







    
      
         
         

         
             

         

         Praise for
 FUTURE FILES
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Pick of the Week: Cheaper than a crystal ball and twice as fun, this book by futurist and web creator Watson examines what ‘someday’ could be like, based on the five key trends of ageing; power shift to the East; global connectivity; the ‘GRIN’ technologies of Genetics, Robotics, Internet, and Nanotechnology; environmental concerns, and 50 less general but equally influential developments that will radically alter human life by the year 2050.
 
         Watson gently scoffs at Jetsons-like wishful-thinking technology and flying cars; instead he predicts the fanciful (mindwipes, stress-control clothing, napcaps that induce sleep) and the useful (devices to harness the sea to generate energy; self-repairing car paint; retail technology that helps us shop, based on past buying habits; hospital plasters that monitor vital signs).
 
         In between the fun and frivolity, he prognosticates the frightening: the ‘extinction’ of individual ugliness and free public spaces; the creation of hybrid humans; a society made of people who are incapable of the tiniest tasks; and insects that carry wireless cameras to monitor our lives. Part Jules Verne, part Malcolm Gladwell, Watson has a puckish sense of humor and his book is a thought-provoking, laughter-inducing delight.” 
 Publishers’ Weekly
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “A Must Read. Well written and concise predictions.”
 MediaFuturist.com
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “A detailed investigation into what author Richard Watson believes are the five key trends that will shape our future. Things get interesting once Watson unravels the effects of the combined trends. There is an amusing ‘extinction timeline’ for the next 50 years, where he nails his colours to the mast in predicting the ideas destined for the scrap-heap.” 
 Director
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “I found myself warming to his intense curiosity about what is going on in the world and I appreciated the absence of academic snobbery.” 
 Simon Caterson in The Age
         
 
         
             

         
  
         “Watson’s book is as much about analysing the speed and robustness of trends that are already emerging to distinguish between short-term fads and long-term shifts. The book is at its most interesting when Watson makes specific predictions for how everyday objects will change.”
 Irish Times
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Inspirational read. Take a peek 50 years into the future with this fascinating map of the trends that will change our lives for the better, as well as those things we’ll leave behind. Mind-blowing predictions are interlaced with fictional letters from the future at the end of each chapter to better illustrate the effect of these scientific advances on people’s lives.”
 Soul & Spirit
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Author Richard Watson examines emerging patterns and developments in society, politics, science and technology, media and entertainment, and other industries — and makes educated, and witty speculations as to where they might take us.”
 Fast Company
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Provocative, entertaining, and full of surprising facts. A book to help you decide whether the world is going mad or possibly becoming more intelligent.” 
 Theodore Zeldin, author of An Intimate History of Humanity
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Futurologist Richard Watson journeys into tomorrow's world.” 
 Daily Telegraph
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Richard writes in a very clear fashion and presents a myriad of ideas and possibilities in a very readable and accessible way. It is a great read for anyone wanting to think about what the future might hold.” 
 Emergent Futures
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Fascinating reading for anyone who considers themselves forward thinking.” 
 MX
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “A snappy look at possibilities and a timely dose of reality.” 
 Boss Magazine/Australian Financial Review
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “He deserves a gold star for predicting a credit meltdown.” 
 Guardian
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            I was a peripheral visionary. 
            
 
            I could see the future, but only way off to the side. 
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Steven Wright

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Preface to the 2012 edition

         
 
         
            Time is a sort of river of passing events, and strong is its current; no sooner is a thing brought to sight than it is swept by and another takes its place, and this too will be swept away. 
            
 
            —Marcus Aurelius

         
 
         As far as inevitable shocks go, the global financial crisis that started in late 2007 and got serious toward the end of 2008 and again in late 2011 was a real beauty. Not surprisingly, it caught many people off guard. But to me, the only shocking thing was that it hadn’t happened earlier. The first edition of Future Files was written in early 2007, and I mentioned then that I thought the global economy would eventually collapse due to a combination of high levels of debt and the newly networked nature of risk.
         
 
         This proved to be correct, although I’m not claiming any particular insight here. The “what” is often quite easy if you stand still long enough to look at things properly. It’s the “when” that’s extraordinarily difficult, and I didn’t even attempt to put a date against when I thought this event would occur. Similarly, I wrote in the original edition that I thought the EU would eventually “splinter and ultimately collapse” and this appears to be tracking quite nicely, although I suspect it will get much larger and more integrated before this occurs.
         
 
         The aim of this 2012 edition is much the same as the first. It is intended to open people’s eyes to what is going on — right now — and to discuss where some of these things might lead in the future. Its purpose is to imagine alternative futures, particularly from the post-noughties perspective as we are into the 2010s.
 
         While the book as a whole considers the 5 most important trends for the next 50 years, what are the mini-trends to look out for in the shorter term? To my mind there are 10: 
 
         
             

         
 
         Globalization unraveling Could globalization ever stop? It’s not probable but it is possible. The most likely scenario, in my view, is that despite getting the global economy back on track, nationalist and protectionist sentiments will take over. This is partly because people will be worried about the level of connectivity (hence risk) that is still built into the global financial system, and partly because a few far-sighted people have got an eye on what a booming global population (now 7 billion, we’re told) together with shifting consumption habits means for things like food, oil, fresh water, and other raw materials.
         
