
Power Shifts 
EMERGING POSSIBILITIES 

FOR THE NEXT DECADE
In the coming decade, organizations of all kinds will not only 

need to grapple with global power struggles but shifts in the way 
that power, possibilities and consequences will play out in  

discrete industries and domains. These seven power shifts forecast 
these new possibilities and highlight the new challenges and 

opportunities they will create for the coming decade.
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Climate driven events 
are hitting harder and 
faster. Beyond the first 
order effects of climate 
change, we’ll see increased 
political, social, economic, 
and environmental costs. 
Certain responses to the 
effects of climate change 
will move more quickly than 
anticipated, such as the shift 
toward renewable energy 
systems.

One of the most significant 
consequences of climate 
change will be a surge in 
refugees and migrants 
seeking aid. Low-end 
estimates put the number  
at 50-100 million by  
mid-century, but expect 
more, and sooner. In 
wealthier parts of the world, 
climate refugees may be 
the most visible near-term 
impact of climate change.

Abrupt changes in social 
attitudes often force 
institutions to respond 
quickly and comprehensively. 
We’ve seen this with global 
youth school strikes, with 
employees who demand 
that their employers address 
sustainability policies,  
and with public calls for 
action on climate, all of 
which appear to be near  
their tipping points.

Advances in cell-cultured 
meat and indoor precision 
agriculture are making 
food production affordable 
without traditional land 
requirements. They will 
reroute the geography of 
food supply chains and 
mitigate agriculture’s climate 
impacts—even as they 
threaten the livelihoods of 
those who produce food by 
established methods.

Food production is one of 
the biggest contributors 
to climate change—and 
climate change impacts 
virtually every facet of food 
production. This self-
reinforcing dynamic will drive  
the entire industry to develop 
new best practices, business 
strategies, and solutions 
aimed at ensuring long-term 
climate resilience.

Who will own the data 
generated by precision 
agriculture systems, the IP 
on cell-lines for cultured 
meat, or the genetic editing 
instructions for climate-
change-resilient seeds? 
Food IP will spark new 
conflicts up and down the 
supply chain, and others will 
attempt to build alternative 
open-source frameworks for 
food production.

As demand increases for 
optimizing quality of life, 
power will shift to providers 
of non-traditional health 
care. These innovators 
will focus not on medical 
prognosis, but the holistic 
wellbeing of people, 
uncovering unmet demand 
and new markets for 
innovative business models, 
services, and products.

China and India’s evolving 
health systems and large 
populations have made them 
leaders in reforms, market 
opportunities, and effective, 
affordable approaches. 
These growing markets 
will mainstream alternative 
forms of low-cost high-value 
health innovation, and may 
redefine how we measure 
and support wellbeing.

The nascent field of 
precision medicine promises 
effective treatment for 
difficult illnesses, but 
creates risks related to 
privacy, misinformation, and 
demographic inequality. 
Poor representation of 
specific groups in reference 
data will bifurcate the market 
to serve a genetic-enabled 
mainstream, further shifting 
power to those groups.

Organizations will come 
to rely on algorithms to 
make fast judgments about 
complex problems. While 
they offer efficiencies in 
decision-making and can 
lead to fairer outcomes, 
they also create new 
risks. Systems trained on 
biased data can enable 
bad decisions to scale 
rapidly and create perverse 
incentives.

People can assign many 
different online identities to 
themselves and use them 
in different contexts to best 
serve their needs. These 
means of self-identifying 
are in turn fueling efforts 
to further mine data 
trails and categories for 
marketing, tracking, political 
propagandizing, and other 
purposes.

As algorithmic power 
proliferates, humans and 
organizations will reverse 
engineer and exploit their 
logic. As a result, large 
platforms’ customer service 
teams will take on more 
of a quasi-judicial role in 
adjudicating disputes. Efforts 
will be made to introduce 
human-in-the-loop oversight 
of algorithmic execution.

Cities have always been a source of outsized influence, 
economic activity, and power. Many enjoy relative autonomy 
from their host nations, and tend to outlast the shifting reigns of 
empires and economic paradigms. And they are poised to seize 
even greater power in the coming decade. Increasing impacts 
from climate change will drive cities to form co-operative power 
blocs—bringing them into conflict with national governments 
and rural populations—while new forms of adaptable and 
distributed infrastructure will take root in vulnerable regions 
across the globe.

In 2011, venture capitalist 
Marc Andreessen famously 
said, “Software is eating the 
world.” It’s still gobbling up 
sectors, and during the next 
decade software companies 
will head for the dessert bar 
to gorge on high-calorie 
critical infrastructure and 
public welfare sectors, 
such as finance, energy, 
transportation, agriculture, 
and biotechnology.

Cybersecurity will become 
more urgent than ever. 
Individuals concerned with 
personal privacy, companies 
that use massive troves of 
user data, and governments 
tasked with safeguarding 
critical infrastructure 
will rely on AI to defend 
against cyberterrorists 
targeting databases and 
infrastructural vulnerabilities.

Big tech’s penetration 
into fields such as health 
care, professional decision 
support, and industrial 
automation will introduce 
new risks: algorithmic 
bias, biometric tracking, 
job losses, surveillance 
capitalism, and opaque 
AI decisions. As these 
technologies become more 
pervasive and powerful, 
they’ll face greater demand 
for regulation.

Sprawling, organically 
growing cities in Africa and 
India are dealing with a 
relative scarcity of physical 
and government resources 
by developing social and 
virtual infrastructures that 
combine private and public 
spaces in unconventional 
ways. These innovations 
could serve as models in 
other parts of the world.

Governments and 
corporations will partner 
to construct new cities 
to accomodate swelling 
migrating populations. Such 
cities-by-design will have 
high levels of surveillance 
and will be heavily influenced 
by private sector funders. 
These high-risk, top-down 
endeavors will be at the 
vanguard of new kinds of 
urban design strategies.

As cities’ wealth and 
populations increase, they 
will become international 
power players. Global data 
infrastructure and capital 
markets will enable cities to 
wield their collective cachet 
as an international power 
bloc unto itself. As the city 
flexes its muscles, look for 
an increase in the level of 
animosity between urban 
and rural populationsy.

Upper-middle-class parents 
will go to extreme lengths 
to ensure their children’s 
economic security—creating 
neighborhood enclaves 
that keep out lower income 
families, gaming the college 
application process, and 
using social connections 
to set up opportunities 
for their kids. Wealth will 
become more important in 
determining life outcomes.

Innovations in fintech asset 
management will enable 
the wealthy to quietly move 
money out of the formal 
financial system, beyond 
the reach of government 
regulation and taxation. 
Attempts to reduce wealth 
inequality through government 
policy will be stymied by the 
inability of governments to 
regulate increasingly mobile 
hidden assets.

Expect struggles over whether 
key assets, including housing, 
health care, education, child 
care, food, and water should 
be held in private markets or 
public commons. Regions 
with high costs of basic  
needs will wrestle with 
whether the market will offer 
affordable vital assets, while 
those left out will demand  
that governments guarantee 
their provision.

Opaque, automated decision-making systems are 
expanding into every corner of our lives, ushering in a 
world of algorithmic bureaucracy. We are moving toward a 
future in which algorithms don’t just choose which media 
to show you, they’ll determine what job ads you see, 
what loan rates you’re offered, and what colleges you can 
attend. While these systems are aimed at providing more 
personalization and efficiency, left unchecked they threaten 
to disenfranchise individuals and groups and provide little 
recourse for appeal.

A combination of policies and technological innovations 
favoring the wealthy has created the greatest concentration 
of assets in nearly a century. Economic opportunities, health 
outcomes, and political power have moved beyond the 
grasp of all but the wealthy. The next decade will see elites 
collide with the broader population’s increasing intolerance 
of inequality, deprivation, and denial of dignity. While these 
power struggles will play out differently across regions, they 
will produce new social and regulatory frameworks to address 
problems with the valuation and concentration of global assets.

In the domain of health, power has traditionally been held by 
doctors, hospitals, drug companies, and research institutions 
that “fix” us when something goes wrong, extending our 
lifespans compared to previous generations. However, as 
populations become longer-lived but sicker, power will shift 
toward those who can prevent impairment, mitigate pain, 
and help manage and maintain quality of life. New scientific 
breakthroughs and technologies will bolster these efforts, 
but they also hold the potential to disempower specific 
populations and create new disparities.

The consequences of humanity’s alteration of the global 
climate system will be unmistakable and inescapable. New 
temperature records will be set and broken, repeatedly. 
Increasing numbers of unusually strong and unpredictable 
storms will hit our settlements and supply chains. And 
wildland fires, droughts, and extreme heat events will become 
more severe and frequent. Those with the least power today 
will disproportionately suffer the worst impacts. Ultimately, 
as anger flares at those the public holds responsible, anyone 
not seen as cooperating to improve the situation will find their 
power challenged and potentially usurped.

The incredible growth of computation and communication 
technologies have been hugely beneficial in many ways, 
but resulting impacts on privacy, mental health, cultural 
institutions, and economic stability are creating growing anxiety 
that the velocity of change is outstripping traditional means 
of governance. Computational technologies will become 
increasingly integral to high-stakes domains. As cybersecurity 
incidents occur with growing frequency, as externalities become 
more evident, and as technological dependency grows stronger, 
we’ll see new demands to curtail and regulate the power of these 
sophisticated tools and platforms.

About this map
The 2019 Map of the Decade explores the myriad ways power is shifting 
throughout the landscape and highlights the emerging and extreme 
possibilities. It focuses on the next ten years as a means to help you 
look beyond present-day questions and uncertainties, identify the larger 
patterns of change that matter to your work, and develop clarity about 
strategic paths forward. This map is part of a toolkit designed to provide 
an immersive view that spans industries and crosses geographies. Use it 
to take a long view of the future in order to better inform the decisions you 
have to make today.
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Emerging possibilities
for the next decade

The first step toward developing world-ready strategies for 
the coming decade is understanding how power, possibilities, 
and consequences will shift across industries and domains. 

The seven power shifts presented here forecast these 
new possibilities and highlight the new challenges and 

opportunities they will present.

