brackets, resulting  
in growing intergenerational inequality – as  
exemplified by the so-called ‘Generation Rent’ in  
the UK. A society in which an older generation  
enjoys riches unlikely ever to be available to the  
bulk of those who are presently young, is not a  
recipe for social harmony. 

E Q U I TA B L E  T R A N S I T I O N S

The conventional response has been to argue  
that economic growth will gradually erase poverty 
and create a more equal society; that a ‘rising tide 
will float all boats’. But this is looking increasingly 
unlikely in the face of rising inequalities across 
generational, racial and class lines.

This is compounded by the climate crisis, which  
is having a disproportionate impact on the poor. 
The UN has warned that it threatens to undo much 
of the progress made in development over the last 
50 years, and create a new era of ‘climate apartheid’, 
where the rich alone are able to buy their way out  
of heat and hunger.

Relying on conventional growth models to 
meet some of the targets enshrined in the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is storing  
up more problems, as they could well help speed  
us past the Paris Agreement’s threshold of  
limiting global temperature rise to 2°C.  

Delivering on some of the SDGs via our 
dominant growth model could destroy  
our chances of meeting others.

F R OM  SYS T E M  S H O C K  T O  SYS T E M  C H A N G E  -  T I M E  T O  T R A N S F O R M

https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/01/1055681
https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/01/1055681
https://news.un.org/en/story/2019/06/1041261
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Existing inequalities have been sharpened 
by the impact of COVID-19.

In the rich world, many of those hit hardest by the 
pandemic have been among the poorest in their 
societies, such as low-paid care and health workers, 
often from a BME background, who have been 
disproportionately exposed to the virus.
The economic impact has also been heaviest on  
the poor in the developing world, with workers in  
the informal sector and migrant labourers among  
the first to suffer the impact. It has also increased 
gender inequality, as low-paid, young, working-class 
women are among those most affected, and women 
across developed and developing countries have 
often taken on the burden of increased domestic  
care responsibilities.

All this gives the lie to the claim that, facing the 
pandemic, we are all in it together. As UN Secretary-
General António Guterres puts it: “While we are all 
floating on the same sea, it’s clear that some are in 
superyachts, while others are clinging to the  
drifting debris.”

The fact that the pandemic coincided with the 
renewed vigour of the Black Lives Matter  
movement, initially in the US and then Europe,  
has helped foreground historical legacies, such  
as colonialism and slavery, that have helped  
shape present inequalities.

To some extent, COVID-19 has had the effect of 
highlighting some of these social and economic 
injustices and has triggered at least some  

T O DAY ’S  P I C T U R E
response from governments and business. For 
example, governments from Indonesia to India 
are embarking on programmes of slum upgrading, 
while cities such as London and Paris are moving 
to reclaim the streets for cycling and pedestrian 
use. In India, billionaire businessman Azim 
Premji’s foundation has come together with 
Wipro to commit nearly US$ 150 million towards a 
nationwide response to COVID-19, with a particular 
focus on strengthening the healthcare system and 
livelihoods. Elsewhere, a wide range of companies 
have responded in ways as varied as making 
large-scale donations in cash or kind, shifting their 
production to health care needs, and supporting  
key workers or small businesses.

Now, as plans evolve for a post-COVID-19  
recovery, we need to ensure that relief and 
stimulus packages address the roots of both 
social inequality and the ecological crisis – 
otherwise these risk compounding both.

“While we are all floating on the 
same sea, it’s clear that some are 
in superyachts, while others are 
clinging to the drifting debris.”
- António Guterres
UN Secretary-General
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https://www.wipro.com/newsroom/press-releases/2020/wipro-azim-premji-foundation-commit-rs-1125-crore-to-tackle-covid-19-crisis/
https://www.wipro.com/newsroom/press-releases/2020/wipro-azim-premji-foundation-commit-rs-1125-crore-to-tackle-covid-19-crisis/
https://www.wipro.com/newsroom/press-releases/2020/wipro-azim-premji-foundation-commit-rs-1125-crore-to-tackle-covid-19-crisis/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/07/companies-action-support-covid-19-response/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/07/companies-action-support-covid-19-response/
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Shareholders prioritise human rights 
In 2020, shareholders for the first time prioritised 
human rights and workers’ rights above climate 
change and other investor concerns, such as lobbying 
and corporate governance. Members of the Interfaith 
Centre on Corporate Responsibility and Investor 
Alliance filed 254 resolutions, of which 52 related to 
human rights and worker rights, surpassing 45 for 
climate change. Diversity and inclusiveness also saw 
42 resolutions.

Rio Tinto CEO quits over aboriginal  
site destruction
The Chief Executive of Rio Tinto, the world’s second 
largest metals and mining corporation, has quit over 
the destruction of a sacred aboriginal site in Western 
Australia. Investors expressed shock and demanded 
answers after the iron ore miner detonated explos-
ives at rock caves in Juukan Gorge that showed conti-
nual evidence of human occupation for 46,000 years.

Citizen assemblies shape recovery
Citizen assemblies in France and the UK are meeting 
online to shape public policies for the recovery, in 
response to social distancing measures. In France, 150 
members met online in April 2020, putting forward 
50 propositions, and calling for “socially acceptable” 
recovery measures and a “more human and more 
resilient” economic model. The UK’s 108-member 
Citizens Climate Assembly also met online in April 
and May and has just produced a report calling 
for the UK path to net-zero to be underpinned by 
education, choice, fairness and political consensus.

S I G N A LS  O F  C H A N G E

State vs tech giants in battle over  
gig worker rights
Uber, Lyft and other gig economy giants have 
launched Proposition 22, a campaign to enable 
workers to “choose to work as independent 
contractors with control over where, when,  
how long and for who they work”, rather than  
be reclassified as employees with rights.  
Proposition 22 does offer some protections,  
including guaranteed minimum earnings,  
expenses compensation, and health allowances.  
This is in response to California’s Amendment  
Bill 5, a Supreme Court ruling that workers for gig 
companies are entitled to employee benefits.

Advertisers boycott Facebook  
over hate speech 
In July 2020, over 1100 companies stopped advertising 
on Facebook in response to the civil rights campaign 
Stop Hate for Profit, which called on the social media 
giant to take more action to stop hate speech on its 
platforms. The campaign grew among US civil rights 
groups following the death of George Floyd in police 
custody. Earlier signatories included The North Face, 
REI, Ben & Jerry’s and Patagonia, followed by Ford,  
Levi Strauss and Walgreens.

To read the full signal and our analysis, click through on the links to the newly launched Futures Centre

https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/shareholder-resolutions-prioritise-human-rights
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/rio-tinto-ceo-quits-over-aboriginal-site-destruction
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/rio-tinto-ceo-quits-over-aboriginal-site-destruction
https://www.smh.com.au/business/companies/rio-tinto-investors-shocked-want-answers-on-rock-shelter-blast-20200601-p54yf9.html
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/citizen-assemblies-shape-post-covid-recovery
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/state-vs-tech-giants-in-battle-over-gig-worker-rights
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/state-vs-tech-giants-in-battle-over-gig-worker-rights
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/advertisers-boycott-facebook-over-hate-speech
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/advertisers-boycott-facebook-over-hate-speech
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I M P L I C AT I O N S
The need to ramp up our focus on addressing 
inequality will only increase in the coming 
decade with the pandemic likely to be the first of 
many waves of disruption that will increase risks for 
already vulnerable communities, just as the impacts 
of climate change are becoming more apparent.