 
         Resource nationalism is hardly a new idea. It refers to governments shifting control of key resources away from foreign and private interests, but it could also mean governments refusing to sell certain resources (e.g., farmland or rare earth minerals) to other nations, regardless of price, citing national security reasons.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Re-sourcing Ten or twenty years ago companies outsourced various activities to developing economies because of cost. Now the opposite is occurring. Companies (critically their customers, but also their employees) are starting to question the high cost of low prices — specifically, the social, ethical, and environmental policies behind what they buy.
         
 
         Having looked into these issues, many people don’t like what’s happening and they are starting to insist that things are made closer to home (in most cases at home) where they have more control. Hence the emergence of terms such as re-sourcing or industrial repatriation. If national economies continue to struggle I’d expect this idea to strengthen, not for ethical reasons but simply because people want to keep jobs at home. Ironically, we may start to see resourcing of another kind too. China is slowly running out of cheap labor, so there is the distant prospect of China outsourcing low-cost manufacturing or service jobs to the UK, US, and Europe.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Expecting less In theory, “enoughism” is in full swing. We have seamlessly shifted from greed to good — from me to we — and we are now at the start of a new era in which social, environmental, and ethical considerations are central to any discussion, issue, or idea.
         
 
         Part of this shift from the primacy of the individual to that of the group means that the needs of others have to be taken into account. From this comes the idea that all of the world’s people should be able to share a slice of the pie. This inevitably means that some people  will get more and some will get less than they have been used to. In developed economies this means buying less, consuming less, and perhaps fixing or mending things rather than replacing them. It also means doing without certain things.
         
 
         But will this ethos last? Is greed really dead or is it just resting for a while? At the moment living with less seems more connected with a lack of surplus funds than altruism, although the recent Occupy Wall Street and Stop the City protests could bring the two together.
 
         
             

         
 
         Conspicuous non-consumption This is the flip side to expecting less. Expecting less is inner directed, much in the same way as true philanthropy is anonymous. You do both because you believe that what you are doing is right. What anyone else thinks (or sees) is irrelevant. However, there is another side to expecting less, where using or consuming less meets an old set of selfish attitudes and behaviors.
         
 
         The idea here is that some people not only want to be green or good, but want others to see them doing it. It is externally directed. In some ways this is no bad thing. The more people who see a Toyota Prius, the more other people might accept the idea of buying one for themselves. Ditto smaller cars in the US, water conservation, recycling, and so on. But it can be more selfish, where people are not simply content with doing their bit but want to be seen as either a trendsetter or someone who’s better than everyone else.
         
 
         This is ethical behavior as a fashion statement and fashions, as we all know, change.
 
         
             

         
 
         Textual relationships In the twentieth century the invention of the telephone created a revolution in how people communicated with each other, although it was initially marked as being exclusively a business tool. Fast-forward to the present day and the use of telephones (landlines, cellphones, and smartphones) to make or receive phone calls is trending rapidly downward, both at home and at work. Indeed, according to market research firm Nielsen, text is likely to surpass voice within the next three years.
         
 
         As to where this will go next, it’s anyone’s call. For example, how do you convey tone with text and how do you pass on important information when your message gets caught up with things that are trivial and mundane? It’s difficult, which partly explains why text communication tends to be so focused and why people increasingly text to ask if it’s OK to call. The reality is that we will do more and more by text or email, but I suspect that we will soon start to realize that we need to offset some of the negative consequences.
         
 
         A recent study revealed that the happiest people tend to be those who engage in deep conversation, so perhaps it’s time for us to stop telling the world how and where we are and to start asking “Who are you?” Perhaps we can do this by text, but it might be done much better by voice, and ideally in person. If we used our mobiles less, we’d end up talking more.
 
         
             

         
 
         Constant partial stupidity People are now continually distracted and find it difficult to stay focused on any one thing for more than a matter of minutes. This state of affairs is known as constant partial attention (CPA), a term coined by an ex-Microsoft researcher by the name of Linda Stone. But CPA is starting to spawn something else, which I think should be called constant partial stupidity (CPS).
         
 
         The idea here is that we are so busy monitoring the digital environment with mobile devices that our attention is becoming fragmented. Furthermore, the explosion of digital information means that our memories are becoming atomized too, because there is now just too much to remember. The result is a lack of quality thinking and an increase in avoidable mistakes.
         
 
         For example, have you ever missed an appointment because you read an email too fast and didn’t see the note about the last-minute change of venue? You probably used a mobile phone to find out where everyone was, but you could have been in trouble if the battery was dead (and you still haven’t backed up your address list, have you?).
 
         This is the brave new world of too much information and not enough functioning memory.
 