Food has always been power—it literally fuels all human 
activity. Because of this, the processes by which we grow, 
distribute, advertise, sell, and eat food play critical roles in 
everything we do across the globe. Climate change is straining 
traditional growing methods and labor markets, creating 
huge new risks for starvation, war, and social instability and 
driving the development of new food production technologies 
that require much less land and associated resources. Over 
the next decade, massive shifts in the agricultural sector will 
transform the geography of food production, shifting power to 
those who create and control new technologies.

a decade of extreme consequences  
and transformational possibilities

In the early 1980s, sociologist Charles Perrow wrote the classic book Normal 
Accidents: Living with High-Risk Technologies. It explored (among other 
system breakdowns) the chain reaction of small failures that resulted in the 
Three Mile Island nuclear meltdown. Perrow argued that in complex, tightly 
coupled systems, in which multiple components are highly dependent on each 
other, extreme accidents are normal events. He chose the title to highlight the 
increased fragility of these systems, where accidents don’t stem from one huge 
error but rather a series of small errors that cascade in unpredictable ways. 
Authors Chris Clearfield and András Tilcsik revisited this framework in their 2018 
book Meltdown: Why Our Systems Fail and What to Do About It to argue that in 
the years since the publication of Normal Accidents, virtually every organization 
and system has become more tightly coupled and complex to the point of 
incomprehensibility. 

The interconnectivity and interdependence of our global systems have 
undoubtedly created new and previously inconceivable risks, but at the same 
time, they’ve enabled previously unattainable efficiencies, supercharged 
innovation, and empowered individuals and startups with new abilities. These 
dynamics have led to a world in which it’s no longer surprising to see tiny players 
make global impacts, from an individual reshaping international politics to a 
business scaling from zero to billions of dollars in a couple of years.

Power—the ability to shape consequences—has traditionally flowed from the 
top down. But in this tightly coupled and complex landscape, power flows in all 
directions: not just top-down or bottom-up but across industries, continents, and 
stakeholders of all scales. 

Power shifts
NAVIGATING THE NEXT DECADE

Dynamics of shifting power within and across domains will require new ways of 
thinking about how actors can affect us, who we can influence, and how to make 
sense of the increasingly fuzzy boundaries between organizations, industries, 
and nations. 

Empowering New Actors and Movements
The rise of social media over the last decade demonstrates the ability of everyday citizens to 
start and direct mass conversations. This will continue in the coming decade as a generation 
that has grown up with these tools wields them to influence larger power structures. For 
example, Greta Thunberg, founder of the Fridays for Future climate protests—which in less 
than a year have spread from a single protestor to a movement spanning more than  
100 countries. These kinds of efforts will continue to enable individuals and small groups to 
reshape global conversations while introducing vulnerabilities for incumbents.

Disappearing Boundaries
It is common to hear that “data is the new oil” because it can be aggregated, mined, 
and analyzed in limitless ways. The rapid rise of data exploitation is causing once-clear 
boundaries between spheres to recede. For instance, mobile dating apps now raise national 
security questions—at least according to American regulators who are attempting to force 
the Chinese owner of hook-up app Grindr to sell its ownership stake, for fear that match 
data could give away troop locations. This, like myriad other ways to repurpose data, points 
toward the ways in which seemingly unrelated phenomena in our digital and physical worlds 
can collide in unexpected ways.

Anticipating Brittle Points of Failure 
Because many boundaries have faded, those boundaries that do remain become increasingly 
powerful. This is evidenced in many of the recent tensions around global trade—where, for 
example, industry analysts have shown that national economies are so tightly coupled that 
threats to close the border between the US and Mexico could effectively shut down auto 
production in North America. These kinds of risks, though they may be unlikely to come to 
fruition, point toward a need to prepare for sudden failures of seemingly stable barriers.

Managing Systems Risks within Organizations
Taken together, these factors are challenging organizations and individuals to look beyond 
traditional silos to manage systems level risks. Utility PG&E has filed for bankruptcy 
protection following a series of record-setting wildfires in Northern California, the deadliest of 
which was traced back to the failure of a single hook on a power line, and ultimately killed 85 
people and caused $16 billion in damages. In a world where seemingly small failures create 
the potential for catastrophes, organizations will need to rethink how they manage risks and 
pursue opportunities.

As the next decade unfolds, these factors will contribute to the extreme 
possibilities and opportunities to effect transformational change. Build your world 
readiness by immersing yourself in this map of the emerging landscape and 
identifying your path forward.
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Climate driven events 
are hitting harder and 
faster. Beyond the first 
order effects of climate 
change, we’ll see increased 
political, social, economic, 
and environmental costs. 
Certain responses to the 
effects of climate change 
will move more quickly than 
anticipated, such as the shift 
toward renewable energy 
systems.

One of the most significant 
consequences of climate 
change will be a surge in 
refugees and migrants 
seeking aid. Low-end 
estimates put the number  
at 50-100 million by  
mid-century, but expect 
more, and sooner. In 
wealthier parts of the world, 
climate refugees may be 
the most visible near-term 
impact of climate change.

Abrupt changes in social 
attitudes often force 
institutions to respond 
quickly and comprehensively. 
We’ve seen this with global 
youth school strikes, with 
employees who demand 
that their employers address 
sustainability policies,  
and with public calls for 
action on climate, all of 
which appear to be near  
their tipping points.

Advances in cell-cultured 
meat and indoor precision 
agriculture are making 
food production affordable 
without traditional land 
requirements. They will 
reroute the geography of 
food supply chains and 
mitigate agriculture’s climate 
impacts—even as they 
threaten the livelihoods of 
those who produce food by 
established methods.

Food production is one of 
the biggest contributors 
to climate change—and 
climate change impacts 
virtually every facet of food 
production. This self-
reinforcing dynamic will drive  
the entire industry to develop 
new best practices, business 
strategies, and solutions 
aimed at ensuring long-term 
climate resilience.

Who will own the data 
generated by precision 
agriculture systems, the IP 
on cell-lines for cultured 
meat, or the genetic editing 
instructions for climate-
change-resilient seeds? 
Food IP will spark new 
conflicts up and down the 
supply chain, and others will 
attempt to build alternative 
open-source frameworks for 
food production.

As demand increases for 
optimizing quality of life, 
power will shift to providers 
of non-traditional health 
care. These innovators 
will focus not on medical 
prognosis, but the holistic 
wellbeing of people, 
uncovering unmet demand 
and new markets for 
innovative business models, 
services, and products.

China and India’s evolving 
health systems and large 
populations have made them 
leaders in reforms, market 
opportunities, and effective, 
affordable approaches. 
These growing markets 
will mainstream alternative 
forms of low-cost high-value 
health innovation, and may 
redefine how we measure 
and support wellbeing.

The nascent field of 
precision medicine promises 
effective treatment for 
difficult illnesses, but 
creates risks related to 
privacy, misinformation, and 
demographic inequality. 
Poor representation of 
specific groups in reference 
data will bifurcate the market 
to serve a genetic-enabled 
mainstream, further shifting 
power to those groups.

Organizations will come 
to rely on algorithms to 
make fast judgments about 
complex problems. While 
they offer efficiencies in 
decision-making and can 
lead to fairer outcomes, 
they also create new 
risks. Systems trained on 
biased data can enable 
bad decisions to scale 
rapidly and create perverse 
incentives.

People can assign many 
different online identities to 
themselves and use them 
in different contexts to best 
serve their needs. These 
means of self-identifying 
are in turn fueling efforts 
to further mine data 
trails and categories for 
marketing, tracking, political 
propagandizing, and other 
purposes.

As algorithmic power 
proliferates, humans and 
organizations will reverse 
engineer and exploit their 
logic. As a result, large 
platforms’ customer service 
teams will take on more 
of a quasi-judicial role in 
adjudicating disputes. Efforts 
will be made to introduce 
human-in-the-loop oversight 
of algorithmic execution.

Cities have always been a source of outsized influence, 
economic activity, and power. Many enjoy relative autonomy 
from their host nations, and tend to outlast the shifting reigns of 
empires and economic paradigms. And they are poised to seize 
even greater power in the coming decade. Increasing impacts 
from climate change will drive cities to form co-operative power 
blocs—bringing them into conflict with national governments 
and rural populations—while new forms of adaptable and 
distributed infrastructure will take root in vulnerable regions 
across the globe.

In 2011, venture capitalist 
Marc Andreessen famously 
said, “Software is eating the 
world.” It’s still gobbling up 
sectors, and during the next 
decade software companies 
will head for the dessert bar 
to gorge on high-calorie 
critical infrastructure and 
public welfare sectors, 
such as finance, energy, 
transportation, agriculture, 
and biotechnology.

Cybersecurity will become 
more urgent than ever. 
Individuals concerned with 
personal privacy, companies 
that use massive troves of 
user data, and governments 
tasked with safeguarding 
critical infrastructure 
will rely on AI to defend 
against cyberterrorists 
targeting databases and 
infrastructural vulnerabilities.

Big tech’s penetration 
into fields such as health 
care, professional decision 
support, and industrial 
automation will introduce 
new risks: algorithmic 
bias, biometric tracking, 
job losses, surveillance 
capitalism, and opaque 
AI decisions. As these 
technologies become more 
pervasive and powerful, 
they’ll face greater demand 
for regulation.

Sprawling, organically 
growing cities in Africa and 
India are dealing with a 
relative scarcity of physical 
and government resources 
by developing social and 
virtual infrastructures that 
combine private and public 
spaces in unconventional 
ways. These innovations 
could serve as models in 
other parts of the world.

Governments and 
corporations will partner 
to construct new cities 
to accomodate swelling 
migrating populations. Such 
cities-by-design will have 
high levels of surveillance 
and will be heavily influenced 
by private sector funders. 
These high-risk, top-down 
endeavors will be at the 
vanguard of new kinds of 
urban design strategies.

As cities’ wealth and 
populations increase, they 
will become international 
power players. Global data 
infrastructure and capital 
markets will enable cities to 
wield their collective cachet 
as an international power 
bloc unto itself. As the city 
flexes its muscles, look for 
an increase in the level of 
animosity between urban 
and rural populationsy.

Upper-middle-class parents 
will go to extreme lengths 
to ensure their children’s 
economic security—creating 
neighborhood enclaves 
that keep out lower income 
families, gaming the college 
application process, and 
using social connections 
to set up opportunities 
for their kids. Wealth will 
become more important in 
determining life outcomes.

Innovations in fintech asset 
management will enable 
the wealthy to quietly move 
money out of the formal 
financial system, beyond 
the reach of government 
regulation and taxation. 
Attempts to reduce wealth 
inequality through government 
policy will be stymied by the 
inability of governments to 
regulate increasingly mobile 
hidden assets.

Expect struggles over whether 
key assets, including housing, 
health care, education, child 
care, food, and water should 
be held in private markets or 
public commons. Regions 
with high costs of basic  
needs will wrestle with 
whether the market will offer 
affordable vital assets, while 
those left out will demand  
that governments guarantee 
their provision.

