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PREFACE

This book is all about architecting the future we want by understanding more clearly the alternative futures that lie ahead of us, how the optimal ones among them can best be realized, and how the more dangerous ones can be avoided. The Sturm und Drang of the late Trump presidency and the early COVID-19 era seemed like an especially propitious time to employ the navigational tools this volume advocates to chart a “roadmap to a brighter future.” Along with the untold pain and suffering of the novel coronavirus pandemic came many unexpected things—substantial blocks of time for reflection among them. It is out of that involuntary pause that this book emerged.

To most, the notion of trying to foresee the future in periods of extreme volatility and uncertainty is a fool’s errand. Yet it is precisely in the midst of the fog of ambiguity that one needs to find some sense of direction toward a desired destination. Of course, once the fog lifts, it takes little clairvoyance or courage to follow the path to one’s desired destination. Even so, as the ink was drying on the final page of this narrative, the world was still gripped by great uncertainty and anxiety, despite increasing signs of hope on the horizon.

The pandemic-imposed isolation not only facilitated self-reflection, but also—ironically—enabled social connection as we found new pathways to engage others. I was one of those fortunate ones who not only had the resources to live comfortably in relative isolation while too many others suffered, but also had the option to stay purposefully and passionately engaged with family, friends, and colleagues despite the mayhem in the world just beyond my front door (and mask).

In these pages I will share with the reader a series of recommendations, some of which have been espoused by the Biden administration but were crafted before Joe Biden was elected. So it will come as no surprise that I have been a Joe Biden enthusiast for the more than four decades I have had the privilege to know and work with the man who is now the 46th president of the United States. And I became convinced early on in his pursuit of the presidency that he was the absolute right man for this especially challenging period of history. I believe this will be increasingly apparent to all as they observe how Joe Biden’s special blend of experience, judgment, humility, empathy, passion, and purpose are applied to digging us out of the very deep and dark hole we were in when he took office.

Nonetheless, the alternative futures I outline in these pages do not assume that an especially bright future is inevitable. Rather, that future will be realized only if we are smart enough to envision it and courageous enough to enable it. That is precisely what I hope this book will do: jumpstart your imagination to envision the possibilities that lie within our reach, ignite your optimism to believe those possibilities are achievable, and galvanize your resolve to pursue them—knowing that failure to do so will likely result in an unacceptably bad alternative future.

“Challenges” is a catch-all euphemism these days intended to capture the cascading crises that have shaken the very foundations of societies across a broad swath of geographies, cultures, and demographics. This book will trace the fault lines running just below the surface of these seemingly unconnected realities in an attempt to better understand why we appear to be so mired in social discord, unable to move forward with common cause in the common interest. But, as we all know, though diagnosing the malady is necessary, diagnosis is not a cure.

Unlike many other contemporary volumes, Roadmap to a Brighter Future is not content to stop at admiring the fire—that is, taking the view of a passive bystander. Rather, my ambition for readers of this book is that they will come away understanding where we are and why we are there, while appreciating that we have been in equally or even more difficult straits before. In the words of the late poet laureate Maya Angelou: “How do you know where you’re going if you don’t know where you’ve been?” At the same time, my hope is that this book will not only help readers powerfully imagine brighter alternative futures, but also equip them with the prescriptive propositions that need to be employed to realize that future.

But in today’s “breathe your own exhaust” world of alternate realities, finding consensus around any proposed destination is tough. If you don’t trust the map you’re reading (or, as my kids are more likely to say, the GPS you’re following), and you don’t even trust the navigator’s ability or intention, then you can hardly get to where you need to go, or expect anyone to go along with you. So the task of restoring what has been for much of our history a quintessentially American pragmatic optimism will be neither easy nor quick. We begin that process in the pages of this book by digging through the layers of sediment that have obscured our vision, sapped our confidence, and diverted us from addressing chronic and fundamental problems at the center of today’s crisis in confidence.