We may not be able to predict exactly how and when 
these systemic shocks will hit, but we can act swiftly 
now to mitigate their impact. Among the most urgent 
tasks is the need to effect a ‘just transition’ away from 
a high-carbon, fossil-fuelled economy to a circular 
one powered by renewables. This means, for example, 
ensuring that coal-mining communities are not left 
behind in a race to decarbonise. It means addressing 
the multiple social and ecological issues involved in 
extracting and processing all the raw materials, such 
as coltan and tantalum, needed for a renewably-
powered, digital future. But it isn’t simply about 
energy and jobs; a just transition means tackling, 
rather than compounding, injustice and inequality.  
If not, it will be both a moral and a practical failure.

Key to all this is decentralising power, enabling 
wider participation and thus deepening democracy. 
Active public participation makes for durable 
policy, as borne out by research from the Stockholm 
Environment Institute which found that involving 
people early in the policy design process greatly 
improves the chances that new behaviours ‘stick’. 
Responses to COVID-19 at the local level would seem 
to bear this out. Even before a national strategy 
on the pandemic could be put in place, many local 
authorities took action, with some of the most 
effective responses coming from informal citizens’ 

groups. These helped ensure that timely health care 
information and support reached people in congested 
urban settlements, such as in Brazil’s favelas or by the  
‘Covid yoddhas (warriors)’ in Mumbai’s Dharavi slum.

This coming decade will also see an  
important demographic transition. 
By 2025, 75% of the working population globally 
will be millennials and members of their successor 
generation, the so-called Gen Z. Many have already 
been radicalised by the combined pressures of 
economic downturns, job insecurity, social injustice 
and the threat of climate change. They have been 
poorly served by the present system, and feel they 
have little to lose from quite radical changes in 
direction. These are also the people who will still be 
alive towards the end of the century, living with the 
long-term consequences of our collective actions. 
Many are asking fundamental questions about 
the wisdom of discounting future generations for 
short-term gains. This has created fertile ground 
for a significant values shift, away from the current 
economic model, and towards a distributive one 
that has the principles of social equity and a ‘just 
transition’ to a zero-carbon future at its heart.

As the millennials emerge into leadership positions 
over this coming decade, they will have both the 
opportunity and the responsibility to take on  
this challenge. Meanwhile, it is incumbent on those 
who currently hold power and influence to start 
thinking intergenerationally, and bringing young 
people into the decision-making that will affect their 
future. To be ‘good ancestors’ to those who come after.
 

The pandemic has simultaneously shown up both  
the systemic inequalities in our society, and how 
acutely vulnerable our economic model is when faced 
with a destabilising shock. Inequality is at the heart 
of both. 

So the question now is: are we on the verge of 
a breaking point – or can we use this shock as 
a tipping point for change?

https://www.reutersevents.com/sustainability/navigating-long-and-perilous-road-clean-economy
https://www.sei.org/publications/how-public-participation-shapes-environmental-decision-making/
https://www.sei.org/publications/how-public-participation-shapes-environmental-decision-making/
https://www.un.org/en/coronavirus/brazil%E2%80%99s-favelas-organize-fight-covid-19
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/how-mumbai-s-corona-warriors-contained-covid-19-outbreak-in-asia-s-largest-slum-dharavi-1688036-2020-06-11
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R E G E N E R AT I V E 
O P E N I N G S
Are regenerative approaches  
the critical unlock to the challenges  
of the decade ahead?
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We live in extraordinary times, when  
the interlocking crises facing humanity  
can seem overwhelming in their complexity 
and impact. Yet there is hope emerging  
from people and organisations that are 
embracing and experimenting with 
‘regenerative’ approaches – challenging  
us to work with, rather than against, the 
power of living systems.

This is not a new revelation: replenishing and 
fostering healthy living systems is a concept  
which has been at the heart of much ecological 
thinking for the past half-century – and has  
arguably been part of some indigenous cultures  
from thousands of years past. But as the systemic 
nature of the crises facing us becomes clear, the  
need to embrace and implement that approach  
has taken on a new urgency.

And it is one which demands a decisive shift away 
from some of the mindsets which have dominated 
our thinking in the past, and which continue to 
hold a powerful influence today. In cultures heavily 
influenced by European Enlightenment – which 
comprise the vast majority of organisations with 
power and influence today – there is a powerful 
tendency to think and behave as though we 
are separate from ‘nature’. Everything from our 

R E G E N E R AT I V E  O P E N I N G S

economic models to our way of measuring  
‘natural capital’ is built on the legacy of a 
mechanistic worldview. This flies in the face  
of how we now understand the world. In truth, 
individuals, human society and the natural  
world are inextricably intertwined, interacting  
and influencing each other in a myriad of  
complex ways. 

Our own bodies are ecosystems in miniature, 
while human societies at scale are part of living 
systems too. We have co-evolved with our 
surroundings, such that every place on Earth has 
been shaped by human existence, and vice-versa. 
Now, in an increasingly interconnected world, 
these interdependencies are becoming ever more 
apparent. COVID-19 is the latest crisis to throw 
these into sharp relief.

That means that our response to such crises has  
to have interdependence at its heart. In the face 
of this realisation, a constellation of approaches, 
known loosely as ‘regenerative’, are emerging  
which have the potential to embrace this living 
complexity and so unlock transformational change.  
It draws on the innate capacity of humans, 
along with all living things, to recover and 
restore themselves.
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In sustainability circles, the term  
‘regenerative’ has gone viral over the  
last two years, applied to everything  
from farming and economics, to  
leadership and organisational culture. 

With support from pioneering organisations  
like the Regenesis Group, Future Stewards and  
the Presencing Institute, there’s growing excitement 
around its potential. Take the rise of regenerative 
agriculture. What has up until now been practiced 
on a small scale by indigenous communities and 
permaculture practitioners – for example the food 
forest at the Sahainan Organic Permaculture Farm in 
Thailand – is now inspiring a broader movement to 
replenish soil health and harness the power of natural 
processes on any given farm. Companies like General 
Mills and Walmart, and initiatives like Zero Budget 
Natural Farming in India, have committed  
to enabling regenerative agriculture at scale.

Increasingly, such initiatives are about more than 
just the health of the soil and the farm ecosystem, 
extending to the wellbeing of the farmers themselves, 
and the surrounding community – both human and 
natural – such as Olam’s commitment to ecosystem 
regeneration through its Living Landscapes Policy. We 
are seeing the likes of Patagonia take a whole-system 
approach with organic cotton growers in India, and 
Danone supporting farmers with long-term contracts 
and capacity-building as well as enhancing the local 
ecosystem. Other examples include commitments 
from the cocoa industry to work towards a living 
income that distributes more of the product value 
back to producer communities, and so enhances their 
ability to be a thriving part of the supply chain.     

T O DAY ’S  P I C T U R E
Because the regenerative concept has been so 
closely associated with agriculture, it can be seen 
as a purely environmental approach – one which 
excludes people, or even sees them as an obstacle  
to ‘ecosystem restoration’. This risks it merely 
playing into existing power dynamics. A similar 
caveat applies to renewable power generation.  
While welcome in itself, it will hardly be 
regenerative in the wider sense of the word if  
it essentially extracts the energy generated over 
an area of land and transports it and most of 
its economic value elsewhere, while the local 
community gets no benefit – apart from, perhaps,  
a few poorly-paid jobs. 