         
             

         
 
         Digital isolation It is one of the more ironic consequences of digitalization that the more connected we become, the more isolated we feel. Part of the reason for this is that most of our new-found connectivity is wafer thin. We have traded intimacy for familiarity and we are now paying the price. As someone explained to me recently, “People Facebook alone. That’s why physical spaces are still so important and why online protests can only go so far. In the end people need to connect with people in a physical place to feel that they are part of something larger than themselves.”
         
 
         Expect to see an increase in feelings of aloneness and depression, but also a greater interest in physical gatherings and live events.
 
         
             

         
 
         Flight to the physical Digitalization has recently reshaped entire industries, including music, photography, and publishing. It is also changing normal behavior. We expect to get whatever we want whenever we want it, which is usually now. We expect to personalize everything too.
         
 
         But one downside lies in our overall experience. No virtual experience can match its physical equivalent and people are slowly starting to realize this. The more everyday life becomes digital and virtual, the more you can expect people to crave the opposite.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Hunger for shared experiences We are spending more time alone, either because we live and work alone or because everyday life increasingly involves a degree of virtualization, which, by definition, reduces physical human contact. So to compensate, shared experiences are booming, such as live music and theater going, book clubs, writer’s festivals, family meals, father/son camping trips, and communal tables in fast-food joints and top-end restaurants.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Fear fatigue Fed up with being anxious or afraid? You are probably not alone. A spate of recent apocalyptic warnings about everything from total financial meltdown (another Great Depression and the end of capitalism as we know it), swine flu (millions likely to perish), the disappearance of bees (global food shortages), rogue asteroids (total planetary destruction), toxic air onboard aircraft (you might die), and deep vein thrombosis on flights (buy special socks and walk around a lot) have made people a bit jumpy. At some point people figure that things are so bad that they can’t possibly get any worse, or else because so many of these warnings and predictions have not come true that you really can’t believe anything anyone says – especially anything uttered by politicians, journalists, and scientists.
         
 
         However, this silver lining has a nasty cloud inside. If the experts are proved wrong time and time again, either due to bad information or because they err on the side of extreme caution, people will, in all probability, ignore a very real warning when one finally comes along. Best not to worry about that possibility, I guess.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I always used to say that I don’t make predictions. But I was clearly deluding myself. If you are writing about the future, the one thing that people seem to want beyond all else is a prediction about new things that will be invented and familiar things that will fade away. And the more outlandish these predictions, the better. This is a game that I have now become used to playing. I even enjoy it — not because I seriously think that some of these predictions will be proven correct, but because predictions are a useful way to have a conversation about the future. Predictions drag people out of their preconceptions, and one can have very specific debates about future possibilities. My objective, therefore, is not to predict per se, but to use predictions to open up a discussion about future risks and opportunities.
         
 
         In this 2012 edition I have left the main text of the original chapters largely alone, and simply added any new updates, comments, or thoughts at the end of each. I have kept the revised “Postcards from the Future” because these seemed to capture people’s imagination the first time around — possibly because they contained some concrete examples of what life might be like in the future. The only other thing I have changed from the original edition in 2007 is the quotations at the start of each chapter; I have stumbled on, or been sent, further quotations, and it seemed a shame not to use them in some way.
         
 
         Finally, the book now has its own website. If you get a chance, visit www.futuretrendsbook.com. Here you’ll find hundreds of sources and references as hyperlinks, and lots of other useful information about future trends.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The 5 most important trends for the next 50 years

         
 
         This book is about looking out of windows and making maps. It is also about making connections. What they don’t teach you at Harvard Business School is that focusing on core competencies or specializing in a particular industry at the exclusion of all others can result in you knowing an awful lot about next to nothing. Equally, a laser-like focus on immediate issues and priorities can mean that you are well equipped for next week but hopelessly unprepared for anything more than about 18 months out.
         
 
         Hence the book concerns itself with the longer view. It is shamelessly about breadth not narrowness, and explores what happens when one frees one’s mind and starts to synthesize large quantities of disparate information into plausible scenarios. In other words, it’s about now and what might happen next.
         
 
         I mention more than 200 trends, which some people would say is too many. I’d agree. Then again too much information, twinned with not enough time, is something we’ll all have to get used to in the future. I have tried to help simplify matters by placing a summary of 5 key trends before each chapter, but even this adds up to 55 trends. Therefore it will be useful to start by highlighting what I believe will be the 5 most significant and enduring drivers of change over the next 50 years.
         
 
         
            Ageing It’s someone’s 50th birthday every 8 seconds in the US but companies are still obsessively focused on young people. In Japan the percentage of people aged 75+ is forecast to increase by 36% between 2005 and 2015; the percentage increase in taxation required to maintain current benefit levels for its next generation is +175%. The implications of this demographic shift include higher expenditure on pharmaceuticals, which is already at record levels, plus a general interest in issues such as wellbeing, medical tourism and healthcare planning. The type of diseases and surgery we’ll see in the future will also change. We’ve had voicelifts and other forms of anti-ageing surgery already and we can expect to see more R&D dollars put behind areas like memory recovery and the replacement of worn-out body parts. At a mundane level there will be a boom in industries such as travel and companies will employ older people to design packaging that those with old hands and poor eyesight can actually open.
            