To repeat what should by now be painfully obvious to most, Donald Trump was not the cause of our ills, though he surely exacerbated them in many devastatingly pernicious ways. Rather, we as a nation—along with many others around the world—have been on this slippery, downward slope for the last few decades. While elites were cashing in on the fruits of technologically-induced, policy-liberalized global integration, much of the rest of the world was barely getting by, and actually falling further behind. And this divide, both within and between countries, was low-hanging fruit for populist demagogues and their loyal followers prepared to carry out their will no matter what. So restoring trust in our systems of governance, and in the commitment and ability of our leaders to restore the accessibility of the American Dream, will take time. Getting the buy-in across various national divides needed to implement the propositions advocated in this book, however practical and logical they are, will take skill and hard work. Anyone expecting a quick turnaround is delusional. As Thomas Edison reminded us, “vision without execution is hallucination.”

I thank you for joining me on the journey outlined in these pages. I hope you will find the reasoning compelling, the vision uplifting, and the propositions necessary to reimagine and realize that vision of a brighter future irresistible.

—PAL
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THERE IS ONE PAST, AND ONE PRESENT, BUT MULTIPLE POSSIBLE FUTURES
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“Vision is the art of seeing what is invisible to others.”

—JONATHAN SWIFT

History will record 2020 as an annus horribilis for the United States, during which we were literally plagued by a deadly virus that overwhelmed the world within months, followed by the worst economic dislocation since the Great Depression; racial tensions that flared up across the country; unrelenting severe weather across its expanse; and a brutal, scorched-earth presidential election and tortured transfer of power that left many Americans feeling more angry, confused, and divided than ever.

Then, 2021 launched with both hope and continued peril: promising vaccine developments, after overcoming initial logistical challenges; and historic and optimistic Senate elections in Georgia, marred the day they were decided by an angry mob storming our nation’s Capitol in an attempt to thwart congressional certification of a clear electoral mandate.

Despite this turmoil, we are not predestined to live in such a dystopian, broken, or badly functioning society. Yet a better version of the future won’t emerge spontaneously—which is why I am writing this book. We can overcome these and other profound problems, as we’ve done in past times of crisis and turmoil, and emerge stronger. This book is about how we can do just that. But first we’ll need to make sense of what hit us, where we are now, and how we can move forward.

To many, the COVID-19 pandemic felt like the last straw in an already deeply unsettled and polarized world, forcing changes we could barely have envisioned, much less understand. Whether we like it or not, we now live in a world transformed. Many of the “preexisting conditions” that were in the background before COVID-19 have been advanced and greatly amplified. It’s no exaggeration to say we are living through the most complex and challenging period in our lifetimes—possibly in modern history. No wonder the public is severely disoriented while many of their leaders look for a playbook.

Like a tide rolling out to expose the vestiges of shipwrecks, the pandemic revealed our nation’s weaknesses and fault lines (and, more rarely, its strengths). Some of these vulnerabilities were already evident in our societies, governments, companies, and institutions of all kinds; others heaved just below the surface.

Surely many casualties of the seemingly cruel reckoning of the pandemic could have been avoided with more capable leadership and a public that demanded better solutions to the problems COVID-19 posed and more transparent and accountable leadership. The quality of leadership was the not-so-sec4"indent_para">Young, high-flying Singaporean government official and poet Aaron Maniam admitted that even our current vocabulary was insufficient to describe what we had been living through. In his TED Talk, Maniam mused that, owing to the gravity of the COVID-19 pandemic, we have been using mostly wartime-style military metaphors—for instance, “defeating the virus”—which helped maintain public order by creating victors and enemies. He suggested we ought to expand our terminology to include such expressions as “journey” or “ecology.” For example, we might need to learn to live and function with this pandemic and others for a long time. Further, the pandemic experiences of people worldwide have ranged from mild lockdown sabbaticals to extreme trauma: unevenly distributed, and devastating the poor and underserved far more harshly. Clearly our words have seemed to fail us or feel inadequate in this new territory.

The Malthusian hand also hit some business sectors worse than others. Some of these, like airlines, struggled to stay viable until people felt secure enough to travel again, with passenger numbers picking up. But luring the world back to pre-pandemic behavior won’t be uniformly easy, or necessarily even desirable. In one macabre sign of the times, top-tier carrier Emirates not only offered free medical care for any passengers who contracted the coronavirus while flying with them, but also free first-class funerals if they ended up dying—not the most compelling enticement.