Opaque, automated decision-making systems are 
expanding into every corner of our lives, ushering in a 
world of algorithmic bureaucracy. We are moving toward a 
future in which algorithms don’t just choose which media 
to show you, they’ll determine what job ads you see, 
what loan rates you’re offered, and what colleges you can 
attend. While these systems are aimed at providing more 
personalization and efficiency, left unchecked they threaten 
to disenfranchise individuals and groups and provide little 
recourse for appeal.

A combination of policies and technological innovations 
favoring the wealthy has created the greatest concentration 
of assets in nearly a century. Economic opportunities, health 
outcomes, and political power have moved beyond the 
grasp of all but the wealthy. The next decade will see elites 
collide with the broader population’s increasing intolerance 
of inequality, deprivation, and denial of dignity. While these 
power struggles will play out differently across regions, they 
will produce new social and regulatory frameworks to address 
problems with the valuation and concentration of global assets.

In the domain of health, power has traditionally been held by 
doctors, hospitals, drug companies, and research institutions 
that “fix” us when something goes wrong, extending our 
lifespans compared to previous generations. However, as 
populations become longer-lived but sicker, power will shift 
toward those who can prevent impairment, mitigate pain, 
and help manage and maintain quality of life. New scientific 
breakthroughs and technologies will bolster these efforts, 
but they also hold the potential to disempower specific 
populations and create new disparities.

The consequences of humanity’s alteration of the global 
climate system will be unmistakable and inescapable. New 
temperature records will be set and broken, repeatedly. 
Increasing numbers of unusually strong and unpredictable 
storms will hit our settlements and supply chains. And 
wildland fires, droughts, and extreme heat events will become 
more severe and frequent. Those with the least power today 
will disproportionately suffer the worst impacts. Ultimately, 
as anger flares at those the public holds responsible, anyone 
not seen as cooperating to improve the situation will find their 
power challenged and potentially usurped.

The incredible growth of computation and communication 
technologies have been hugely beneficial in many ways, 
but resulting impacts on privacy, mental health, cultural 
institutions, and economic stability are creating growing anxiety 
that the velocity of change is outstripping traditional means 
of governance. Computational technologies will become 
increasingly integral to high-stakes domains. As cybersecurity 
incidents occur with growing frequency, as externalities become 
more evident, and as technological dependency grows stronger, 
we’ll see new demands to curtail and regulate the power of these 
sophisticated tools and platforms.
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critical research, enlightened facilitation, and strategic 
experimentation to share the future of a world in flux.

Emerging possibilities
for the next decade

The first step toward developing world-ready strategies for 
the coming decade is understanding how power, possibilities, 
and consequences will shift across industries and domains. 

The seven power shifts presented here forecast these 
new possibilities and highlight the new challenges and 

opportunities they will present.

Food has always been power—it literally fuels all human 
activity. Because of this, the processes by which we grow, 
distribute, advertise, sell, and eat food play critical roles in 
everything we do across the globe. Climate change is straining 
traditional growing methods and labor markets, creating 
huge new risks for starvation, war, and social instability and 
driving the development of new food production technologies 
that require much less land and associated resources. Over 
the next decade, massive shifts in the agricultural sector will 
transform the geography of food production, shifting power to 
those who create and control new technologies.

a decade of extreme consequences  
and transformational possibilities

In the early 1980s, sociologist Charles Perrow wrote the classic book Normal 
Accidents: Living with High-Risk Technologies. It explored (among other 
system breakdowns) the chain reaction of small failures that resulted in the 
Three Mile Island nuclear meltdown. Perrow argued that in complex, tightly 
coupled systems, in which multiple components are highly dependent on each 
other, extreme accidents are normal events. He chose the title to highlight the 
increased fragility of these systems, where accidents don’t stem from one huge 
error but rather a series of small errors that cascade in unpredictable ways. 
Authors Chris Clearfield and András Tilcsik revisited this framework in their 2018 
book Meltdown: Why Our Systems Fail and What to Do About It to argue that in 
the years since the publication of Normal Accidents, virtually every organization 
and system has become more tightly coupled and complex to the point of 
incomprehensibility. 

The interconnectivity and interdependence of our global systems have 
undoubtedly created new and previously inconceivable risks, but at the same 
time, they’ve enabled previously unattainable efficiencies, supercharged 
innovation, and empowered individuals and startups with new abilities. These 
dynamics have led to a world in which it’s no longer surprising to see tiny players 
make global impacts, from an individual reshaping international politics to a 
business scaling from zero to billions of dollars in a couple of years.

Power—the ability to shape consequences—has traditionally flowed from the 
top down. But in this tightly coupled and complex landscape, power flows in all 
directions: not just top-down or bottom-up but across industries, continents, and 
stakeholders of all scales. 

Power shifts
NAVIGATING THE NEXT DECADE

Dynamics of shifting power within and across domains will require new ways of 
thinking about how actors can affect us, who we can influence, and how to make 
sense of the increasingly fuzzy boundaries between organizations, industries, 
and nations. 

Empowering New Actors and Movements
The rise of social media over the last decade demonstrates the ability of everyday citizens to 
start and direct mass conversations. This will continue in the coming decade as a generation 
that has grown up with these tools wields them to influence larger power structures. For 
example, Greta Thunberg, founder of the Fridays for Future climate protests—which in less 
than a year have spread from a single protestor to a movement spanning more than  
100 countries. These kinds of efforts will continue to enable individuals and small groups to 
reshape global conversations while introducing vulnerabilities for incumbents.

Disappearing Boundaries
It is common to hear that “data is the new oil” because it can be aggregated, mined, 
and analyzed in limitless ways. The rapid rise of data exploitation is causing once-clear 
boundaries between spheres to recede. For instance, mobile dating apps now raise national 
security questions—at least according to American regulators who are attempting to force 
the Chinese owner of hook-up app Grindr to sell its ownership stake, for fear that match 
data could give away troop locations. This, like myriad other ways to repurpose data, points 
toward the ways in which seemingly unrelated phenomena in our digital and physical worlds 
can collide in unexpected ways.

Anticipating Brittle Points of Failure 
Because many boundaries have faded, those boundaries that do remain become increasingly 
powerful. This is evidenced in many of the recent tensions around global trade—where, for 
example, industry analysts have shown that national economies are so tightly coupled that 
threats to close the border between the US and Mexico could effectively shut down auto 
production in North America. These kinds of risks, though they may be unlikely to come to 
fruition, point toward a need to prepare for sudden failures of seemingly stable barriers.

Managing Systems Risks within Organizations
Taken together, these factors are challenging organizations and individuals to look beyond 
traditional silos to manage systems level risks. Utility PG&E has filed for bankruptcy 
protection following a series of record-setting wildfires in Northern California, the deadliest of 
which was traced back to the failure of a single hook on a power line, and ultimately killed 85 
people and caused $16 billion in damages. In a world where seemingly small failures create 
the potential for catastrophes, organizations will need to rethink how they manage risks and 
pursue opportunities.

As the next decade unfolds, these factors will contribute to the extreme 
possibilities and opportunities to effect transformational change. Build your world 
readiness by immersing yourself in this map of the emerging landscape and 
identifying your path forward.
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Power Shifts 
EMERGING POSSIBILITIES 

FOR THE NEXT DECADE
In the coming decade, organizations of all kinds will not only 

need to grapple with global power struggles but shifts in the way 
that power, possibilities and consequences will play out in  

discrete industries and domains. These seven power shifts forecast 
these new possibilities and highlight the new challenges and 

opportunities they will create for the coming decade.
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Climate driven events 
are hitting harder and 
faster. Beyond the first 
order effects of climate 
change, we’ll see increased 
political, social, economic, 
and environmental costs. 
Certain responses to the 
effects of climate change 
will move more quickly than 
anticipated, such as the shift 
toward renewable energy 
systems.

One of the most significant 
consequences of climate 
change will be a surge in 
refugees and migrants 
seeking aid. Low-end 
estimates put the number  
at 50-100 million by  
mid-century, but expect 
more, and sooner. In 
wealthier parts of the world, 
climate refugees may be 
the most visible near-term 
impact of climate change.

Abrupt changes in social 
attitudes often force 
institutions to respond 
quickly and comprehensively. 
We’ve seen this with global 
youth school strikes, with 
employees who demand 
that their employers address 
sustainability policies,  
and with public calls for 
action on climate, all of 
which appear to be near  
their tipping points.

Advances in cell-cultured 
meat and indoor precision 
agriculture are making 
food production affordable 
without traditional land 
requirements. They will 
reroute the geography of 
food supply chains and 
mitigate agriculture’s climate 
impacts—even as they 
threaten the livelihoods of 
those who produce food by 
established methods.

Food production is one of 
the biggest contributors 
to climate change—and 
climate change impacts 
virtually every facet of food 
production. This self-
reinforcing dynamic will drive  
the entire industry to develop 
new best practices, business 
strategies, and solutions 
aimed at ensuring long-term 
climate resilience.

Who will own the data 
generated by precision 
agriculture systems, the IP 
on cell-lines for cultured 
meat, or the genetic editing 
instructions for climate-
change-resilient seeds? 
Food IP will spark new 
conflicts up and down the 
supply chain, and others will 
attempt to build alternative 
open-source frameworks for 
food production.

As demand increases for 
optimizing quality of life, 
power will shift to providers 
of non-traditional health 
care. These innovators 
will focus not on medical 
prognosis, but the holistic 
wellbeing of people, 
uncovering unmet demand 
and new markets for 
innovative business models, 
services, and products.

China and India’s evolving 
health systems and large 
populations have made them 
leaders in reforms, market 
opportunities, and effective, 
affordable approaches. 
These growing markets 
will mainstream alternative 
forms of low-cost high-value 
health innovation, and may 
redefine how we measure 
and support wellbeing.

The nascent field of 
precision medicine promises 
effective treatment for 
difficult illnesses, but 
creates risks related to 
privacy, misinformation, and 
demographic inequality. 
Poor representation of 
specific groups in reference 
data will bifurcate the market 
to serve a genetic-enabled 
mainstream, further shifting 
power to those groups.

Organizations will come 
to rely on algorithms to 
make fast judgments about 
complex problems. While 
they offer efficiencies in 
decision-making and can 
lead to fairer outcomes, 
they also create new 
risks. Systems trained on 
biased data can enable 
bad decisions to scale 
rapidly and create perverse 
incentives.

People can assign many 
different online identities to 
themselves and use them 
in different contexts to best 
serve their needs. These 
means of self-identifying 
are in turn fueling efforts 
to further mine data 
trails and categories for 
marketing, tracking, political 
propagandizing, and other 
purposes.