 
            Power shift eastwards The centers of economic, political and military power are shifting from West to East. For example, consumer spending in China is predicted to hit $2.2 trillion by 2015. Meanwhile between them, Saudi Arabia, UAE, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar and Oman have US$1 trillion of capital investments in the pipeline and this could double or even treble over the next decade. The point here is that emerging markets like China and India are no longer just sources of cheap supply and demand. They are increasingly global hubs for capital and will become important centers of upstream innovation. Equally, we’ll see companies from the CHIME nations (China, India and the Middle East) buying Western companies and infrastructure; the same could happen with companies from Russia and Brazil or from the so-called N11 Nations (Bangladesh, Egypt, Indonesia, Iran, South Korea, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan, the Philippines, Turkey and Vietnam). One further consequence of growth in these regions is that demand for natural resources will continue to grow, outstripping supply in many instances. This is, of course, assuming that these nations don’t take an economic nose-dive or self-destruct for other sociopolitical reasons.
            
 
            Global connectivity Greater connectivity, brought about by technology, deregulation, globalization, low-cost travel and migration, is changing how people live, how people work and how people think. For example, one billion of us are already online and this figure is expected to double within a decade or so. There are also 5 billion talking to each other on cellphones and 13% of the world’s population is now living somewhere other than the country of their birth. Implications? There will be information anxiety (too much information being passed too quickly around the world causing widespread insecurity and panic) and capital will travel to and from places where it probably shouldn’t (to or from dictators with suspect ethics, for example). Similarly, the networked nature of inter-bank lending will increase risk and workforces will become highly mobile. GPS, RFID and “smart dust” will mean that inert physical objects (and people) will know where they are and will be able to communicate with each other. The bad news, perhaps, is that technologically speaking, privacy is dead or dying. The good news is that all this connectivity is increasing transparency and hence our behavior may actually become more honest. We may even get smarter at making decisions, because our connectivity will allow instant polling and the wisdom of crowds is nearly always greater than the intelligence of any single member. We will thus see a subtle shift from “me” to “we”.
            
 
            GRIN technologies Machines will be a dominant feature of the future. Computers will eventually become more intelligent than people, at which point humanity will be faced with something of a dilemma. If machines are more intelligent than their makers, what’s to stop them taking over? This, of course, requires an element of self-awareness, but impossible is nothing in the future. The other intriguing aspect of this issue is the convergence of computing with robotics and nanotechnology (GRIN refers to Genetics, Robotics, Internet and Nanotechnology), which could give rise to self-replicating machines. Add to this the possibility of not only downloading human intelligence into a machine but adding human consciousness too, and you are faced with the question of whether it is better to live for ever in a machine or for a limited time as a carbon-based biped. And to think that in 2008 we were worried about getting too much email and not enough sleep.
            
 
            The environment It is hard not to mention environmental issues like climate change and global warming in the context of important trends for the next 50 years. While climate is influencing — and will continue to influence — how governments, corporations and individuals think and act, I would suggest that it won’t be the only game in town. Climate change is a present concern but this could change very fast if a more immediate threat — like an economic collapse or a global flu pandemic — comes along. Equally, we are facing other issues including peak oil, peak coal, peak gas, peak water, peak uranium and even peak people (a severe shortage of workers in many parts of the world). The finite nature of natural resources is not necessarily a problem, although it will require a profound shift in attitudes and behavior (and technology) to overcome. Hence sustainability in a more general sense and the mantra of reuse, recycle and reduce will be something we’ll be hearing a lot more of in the future. Perhaps the answer to the question “What will the future look like?” should be Copenhagen and Amsterdam as much as Mumbai, Dubai, Shanghai, Tokyo or Las Vegas.
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Introduction

         
 
         
            I have seen the future, and it’s very much like the present, only longer.
            
 
            —Woody Allen

         
 
         Above my desk is a faded newspaper cutting that reads “Insurers want a map of the future”. I’ve been tearing interesting articles out of newspapers and magazines for over 20 years. And for over 20 years I’ve regularly lost them or put them somewhere I can’t find them. So eventually I had an idea. Why not pull out the key points from these cuttings and then start to look for patterns and connections that make sense to me and hopefully to others too? Better still, why not archive these key points and connections online where they would be easy for me and other people to find? That, in a nutshell, is how I ended up having a website about trends that nobody except myself ever looked at. I didn’t care. If nobody else wanted to look out of the window at the distant horizon so be it. But I was curious. Moreover, I was curious about how I could get people to stop what they were doing for just a second and take a proper look around.
         
 
         The answer, it turned out, was pictures. People are short of time and our new digital culture means that the information universe is becoming almost infinite. Hence people seem to relate best to information when it’s been filtered and delivered in short, snack-sized bites or when a picture replaces a thousand words.
         