So regenerative farming or energy  
can only be a starting point.  
Encouragingly, there are signs that some are 
recognising this. Inspired by its potential,  
General Mills has embarked on a process to 
understand how regenerative thinking could  
be applied within the business more widely. 
Patagonia is using it as a framework for how  
it supports and enables its employees.  
Meanwhile, civil society organisations like 
Extinction Rebellion are embedding the  
concept of ‘regenerative cultures’ – embracing 
 the diversity of human experience, rooting 
approaches in the unique local context,  
and building the capacity of people  
and communities to continually act,  
reflect and adapt. 
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https://www.sahainan.com/
https://www.sahainan.com/
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200128005142/en/General-Mills-Launches-Multi-Year-Regenerative-Agriculture-Pilot
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200128005142/en/General-Mills-Launches-Multi-Year-Regenerative-Agriculture-Pilot
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200128005142/en/General-Mills-Launches-Multi-Year-Regenerative-Agriculture-Pilot
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200128005142/en/General-Mills-Launches-Multi-Year-Regenerative-Agriculture-Pilot
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20200128005142/en/General-Mills-Launches-Multi-Year-Regenerative-Agriculture-Pilot
https://www.olamgroup.com/sustainability/policies-codes-standards/living-landscapes-policy.html
https://eu.patagonia.com/gb/en/stories/changing-the-fabric-of-our-lives/story-79355.html
https://www.danone.com/impact/planet/regenerative-agriculture.html
https://www.confectionerynews.com/Article/2019/10/23/WCF-president-backs-Living-Income-Differential-for-cocoa-farmers-and-puts-children-first
https://www.confectionerynews.com/Article/2019/10/23/WCF-president-backs-Living-Income-Differential-for-cocoa-farmers-and-puts-children-first
https://neuroleadership.com/your-brain-at-work/regenerative-leadership-nli-top-trend-2020
https://neuroleadership.com/your-brain-at-work/regenerative-leadership-nli-top-trend-2020
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Mexico’s ‘Water Culture’ movement
Isla Urbana, an interdisciplinary group of designers, 
urbanists, engineers, anthropologists, educators  
and artists, aims to build a water-responsible 
culture in communities across Mexico by 
integrating education and community 
empowerment with the installation of rainwater 
harvesting (RWH) systems. The movement defines 
‘Water Culture’ as “the state of being an active 
participant in the construction of a symbiotic 
relationship with nature and our water cycles.”

New $1bn ‘natural capital’ investment fund
Pollination group and HSBC have announced 
an investment fund focused on putting a value 
on natural resources.  The fund will invest in 
regenerative agriculture, sustainable forestry, water 
management, blue carbon capture through aquatic 
ecosystems, nature-based bio fuels, and other 
nature based projects. HSBC and  Pollination group, 
a climate change advisory and investment firm, are 
expected to launch the fund midway through 2021 
and aim to raise $1bn.
 

Extinction Rebellion (XR) goes regenerative 
The global movement XR seeks to bring a new 
approach to climate activism, calling on participants 
to demonstrate the change they want to see 
in society, and making regenerative culture its 
organising principle. XR aims to nurture a new 
culture which is robust and resilient to support us 
all through the inevitable changes we are facing. By 
way of definition, XR has put forward a set of ‘caring’ 
principles, comprising care for self, for others, for the 
wider community, and for the planet. According to 
one of XR’s Elders, “For every citizen willing to risk 
arrest we need 20 working in regenerative care”. 

Outstanding impact of Dalit  
women’s network 
The Deccan Development Society (DDS), a network 
comprising some of India’s poorest and most 
marginalised women, was awarded the 2019 UNDP 
Equator Prize as “an outstanding example of a  
nature-based solution to climate change and 
sustainable development”, that is building local 
capacity. DDS practices and teaches ecology-based 
agriculture for food security through small groups  
or ‘Sanghams’ working across 75 villages in India. 

Stable digital currency  
to fund regeneration  
A new blockchain-based currency called SEEDS,  
built by the decentralised app creator Hypha and  
co-owned by all who contribute, aims to reward  
and finance people and organisations “committed  
to creating a healthier and more equitable planet”,  
and “nurture a globally regenerative culture”.

S I G N A LS  O F  C H A N G E

To read the full signal and our analysis, click through on the links to the newly launched Futures Centre

A truly regenerative business 
is one with the potential to be 
self-sustaining, whose business 
model inherently replenishes and 
reinvests in the underlying systems 
on which it relies.

https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/mexicos-community-led-water-culture-movement
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/hsbc-and-pollination-group-create-new-1bn-natural-capital-investment-fund/
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/hsbc-and-pollination-group-create-new-1bn-natural-capital-investment-fund/
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https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/hsbc-and-pollination-group-create-new-1bn-natural-capital-investment-fund/
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/hsbc-and-pollination-group-create-new-1bn-natural-capital-investment-fund/
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/extinction-rebellion-seeks-to-demonstrate-regenerative-culture
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WCboH6kMuHs
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/outstanding-impact-of-5000-strong-network-of-dalit-women
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/outstanding-impact-of-5000-strong-network-of-dalit-women
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/stable-digital-currency-aims-to-fund-regeneration
https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/stable-digital-currency-aims-to-fund-regeneration
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I M P L I C AT I O N S
How can this play out in practice? 
Our response to COVID-19 is a case in point. There 
is growing recognition of the causal relationship 
between ecological destruction – particularly of 
forests – and the rise in species-jumping diseases. 
There could not be a clearer link between the health 
of the ecosystem and that of individuals. But our 
response to COVID-19 has been largely narrow 
and reactive, not holistic: identifying and treating 
symptoms, and trying to isolate ourselves from 
the disease. There has been relatively little focus 
on boosting overall individual and community 
wellbeing, improving diets, housing, transport, 
air quality, and so on – as well as protecting and 
enhancing ecosystems – despite the considerable 
evidence that doing so would not only increase our 
resistance to COVID-19 specifically, but also make 
our society as a whole healthier in every respect. 
One which is more able to either avoid, or cope with, 
future pandemics; more able to mitigate and adapt  
to climate change.

A wholly regenerative approach will produce many 
such ‘virtuous circles’ – a cascade of co-benefits. At 
present, no such thorough-going approach exists 
in practice, but there are possibilities emerging, 
and a role for everyone from business leaders 
to governments to bring them to life. The city of 
Amsterdam, for example, is exploring adopting 
‘doughnut economics’ to help build a future with a 
decent quality of life for all within natural limits. 

A regenerative business would recognise its 
interdependence on other people and organisations. 

It would look to collaborate with others and influence 
and build the health of the critical  
systems on which it relies for its prosperity. There  
are signs that some companies at least are starting 
 to embrace this thinking. Those identifying as B 
Corps, for example, are demonstrating the potential 
of putting a wider societal purpose into the core of 
their activities.  

H&M and IKEA, meanwhile, are placing circular 
economy principles at the heart of their business 
models. Some investors, too, such as Cornerstone 
Capital, are moving away from a ‘minimise impact’ 
approach – which might, for example, focus on ruling 
out financing fossil fuels – towards recognising the 
need to fundamentally shift business models to 
positively contribute to our society. 
 