As algorithmic power 
proliferates, humans and 
organizations will reverse 
engineer and exploit their 
logic. As a result, large 
platforms’ customer service 
teams will take on more 
of a quasi-judicial role in 
adjudicating disputes. Efforts 
will be made to introduce 
human-in-the-loop oversight 
of algorithmic execution.

Cities have always been a source of outsized influence, 
economic activity, and power. Many enjoy relative autonomy 
from their host nations, and tend to outlast the shifting reigns of 
empires and economic paradigms. And they are poised to seize 
even greater power in the coming decade. Increasing impacts 
from climate change will drive cities to form co-operative power 
blocs—bringing them into conflict with national governments 
and rural populations—while new forms of adaptable and 
distributed infrastructure will take root in vulnerable regions 
across the globe.

In 2011, venture capitalist 
Marc Andreessen famously 
said, “Software is eating the 
world.” It’s still gobbling up 
sectors, and during the next 
decade software companies 
will head for the dessert bar 
to gorge on high-calorie 
critical infrastructure and 
public welfare sectors, 
such as finance, energy, 
transportation, agriculture, 
and biotechnology.

Cybersecurity will become 
more urgent than ever. 
Individuals concerned with 
personal privacy, companies 
that use massive troves of 
user data, and governments 
tasked with safeguarding 
critical infrastructure 
will rely on AI to defend 
against cyberterrorists 
targeting databases and 
infrastructural vulnerabilities.

Big tech’s penetration 
into fields such as health 
care, professional decision 
support, and industrial 
automation will introduce 
new risks: algorithmic 
bias, biometric tracking, 
job losses, surveillance 
capitalism, and opaque 
AI decisions. As these 
technologies become more 
pervasive and powerful, 
they’ll face greater demand 
for regulation.

Sprawling, organically 
growing cities in Africa and 
India are dealing with a 
relative scarcity of physical 
and government resources 
by developing social and 
virtual infrastructures that 
combine private and public 
spaces in unconventional 
ways. These innovations 
could serve as models in 
other parts of the world.

Governments and 
corporations will partner 
to construct new cities 
to accomodate swelling 
migrating populations. Such 
cities-by-design will have 
high levels of surveillance 
and will be heavily influenced 
by private sector funders. 
These high-risk, top-down 
endeavors will be at the 
vanguard of new kinds of 
urban design strategies.

As cities’ wealth and 
populations increase, they 
will become international 
power players. Global data 
infrastructure and capital 
markets will enable cities to 
wield their collective cachet 
as an international power 
bloc unto itself. As the city 
flexes its muscles, look for 
an increase in the level of 
animosity between urban 
and rural populationsy.

Upper-middle-class parents 
will go to extreme lengths 
to ensure their children’s 
economic security—creating 
neighborhood enclaves 
that keep out lower income 
families, gaming the college 
application process, and 
using social connections 
to set up opportunities 
for their kids. Wealth will 
become more important in 
determining life outcomes.

Innovations in fintech asset 
management will enable 
the wealthy to quietly move 
money out of the formal 
financial system, beyond 
the reach of government 
regulation and taxation. 
Attempts to reduce wealth 
inequality through government 
policy will be stymied by the 
inability of governments to 
regulate increasingly mobile 
hidden assets.

Expect struggles over whether 
key assets, including housing, 
health care, education, child 
care, food, and water should 
be held in private markets or 
public commons. Regions 
with high costs of basic  
needs will wrestle with 
whether the market will offer 
affordable vital assets, while 
those left out will demand  
that governments guarantee 
their provision.

Opaque, automated decision-making systems are 
expanding into every corner of our lives, ushering in a 
world of algorithmic bureaucracy. We are moving toward a 
future in which algorithms don’t just choose which media 
to show you, they’ll determine what job ads you see, 
what loan rates you’re offered, and what colleges you can 
attend. While these systems are aimed at providing more 
personalization and efficiency, left unchecked they threaten 
to disenfranchise individuals and groups and provide little 
recourse for appeal.

A combination of policies and technological innovations 
favoring the wealthy has created the greatest concentration 
of assets in nearly a century. Economic opportunities, health 
outcomes, and political power have moved beyond the 
grasp of all but the wealthy. The next decade will see elites 
collide with the broader population’s increasing intolerance 
of inequality, deprivation, and denial of dignity. While these 
power struggles will play out differently across regions, they 
will produce new social and regulatory frameworks to address 
problems with the valuation and concentration of global assets.

In the domain of health, power has traditionally been held by 
doctors, hospitals, drug companies, and research institutions 
that “fix” us when something goes wrong, extending our 
lifespans compared to previous generations. However, as 
populations become longer-lived but sicker, power will shift 
toward those who can prevent impairment, mitigate pain, 
and help manage and maintain quality of life. New scientific 
breakthroughs and technologies will bolster these efforts, 
but they also hold the potential to disempower specific 
populations and create new disparities.

The consequences of humanity’s alteration of the global 
climate system will be unmistakable and inescapable. New 
temperature records will be set and broken, repeatedly. 
Increasing numbers of unusually strong and unpredictable 
storms will hit our settlements and supply chains. And 
wildland fires, droughts, and extreme heat events will become 
more severe and frequent. Those with the least power today 
will disproportionately suffer the worst impacts. Ultimately, 
as anger flares at those the public holds responsible, anyone 
not seen as cooperating to improve the situation will find their 
power challenged and potentially usurped.

The incredible growth of computation and communication 
technologies have been hugely beneficial in many ways, 
but resulting impacts on privacy, mental health, cultural 
institutions, and economic stability are creating growing anxiety 
that the velocity of change is outstripping traditional means 
of governance. Computational technologies will become 
increasingly integral to high-stakes domains. As cybersecurity 
incidents occur with growing frequency, as externalities become 
more evident, and as technological dependency grows stronger, 
we’ll see new demands to curtail and regulate the power of these 
sophisticated tools and platforms.

About this map
The 2019 Map of the Decade explores the myriad ways power is shifting 
throughout the landscape and highlights the emerging and extreme 
possibilities. It focuses on the next ten years as a means to help you 
look beyond present-day questions and uncertainties, identify the larger 
patterns of change that matter to your work, and develop clarity about 
strategic paths forward. This map is part of a toolkit designed to provide 
an immersive view that spans industries and crosses geographies. Use it 
to take a long view of the future in order to better inform the decisions you 
have to make today.
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IFTF is the world’s leading futures thinking organization. 
For over 50 years, businesses, governments, and social 
impact organizations have depended upon IFTF global 
forecasts, custom research, and foresight training to 
navigate complex change and develop world-ready 
strategies. IFTF methodologies and toolsets yield 
coherent views of transformative possibilities across all 
sectors that together support a more sustainable future. 
Institute for the Future is a registered 501(c)(3) nonprofit 
organization based in Palo Alto, California.

Future 50

IFTF’s Future 50 partnership provides strategic foresight 
and unique visions of transformative possibilities to future-
smart organizations. It offers research-based perspectives, 
global expertise, signals of change, and specialized data 
to help organizations transform urgent foresight into 
actionable insight. IFTF’s Future 50 partners invest in 
critical research, enlightened facilitation, and strategic 
experimentation to share the future of a world in flux.

Emerging possibilities
for the next decade

The first step toward developing world-ready strategies for 
the coming decade is understanding how power, possibilities, 
and consequences will shift across industries and domains. 

The seven power shifts presented here forecast these 
new possibilities and highlight the new challenges and 

opportunities they will present.

Food has always been power—it literally fuels all human 
activity. Because of this, the processes by which we grow, 
distribute, advertise, sell, and eat food play critical roles in 
everything we do across the globe. Climate change is straining 
traditional growing methods and labor markets, creating 
huge new risks for starvation, war, and social instability and 
driving the development of new food production technologies 
that require much less land and associated resources. Over 
the next decade, massive shifts in the agricultural sector will 
transform the geography of food production, shifting power to 
those who create and control new technologies.

a decade of extreme consequences  
and transformational possibilities

In the early 1980s, sociologist Charles Perrow wrote the classic book Normal 
Accidents: Living with High-Risk Technologies. It explored (among other 
system breakdowns) the chain reaction of small failures that resulted in the 
Three Mile Island nuclear meltdown. Perrow argued that in complex, tightly 
coupled systems, in which multiple components are highly dependent on each 
other, extreme accidents are normal events. He chose the title to highlight the 
increased fragility of these systems, where accidents don’t stem from one huge 
error but rather a series of small errors that cascade in unpredictable ways. 
Authors Chris Clearfield and András Tilcsik revisited this framework in their 2018 
book Meltdown: Why Our Systems Fail and What to Do About It to argue that in 
the years since the publication of Normal Accidents, virtually every organization 
and system has become more tightly coupled and complex to the point of 
incomprehensibility. 

The interconnectivity and interdependence of our global systems have 
undoubtedly created new and previously inconceivable risks, but at the same 
time, they’ve enabled previously unattainable efficiencies, supercharged 
innovation, and empowered individuals and startups with new abilities. These 
dynamics have led to a world in which it’s no longer surprising to see tiny players 
make global impacts, from an individual reshaping international politics to a 
business scaling from zero to billions of dollars in a couple of years.

Power—the ability to shape consequences—has traditionally flowed from the 
top down. But in this tightly coupled and complex landscape, power flows in all 
directions: not just top-down or bottom-up but across industries, continents, and 
stakeholders of all scales. 

Power shifts
NAVIGATING THE NEXT DECADE

Dynamics of shifting power within and across domains will require new ways of 
thinking about how actors can affect us, who we can influence, and how to make 
sense of the increasingly fuzzy boundaries between organizations, industries, 
and nations. 

Empowering New Actors and Movements
The rise of social media over the last decade demonstrates the ability of everyday citizens to 
start and direct mass conversations. This will continue in the coming decade as a generation 
that has grown up with these tools wields them to influence larger power structures. For 
example, Greta Thunberg, founder of the Fridays for Future climate protests—which in less 
than a year have spread from a single protestor to a movement spanning more than  
100 countries. These kinds of efforts will continue to enable individuals and small groups to 
reshape global conversations while introducing vulnerabilities for incumbents.

Disappearing Boundaries
It is common to hear that “data is the new oil” because it can be aggregated, mined, 
and analyzed in limitless ways. The rapid rise of data exploitation is causing once-clear 
boundaries between spheres to recede. For instance, mobile dating apps now raise national 
security questions—at least according to American regulators who are attempting to force 
the Chinese owner of hook-up app Grindr to sell its ownership stake, for fear that match 
data could give away troop locations. This, like myriad other ways to repurpose data, points 
toward the ways in which seemingly unrelated phenomena in our digital and physical worlds 
can collide in unexpected ways.