 
         Maps are one way of doing this. In late 2006 I was playing around with a written list of trends and thought that it would be interesting to try to draw the trends in the form of a map. Being from London I immediately thought of the iconic Underground map. Obviously using the actual map was out of the question — an artist tried it once and got sued — so I started to play around with the lines, putting them in different places to make the connections between the various trends come to life. It worked up to a point but was very much a doodle in progress. For example, digital cash appeared at the end of the “money” line but I couldn’t quite make this “station” relate to the death of coins, banknotes and paper bills. Nevertheless, I liked the map enough to incorporate it into my annual hard-copy trend report that was duly sent out to various people across the world.
         
 
         I don’t know whether you’ve noticed, but life sometimes has a habit of sneaking up and surprising you when you’re busy making other more strategic plans. That map is a case in point. Unbeknown to me it turned out that one of the people I’d sent the report to with the map inside lived with a commissioning editor of a publishing company. Consequently I got an email out of the blue asking me whether I could stretch my 8,000-word report into a book of around 90,000 words. The rest, as they say, is history.
 
         But that was only the beginning. I decided to release the map on the internet and people started linking to it and talking about it. One site even referred to it as “The best trend map in the world — ever”. This was a bit unfair because there have hardly been any trend maps in the world, ever. Nevertheless, things started to snowball. I added a clipping of the map to the homepage of my website and the average time visitors spent on the site went through the roof. I started doing talks and the one thing everyone wanted me to talk about was the map. One other thing I did was to say that the map was published under a Creative Commons Attribution — ShareAlike 2.5 License. This effectively says that I don’t own the map and anyone is free to use it or revise it just so long as they attribute where it came from. Although this seemed to be a major factor in the map’s cybersuccess, I think the main reason was simply   that we live in a visual culture and people seem to relate best to information when it’s presented in an aesthetically pleasing way.
         
 
         The “Trend Blend” on the cover thus highlights some of the main trends that are referred to in this book and shows their connectivity using industry or sector lines. But please don’t take it too seriously. It’s still a work in progress and there’ll be a new Trend Blend along shortly. The illustrations overleaf are not maps but timelines, but their purpose is similar. They are attempts to visualize information and to start conversations about the future. One is an innovation timeline showing possible inventions between now and the year 2050, while the other is its opposite, an extinction timeline showing some of the things that are expected to disappear over the same period. Again, they are not comprehensive and shouldn’t be read as gospel. Incidentally, all of these can easily be found on the internet or on my website (www.nowandnext.com) under “trend maps”.
         
 
         So is the aim of this book to predict the future? Yes and no. Anyone who says they can do this is either a liar or a fool. My intention is simply to reinterpret the present. Hopefully you will see familiar things in a new light and unfamiliar things with greater clarity. My objective is to broaden perspectives and widen horizons; to make as many individuals and organizations as possible think twice about where they are going and to consider whether, once they get there, it will be worth staying. The book should therefore appeal to business analysts, strategists and anyone else who is curious about the future or who needs to stay ahead of the game.
         
 
         This is not easy. To achieve it you must first observe what is already happening and then make an educated guess as to where some of what is happening may lead. This in turn inevitably means putting your hand up and making the odd statement, which, for all practical purposes, is the same as making a prediction. However, most of these “predictions” are in fact simply references to general patterns rather than definitive statements about specific events. Having said that, it is sometimes just too tempting not to stir things up a little. Thus you will find the odd — and sometimes the very odd — prediction in this book. 
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         It was tempting to write in chronological order, but I have opted  instead to start with broad societal trends and then dig down into a  series of specific disciplines and industries, without putting dates  against anything unless this helps to paint a more vivid picture. You  will also notice that I have allowed the trends and ideas from one  sector or chapter to bleed into others, which, in my opinion, is very  much how trends are disseminated generally. It is also a way of  highlighting how key trends have almost universal impact.
         
 
         I have chosen the 5 trends outlined at the beginning of this  chapter as being the most significant accelerators of global change  over the next 50 years. As you’d imagine, picking just 5 was tricky,  not least because different industries and regions have differing histories  and throw up specific challenges and opportunities.  Nevertheless, the 5 trends I have selected will have an impact globally  despite localized opposition and counter forces. In no particular  order the key trends are ageing, global connectivity, GRIN  technologies (Genetics, Robotics, Internet and Nanotechnology),  the environment and the power shift eastwards. I thought long  and hard about including fear and anxiety in this list, but in the end  I decided to add them to a list of 5 things that won’t change over the  next 50 years, which appears at the very end of the book.
         
 
         Why these 5 key trends? Any list is inevitably highly personal and  subjective, but ageing is hard to disagree with. Indeed, demographic  trends are more certain than virtually anything else because short  of a global pandemic, nuclear annihilation or rogue asteroids, we  can be pretty sure how many people will be around in 50 years’ time  based on how many are already here and on current death and fertility  rates. Global connectivity is a little less certain, not least  because there are some good arguments about the end of globalization  and the emergence of (re)localization. For example, resource  scarcity plus the rise of China, India and the Middle East (the so-called  CHIME nations) could drive economic protectionism in the West. Nevertheless, I think the connectivity created by everything from deregulation and the internet to low-cost travel and immigration will be a difficult idea to put back into a box marked “Do Not Open”. The same argument applies to the GRIN technologies. Once such things get invented it’s very difficult to un-invent them and in most cases development significantly accelerates over time.
         