But a hard-headed look at the facts—and human history—offers reasonable hope for better days ahead. The future need not be just an endless cascade of crises rendering us this helpless, prompting some to pull radical political levers, check out from positive social connection, or—worse yet—become one of the mounting tally of “deaths of despair,” including those lost to suicide or substance abuse. The public, in the US and worldwide, yearns for better times imbued with decency, security, and hope. With the right leadership—and the right new policies—we can and will be able to realize those legitimate, universal expectations. But it will take a change in mindset and behavior, as likely driven—and demanded—from the bottom up as from the top down.

In this book, I will explain what I believe we concretely and pragmatically must do to get ourselves on a much better track to the future, in a sustainably resilient way. With such solutions in hand, we’ll be able to handle whatever future mega-problems or crises come our way, having learned from our success and failures when we grappled with the consequences of 9/11, the global financial crisis of the late 2000s, and, more recently, the evolving pandemic. As COVID-19 has made all too tragically clear, the stakes are enormous, both for our present and our potential futures. If we’re not smart enough to imagine and anticipate possible futures, both desirable and flawed, we surely won’t be ready to steer toward better outcomes. We’d do well to recall the Cheshire Cat’s advice to a confused Alice when she inquired about where she should go in Wonderland: “That depends a good deal on where you want to get to.”

When the Berlin Wall fell more than 30 years ago, we indeed heralded the dawn of opened markets, global integration, spreading prosperity, and seemingly limitless growth, alongside the growing embrace of Western democratic governance, supported and enhanced by technological advances. I vividly recall those heady days in the early 1990s when we launched our Kearney CEO think tank, the Global Business Policy Council, with all the promise of a rapidly integrating world. In hindsight, that unabashedly sunny outlook—seemingly so inevitable, inexorable, and immutable—would extend only so far before centrifugal forces, buried just below the surface of the expansive globalization framework itself, would reemerge.

Instead, most of us have come to accept that our world is one of converging existential threats: dangers to public health, growing wealth disparities, rampant populism and protectionist practices, civil and racial unrest, geopolitical instability, and the devastating impact of severe weather induced by climate change. Not to mention nonstop technological innovations that simultaneously dazzle and appropriately scare us, like artificial intelligence (AI). By the way, when I speak of “existential threats” facing America (and the world), I don’t always mean that they necessarily threaten the very existence of the United States, but rather that they put at grave risk both the best attributes of America as we have known them and our still high hopes for our nation in the future.

We have the power to destroy ourselves more quickly and completely than ever before, or to purposefully create a future filled with greater opportunity and justifiable promise and optimism. But we must first begin with a sober, brutally honest assessment of what will get us from here to there. Leadership coach Marshall Goldsmith’s notion about how one does that as an individual could well be applied more broadly to ushering in that more positive future: “What got you here won’t get you there.”

Of all the converging existential threats we face, I am optimistic about how America can and will address four in particular: public health, economic growth, climate change, and racial justice.

Why am I optimistic? Simply put, I believe (1) we are not now, and never have been, mere hostages to forces beyond our control; (2) a different trajectory and better outcomes are more possible today than ever; and (3) leadership still matters—enormously, in fact—and can help midwife that better future. And we already see the difference that effective, purposeful, and principled leadership can make, as the Biden administration has set its sights on taking action to address all four of the aforementioned threats—much as was promised during the 2020 campaign—and is already showing progress on what is clearly a long-term agenda.

As noted Stanford scholar and thinker Francis Fukuyama, of End of History fame, tells us, times of crisis tend to catapult societies—and indeed the world—in new directions. That’s why it is so much better to shape the future than to be on the receiving end of seemingly uncontrollable forces that shape it for us.

As Frank put it in a 2020 Foreign Affairs article, “Major crises have major consequences, usually unforeseen. The Great Depression spurred isolationism, nationalism, fascism, and World War II—but also led to the New Deal, the rise of the United States as a global superpower, and eventually decolonization. The 9/11 attacks produced two failed American interventions, the rise of Iran, and new forms of Islamic radicalism. The 2008 financial crisis generated a surge in anti-establishment populism that replaced leaders across the globe.”