These are all welcome first steps. But a truly 
regenerative business is one with the potential to 
be self-sustaining, whose business model inherently 
replenishes and reinvests in the underlying systems 
on which it relies. Such a business would see its role 
in a wider ecosystem, recognising that it is not a 
static entity but one that lives and evolves, and so 
would focus on building the underlying capacity of 
its employees and stakeholders.

As the recovery slowly takes hold, now is the time for 
all involved in business strategy to ask themselves: 
where can you identify different routes of value 
creation consistent with a regenerative approach? 
And what different business models might you 
explore to do so?  

And a question for us all: how can 
regenerative approaches provide that critical 
‘unlock’ to the multiple challenges of the 
decade ahead?

https://www.kateraworth.com/2020/04/08/amsterdam-city-doughnut/
https://hmgroup.com/sustainability/circular-and-climate-positive/circularity-and-our-value-chain.html
https://www.edie.net/news/5/Ikea-launches-circular-economy-strategic-partnership-with-Ellen-MacArthur-Foundation/
https://cornerstonecapinc.com/
https://cornerstonecapinc.com/
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W H AT  N E X T
E M E R G I N G  T R A J E C T O R I E S  T H AT  W I L L  S H A P E  O U R  F U T U R E

The COVID-19 pandemic is not just  
disrupting daily life, but also the  
fundamental assumptions people hold  
and their way of thinking about the  
world: what we term their mindsets  
and their narratives.

This may actually be good news. We know from  
our work changing systems, that deep change  
only happens when narratives change. Narratives  
are what we use to make sense of the world and  
organise our societies. Organising in new 
regenerative and just ways will require new 
narratives, based on assumptions and mindsets that 
prioritise collaboration, collective human wellbeing 
and planetary health. But at the same time we must 
also recognise that mindsets based on fear and 
competition will lead in other directions, and be 
prepared to work with this reality. 

In other words, the silver lining of this very  
difficult time is an opportunity to enact deeply 
needed change for sustainability. However,  
working strategically towards such change is  
difficult when the current range and depth of 
uncertainties are so great. Forecasts are of little  
use when assumptions are shifting. But by looking  
at alternative narratives that are emerging, we  
can start to understand trajectories that lead  
from here to alternative futures. 

Forum for the Future has begun to plot these 
potential trajectories based on desktop research, 
interviews and workshops with a wide range of 
leaders across business, philanthropic and  
not-for-profit organisations, and analysis of the  
latest signals of change.  

The trajectories are a guide to understanding 
what may happen next, to detecting early 
signs of the sort of shift we might see, and 
anticipating some of the consequences. They 
are a tool to help changemakers work with 
this moment of deep discontinuity to deliver 
transformational change for sustainability.

While grounded in the present moment, each 
trajectory points to a very different long-term 
destination. However, they are not mutually 
exclusive, and in fact, all are currently active, 
overlapping, and all are likely to be ‘in play’  
for some time. There are features within each  
trajectory that characterise the different  
responses we have seen to the COVID-19 crisis.  
From the perspective of sustainability, each 
trajectory has ‘light’ that can be worked with,  
and ‘dark’ that will need to be mitigated.

 The key question is which trajectory 
will dominate over the next few 
years – which will most strongly 
contribute to the assumptions that 
frame the collective actions of this 
critical decade?

https:/thefuturescentre.org/signals-insights/
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H O W  T O  U S E 
T H E  T R A J E C T O R I E S 
At Forum for the Future we use futures work to help 
organisations and entire sectors grapple with uncertainty 
and change. By revealing the complex interplay of dynamic trends 
around us, and identifying risks and opportunities associated with 
this interplay, we can understand where and how to act now for  
long-term resilience and success.

The COVID-19 trajectories are a living and flexible systemic futures 
tool with many possible uses, including:

1. Tracking and making sense of the changes happening 
around us 
By tracking signals of change and dominant narratives as they 
evolve, the trajectories can provide a framework for dealing with  
the ‘overwhelm’; with the complex and often contradictory 
nature of what is happening in this moment. 
See more at thefuturescentre.org. 

2. Informing your strategy 
The trajectories can be used to build a nuanced understanding  
of key challenges your organisation may need to traverse in the 
2020s and how to respond to them. They are useful for testing  
an existing strategy, or developing a new one, making better  
decisions to understand the outcome you want, and exploring  
your organisation’s role in a changing system. 

3. Creating the narratives and the framing to drive 
collective action 
No matter which version of the future we find ourselves in, the 
trajectories can support alignment with partners, raise collective 
ambitions, and help to build collaborations for transformation.

Find out more

https://www.thefuturescentre.org/
https://www.forumforthefuture.org/covid-19-trajectories


U N D E R LY I N G  M I N D S E T
“There is not enough to share. We must retreat to protect our own 
kind. Our survival and prosperity comes ahead of the survival and 
prosperity of others.”

I N  B R I E F
This is characterised by the strengthening of existing nationalist 
dynamics, pointing towards the collapse of what’s left of  
globalisation and international collaboration, and the emergence  
of fragmented regionalism.

T R A J E C T O RY  1

C OM P E T E  
& R E T R E AT
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S I G N S  O F  T H E 
E M E R G E N C E  O F 
T H I S  T R A J E C T O RY
Since the start of the pandemic, signs we  
have seen include: 
• mask piracy 
• the closing of international borders 
• vaccine protectionism 
• the barricading of some local  

communities to protect themselves 
• rich nations outspending developing  

nations on materials to manage  
the pandemic 

• the strengthening of action  
at national state level
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https://www.bbc.com/news/world-52161995
https://www.nytimes.com/article/coronavirus-travel-restrictions.html
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/global-politicians-attacked-over-vaccine-protectionism-2lgsxbqh6
https://theconversation.com/indigenous-mexicans-turn-inward-to-survive-covid-19-barricading-villages-and-growing-their-own-food-142537
https://theconversation.com/indigenous-mexicans-turn-inward-to-survive-covid-19-barricading-villages-and-growing-their-own-food-142537
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/09/world/coronavirus-equipment-rich-poor.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/09/world/coronavirus-equipment-rich-poor.html
https://www.ft.com/content/644fd920-6cea-11ea-9bca-bf503995cd6f
https://www.ft.com/content/644fd920-6cea-11ea-9bca-bf503995cd6f


F R OM  SYS T E M  S H O C K  T O  SYS T E M  C H A N G E  -  T I M E  T O  T R A N S F O R M 3 8

We could see zero-sum dynamics coming  
into play from nationalist governments, 
as we have already seen with access to 
personal protective equipment (PPE) and 
medical resources, and increasing focus  
by nearly all countries on national health, 
national food and energy security.

At national level in many countries this might 
feel positive to many people – a sense of pulling 
together for the common good, a welcome focus on 
securing local economies, production and jobs, and 
the training of local people instead of relying on 
immigrant labour.

We might see more protectionism, supply chains 
shortening, and ‘reshoring’ increasing in the 
richer world, as business uses automation to 
bring production closer to the market. For many 
developing countries, this trajectory could be 
disastrous, with foreign aid dwindling just as their 
competitive advantage in terms of labour costs is 
eroded by automation.