 
         The environment was a tricky one. The current debate about climate change seems to have got stuck between two extremes and I am starting to suffer from eco-exhaustion. On the one side are some who argue that it’s all a huge hoax, while on the other are those who claim that we’re all heading for an immediate and irreversible disaster. I think both arguments are unreasonable and that ultimately we’ll adjust to anything Mother Nature throws our way. However, the fact remains that the environment in general is a big issue, not least because rapid urbanization and development are creating resource scarcity on a scale hitherto unknown. Again, humanity will cope, but we are in for a period of significant upheaval and change.
         
 
         Last but by no means least of my 5 trends is the power shift eastwards. At the moment the numbers indicate that this is a no-brainer. Economic power (and with it cultural influence and military might) is moving from the US and Europe to the Middle East and Asia, particularly China and India. This could be a fad (that is, a short-term trend) but I don’t think so. Equally, one should not write off the US or Europe quite yet either. They are relatively free and stable politically; apart, one could argue, from a rather angry, dispossessed and potentially radical economic middle class. As a result, they are hotbeds of economic and cultural inventiveness. Whether countries in the Middle East and China can replicate this degree of creativity will be an interesting question.
         
 
         The date of up to 50 years hence (let’s call it the year 2050 for the sake of simplicity) has been chosen because it is sufficiently far away to avoid accusations of incorrectness (who, after all, can tell if I’m right and demand their money back?). Presumably by then most readers will have forgotten about this book entirely or time will have healed any mental wounds created by misjudged ideas or incorrect dates. Having said that, a few years ago I serendipitously stopped in the middle of nowhere in the English coastal county of Suffolk. Opposite me was an old church that had been turned into a secondhand bookshop. I walked in for no particular reason and ended up buying a first edition of Future Shock from 1970 for 50p, as well as, for the same price, another book called Originality that was written in 1917 about the year 2000. You just never know.
         
 
         Ironically, it is often easier to make predictions about the distant future than next month or next year because it can take a long time for patterns to emerge or new ideas to replace old habits and conventions. For example, digital wallets and hydrogen-powered cars are definitely coming, but nobody can yet say for sure if and when they will be widely adopted by the majority of society.
         
 
         In terms of source material for the book, I owe a debt of gratitude to literally hundreds of people working for various organizations such as the Sunday Times, The New York Times, The Economist, the New Scientist and the BBC, who have done all the hard work by putting various ideas and anomalies onto my radar. It may seem simplistic to some people that my source material is news and media organizations, but I am a great believer in simplicity — as I am in the power of the encapsulating anecdote. Moreover, this methodology of content analysis (or environmental scanning as it’s sometimes called) is not dissimilar to the scientific method, consisting as it does of observing what is happening in a dispassionate manner and looking for simple patterns that have some robustness.
         
 
         In other words, getting your sieve full of information is only the beginning. Next you have to shake the sieve rigorously until the insignificant details fall away. You then need to look at how the small grains of truth that remain are connected, and ultimately seek out convincing explanations in terms of causal factors and key implications.
         
 
         I do not have space to go into detail about how this process works, but suffice to say that looking at trends involves thinking about issues like the size of a trend and how fast it is moving. From an organizational perspective it is also important to consider whether the key drivers (or forces) behind a trend can be controlled and also to question whether it is really a trend at all. Perhaps what you are seeing is a short-term fad, a subtrend (part of a much bigger trend) or even a countertrend (a reaction in an opposite direction to another more powerful trend). Once you’ve done this, the handful of trends you’ve selected can be used as a framework for innovation or as an input into a scenario framework, which is in turn part of a formal scenario planning process.
         
 
         This might sound a bit dull, but believe me it isn’t. Trends, and the frameworks they can produce, are a treasure trove of strategic wildcards and scenarios. They are a smart and sometimes irreverent guide to the future that can be indispensable to anyone who’s curious about what’s coming next.
 
         And here’s the real rub. Much of this process is conjecture, which is precisely why some people have a problem with the future. Large organizations are data driven. A numerical approach works fine when you are dealing with things that have already happened, but obviously the future hasn’t. There are no facts about the future because it isn’t here yet. The best you can therefore do is employ a fact-based approach to analyze what happened in the past (which would include the present because the moment you observe something it’s already history) and use this information to inform your thinking about the future. Parts of the future are embedded in the present but only as a kind of riddle.
         
 
         A significant proportion of this book is about things that have already happened, which, up to a point, we can assume will continue to happen and thus will shape our future. It examines emerging patterns and developments in society, business, science and technology, government and the environment and makes educated and, hopefully, amusing speculations about where they might take us. This is a dangerous and problematic game because the future is never a linear extrapolation from the present or the past. Totally unexpected ideas and events can conspire to trip up even the best-laid plans and predictions. Indeed, if history teaches us anything it is surely that revolutionary thinking can overturn so-called inevitabilities and impossibilities. Nevertheless, it’s better to think about the future in this way than not to think about it at all.
         