Few doubt that the pandemic acted as a fast-forward button, whisking us into the future whether we were ready or not. As the saying goes, even a stopped clock is right twice a day, and so, too, even a monster of history like Lenin could be correct in supposedly having said, “There are decades where nothing happens; and there are weeks when decades happen.” That certainly seems to have been our recent experience. When I spoke with Mayo Clinic CEO Dr. Gianrico Farrugia during the height of the pandemic, he acknowledged the obvious challenges but also noted that even terrible crises can have an upside if we learn and innovate as a result. In Gianrico’s view, “The pandemic has been a catalyst . . . it’s been an accelerator.”

Urbanist Richard Florida, who you’ll be hearing more about later in the book, sees upside in the remote-working revolution accelerated by the pandemic, as people are able to work from less costly and more enjoyable locations. As he wrote in 2021: “Smaller metro areas such as Miami, Austin, Charlotte, Nashville and Denver enjoy a price advantage over more expensive cities like New York and San Francisco, and they are using it to attract newly mobile professionals. Smaller cities like Gilbert, Ariz., Boulder, Colo., Bentonville, Ark., and Tulsa, Okla., have joined the competition as well, some of them launching initiatives specifically designed to appeal to remote workers. And more rural communities including Bozeman, Mont., Jackson Hole, Wyo., Truckee, Calif., and New York’s Hudson Valley are becoming the nation’s new ‘Zoom towns,’ seeing their fortunes rise from the influx of new residents whose work relies on such digital tools.”

Even more bullish about the period ahead is Dutch historian Rutger Bregman, author of several bestsellers including Utopia for Realists, who believes we’ve long overstated the nasty side of human nature, thanks to influential philosophers like Machiavelli and Hobbes. In Bregman’s view, science shows we’re actually hardwired for cooperation and more inclined to trust one another than we think—a very good thing, given how recent crises have overlapped. According to Bregman, “human generosity isn’t merely optimistic—it’s realistic.” I think he’s got a point, and we’re certainly going to need a lot of new cooperation and solidarity of all kinds, at all levels, to solve our current problems and prepare for whatever hits us next. America has always been noted for its optimism in the face of every challenge—perhaps not surprising for a melting pot of peoples from differing backgrounds sharing one common denominator: the intention and determination to seize opportunities and create a better life. And Americans have had a shared dedication to the values upon which our country was founded, even if they’ve been dramatically tested in recent times.

Transformational leaders are able to catalyze that generosity of spirit and optimism by offering an uplifting vision of the future and convincing followers that such a favorable change in direction is achievable. But even the most inspirational and aspirational vision will require leaders advocating that vision to be seen as authentically capable of delivering it fairly and equitably. It was the authenticity and optimism of then-candidate Joe Biden’s message, along with voters’ belief in his experience-based credibility for delivering on a new, unifying vision for America, that led them—in the midst of 2020’s mayhem—to elect him with the largest tally in US history.

So, however big the “megatrends” coming our way, or the odds we may appear to be up against, we need not be passive recipients of unacceptable outcomes. The future isn’t a fate to which we’re sentenced. Rather, the future is a choice we can and must help determine.

But first we need to envision the future we want, and then act with resolve and determination to will into being the specific outcomes we want for ourselves and future generations. “More of the same” and “business as usual” won’t cut it, nor will more kicking the can down the road. Yale Law School professor Daniel Markovits has called our tendency to try to find low-budget remedies for profound problems “cheap cures for deep ills.” Enough is enough. So let’s return to our quintessentially American pragmatic approach to problem-solving and create a better future. We can’t afford not to. The stakes are enormous. We’ll either get this right, and we’ll all benefit—or we won’t, and we will all lose.




PART 1

WHERE ARE WE AND HOW DID WE GET HERE?
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We all know the last couple of years have been rough. Many experienced their first catastrophic personal and economic losses; others have felt such pain for decades. In fact, for many Americans, the pandemic was just another agonizing moment after years of increasing struggle.