There could be patchwork environmental gains, 
as a focus on local energy resilience could boost 
renewables and electricity storage, and a drive 
for self-sufficiency could speed the growth of 
circular economies. But there would likely be more 
downsides, with many countries and communities 
under pressure to exploit natural resources for short-
term gain, without regard to longer term impacts. 

International cooperation to tackle climate change 
and other global challenges would erode heavily 
and perhaps fall away almost entirely, causing the 
collapse of multilateralism and the failure of global 
governance structures. In its place we might see the 
emergence of fragmented regionalism around rival 
power centres.

W H AT  M I G H T  H A P P E N  I F  T H I S  
T R A J E C T O RY  D OM I N AT E S ?
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We might see more 
protectionism, supply 
chains shortening, and 
‘reshoring’ increasing 
in the richer world, 
as business uses 
automation to bring 
production closer to 
the market. 

WATCH: Bringing Compete & Retreat to life

F R OM  SYS T E M  S H O C K  T O  SYS T E M  C H A N G E  -  T I M E  T O  T R A N S F O R M

https://youtu.be/Y9VSd3KC2jM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y9VSd3KC2jM&feature=youtu.be


U N D E R LY I N G  M I N D S E T
“Greater control is required to maintain public health, safety and 
security, and to keep growth and global interconnection going as 
‘normal’. We are prepared to relinquish privacy concerns for this.”

I N  B R I E F
This is characterised by the ramped up use of technology for 
automation, remote connection, surveillance and control in an 
attempt to manage complex problems, to return to some form of 
globalisation and to keep the current model of growth going.

T R A J E C T O RY  2

D I S C I P L I N E
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S I G N S  O F  T H E 
E M E R G E N C E  O F 
T H I S  T R A J E C T O RY
Since the start of the pandemic,  
signs we have seen include: 
• acceleration of automation 
• proliferating test and trace systems
• the growth in value of tech companies 
• a shift to remote working 
• data-driven transformation of supply  

chain management
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https://www.forbes.com/sites/simonchandler/2020/05/12/coronavirus-is-forcing-companies-to-speed-up-automation-for-better-and-for-worse/
https://academic.oup.com/jlb/article/7/1/lsaa034/5848138
https://www.forbes.com/sites/simonchandler/2020/05/12/coronavirus-is-forcing-companies-to-speed-up-automation-for-better-and-for-worse/
https://www.ft.com/content/844ed28c-8074-4856-bde0-20f3bf4cd8f0
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/data-not-digitalization-transforms-the-post-pandemic-supply-chain/
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/data-not-digitalization-transforms-the-post-pandemic-supply-chain/
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We could see the normalisation and acceptance 
of mass surveillance and citizen tracking 
systems, in the service of returning to ‘normal’, 
which remain in place after the pandemic 
subsides.  

In some countries we could see the adoption of  
versions of the Chinese ‘social credit system’ to 
influence and track public behaviour.

In industrialised countries we could see accelerating 
automation and ramped up use of technology across 
many sectors, to facilitate ‘no touch’ interactions and  
to enable economies to keep going through varying 
restriction levels. Remote working and education 
could become normalised across many countries, 
causing a deep reconfiguration of living patterns, cities 
and transport networks and the end of business travel, 
with all these patterns and norms persisting following 
the pandemic.

While many positives could come from such a 
reconfiguration, there is also a risk on this trajectory 
of increasing existing trends around automisation and 
less human contact, with implications for loneliness, 
mental health and loss of community feeling.

Power dynamics would probably become increasingly 
centralised on this trajectory, with governments and 
big tech companies becoming closely aligned and 
mutually dependent. If automation is poorly managed 
and leads to high unemployment, public feelings of 
disenfranchisement could increase and lead to very 
difficult political dynamics.

We might also see an increase in deployment 
of surveillance and remote technology for 
sustainability gains. In addition to remote working, 
we could see things like increasing use of predictive 
AI to manage resource supply chains efficiently, 
to increase agricultural yields, and to manage 
decentralised energy loads from renewables more 
effectively. We could see greatly expanded use of  
data all the way down the supply chain to avoid 
human rights abuses and increase transparency. 
We could also see increasing use of global sensor 
networks and high resolution satellites to track 
pollution, and crack down on illegal fishing  
and logging.

W H AT  M I G H T  H A P P E N  I F  T H I S  
T R A J E C T O RY  D OM I N AT E S ?

41

Ramped up use of 
technology for automation, 
remote connection, 
surveillance and control 
in an attempt to manage 
complex problems, to 
return to some form of 
globalisation and to  
keep the current model 
of growth going.

F R OM  SYS T E M  S H O C K  T O  SYS T E M  C H A N G E  -  T I M E  T O  T R A N S F O R M
WATCH: Bringing Discipline to life

https://youtu.be/wNqpOhT3sxM
https://youtu.be/wNqpOhT3sxM


U N D E R LY I N G  M I N D S E T
“Planetary health and human wellbeing come first, and are  
interconnected. Deep change to reset the system is possible,  
desirable and happening. We can’t go back to ‘before’.”

I N  B R I E F
This is characterised by the harnessing of the recovery from  
the pandemic as a ‘reset’ to accelerate a fair and equitable  
zero-carbon transition and enable a shift towards approaches  
like stakeholder capitalism, ‘doughnut economics’ and  
wellbeing budgeting. New business models emerge based  
on resilience and regenerative thinking.

T R A J E C T O RY  3

T R A N S F O R M
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S I G N S  O F  T H E 
E M E R G E N C E  O F 
T H I S  T R A J E C T O RY
Since the start of the pandemic,  
signs we have seen include: 
• Amsterdam’s plan to use doughnut  

economics to recover 
• major cities reconfiguring to promote  

cycling over car use 
• responses to Black Lives Matter by  

major institutions 
• the accelerating of the B-Corps movement
• the adoption of regenerative agriculture  

practices by corporations such as Walmart 
• a surge in green bonds for the recovery
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https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/08/amsterdam-doughnut-model-mend-post-coronavirus-economy
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/08/amsterdam-doughnut-model-mend-post-coronavirus-economy
https://theconversation.com/how-major-cities-are-trying-to-keep-people-walking-and-cycling-137909
https://theconversation.com/how-major-cities-are-trying-to-keep-people-walking-and-cycling-137909
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/31/business/media/companies-marketing-black-lives-matter-george-floyd.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/31/business/media/companies-marketing-black-lives-matter-george-floyd.html
https://fortune.com/2020/07/07/danone-emmanuel-faber-b-corp-movement/
https://www.wbcsd.org/Overview/News-Insights/Member-spotlight/Walmart-sets-goal-to-become-a-regenerative-company
https://www.wbcsd.org/Overview/News-Insights/Member-spotlight/Walmart-sets-goal-to-become-a-regenerative-company
https://www.institutionalassetmanager.co.uk/2020/07/21/287766/historic-eu-recovery-package-signals-surge-green-bond-market
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The deep levels of dysfunction, structural  
inequality and gross inequity revealed 
globally, regionally and locally by the 
pandemic could lead to sustained attempts to 
address them, and growing recognition  
of the need for systemic action.  
 
For example the ongoing resurgence of the Black 
Lives Matter movement can be seen as part of 
a wider recognition that the time has come to 
recognise and address structural faultlines.

We could also see the harnessing of the recovery 
responses and trillion dollar bailouts to make  
society more resilient and to accelerate zero-carbon 
and just transitions. 

