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INTRODUCTION
Navigating the age of Distributed Superpowers

We live in the age of distributed superpowers, where 
global impact is as likely to come from market-leading 
institutions as it is from individual teenagers. Where every 
new opportunity is created and monetized more quickly 
than the last, but every vulnerability is discovered and 
exploited at an equally frantic pace. Where markets and 
supply chains are more efficient and interconnected than 
ever before, cities larger and more diverse, tools cheaper 
and more capable, but economic disparities are wider 
and more contested, political institutions rockier and more 
distrusted, and temperatures hotter and more extreme.

Power can be thought of as the ability to shape 
consequences. The ten-year horizon promises new 
capacities to effect change at unprecedented speed and 
scale, but also with consequences—both intentional and 
unforeseen—that arrive just as quickly and will continue to 
reverberate long after we’re gone.
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YOUR WORLD-READINESS GUIDE
The risks and potential disruptions that we face can seem daunting, but they 
need not be paralyzing. Navigating this landscape demands building a discipline 
of world-readiness. By immersing ourselves in the driving forces and extreme 
possibilities of the next ten years, we can prepare for the pitfalls and find the 
transformational opportunities of the coming decade. 

Explore the changing landscape

The Map of the Decade details the power shifts that will 
redefine the boundaries of the business landscape across 
food, health, technology, identity, cities, climate, and assets. 
This 30,000 foot view will help you to gain your bearings in 
this volatile landscape and make sense of new threats and 
capabilities at your disposal.

Prepare for extreme forces

Among the many factors influencing the next decade,  
three extreme forces stand out as particularly impactful: 
climate change, automation, and institutional volatility. 
Each of these extreme forces is creating planetary  
uncertainty and the potential for radically divergent,  
high-impact scenarios.

Immerse yourself in future scenarios

These scenarios are designed to help prepare you for the 
extreme possibilities of the next decade by putting them  
on your radar before you’re suddenly confronted with them  
in real life. Each of the 18 Scenarios in this toolkit represents 
a plausible future world catalyzed by one of the three  
extreme forces.

Find the transformational opportunities

Facing extreme possibilities demands new kinds of strategies. 
Available to a wide range of new and old actors, these six 
Superpowers are redistributing power—the ability to shape 
consequences—in new ways. These Superpowers are your 
levers to build resilience and find optimistic, transformational 
responses to the challenges of the next decade.
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Preparing for  
extreme forces
The ten-year horizon promises new ways to effect change with unprecedented 
speed and scale that will both bolster global prosperity and catalyze global 
conflict. This year’s Map of the Decade can help you both familiarize yourself 
with this emerging landscape and identify new challenges and opportunities for  
your organization or sector. 

As we conducted this year’s research, three extreme forces stood out in terms  
of the dramatic and unpredictable impacts they’re poised to have on our 
markets, homes, and communities. 

Institutional Volatility 

From new social movements that become global in just hours to 
increasing vulnerabilities in seemingly unassailable international 
governance institutions, the ways we organize our economic and 
social systems are being remade.

Global Automation 

Continued advances in AI and automation threaten to erode 
employment even as they supercharge productivity and open  
up new ways of getting work done.

Climate Change 

Climate change is no longer a distant possibility but a present-
day reality that will get worse over the next decade, threatening 
physical infrastructure, human settlements, and more.
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how to play

EXPLORE THE POWER SHIFTS

Explore the power shifts on the  
Map of the Decade and consider: 

• What are the new opportunities for your organization? 

• What are the challenges?

Capture your notes:

STEP 1
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PLAY A SCENARIO 

Pick a Scenario card at random from  
the deck of 18 and immerse yourself  
in that future by responding to the personal  
reflection questions at the end of the scenario. 

Once you’ve placed yourself in that future scenario, consider the 
following questions:

• What are the implications for your organization?

• Who are the new power brokers in this scenario? 
How will the old power brokers fare in this scenario?

• Which actors and stakeholders have more power in this world?  
Which have less?

• What new needs exist in this world?

• What should your organization be doing today to prepare  
for this scenario?

Capture your notes:

STEP 2
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DRAW OUT CONSEQUENCES  
FOR YOUR WORK

Once you’ve familiarized yourself with 
your chosen scenario, use the Draw Out 
Consequences tool to explore first-, second-, 
and third-order consequences of how it may 
play out and impact the landscape in which your 
organization operates. 

To use this tool:

1. Summarize your scenario in a one-sentence statement that 
captures the essence of this future world in a way that is  
relevant to your organization or industry. Write this in the  
center of the tool.

2. Generate a list of first-order impacts—direct results from the 
scenario. Focus on the new risks, needs, and opportunities that 
are most relevant to your organization and industry.

3. Identify the second-order consequences that follow directly  
from the first.

4. Imagine the third-order consequences that follow. These are 
often non-obvious but provide a useful picture of the ripple 
effects of a single change.

Draw Out Consequences is one of many methodologies presented in 
the Institute for the Future’s Foresight Training sessions and materials.