Anticipating Brittle Points of Failure 
Because many boundaries have faded, those boundaries that do remain become increasingly 
powerful. This is evidenced in many of the recent tensions around global trade—where, for 
example, industry analysts have shown that national economies are so tightly coupled that 
threats to close the border between the US and Mexico could effectively shut down auto 
production in North America. These kinds of risks, though they may be unlikely to come to 
fruition, point toward a need to prepare for sudden failures of seemingly stable barriers.

Managing Systems Risks within Organizations
Taken together, these factors are challenging organizations and individuals to look beyond 
traditional silos to manage systems level risks. Utility PG&E has filed for bankruptcy 
protection following a series of record-setting wildfires in Northern California, the deadliest of 
which was traced back to the failure of a single hook on a power line, and ultimately killed 85 
people and caused $16 billion in damages. In a world where seemingly small failures create 
the potential for catastrophes, organizations will need to rethink how they manage risks and 
pursue opportunities.

As the next decade unfolds, these factors will contribute to the extreme 
possibilities and opportunities to effect transformational change. Build your world 
readiness by immersing yourself in this map of the emerging landscape and 
identifying your path forward.
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In the coming decade, organizations of all kinds will not only 

need to grapple with global power struggles but shifts in the way 
that power, possibilities and consequences will play out in  

discrete industries and domains. These seven power shifts forecast 
these new possibilities and highlight the new challenges and 

opportunities they will create for the coming decade.
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Climate driven events 
are hitting harder and 
faster. Beyond the first 
order effects of climate 
change, we’ll see increased 
political, social, economic, 
and environmental costs. 
Certain responses to the 
effects of climate change 
will move more quickly than 
anticipated, such as the shift 
toward renewable energy 
systems.

One of the most significant 
consequences of climate 
change will be a surge in 
refugees and migrants 
seeking aid. Low-end 
estimates put the number  
at 50-100 million by  
mid-century, but expect 
more, and sooner. In 
wealthier parts of the world, 
climate refugees may be 
the most visible near-term 
impact of climate change.

Abrupt changes in social 
attitudes often force 
institutions to respond 
quickly and comprehensively. 
We’ve seen this with global 
youth school strikes, with 
employees who demand 
that their employers address 
sustainability policies,  
and with public calls for 
action on climate, all of 
which appear to be near  
their tipping points.

Advances in cell-cultured 
meat and indoor precision 
agriculture are making 
food production affordable 
without traditional land 
requirements. They will 
reroute the geography of 
food supply chains and 
mitigate agriculture’s climate 
impacts—even as they 
threaten the livelihoods of 
those who produce food by 
established methods.

Food production is one of 
the biggest contributors 
to climate change—and 
climate change impacts 
virtually every facet of food 
production. This self-
reinforcing dynamic will drive  
the entire industry to develop 
new best practices, business 
strategies, and solutions 
aimed at ensuring long-term 
climate resilience.

Who will own the data 
generated by precision 
agriculture systems, the IP 
on cell-lines for cultured 
meat, or the genetic editing 
instructions for climate-
change-resilient seeds? 
Food IP will spark new 
conflicts up and down the 
supply chain, and others will 
attempt to build alternative 
open-source frameworks for 
food production.

As demand increases for 
optimizing quality of life, 
power will shift to providers 
of non-traditional health 
care. These innovators 
will focus not on medical 
prognosis, but the holistic 
wellbeing of people, 
uncovering unmet demand 
and new markets for 
innovative business models, 
services, and products.

China and India’s evolving 
health systems and large 
populations have made them 
leaders in reforms, market 
opportunities, and effective, 
affordable approaches. 
These growing markets 
will mainstream alternative 
forms of low-cost high-value 
health innovation, and may 
redefine how we measure 
and support wellbeing.

The nascent field of 
precision medicine promises 
effective treatment for 
difficult illnesses, but 
creates risks related to 
privacy, misinformation, and 
demographic inequality. 
Poor representation of 
specific groups in reference 
data will bifurcate the market 
to serve a genetic-enabled 
mainstream, further shifting 
power to those groups.

Organizations will come 
to rely on algorithms to 
make fast judgments about 
complex problems. While 
they offer efficiencies in 
decision-making and can 
lead to fairer outcomes, 
they also create new 
risks. Systems trained on 
biased data can enable 
bad decisions to scale 
rapidly and create perverse 
incentives.

People can assign many 
different online identities to 
themselves and use them 
in different contexts to best 
serve their needs. These 
means of self-identifying 
are in turn fueling efforts 
to further mine data 
trails and categories for 
marketing, tracking, political 
propagandizing, and other 
purposes.

As algorithmic power 
proliferates, humans and 
organizations will reverse 
engineer and exploit their 
logic. As a result, large 
platforms’ customer service 
teams will take on more 
of a quasi-judicial role in 
adjudicating disputes. Efforts 
will be made to introduce 
human-in-the-loop oversight 
of algorithmic execution.

Cities have always been a source of outsized influence, 
economic activity, and power. Many enjoy relative autonomy 
from their host nations, and tend to outlast the shifting reigns of 
empires and economic paradigms. And they are poised to seize 
even greater power in the coming decade. Increasing impacts 
from climate change will drive cities to form co-operative power 
blocs—bringing them into conflict with national governments 
and rural populations—while new forms of adaptable and 
distributed infrastructure will take root in vulnerable regions 
across the globe.

In 2011, venture capitalist 
Marc Andreessen famously 
said, “Software is eating the 
world.” It’s still gobbling up 
sectors, and during the next 
decade software companies 
will head for the dessert bar 
to gorge on high-calorie 
critical infrastructure and 
public welfare sectors, 
such as finance, energy, 
transportation, agriculture, 
and biotechnology.

Cybersecurity will become 
more urgent than ever. 
Individuals concerned with 
personal privacy, companies 
that use massive troves of 
user data, and governments 
tasked with safeguarding 
critical infrastructure 
will rely on AI to defend 
against cyberterrorists 
targeting databases and 
infrastructural vulnerabilities.

Big tech’s penetration 
into fields such as health 
care, professional decision 
support, and industrial 
automation will introduce 
new risks: algorithmic 
bias, biometric tracking, 
job losses, surveillance 
capitalism, and opaque 
AI decisions. As these 
technologies become more 
pervasive and powerful, 
they’ll face greater demand 
for regulation.

Sprawling, organically 
growing cities in Africa and 
India are dealing with a 
relative scarcity of physical 
and government resources 
by developing social and 
virtual infrastructures that 
combine private and public 
spaces in unconventional 
ways. These innovations 
could serve as models in 
other parts of the world.

Governments and 
corporations will partner 
to construct new cities 
to accomodate swelling 
migrating populations. Such 
cities-by-design will have 
high levels of surveillance 
and will be heavily influenced 
by private sector funders. 
These high-risk, top-down 
endeavors will be at the 
vanguard of new kinds of 
urban design strategies.

As cities’ wealth and 
populations increase, they 
will become international 
power players. Global data 
infrastructure and capital 
markets will enable cities to 
wield their collective cachet 
as an international power 
bloc unto itself. As the city 
flexes its muscles, look for 
an increase in the level of 
animosity between urban 
and rural populationsy.

Upper-middle-class parents 
will go to extreme lengths 
to ensure their children’s 
economic security—creating 
neighborhood enclaves 
that keep out lower income 
families, gaming the college 
application process, and 
using social connections 
to set up opportunities 
for their kids. Wealth will 
become more important in 
determining life outcomes.

Innovations in fintech asset 
management will enable 
the wealthy to quietly move 
money out of the formal 
financial system, beyond 
the reach of government 
regulation and taxation. 
Attempts to reduce wealth 
inequality through government 
policy will be stymied by the 
inability of governments to 
regulate increasingly mobile 
hidden assets.

Expect struggles over whether 
key assets, including housing, 
health care, education, child 
care, food, and water should 
be held in private markets or 
public commons. Regions 
with high costs of basic  
needs will wrestle with 
whether the market will offer 
affordable vital assets, while 
those left out will demand  
that governments guarantee 
their provision.

Opaque, automated decision-making systems are 
expanding into every corner of our lives, ushering in a 
world of algorithmic bureaucracy. We are moving toward a 
future in which algorithms don’t just choose which media 
to show you, they’ll determine what job ads you see, 
what loan rates you’re offered, and what colleges you can 
attend. While these systems are aimed at providing more 
personalization and efficiency, left unchecked they threaten 
to disenfranchise individuals and groups and provide little 
recourse for appeal.

A combination of policies and technological innovations 
favoring the wealthy has created the greatest concentration 
of assets in nearly a century. Economic opportunities, health 
outcomes, and political power have moved beyond the 
grasp of all but the wealthy. The next decade will see elites 
collide with the broader population’s increasing intolerance 
of inequality, deprivation, and denial of dignity. While these 
power struggles will play out differently across regions, they 
will produce new social and regulatory frameworks to address 
problems with the valuation and concentration of global assets.

In the domain of health, power has traditionally been held by 
doctors, hospitals, drug companies, and research institutions 
that “fix” us when something goes wrong, extending our 
lifespans compared to previous generations. However, as 
populations become longer-lived but sicker, power will shift 
toward those who can prevent impairment, mitigate pain, 
and help manage and maintain quality of life. New scientific 
breakthroughs and technologies will bolster these efforts, 
but they also hold the potential to disempower specific 
populations and create new disparities.

The consequences of humanity’s alteration of the global 
climate system will be unmistakable and inescapable. New 
temperature records will be set and broken, repeatedly. 
Increasing numbers of unusually strong and unpredictable 
storms will hit our settlements and supply chains. And 
wildland fires, droughts, and extreme heat events will become 
more severe and frequent. Those with the least power today 
will disproportionately suffer the worst impacts. Ultimately, 
as anger flares at those the public holds responsible, anyone 
not seen as cooperating to improve the situation will find their 
power challenged and potentially usurped.

The incredible growth of computation and communication 
technologies have been hugely beneficial in many ways, 
but resulting impacts on privacy, mental health, cultural 
institutions, and economic stability are creating growing anxiety 
that the velocity of change is outstripping traditional means 
of governance. Computational technologies will become 
increasingly integral to high-stakes domains. As cybersecurity 
incidents occur with growing frequency, as externalities become 
more evident, and as technological dependency grows stronger, 
we’ll see new demands to curtail and regulate the power of these 
sophisticated tools and platforms.