 
         
         
 
         5 trends that will transform society
 
         
            Globalization   Globalization used to mean Americanization, but these days it means   exposure to people, products and ideas from everywhere. Globalization   has an impact on the sourcing of products   and services and on market-expansion opportunities. It also means   connectedness and mobility. Everything from countries and computers to   gadgets and global banking will be hyperlinked together. In the future   this trend will accelerate even faster, thanks to devices such as GPS,   RFIDs, sensor motes and smart dust (all essentially   tiny wireless transmitters and/or receivers of some kind). Hence   privacy will disappear but transparency and risk may increase (the   latter due to risks being networked and traded globally).
            
 
            Localization Localization (or re-localization) is a perfect example   of a trend creating a countertrend. Localization will occur because   people don’t like globalization or homogenization. The European Union   could therefore splinter and ultimately collapse. This new tribalism   will drive city states, locally tailored products, economic   protectionism and the sale of flags. This near-sightedness will also   occur because resource shortages (most notably oil) will mean that   economic production will be forced to localize due to the cost of   transport.
            
 
            Polarization   The future is an either/or kind of place, with most things polarizing   in some form or another. First there will be multiple futures, some of   them speeding up and others slowing down. Some people will embrace   technology while others will reject it. Industrial markets will split   between luxury and low-cost options, with access to services like health   and education, transport and security similarly polarizing,   depending on your ability to pay. The economic middle class will   eventually disappear in most developed countries, with people   either moving upwards into a new global managerial elite or downwards   into a new enslaved working (or not working) class. What’s the split   between those two groups? I’d guess something like 10% and 90%, but the   gap is widening and this worries me.
            
 
            Anxiety If “they” don’t get you, a global pandemic or high interest   rates probably will. At least that’s how many people will feel in the   future. Trust in institutions will all but evaporate and the speed of   change will leave people longing for the past. This insecurity is to   some extent generational, but whether you are 18 or 80 there will be a   growing feeling of powerlessness and a continual state of anxiety that   will fuel everything from an interest in nostalgia and escapism to a   growth in narcissism and localization.
            
 
            Search for meaning One of the most fascinating questions about the future is whether religion will be a victim or a beneficiary   of change. Some people predict that faith will decline because the   spread of information will undermine the mindset necessary to support   belief. Physics will produce a theory of everything and this will   destroy old-fashioned superstitions such as religion. In other words,   science will become our new religion. I’m not so sure. If science,   technology and complexity become key ingredients of the future, this   will drive change and uncertainty. And the more this happens, the more   people will seek out safety, comfort and guidance from religion. This   could just lead to an increase in individual spirituality (people   searching for the answer to the question of how to live their life), but   I suspect that globalization, mixed with a general feeling of powerlessness and anxiety, will drive group actions and beliefs. Hence we will witness an increase in tribalism, nationalism and xenophobia, which at the extreme will fuel Islamic fanaticism and “muscular” Christianity.
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            Society and Culture: why we’ll take longer baths in the future

         
 
         
            The degree of slowness is directly proportional to the intensity of memory; the degree of speed is directly proportional to the intensity of forgetting.
            
 
            —Milan Kundera

         
 
         Early in 2006, a 40-year-old woman called Joyce Vincent was discovered dead in her London flat. There was nothing remarkable about this, except for the fact that she’d been dead for more than two years and her television was still on. How could this happen? Where was everyone? The answer, of course, was that everyone was somewhere else.
         
 
         London, like most major cities, no longer has neighborhoods; it has collections of individuals leading more and more isolated, selfish and narcissistic lives. Neighbors keep to themselves and people don’t ask questions or volunteer information. In an age when everyone is increasingly connected to everyone else through the internet, nobody really knows one another any more. We have lots of friends, but few of them dig deep enough to understand our hopes and fears.
         
 
         In Japan there is a social phenomenon called hikikomori. This roughly translates as “withdrawal” and refers to boys who retreat into their bedrooms and rarely, if ever, come out. In one case a young man shut his bedroom door in his early 20s and played video games, watched television and slept for 14 years. Food was supplied by his mother, who lived downstairs, virtually alone. This is a particularly Japanese condition, although nobody can quite understand who or what is to blame. According to experts there are somewhere between 100,000 and 1 million hikikomori in Japan, caused by everything from absent (always-working) fathers to over-protective mothers.
         
 
         There are a number of simple explanations for problems like this, and most are wrong. Some people blame individualism; others point the finger at urbanization, technology, education or even government. The reality is that it’s all of these, but ultimately we have nobody to blame but ourselves. We have let this happen. And if society is like this now, what will it be like in another 50 years?
         