STEP 3

scenario  
in 2030...
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SUPERPOWER GAMES 
(FOR POWER PLAYERS)

This scenario response is similar to Draw Out 
Consequences, but with an additional focus on 
different actors and their related Superpowers. 

To play this game:

• Form three teams representing businesses, governments,  
and communities.

• Familiarize your team with the Superpower cards. Consider 
how they can be used as levers of resilience, optimism, and 
transformation in response to the scenario.

• Use the Draw Out Consequences tool to map out your team’s 
responses. Each team contributes a response based on their 
available Superpowers. 

• Share first-, second-, and third-order consequences 
as well as reactions that explore how your group might seek  
to accelerate or curtail the actions of another group.

The resulting conversation can simulate the dynamics of real world 
competition and help focus in on strategic readiness by providing 
a more comprehensive view of how different types of actors will 
navigate a future scenario.

Capture your notes:

STEP 4
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FIND TRANSFORMATIONAL  
OPPORTUNITIES
Available to a wide range of new and old actors, these six 
Superpowers are redistributing power—the ability to shape 
consequences—in new ways. 

Reframe the Narrative 

With the rise and ubiquity of the Internet, connected  
communities have repeatedly demonstrated their power to  
shift the public narrative seemingly overnight.

Rewrite the Rules 

Fast-moving transformations to our economies and societies 
are creating renewed pressures for large-scale regulatory 
overhauls that are altering the rules of play.

Reinvent Markets 

Well-established brands with decades of stability have  
watched their market share flow to fast-emerging, lightweight,  
data-centric tech companies that operate at unprecedented 
speeds and global scale. 

Redirect Force 

From undermining norms without clear enforcement 
mechanisms to attacking vulnerabilities in creative ways, the 
gray areas of our globally connected systems are empowering 
small-scale stakeholders to make large-scale change.

Reinforce Local Resilience 

In the face of many of today’s macro challenges, the most 
devastating impacts and biggest opportunities to manage 
global change exist at the hyper-local level.

Reshuffle the Deck 

While we can’t anticipate what exactly will happen as extreme 
forces interact, we can build up our strategic readiness 
through the tools and practices of systems thinking.

STEP 4 
 CONT.
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EXPLORING YOUR SUPERPOWERS

team 1: Businesses

Businesses can capture new value in changing circumstances by 
Reinventing Markets. But in the age of distributed Superpowers, 
they’ll be able to Redirect Force through tactical maneuvering, 
and Rewrite the Rules of play through industry partnerships and 
regulatory advocacy. When thinking about businesses, consider 
not just what your organization might do, but also the actions of 
competing firms from related sectors.

team 2: Governments

The traditional role of governments is to create the rules of 
engagement. In the coming decade, the pressure for governments 
to Rewrite the Rules through new policies will increase, potentially 
transforming the regulatory environment. In addition to this formal 
power, governments can also leverage the bully pulpit to Reframe 
the Narrative of how various issues are perceived or emphasized. 
As existing regulations become misaligned with the on-the-ground 
realities of the operating environment, governments can also 
Reshuffle the Deck of how the rules are followed and enforced.

team 3: Communities

With the rise and ubiquity of social media, it is easier than ever for 
communities to Reframe the Narrative around controversial issues. 
Unlikely political candidates and clever brands have demonstrated 
their increased ability to Redirect Force against more entrenched 
incumbents by launching the right meme or positioning themselves 
in the right community contexts. As climate change, economic 
transformations, and volatile institutions create more uncertainty and 
precarity for local communities, we should also expect more groups 
to Reinforce Local Resilience as a response of last resort.
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What’s next?  
Becoming World-Ready 
Becoming world-ready means preparing for many possible futures at once.  
After you have completed at least steps 1–3 with one Scenario, use these  
pathways to test your world-readiness across a range of extreme possibilities:

THE REALITY SIMULATION
In this playthrough, randomly choose several Scenario cards 
from the deck, reflecting the disruptive nature of power 
dynamics in the next decade. This is a great pathway to  
build resilience against anything that comes your way.

EXTREME FORCE-FOCUSED
To hone in on strategic considerations relating to a single 
Extreme Force, select several Scenarios from only one  
of the three suits: Climate, Automation, or Institutions.  
Each suit contains six scenarios that present a wide range  
of plausible, high-impact possibilities extending from  
these forces.

SUPERPOWER-FOCUSED
The 18 Scenarios are organized by Extreme Force, and  
each Scenario is driven by a Superpower. In this path, focus  
in on the six Superpowers to explore how they might be 
wielded to achieve unlikely outcomes. Familiarize yourself  
with the Superpower cards in the toolkit, and pick Scenarios 
that will help you confront challenges and perspectives that 
pertain to your organization.

As you work across these pathways, look for common themes to integrate into  
your strategic planning. What strategies succeed under multiple conditions?  
What are the common challenges?

automation
SCENARIO 2030

climate
SCENARIO 2030

institutions





© 2019 Institute for the Future. All rights reserved. All brands and trademarks remain the property of the respective owners.  
Reproduction is prohibited without written consent. SR-2090D

201 Hamilton Avenue 
Palo Alto, CA 94301 
www.iftf.org