Initial impetus from grassroots and city initiatives 
to use the opportunity to transform could be 
complemented and bolstered by pioneer businesses 
visibly acting and responding to a deep sense of 
purpose. Calls to ‘build back better’ could focus 
sustained attention and effort on expanding the 
business models, incentives, policies and reforms 
that are needed to put the economy at the service  
of wellbeing and the planet, not vice versa. We could 
see increasing acceptance of the critical role of 
natural systems, such as forests, in everything from 
reducing the risks of pandemics to sequestering 
carbon – and this being properly reflected in shifts  
in investment.

As economies seek to recover from the pandemic, 
norms and narratives could begin to shift towards 

ideas like: For a company that serves society, profit is the 
means, not the goal in itself. Wellbeing is a measure of 
success, and so is resilience. Inequality is not a by-product 
of the system but a metric of failure. Deep economic reform 
could begin to happen.

The ongoing difficulties around political polarisation and 
combating disinformation would not go away on this 
trajectory and could actually intensify considerably. There 
is a risk of ‘culture war’ narratives strengthening. We could 
begin to see attempts to address this by the adoption of 
participatory governance models, as learning spreads from 
the experience of Taiwan. If successful this could lead in 
the longer term to a more resilient politics at both national 
and international level; one that is better able to respond to 
shocks and global challenges.

Regenerative models and thinking could spread across 
the agricultural sector and also begin to manifest in other 
areas and sectors – we could start seeing an increase in 
regenerative thinking that integrates social wellbeing in 
business models, the development of technology, urban 
planning and local and national government policies.

Transform sees a lot of  
decentralised, distributed  
responses from communities 
alongside pioneering businesses 
visibly acting on and responding  
to a deep sense of purpose. 

W H AT  M I G H T  H A P P E N  I F  T H I S  
T R A J E C T O RY  D OM I N AT E S ?

F R OM  SYS T E M  S H O C K  T O  SYS T E M  C H A N G E  -  T I M E  T O  T R A N S F O R M
WATCH: Bringing Transform to life

https://www.thefuturescentre.org/signal/digital-democracy-for-covid-19-defence
https://youtu.be/u5J2Cg_NPX4
https://youtu.be/u5J2Cg_NPX4


U N D E R LY I N G  M I N D S E T
“There might not ever be a ‘new normal’, the world is now strange 
and volatile beyond all previous human experience. Previous ways 
of thinking are not helpful now. Radical resilience, adaptability and 
opportunism jostle with fatalism and anxiety.”

I N  B R I E F
This is characterised by continuous discontinuity from cascading events 
and crises of all kinds– climate and ecological, political, social and 
technological– and the need to adjust to a difficult and strange reality 
of ‘no new normal’.

T R A J E C T O RY  4

U N S E T T L E D
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S I G N S  O F  T H E 
E M E R G E N C E  O F 
T H I S  T R A J E C T O RY
Since the start of the pandemic,  
signs we have seen include: 
• unprecedented Australian fires 
• the pandemic itself
• the oil price going negative
• possibility of oil demand peaking this year
• spiralling proliferation of conspiracy theories
• US firestorms in the wake of summer snow
• ‘Biblical’ locust plagues in several countries 
• the Beirut explosion 
• a third of Bangladesh flooded 
• Antarctic methane leaks 70 years early
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https://www.science.org.au/news-and-events/news-and-media-releases/australian-bushfires-why-they-are-unprecedented
https://globalriskinsights.com/2020/05/making-history-coronavirus-and-negative-oil-prices/
https://www.aljazeera.com/economy/2020/07/28/is-peak-oil-finally-here-opec-prepares-for-age-of-falling-demand/?gb=true
https://theintercept.com/2020/09/23/qanon-conspiracy-theory-colorado/
https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2020-09-14/extreme-heat-rare-summer-snow-brought-unprecedented-west-coast-firestorms
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200806-the-biblical-east-african-locust-plagues-of-2020
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2020_Beirut_explosion
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/7/14/a-third-of-bangladesh-underwater-after-heavy-rains-floods
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/jul/22/first-active-leak-of-sea-bed-methane-discovered-in-antarctica
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The worldview underlying this trajectory is 
less defined than the others and currently 
manifests more as a sense of continuous 
shock and unreality as events continue to 
pile up one after the other that seemed 
unthinkable, one-in-a-century, or even 
fantastical a short while ago.

While the pandemic itself is a major current part  
of this emerging trajectory in terms of the scale  
of disruption and open-ended uncertainty that it  
has brought, the intersection with ongoing climate  
and ecological breakdown, political instability,  
polarising social dynamics, economic disruption,  
and the disorienting speed of technological change  
is producing the possibility of a longer term  
global path that never actually stabilises into  
a ‘normal’ in terms that humans expect or  
have previously experienced.

We could see cascading, colliding and compounding 
events with unexpected and strange consequences 
that continually wrongfoot human institutions 
designed for the 20th Century – which means large 
swathes of the world. Tipping points with non-
linear effects could occur. Not all would necessarily 
be negative – there is also the possibility of social, 
technological or even commercial tipping points that 
could accelerate positive change.

The combined effects of these events could derail 
attempts to establish a stable or inflexible ‘new 
normal’, and lead to the rise of new groupings  

better attuned to this dynamic. The capacity  
to adjust to ‘no new normal’ would need to be  
developed and societies would probably need  
to cope with widespread anxiety and fatalism. 
Constructive approaches could potentially develop 
much stronger focus on resilience, adaptability  
and intuitive opportunism.

W H AT  M I G H T  H A P P E N  I F  T H I S  
T R A J E C T O RY  D OM I N AT E S ?
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Continuous discontinuity 
from cascading events and 
crises of all kinds– climate 
and ecological, political, 
social and technological– 
and the need to adjust  
to a difficult and strange 
reality of ‘no new normal’.
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WATCH: Bringing Unsettled to life

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2_rROXomxbI&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2_rROXomxbI&feature=youtu.be
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D E S I G N I N G  F O R 
T R A N S F O R M AT I O N
At any point in the next six to 18 months,  
any one of the four trajectories could be  
more dominant, and could potentially close 
down certain pathways to sustainability.  
 
By understanding these different possible versions 
of our future, and the mindsets that might dominate, 
we can begin to design from realities that might be 
less sympathetic to sustainability, towards ones that 
are more aligned with the ambitions of the SDGs.

Of the four trajectories, Forum for the Future 
strongly believes that the Transform trajectory 
must be the dominant one, and is essential if we 
are to create a world that is truly regenerative, and 
realises the just transition towards a net-zero global 
economy which is ultimately in everyone’s interest. 

By contrast, with only piecemeal action on 
sustainability, Compete and Retreat and 
Discipline threaten to lead us down a road to  
climate chaos and ‘Hothouse Earth’, with all the 
disastrous social and economic consequences that 
entails. In many ways, the Unsettled mindset and 
trajectory include some of the most interesting  
and concerning reflections with a very high  
number of signals and trends relating to an  
Unsettled present and future reality, but a far  
lower number relating to the recognition of this 
possibility and the development of a mindset to 

consciously deal with this constructively. This 
suggests that there is a great deal of work to  
do to make institutions and countries properly  
resilient for the potential risks of this decade. 