About this map
The 2019 Map of the Decade explores the myriad ways power is shifting 
throughout the landscape and highlights the emerging and extreme 
possibilities. It focuses on the next ten years as a means to help you 
look beyond present-day questions and uncertainties, identify the larger 
patterns of change that matter to your work, and develop clarity about 
strategic paths forward. This map is part of a toolkit designed to provide 
an immersive view that spans industries and crosses geographies. Use it 
to take a long view of the future in order to better inform the decisions you 
have to make today.

Institute for the Future

IFTF is the world’s leading futures thinking organization. 
For over 50 years, businesses, governments, and social 
impact organizations have depended upon IFTF global 
forecasts, custom research, and foresight training to 
navigate complex change and develop world-ready 
strategies. IFTF methodologies and toolsets yield 
coherent views of transformative possibilities across all 
sectors that together support a more sustainable future. 
Institute for the Future is a registered 501(c)(3) nonprofit 
organization based in Palo Alto, California.

Future 50

IFTF’s Future 50 partnership provides strategic foresight 
and unique visions of transformative possibilities to future-
smart organizations. It offers research-based perspectives, 
global expertise, signals of change, and specialized data 
to help organizations transform urgent foresight into 
actionable insight. IFTF’s Future 50 partners invest in 
critical research, enlightened facilitation, and strategic 
experimentation to share the future of a world in flux.

Emerging possibilities
for the next decade

The first step toward developing world-ready strategies for 
the coming decade is understanding how power, possibilities, 
and consequences will shift across industries and domains. 

The seven power shifts presented here forecast these 
new possibilities and highlight the new challenges and 

opportunities they will present.

Food has always been power—it literally fuels all human 
activity. Because of this, the processes by which we grow, 
distribute, advertise, sell, and eat food play critical roles in 
everything we do across the globe. Climate change is straining 
traditional growing methods and labor markets, creating 
huge new risks for starvation, war, and social instability and 
driving the development of new food production technologies 
that require much less land and associated resources. Over 
the next decade, massive shifts in the agricultural sector will 
transform the geography of food production, shifting power to 
those who create and control new technologies.

a decade of extreme consequences  
and transformational possibilities

In the early 1980s, sociologist Charles Perrow wrote the classic book Normal 
Accidents: Living with High-Risk Technologies. It explored (among other 
system breakdowns) the chain reaction of small failures that resulted in the 
Three Mile Island nuclear meltdown. Perrow argued that in complex, tightly 
coupled systems, in which multiple components are highly dependent on each 
other, extreme accidents are normal events. He chose the title to highlight the 
increased fragility of these systems, where accidents don’t stem from one huge 
error but rather a series of small errors that cascade in unpredictable ways. 
Authors Chris Clearfield and András Tilcsik revisited this framework in their 2018 
book Meltdown: Why Our Systems Fail and What to Do About It to argue that in 
the years since the publication of Normal Accidents, virtually every organization 
and system has become more tightly coupled and complex to the point of 
incomprehensibility. 

The interconnectivity and interdependence of our global systems have 
undoubtedly created new and previously inconceivable risks, but at the same 
time, they’ve enabled previously unattainable efficiencies, supercharged 
innovation, and empowered individuals and startups with new abilities. These 
dynamics have led to a world in which it’s no longer surprising to see tiny players 
make global impacts, from an individual reshaping international politics to a 
business scaling from zero to billions of dollars in a couple of years.

Power—the ability to shape consequences—has traditionally flowed from the 
top down. But in this tightly coupled and complex landscape, power flows in all 
directions: not just top-down or bottom-up but across industries, continents, and 
stakeholders of all scales. 

Power shifts
NAVIGATING THE NEXT DECADE

Dynamics of shifting power within and across domains will require new ways of 
thinking about how actors can affect us, who we can influence, and how to make 
sense of the increasingly fuzzy boundaries between organizations, industries, 
and nations. 

Empowering New Actors and Movements
The rise of social media over the last decade demonstrates the ability of everyday citizens to 
start and direct mass conversations. This will continue in the coming decade as a generation 
that has grown up with these tools wields them to influence larger power structures. For 
example, Greta Thunberg, founder of the Fridays for Future climate protests—which in less 
than a year have spread from a single protestor to a movement spanning more than  
100 countries. These kinds of efforts will continue to enable individuals and small groups to 
reshape global conversations while introducing vulnerabilities for incumbents.

Disappearing Boundaries
It is common to hear that “data is the new oil” because it can be aggregated, mined, 
and analyzed in limitless ways. The rapid rise of data exploitation is causing once-clear 
boundaries between spheres to recede. For instance, mobile dating apps now raise national 
security questions—at least according to American regulators who are attempting to force 
the Chinese owner of hook-up app Grindr to sell its ownership stake, for fear that match 
data could give away troop locations. This, like myriad other ways to repurpose data, points 
toward the ways in which seemingly unrelated phenomena in our digital and physical worlds 
can collide in unexpected ways.

Anticipating Brittle Points of Failure 
Because many boundaries have faded, those boundaries that do remain become increasingly 
powerful. This is evidenced in many of the recent tensions around global trade—where, for 
example, industry analysts have shown that national economies are so tightly coupled that 
threats to close the border between the US and Mexico could effectively shut down auto 
production in North America. These kinds of risks, though they may be unlikely to come to 
fruition, point toward a need to prepare for sudden failures of seemingly stable barriers.

Managing Systems Risks within Organizations
Taken together, these factors are challenging organizations and individuals to look beyond 
traditional silos to manage systems level risks. Utility PG&E has filed for bankruptcy 
protection following a series of record-setting wildfires in Northern California, the deadliest of 
which was traced back to the failure of a single hook on a power line, and ultimately killed 85 
people and caused $16 billion in damages. In a world where seemingly small failures create 
the potential for catastrophes, organizations will need to rethink how they manage risks and 
pursue opportunities.

As the next decade unfolds, these factors will contribute to the extreme 
possibilities and opportunities to effect transformational change. Build your world 
readiness by immersing yourself in this map of the emerging landscape and 
identifying your path forward.
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Rapid growth of renewables
Adoption of renewable energy both in the 
US and globally is happening faster than 
expected. The US Energy Information 
Agency’s annual forecasts repeatedly 
overestimate the demand for fossil fuels, 
underestimate the growth of renewable 
energy, and use outdated pricing for 
renewable production.
marketwatch.com

Mayors commit to climate 
action, defying host nations
The Global Covenant of Mayors for 

Climate Change is an alliance of over 
9,000 cities independently committed to 

the goals of the Paris Climate Accords 
regardless of the position of their 

national governments.
globalcovenantofmayors.org

Identifying childhood trauma to 
prevent lifelong health challenges
California’s new surgeon general has 
prioritized the prevention of childhood 
trauma, which research links to major 
downstream consequences for wellbeing 
and clinical health.
latimes.com

Using health to spur  
economic participation
China’s “Health Silk Road” initiative may be 
premised on the idea that by providing health 
assistance to other countries, China will 
co-create more robust markets for its exports 
and increase access to raw materials it 
needs to advance its development.
thelancet.com

Industry collaboration focuses on 
enhancing food’s ecosystem services
The Ecosystem Services Market Collaborative 
is developing market-based approaches to the 
ecosystem services provided by agriculture, 
such as healthy soils, carbon sequestration, and 
water conservation. If adopted, these practices 
across the millions of acres controlled by these 
companies’ supply chains would have a massive 
impact on environmental resilience.
nature.org

Localizing food sovereignty
Singapore imports over 90% of its food. In 
order to make themselves less vulnerable 
to outside disruptions or environmental 
disasters, National University of Singapore 
and agribusiness group Wilmar opened a lab 
focused on cultured meat, aimed at producing 
30% of its nutritional needs locally by 2030.
bloomberg.com

Frozen Farmyard creates open 
genetic database for cell-based meat
The Good Food Institute, a non-profit that 
promotes plant-based and clean meat 
innovation, invested $250,000 in the Frozen 
Farmyard project to develop a centralized 
biobank repository of animal cells for meat 
production. The biopsies will eventually be 
used to create an open IP system for producing 
meat through cellular agriculture.
livekindly.com

Offshore tax havens proliferate
About 1/6 of all private wealth in the world is stored in 
tax havens—about $21-32 trillion—beyond the reach 

of government regulation and taxes. This results in an 
estimated $500 billion in lost annual tax revenue for 
governments globally, which could otherwise be put 

toward providing services and public goods.
taxjustice.net

nber.org/papers/w23805
nber.org/papers/w24701

Building the ‘city of the future’ 
from scratch

NEOM, Saudi Arabia’s $50 billon 
futuristic city—the crown jewel of the 

state’s post-oil economic vision—is 
billed as a global attractor for the world’s 

smartest, most innovative people. Built 
by private corporations but government-
owned, NEOM will lack its host nation’s 

conservative laws but remain under 
control of the religious monarchy.

bloomberg.com

Forced Relocation
Forced relocation due to climate changes 
won’t just be a problem for the lower 
latitudes. Ocean-adjacent housing in the US, 
especially in low-lying areas, has already 
come under threat. Louisiana’s Isle de Jean 
Charles has lost 98% of its population 
due to rising sea levels; at minimum, 414 
cities in the US will need to relocate due to 
anthropogenic global warming.
news.nationalgeographic.com
vox.com
fastcompany.com

Business school students signal new  
demands for employer sustainability
A recent survey from the World Business Council 
for Sustainable Development and the Yale School of 
Management surveyed more than 17,000 students 
across 29 top business schools globally and found 
that 44% of respondents would accept lower pay 
to work for a company “with better environmental 
practices.” Nearly one in five said they would 
not work for a company with bad environmental 
practices regardless of pay.
cbey.yale.edu

Tech workers want industry 
restrictions
A recent survey from Edelman found 
that even tech company employees 
want their industry to be more strictly 
regulated. Among more than 400 
respondents working at tech companies 
in their survey, 70 said that the industry 
was under-regulated, suggesting that 
industry veterans are worried about the 
scale and impact of their work.
edelman.com

Facebook’s expanded gender options 
 enable enhanced ad targeting

In recent years, Facebook has expanded its gender field 
 beyond a binary definition of gender to include at least 58 gender 

categories. Hailed as an important shift for a more inclusive 
 design of the platform, this expansion of gender identification 

 also opens up new ways to target ads within its platform.
slate.com

Automated system fires well-regarded teacher
A middle school teacher at MacFarland Middle School in 

Washington DC, was fired because her students’ testing scores 
failed the school district’s evaluation algorithm, even though 
students and parents rated her highly. She was immediately 

hired by a school that doesn’t use algorithmic evaluation.
washingtonpost.com

Segregation in DNA testing creates more disparities
Color Genomics recently announced a test to assess risk for heart 
disease that works only for people of European ancestry. This 
could be the first of many race-specific medical advances to enter 
the marketplace, driving issues of inequity.
technologyreview.com