I know the last thing anyone wants right now is more negativity, but I do think that taking an honest, holistic look at reality is the only way we’ll be able to learn from today’s challenges and grow. In these next two chapters, I’m not going to hold back: it’s been tough out there, and we all need to understand what has changed, what remains the same, and the implications of both. However, I do not for one second believe that we need to resign ourselves to one or another unfortunate future.




CHAPTER ONE
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America had already been contending with four existential threats: public health, inequality and economic dislocation, racial injustice, and climate change . . . and in 2020 they all converged to create a year from hell.


OKAY, WE’VE BEEN LIVING IN A DISASTER MOVIE. HOW DO WE BRING IT TO A POSITIVE END?
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“In crises the most daring course is often the safest.”

—HENRY KISSINGER

“Success is not final; failure is not fatal: it is the courage to continue that counts.”

—ATTRIBUTED TO SIR WINSTON CHURCHILL

We didn’t need a global public health crisis like the pandemic to realize we have been living through a time of great upheaval. This dizzying swirl of challenges includes a rising, muscle-flexing China, a troublemaking Russia, the shadow of continuing Islamist-extremist terrorism, Brexit-style political fragmentation, political hucksterism, challenges to democratic institutions and practices, growing gross inequities and endemic racism, extreme weather in every compass direction, and widely divergent understanding and acceptance of objective fact and truth . . . all amid the proliferation of dazzling tech and the lightning-fast spread of both information and disinformation.

Massive wildfires from the Western US to Australia, which blocked out the sun over many major cities, only added to the apocalyptic tone of the recent past and present. What’s next, some may ask: A plague of locusts? (As it happens, a locust invasion of what some termed biblical scale hit an already troubled East Africa in 2020.) It’s no wonder Twitter users were calling for 2020—a year from hell for so many—to be “canceled,” as reflected in the global enthusiasm to celebrate a new year (if in uncharacteristically muted, sheltered-in-place fashion) as the clock struck midnight on December 31, 2020.

However, the start of 2021 brought no immediate relief. Just six days into the new year, the attacks on the US Capitol signaled the continuation of a troubling trend—the rise of homegrown right-wing extremist attacks, which the Center for Strategic and International Studies has found are currently at their highest levels in decades. Alongside this development were plenty of mixed signals: from virus fatigue to vaccine euphoria; from post-Trump political relief to continued partisan wrangling; from a nation yearning to unite to intermittent manifestations of political radicalism. Throughout all the turbulence, the nation has taken on a more hopeful tone.

Yet some parts of America don’t share that hopeful note. As Clint Smith, the Black poet and father of two young children, observed, protests in the streets of America over racial justice happened during a global pandemic that was disproportionately killing people of color. And this grim, unequal reality is a function of institutional racism, a history of housing segregation, medical discrimination, low-wage jobs, a stark racial wealth gap, and a lack of access to quality healthcare and education. The pandemic has shone a harsh light on a cruel legacy that is nonetheless awakening the soul of America.

All the while, technological and commercial innovation zooms upward, continuing to enrich the top tiers of societies—“a rising tide lifts all yachts,” some have quipped—while leaving many young adults and ordinary people behind. Traditional career paths are uncertain at best, and gone at worst, with steady income and paths to homeownership out of reach for many just starting out or those down on their luck.

The mood in recent years has soured for millions, who regard some cyberpunk version of Blade Runner as the default scenario for what the future might look like—a “high tech, low life” surveillance state where ordinary folk live as drones and pass their leisure time consuming entertainment and drugs, both legal and illegal. Of course, China has already implemented an AI-driven surveillance state of such pervasive social control that the nightmares of the sci-fi series Black Mirror seem, if anything, increasingly representative of the near, rather than more distant, future.

Precursors of that dystopian science fiction future already exist in some parts of the world. Maybe you’ve heard of Japan’s hikikomori? About a million Japanese young people and adults never leave their bedrooms for six months or more at a time, such is their total alienation from the expectations and stresses of life. This disturbing phenomenon also appears to be spreading: in Italy, around a hundred thousand young people between 14 and 25 can also be classified as hikikomori, according to the newspaper La Stampa, which seems quite countercultural for that highly social Mediterranean country. This is not a mental illness, but a symptom of profound societal distress, a purely voluntary kind of self-isolation and
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