At the same time, it is important to show 
understanding and empathy with the mindsets 
underpinning all the trajectories, as they are all 
present in our day to day interactions. Whatever 
mindset you occupy, don’t assume others are in  
the same space. The trajectories show just how  
far apart citizens and countries may be, and the  
need to understand the narratives of others. 

Some mindsets – for example Discipline – may be 
important and very effective to adopt in the short-
term in order to manage the pandemic response.  
But it is important that we ensure our long-term 
strategy remains firmly framed by a transformational 
mindset. And we need to be aware that systemic 
shocks, with all their ability to derail the best laid 
plans, will continue to be an inevitable feature of  
the years – indeed, decades – to come. 

Meanwhile, we have a window in which 
the debate over narratives and mindsets is 
still very much alive. That window may not 
remain open for long. 
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T I M E  T O 
T R A N S F O R M : 
C O N C LU S I O N

We know that the decisions we make in  
the next six to 18 months will determine 
the future of our society, our economy,  
and the planet. 

At Forum for the Future, we firmly believe that  
the future is not something that happens to  
us, but is something that we actively create  
through every action we take.

And along with our many partners across business, 
civil society and government, we believe that the  
Transform trajectory needs to become the dominant  
version of our future if we are to deliver the systemic 
change needed to solve our inequality, climate, 
biodiversity and public health challenges. 

If we are to achieve that change, we need to change 
our views of how the world works, and to redefine 
the goals of the systems we operate within.

For each of us, there are questions we need to hold 
and pathways to transformative action we can help 
society to choose and progress along.
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PAT H WAYS  T O  T R A N S F O R M AT I V E  AC T I O N

Q U E S T I O N S  T O  H O L D AC T I O N S  T O  TA K E

E N A B L I N G  A P P R OAC H E S

R O U T E S  T O
T R A N S F O R M AT I V E
AC T I O N

What does just and regenerative 
tech look like? What social contract 
would support that?

Rethink how technology is used and 
why. Redefine who knows, who 
decides and who sets the rules of 
tech and transitions

Be future 
focused

Contribute 
to new 
narratives

Invest 
in change

Consider 
your power

Build capacity 
and resilience

How do we stop living as if we are 
separate from nature? How do we 
ensure human and planetary health 
are seen as intertwined?

Advocate for the Transform 
narrative with ambition and urgency 
commensurate with the current 
challenge and opportunity

How can we redefine what we mean 
by value? How do we shift the goals 
of our economic system?

Contribute to deep economic reform 
by redefining how we value thriving 
people and ecosystems

How can we ensure equality is at the 
heart of the forthcoming transitions?

Tackle inequality and actively ensure 
voices of marginalised communities 
are central to all transitions

How can we enhance the capacity of 
living systems to regenerate, adapt 
and flourish?

Map out what it means to embed 
a regenerative vision that goes 
beyond do-no-harm sustainability



P L AY I N G  
A N  AC T I V E  R O L E  
I N  C R E AT I N G 
T R A N S F O R M AT I O N

There are huge questions to be 
tackled. And the answers to 
them may at first sight seem out 
of reach. But the reality is that 
organisations and individuals are 
answering these questions every 
day in positive and innovative 
ways – we have provided many 
examples of them in this report. 

Each one of us, individually, and through 
our organisations and initiatives, has  
a role to play in ensuring that we 
harness this moment of radical change 
to transform the world around us  
for the better. 

There are many actions we can take 
now, and shifts in approach we can 
adopt. We have provided just a few 
of these here, organised by sector.

       BUSINESS

• Ensure the organisation has an inspiring and 
credible change-making purpose beyond profit 
maximisation, and the governance to deliver on 
this, including a diverse board of directors wide 
awake to the scale of the challenges. 

• Drive rapid, disruptive innovation at scale; 
set ambitious 2030 sustainability targets that 
currently seem unachievable, and galvanise 
the entire sector behind the groundbreaking 
solutions required to transform the markets 
you operate in for the better. 

• Commit to greater transparency across value 
chains by publicly disclosing sustainability data 
that reflects organisational values and allows 
stakeholders to hold you accountable for your 
performance. 

• End procurement practices that only focus on 
extracting maximum value at minimum cost 
and shift to new practices and market models 
that focus on full transparency, sharing value to 
build resilience and regeneration all along your 
supply chain. 

• Lead the way with R&D, innovation and 
marketing investments to make it easy,  
affor-dable and aspirational for citizens to 
adopt healthier and more sustainable lifestyles. 
 

• Advocate with governments for bolder 
action on social exclusion, income inequality, 
climate breakdown and the biodiversity crisis; 
encourage higher standards of regulation to 
raise standards and ensure a level playing field.

       INVESTORS

• Set mission as delivering value in the  
broadest sense – long-term societal value and 
natural capital – not just short-term financial 
returns, and drive investment into an economic  
system which has reset its goals to enable  
a regenerative future.  

• Exert active ownership strategies to influence 
investees to reconsider and shift their practices. 
Proactively invest in those businesses that are 
driving long-term sustainability.  

• Use a carbon price in all financial analysis.  
Rule out anything that does not work with 
carbon priced at the level required for 
delivering the Paris Agreement. 

• Employ innovative instruments that 
finance the costs of transitioning to more 
sustainable production, such as green bonds, 
and mechanisms to finance conversion of 
conventional agriculture to regenerative 
agriculture such as monetisation of future  
cost-savings.  

• Consider not just the immediate impact of 
an investment, in terms of products or jobs, 
but how a portfolio of investments can drive 
wider systemic change by channelling capital 
into new areas, sparking innovation, building 
upstream and downstream businesses, and 
influencing other capital flows. 

• Broaden and deepen analysis of ESG risk, to 
ensure risks of climate change and inequality  
are fully considered through a fully 
 incorporated approach. 
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       CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS

• Collaborate deeper and better across sectors 
and within your sector; shift from a mindset 
of competition for scarce resources to one of 
collaboration towards an ecosystem approach. 

• Act with ambition and urgency and take risks 
to create the change that will be needed at 
pace and scale - if not this sector then which?  
If not now, then when? 

• Contribute to positive new narratives that 
recognise the interconnections between 
human needs and planetary health, and 
demonstrate the possible. 

• Ensure organisational strategy and theory 
of change recognises and accounts for 
interconnections: if environmentally focused, 
ensure what you are calling for is socially just; 
if focused on socio-economic change, ensure it 
is compatible with a healthy planet.  

• Test new models of working and organising 
for change, including shared and distributed 
models of decision making,and model the 
values the organisation upholds, ensuring 
equity and diversity are built into governance 
structures, hiring practices and work culture.

       GOVERNMENT

• Align post-COVID-19 stimulus spending with 
‘green new deal’ principles, and ensure it 
rewards the industries and organisations that 
are part of a 1.5°C future. 

• Ensure all spending decisions have 
sustainability criteria baked in, and all public-
private partnerships have explicit goals to 
deliver sustainable development. 

• Develop plans for a ‘just transition’ which 
drives greater equality, putting new 
opportunities and decision-making firmly in 
the hands of local people, and particularly 
those workers and communities who would 
otherwise suffer as the carbon bubble bursts. 

• Explore new ways of defining economic 
success that are aligned with a regenerative 
future and fully capture the value of natural 
capital, shifting away from GDP as a defining 
metric of economic success. 