Leapfrogging centralized systems
BBOXX, a self-described “venture-backed, 

 next-generation utility,” has partnered with the 
government of the Democratic Republic of Congo and 

GE to create a power grid that allows for multiple sources 
of power. Rather than building centralized infrastructure, 
these kinds of distributed infrastructure efforts will form 

the backbone of lower cost, resilient grids.
africa-energy.com

Populist anger boils over
Major social unrest erupted in France at 
the end of 2018. While it was sparked by a 

rise in fuel taxes, the yellow vest movement 
was a response to the social costs of 

rising inequality and wealth concentration 
and points to a looming conflict over how 

resources should be distributed. 
bbc.co.uk

CRISPR-Cas9 turns biology  
into an information science
Gene-editing with CRISPR-Cas9 technology 
is burgeoning, being deployed for targeted 
plant and food modifications, the elimination 
of diseases, and even for the creation of 
designer babies, creating concerns about 
the potential for abuses and unanticipated 
side-effects of this high-stakes activity.
the-scientist.com

Legacy college admissions enable 
families to pass along social capital
About 1/3 of undergrads admitted to Harvard 

and Stanford in 2017 had a parent who 
attended the university. Children of Harvard 

alumni were 5 times more likely to be admitted 
than other applicants. Although education 

 is typically viewed as the main route for 
 upward mobility, these practices give clear 

advantages to the privileged and directly 
 limit the opportunities of others. 

cnbc.com
thecrimson.com

npr.org

Cloud storage exacerbates  
IP security risks
Security breaches where massive amounts of 
data are stolen get the headlines, but targeted 
“sneakernet” cases, such as the one in which 
Uber allegedly stole confidential IP from 
Waymo, can be equally damaging and even 
harder to police. IP theft, document leaks, 
ransomware, and other mundane battles will 
keep security forces working overtime.
recode.net

Reverse engineering  
rankings for profit

Northeastern University spent months 
figuring out the formula for U.S. News 

college rankings to figure out how to 
make its top 100 list. In the process 
of gaming the system, the university 

not only grew enrollment but saw 
school administrators earn large salary 

increases for themselves.
bostonmagazine.com
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New standard 
bearers

As the global influence of 
China and India grows, they 

will shape new standards and 
understandings of how to best 

invest in producing health.

Social and 
digital identities 

co-evolve
Digital tools positioned as 

ways for individuals to better 
express their identities and 

interests get turned into 
fodder for better marketing 

and targeting.

Irreversible  
Black box 
decisions

Algorithmic tools designed 
to support decision-making 
become final arbiters of high 

impact decisions.

Gaming, evading, 
and governing 

algorithms
As algorithmic power 

proliferates, humans and 
organizations will devise new 
approaches to tricking and 
gaming these systems for 
competitive advantage.

Cities as  
international 
power Brokers
National governments are 

paralyzed, but urban leaders 
with social media megaphones 

are newly empowered  
to network and influence 

global issues.

Made to order 
global hubs

Centralized states and their 
corporate partners throw  
huge sums of capital at 

attempting to design new 
megacities from scratch.

Decentralized 
infrastructure 

models
Low-cost distributed 

infrastructure for energy, 
water, and more emerge as 

alternative ways to build and 
maintain critical systems.

Unaccountable 
wealth

Efforts to shelter wealth  
from taxes grow and continue  

to exacerbate inequalities 
while straining government 

budgets and services.

Demands  
for universal 

basic assets
As the backlash against 

extreme inequality grows, 
renewed conversations around 

the role of the safety net  
gain traction.

Dream  
hoarding

Upper middle class families 
increasingly hold onto relative 
positions of wealth out of fear 

of falling behind.

Cultivating 
Climate 

Leadership
In the face of increased 
climate threats, farmers  

and the broader agricultural 
value chain create new  
models of industry-level 

innovation aimed at 
ecosystem management.

Growing food 
without farms

Advances in vertical farming 
and cellular agriculture  

allow food to be produced 
without concern for local 

growing conditions.

Food IP Wars
As more and more of our food 

is grown through advanced 
biotechnology, battles around 

public benefit and private 
business IP gain new intensity.

Shifting 
priorities 
upstream

As the evidence base for 
preventive health continues 
to grow, multi-stakeholder 

approaches will push health 
interventions to earlier ages 
with a focus on social rather 

than medical services.

Mitigating  
disparities

Advances in DNA testing 
threaten to exacerbate existing 

health disparities over the  
long-term, without focused 

efforts to address these 
disparities in the present.

Moving faster 
than expected

Negative impacts of climate 
change, as well as efforts to 
move away from fossil fuels, 

are continually outpacing  
our models of what to expect.

A flood  
of people

Migration and refugee 
populations surge globally 
as climate change related 
events create widespread, 
unexpected displacement.

Behavioral 
tipping points

Increased concern and fear 
of climate change sparks new 
climate friendly demands of 
businesses, employers, and 

governments.

The backlash 
grows

As big tech continues to 
accrue power, demands  

for regulation and 
accountability place new 

constraints on the industry.

Software is  
eating dessert

As today’s technology markets 
mature, big tech expands  
into infrastructure, health,  

and other high-risk,  
high-reward fields.

Cyberwars and  
mass disruption

Widespread technical 
vulnerabilities and lax security 
practices lead to increasingly 

high-cost, dangerous  
digital attacks. 

from addressing a looming threat  
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from unrestricted growth  
to greater scrutiny and risk

from human  
to machine oversight

from influential hubs  
to autonomous  
global actors

from asset and wealth concentration  
to intolerance of inequality

from natural resource-intensive  
to digitally-driven food production

from disease 
to systems management

a decade of extreme consequences  
and transformational possibilities



Power Shifts 
EMERGING POSSIBILITIES 

FOR THE NEXT DECADE
In the coming decade, organizations of all kinds will not only 

need to grapple with global power struggles but shifts in the way 
that power, possibilities and consequences will play out in  

discrete industries and domains. These seven power shifts forecast 
these new possibilities and highlight the new challenges and 

opportunities they will create for the coming decade.
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Climate driven events 
are hitting harder and 
faster. Beyond the first 
order effects of climate 
change, we’ll see increased 
political, social, economic, 
and environmental costs. 
Certain responses to the 
effects of climate change 
will move more quickly than 
anticipated, such as the shift 
toward renewable energy 
systems.

One of the most significant 
consequences of climate 
change will be a surge in 
refugees and migrants 
seeking aid. Low-end 
estimates put the number  
at 50-100 million by  
mid-century, but expect 
more, and sooner. In 
wealthier parts of the world, 
climate refugees may be 
the most visible near-term 
impact of climate change.

Abrupt changes in social 
attitudes often force 
institutions to respond 
quickly and comprehensively. 
We’ve seen this with global 
youth school strikes, with 
employees who demand 
that their employers address 
sustainability policies,  
and with public calls for 
action on climate, all of 
which appear to be near  
their tipping points.

Advances in cell-cultured 
meat and indoor precision 
agriculture are making 
food production affordable 
without traditional land 
requirements. They will 
reroute the geography of 
food supply chains and 
mitigate agriculture’s climate 
impacts—even as they 
threaten the livelihoods of 
those who produce food by 
established methods.

Food production is one of 
the biggest contributors 
to climate change—and 
climate change impacts 
virtually every facet of food 
production. This self-
reinforcing dynamic will drive  
the entire industry to develop 
new best practices, business 
strategies, and solutions 
aimed at ensuring long-term 
climate resilience.

Who will own the data 
generated by precision 
agriculture systems, the IP 
on cell-lines for cultured 
meat, or the genetic editing 
instructions for climate-
change-resilient seeds? 
Food IP will spark new 
conflicts up and down the 
supply chain, and others will 
attempt to build alternative 
open-source frameworks for 
food production.

As demand increases for 
optimizing quality of life, 
power will shift to providers 
of non-traditional health 
care. These innovators 
will focus not on medical 
prognosis, but the holistic 
wellbeing of people, 
uncovering unmet demand 
and new markets for 
innovative business models, 
services, and products.

China and India’s evolving 
health systems and large 
populations have made them 
leaders in reforms, market 
opportunities, and effective, 
affordable approaches. 
These growing markets 
will mainstream alternative 
forms of low-cost high-value 
health innovation, and may 
redefine how we measure 
and support wellbeing.

The nascent field of 
precision medicine promises 
effective treatment for 
difficult illnesses, but 
creates risks related to 
privacy, misinformation, and 
demographic inequality. 
Poor representation of 
specific groups in reference 
data will bifurcate the market 
to serve a genetic-enabled 
mainstream, further shifting 
power to those groups.

Organizations will come 
to rely on algorithms to 
make fast judgments about 
complex problems. While 
they offer efficiencies in 
decision-making and can 
lead to fairer outcomes, 
they also create new 
risks. Systems trained on 
biased data can enable 
bad decisions to scale 
rapidly and create perverse 
incentives.

People can assign many 
different online identities to 
themselves and use them 
in different contexts to best 
serve their needs. These 
means of self-identifying 
are in turn fueling efforts 
to further mine data 
trails and categories for 
marketing, tracking, political 
propagandizing, and other 
purposes.

As algorithmic power 
proliferates, humans and 
organizations will reverse 
engineer and exploit their 
logic. As a result, large 
platforms’ customer service 
teams will take on more 
of a quasi-judicial role in 
adjudicating disputes. Efforts 
will be made to introduce 
human-in-the-loop oversight 
of algorithmic execution.

Cities have always been a source of outsized influence, 
economic activity, and power. Many enjoy relative autonomy 
from their host nations, and tend to outlast the shifting reigns of 
empires and economic paradigms. And they are poised to seize 
even greater power in the coming decade. Increasing impacts 
from climate change will drive cities to form co-operative power 
blocs—bringing them into conflict with national governments 
and rural populations—while new forms of adaptable and 
distributed infrastructure will take root in vulnerable regions 
across the globe.

In 2011, venture capitalist 
Marc Andreessen famously 
said, “Software is eating the 
world.” It’s still gobbling up 
sectors, and during the next 
decade software companies 
will head for the dessert bar 
to gorge on high-calorie 
critical infrastructure and 
public welfare sectors, 
such as finance, energy, 
transportation, agriculture, 
and biotechnology.

Cybersecurity will become 
more urgent than ever. 
Individuals concerned with 
personal privacy, companies 
that use massive troves of 
user data, and governments 
tasked with safeguarding 
critical infrastructure 
will rely on AI to defend 
against cyberterrorists 
targeting databases and 
infrastructural vulnerabilities.

Big tech’s penetration 
into fields such as health 
care, professional decision 
support, and industrial 
automation will introduce 
new risks: algorithmic 
bias, biometric tracking, 
job losses, surveillance 
capitalism, and opaque 
AI decisions. As these 
technologies become more 
pervasive and powerful, 
they’ll face greater demand 
for regulation.

Sprawling, organically 
growing cities in Africa and 
India are dealing with a 
relative scarcity of physical 
and government resources 
by developing social and 
virtual infrastructures that 
combine private and public 
spaces in unconventional 
ways. These innovations 
could serve as models in 
other parts of the world.

Governments and 
corporations will partner 
to construct new cities 
to accomodate swelling 
migrating populations. Such 
cities-by-design will have 
high levels of surveillance 
and will be heavily influenced 
by private sector funders. 
These high-risk, top-down 
endeavors will be at the 
vanguard of new kinds of 
urban design strategies.

As cities’ wealth and 
populations increase, they 
will become international 
power players. Global data 
infrastructure and capital 
markets will enable cities to 
wield their collective cachet 
as an international power 
bloc unto itself. As the city 
flexes its muscles, look for 
an increase in the level of 
animosity between urban 
and rural populationsy.

Upper-middle-class parents 
will go to extreme lengths 
to ensure their children’s 
economic security—creating 
neighborhood enclaves 
that keep out lower income 
families, gaming the college 
application process, and 
using social connections 
to set up opportunities 
for their kids. Wealth will 
become more important in 
determining life outcomes.

Innovations in fintech asset 
management will enable 
the wealthy to quietly move 
money out of the formal 
financial system, beyond 
the reach of government 
regulation and taxation. 
Attempts to reduce wealth 
inequality through government 
policy will be stymied by the 
inability of governments to 
regulate increasingly mobile 
hidden assets.

Expect struggles over whether 
key assets, including housing, 
health care, education, child 
care, food, and water should 
be held in private markets or 
public commons. Regions 
with high costs of basic  
needs will wrestle with 
whether the market will offer 
affordable vital assets, while 
those left out will demand  
that governments guarantee 
their provision.

Opaque, automated decision-making systems are 
expanding into every corner of our lives, ushering in a 
world of algorithmic bureaucracy. We are moving toward a 
future in which algorithms don’t just choose which media 
to show you, they’ll determine what job ads you see, 
what loan rates you’re offered, and what colleges you can 
attend. While these systems are aimed at providing more 
personalization and efficiency, left unchecked they threaten 
to disenfranchise individuals and groups and provide little 
recourse for appeal.

A combination of policies and technological innovations 
favoring the wealthy has created the greatest concentration 
of assets in nearly a century. Economic opportunities, health 
outcomes, and political power have moved beyond the 
grasp of all but the wealthy. The next decade will see elites 
collide with the broader population’s increasing intolerance 
of inequality, deprivation, and denial of dignity. While these 
power struggles will play out differently across regions, they 
will produce new social and regulatory frameworks to address 
problems with the valuation and concentration of global assets.

In the domain of health, power has traditionally been held by 
doctors, hospitals, drug companies, and research institutions 
that “fix” us when something goes wrong, extending our 
lifespans compared to previous generations. However, as 
populations become longer-lived but sicker, power will shift 
toward those who can prevent impairment, mitigate pain, 
and help manage and maintain quality of life. New scientific 
breakthroughs and technologies will bolster these efforts, 
but they also hold the potential to disempower specific 
populations and create new disparities.

The consequences of humanity’s alteration of the global 
climate system will be unmistakable and inescapable. New 
temperature records will be set and broken, repeatedly. 
Increasing numbers of unusually strong and unpredictable 
storms will hit our settlements and supply chains. And 
wildland fires, droughts, and extreme heat events will become 
more severe and frequent. Those with the least power today 
will disproportionately suffer the worst impacts. Ultimately, 
as anger flares at those the public holds responsible, anyone 
not seen as cooperating to improve the situation will find their 
power challenged and potentially usurped.

The incredible growth of computation and communication 
technologies have been hugely beneficial in many ways, 
but resulting impacts on privacy, mental health, cultural 
institutions, and economic stability are creating growing anxiety 
that the velocity of change is outstripping traditional means 
of governance. Computational technologies will become 
increasingly integral to high-stakes domains. As cybersecurity 
incidents occur with growing frequency, as externalities become 
more evident, and as technological dependency grows stronger, 
we’ll see new demands to curtail and regulate the power of these 
sophisticated tools and platforms.

About this map
The 2019 Map of the Decade explores the myriad ways power is shifting 
throughout the landscape and highlights the emerging and extreme 
possibilities. It focuses on the next ten years as a means to help you 
look beyond present-day questions and uncertainties, identify the larger 
patterns of change that matter to your work, and develop clarity about 
strategic paths forward. This map is part of a toolkit designed to provide 
an immersive view that spans industries and crosses geographies. Use it 
to take a long view of the future in order to better inform the decisions you 
have to make today.

Institute for the Future

IFTF is the world’s leading futures thinking organization. 
For over 50 years, businesses, governments, and social 
impact organizations have depended upon IFTF global 
forecasts, custom research, and foresight training to 
navigate complex change and develop world-ready 
strategies. IFTF methodologies and toolsets yield 
coherent views of transformative possibilities across all 
sectors that together support a more sustainable future. 
Institute for the Future is a registered 501(c)(3) nonprofit 
organization based in Palo Alto, California.

Future 50

IFTF’s Future 50 partnership provides strategic foresight 
and unique visions of transformative possibilities to future-
smart organizations. It offers research-based perspectives, 
global expertise, signals of change, and specialized data 
to help organizations transform urgent foresight into 
actionable insight. IFTF’s Future 50 partners invest in 
critical research, enlightened facilitation, and strategic 
experimentation to share the future of a world in flux.

Emerging possibilities
for the next decade

The first step toward developing world-ready strategies for 
the coming decade is understanding how power, possibilities, 
and consequences will shift across industries and domains. 

The seven power shifts presented here forecast these 
new possibilities and highlight the new challenges and 

opportunities they will present.

Food has always been power—it literally fuels all human 
activity. Because of this, the processes by which we grow, 
distribute, advertise, sell, and eat food play critical roles in 
everything we do across the globe. Climate change is straining 
traditional growing methods and labor markets, creating 
huge new risks for starvation, war, and social instability and 
driving the development of new food production technologies 
that require much less land and associated resources. Over 
the next decade, massive shifts in the agricultural sector will 
transform the geography of food production, shifting power to 
those who create and control new technologies.

a decade of extreme consequences  
and transformational possibilities

In the early 1980s, sociologist Charles Perrow wrote the classic book Normal 
Accidents: Living with High-Risk Technologies. It explored (among other 
system breakdowns) the chain reaction of small failures that resulted in the 
Three Mile Island nuclear meltdown. Perrow argued that in complex, tightly 
coupled systems, in which multiple components are highly dependent on each 
other, extreme accidents are normal events. He chose the title to highlight the 
increased fragility of these systems, where accidents don’t stem from one huge 
error but rather a series of small errors that cascade in unpredictable ways. 
Authors Chris Clearfield and András Tilcsik revisited this framework in their 2018 
book Meltdown: Why Our Systems Fail and What to Do About It to argue that in 
the years since the publication of Normal Accidents, virtually every organization 
and system has become more tightly coupled and complex to the point of 
incomprehensibility. 

The interconnectivity and interdependence of our global systems have 
undoubtedly created new and previously inconceivable risks, but at the same 
time, they’ve enabled previously unattainable efficiencies, supercharged 
innovation, and empowered individuals and startups with new abilities. These 
dynamics have led to a world in which it’s no longer surprising to see tiny players 
make global impacts, from an individual reshaping international politics to a 
business scaling from zero to billions of dollars in a couple of years.

Power—the ability to shape consequences—has traditionally flowed from the 
top down. But in this tightly coupled and complex landscape, power flows in all 
directions: not just top-down or bottom-up but across industries, continents, and 
stakeholders of all scales. 

Power shifts
NAVIGATING THE NEXT DECADE

Dynamics of shifting power within and across domains will require new ways of 
thinking about how actors can affect us, who we can influence, and how to make 
sense of the increasingly fuzzy boundaries between organizations, industries, 
and nations. 

Empowering New Actors and Movements
The rise of social media over the last decade demonstrates the ability of everyday citizens to 
start and direct mass conversations. This will continue in the coming decade as a generation 
that has grown up with these tools wields them to influence larger power structures. For 
example, Greta Thunberg, founder of the Fridays for Future climate protests—which in less 
than a year have spread from a single protestor to a movement spanning more than  
100 countries. These kinds of efforts will continue to enable individuals and small groups to 
reshape global conversations while introducing vulnerabilities for incumbents.

Disappearing Boundaries
It is common to hear that “data is the new oil” because it can be aggregated, mined, 
and analyzed in limitless ways. The rapid rise of data exploitation is causing once-clear 
boundaries between spheres to recede. For instance, mobile dating apps now raise national 
security questions—at least according to American regulators who are attempting to force 
the Chinese owner of hook-up app Grindr to sell its ownership stake, for fear that match 
data could give away troop locations. This, like myriad other ways to repurpose data, points 
toward the ways in which seemingly unrelated phenomena in our digital and physical worlds 
can collide in unexpected ways.

Anticipating Brittle Points of Failure 
Because many boundaries have faded, those boundaries that do remain become increasingly 
powerful. This is evidenced in many of the recent tensions around global trade—where, for 
example, industry analysts have shown that national economies are so tightly coupled that 
threats to close the border between the US and Mexico could effectively shut down auto 
production in North America. These kinds of risks, though they may be unlikely to come to 
fruition, point toward a need to prepare for sudden failures of seemingly stable barriers.

Managing Systems Risks within Organizations
Taken together, these factors are challenging organizations and individuals to look beyond 
traditional silos to manage systems level risks. Utility PG&E has filed for bankruptcy 
protection following a series of record-setting wildfires in Northern California, the deadliest of 
which was traced back to the failure of a single hook on a power line, and ultimately killed 85 
people and caused $16 billion in damages. In a world where seemingly small failures create 
the potential for catastrophes, organizations will need to rethink how they manage risks and 
pursue opportunities.

As the next decade unfolds, these factors will contribute to the extreme 
possibilities and opportunities to effect transformational change. Build your world 
readiness by immersing yourself in this map of the emerging landscape and 
identifying your path forward.
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