• Embrace truly participatory, multi-
stakeholder approaches to democracy and 
civic engagement, including engaging citizens’ 
groups and traditionally marginalised 
communities in meaningful ways to drive 
policy solutions.  

• Encourage municipal and regional authorities 
to explore a ‘doughnut economics’ approach  
to planning – delivering a decent quality of life 
for all and staying within ecological limits. 

• Explore adoption of new social inclusion and 
protection models, including advanced forms 
of UBI, in the face of potential systemic levels 
of unemployment.

       PHILANTHROPY

• Develop participatory approaches to 
grantmaking that support joint decision 
making and engage those closest to the 
challenges in informing the solutions. 

• Support a just transition by utilising often 
risk-tolerant patient capital to de-risk the 
investment pathways of others. 

• Look beyond quantifiable outcomes to invest 
more broadly in the capacity of your grantees 
and the broader ecosystem to deliver change 
with longer time horizons. 

• Pool your capital with other funders, and across 
different types of investment, to deliver change 
at pace and scale, while also sharing data and 
learnings to create additional impact and avoid 
reinventing the wheel.  

• Seek out ways to break down silos, engaging 
constructively with business, government and 
organisations interested in other thematic 
issues to build solutions together. 
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AC T I N G  T O G E T H E R  T O  D R I V E  
A  R E G E N E R AT I V E  F U T U R E
The Dynamics and trajectories we have identified  
in this report are complex, interconnected and 
shifting all the time, just as the future continues  
to emerge around us. And while there are many 
actions we can all take today toward ensuring that 
the Transform trajectory emerges, there is no  
clearly prescribed route to change. 

There are, however, a number of key enabling 
approaches that will support our ability to 
navigate change and which will be critical to  
creating the future we want.  

• Be future focused: Understand that multiple 
futures are always open to us, that the signs of 
possible futures are all around us, and that we  
all play an active role in creating that future. 

• Contribute to new narratives: Recognise 
that change will require shifting mindsets and 
influencing deeply held belief systems and 
values. Play a role in crafting and supporting  
the narratives that will underpin a new future. 

• Invest in change: Ensure that money,  
time, attention and information are directed  
to where they are needed most to drive and  
enable transformative action.  

• Consider your power:  Understand where 
you sit in the system, explore how you can use 
your power to create change, and how you  

might shift the balance of power to  
support greater equity. 
 

• Build capacity and resilience to deal  
with uncertainty: Prioritise capacity building 
and nurturing personal resilience in how 
we live, work, govern and operate – thereby 
strengthening our ability to navigate future 
shocks and uncertainty.

To help contribute to our understanding  
of the future, please join our community  
of those tracking and making sense of 
change as it unfolds around us. 
thefuturescentre.org 

This current moment of disruption 
has proven our ability to adapt and 
change, and it has presented us with 
an unprecedented opportunity to 
reimagine our future. All organisations, 
all sectors and each one of us, have a 
key role to play in ensuring we grasp 
this opportunity. 

How will you be part of creating  
a path to transformation? 

https://www.thefuturescentre.org/
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A P P E N D I X :  O U R  A P P R OAC H
This report draws on both futures and systems 
change methodologies. In addition to trends  
research and horizon scanning, we interviewed  
a range of experts and held workshops across  
sectors and industries to gain insight into key 
systemic dynamics. Our horizon scanning was 
informed by signals of change generated through 
the Futures Centre – an open source platform that 
engages change makers around the world in  
tracking change as it happens and making sense  
of what we are seeing.

We were particularly interested in identifying 
potential shocks, tipping points, feedbacks, and 
thresholds in both natural and manmade systems, 
that would provide insights for the decade ahead 
around intervention points for systemic change.

These dynamics were mapped onto the Multi- 
Level Perspective (MLP) framework to explore  
how they might interact. Multi-cause diagrams  
of particular sub-dynamics also informed our 
thinking. We then discussed simplified versions  
of the MLP with various groups of stakeholders  
to get their perspectives and insights on findings.

Impact of COVID-19
The ongoing impact of COVID-19 across multiple 
systems is a perfect example of the type of shock 
we had been trying to anticipate. Our work shifted 
to accommodate this crisis and use the systemic 
insights already gained to help us understand 

possible paths out of it. We tracked signals of  
change at multiple levels using the ‘Systems  
Iceberg’ framework, and developed a trajectories 
framework to help individuals and organisations 
navigate through and out of this discontinuity  
in a strategic way.  

Development of the Trajectories
The Trajectories framework we have developed  
is based on the ‘Systems Iceberg’ mentioned above 
and also draws from the Futures methodology 
known as Causal Layered Analysis. Both of these 
approaches point to the power of understanding 
the different levels at which change happens in 
human societies, and understanding how ‘deeper’ 
levels (such as values, assumptions, worldviews and 
implicit narratives) shape power dynamics, influence 
the underlying design and patterning of systems 
(such as resource flows), and frame and influence 
the parameters within which change occurs. We 
also drew on the Dator archetypes for social change 
narratives, modifying them to represent the present 
situation more accurately.

The trajectories we have developed are grounded in 
four basic foundational mindsets (or worldviews) 
that we have observed dominating in response to 
the shock of the current pandemic, and the social 
narratives that are currently arising from them. Each 
trajectory represents the unfolding change, actions 
and responses to events at all the different levels. 

Our perspectives

While we have tried to include many different 
perspectives in our analysis, we recognise that 
this work is necessarily partial – not all trends or 
dynamics are represented as we have focused on 
those with the potential to shift the system over  
the next decade. We also acknowledge that this  
work is reflective of our own biases as an 
international sustainability organisation, founded  
in the UK, with offices in Singapore, Mumbai,  
London and New York. 

https://www.forumforthefuture.org/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=baf33fdb-b908-4d70-87db-4ef821b80874
https://www.forumforthefuture.org/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=baf33fdb-b908-4d70-87db-4ef821b80874
https://charlie-thorneycroft.kumu.io/the-future-of-sustainability-2020
https://www.forumforthefuture.org/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=bbe4853d-c407-45e3-b403-4577fff59c4b
https://www.forumforthefuture.org/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=bbe4853d-c407-45e3-b403-4577fff59c4b


5 5F R OM  SYS T E M  S H O C K  T O  SYS T E M  C H A N G E  -  T I M E  T O  T R A N S F O R M

We wish to thank Reuben Abraham, Ali Chaparak, Cheryl Chung, Ajay Mathur, Jonathon Porritt, Sumana Rajarethnam, Michelle Shevin, 
Anna Simpson, Will Steffen, Anita Varshney and Martin Wright for their insights and support. 

Thanks also go to the entire Forum team, particularly Sally Uren, Jane Lawton, Anna Birney, Joy Green, Louise Armstrong, Amy Langridge, 
Ulrike Stein, and chapter authors Caroline Ashley, Roberta Iley, Jordan McKay, Hansika Singh and Charlie Thorneycroft. 
 
We would also like to thank Rodrigo Bautista for bringing the four trajectories to life visually, and Guruji Art Studio Mumbai for the design 
of this report.

We would also like to thank members of our Futures Centre community,  
and our partners and valued sponsors, whose support made this report possible:

AC K N O W L E D G E M E N T S



J O I N  T H E  O N G O I N G  C O N V E R S AT I O N :  t he f u t u r e s c e n t r e . o rg

https://www.thefuturescentre.org/