 
         I’m sitting in a budget hotel room at Miami International Airport. It’s 10.30 p.m. My room is basic but I have free access to the internet, either from my own computer or via a giant television in my room. There is a coffee machine, complete with non-dairy creamer, and a small bar of hypoallergenic soap in the bathroom. Outside, on the other side of the freeway, a large neon sign reads “Girls”. Unfortunately, inside the hotel humans are rather absent. Indeed, while I can check up on the news in London through my television, I can’t order a sandwich because the restaurant closed 30 minutes ago. There is no room service either, presumably due to a focus on “essential services”. The hotel is pretty full, but I don’t expect to come into contact with anyone else. If I placed the “Do not disturb” sign outside my door (and my credit rating was good enough) I could probably drop dead inside my room and nobody would notice. My email isn’t working either because my email provider has thoughtfully “recently completed an upgrade of all services to enhance security and reliability”. Believe it or not, I can’t access my email because they have sent me a new password but I can’t get hold of that because I don’t have the password to open my email. Brilliant.
         
 
         If you want a vision of the future, this is a good one. I could be anywhere. In another 10 or 20 years I will be able to access every film ever made in any language through the television. The room will be personalized too, in the sense that the hotel chain will know where I come from and what I like — so BBC London will be playing on the radio as I enter my room, and decaf coffee and real milk will be in the fridge. A sandwich will still be an impossible request unless I’m staying at one of the company’s premium hotels, but I guess I’ll be able to order one for 24-hour delivery. In 25 years’ time I will enter the hotel by placing my finger on a security panel by the entrance and both the receptionist and the “girls” will be holograms. I will gain access to my room with my worldphone or the chip inserted in my jaw and be able to customize it myself to look and smell just like home — but I still won’t be able to get a sandwich from the restaurant at 10.30 p.m. and my email still won’t work.
         
 
         Two big trends at the start of the twenty-first century are urbanization and the increase in the number of people living alone. In 2006, 25% of homes in the UK were single-person households. There are more people living by themselves, or in one-parent households, in the UK than people living as part of a traditional nuclear family; 40% of all British households are forecast to be under single occupancy by the year 2020. In the US it’s a similar story. Single-person households have grown to 30% in 30 years (up from 3% in 1950) due to factors such as people staying single later, easier divorces and longer lifespans, especially for women. We have also seen a significant reduction in the number of children being born and a massive increase in the number of old people. In short, there is a lack of both births and deaths, which means that the global population will go into decline around 2050, putting an end to fears of global overcrowding. You can see this already in the statistics: 22% of women in the UK say that they don’t expect to have children and 44% of American adults are single (up from 9% in the mid-1950s).
         
 
         Home alone
 
         The number of urban singles is driving everything from a growth in late-night convenience retailing (for example buying a single portion of chicken fillet at 1 a.m.) to how the tables and chairs are laid out in your local McDonald’s. Reasons for this urban renaissance are various.
         
 
         Twenty years ago it seemed as though everyone was moving out of the cities. In the US the term “white flight” was coined to describe white, middle-class families fleeing inner-city crime and grime to start new lives in the suburbs. Nowadays the reverse is happening. Known as boomerang migration, singles and childless couples are flooding back into cities like New York, London and Melbourne because that’s where the action is and the commute isn’t. Indeed, by the year 2050 if this trend continues, most inner cities will be made up almost entirely of rich singles, wealthy families and gay couples with high disposable incomes and liberal political persuasions. Some might say they already are. The rural areas that still exist will be populated by rich hobby-farmers interspersed with downshifters, smartisans and digital nomads.
         
 
         But it’s not just the cities that are changing. In 1950, 80% of US households comprised the traditional husband, wife and one or more children. Now it’s under 50%. The rest are singles and same-sex couples (increasingly with kids). There are also blended families — mother, father, plus two or more children from different relationships or marriages — and extended financial families, homes with more than one generation living under the same roof. 
         
 
         In other words, shifts in social attitudes (what is considered normal or acceptable), together with changes in demographics, housing stock and even retailing, are making it easier to live however you like. And for many people this means by themselves. Even if you don’t live alone you will increasingly be able to do whatever you want unencumbered by family pressure or practical considerations. This is freedom without responsibility. For example, at a recent new home show in the US, a dream house was displayed that allowed each family member to come in via a different entrance. Individuals could watch television or surf the internet in their own room and choose separate kitchen facilities and bathrooms, so as not to interact with other family members. And to think that back in the 1980s people were worried about families not eating breakfast together. In the middle of the twenty-first century the problem will be how to get individual members of the family even to talk to each other.
         
 
         In Australia in 2005, adults spent on average 3 hours watching television every day — and 12 minutes talking to their partner. In the US over 25% of 2-year-olds have a television in their bedroom, and children aged 2 to 17 spend 20 hours a week watching television versus 38 minutes talking to their parents.
         
 
         No wonder the fastest-growing reason for women seeking a divorce in some countries is absent (always-at-work or always-working) partners. There is already a growing gulf between the sexes, and this will open up yet further as women become more economically self-sufficient. Even when both sexes are together physically, men are usually emotionally somewhere else. Women just want to talk, while men just want women to be quiet. In the future there will be a law passed in Europe that requires married men to be at home by 9 p.m. on Thursdays or else they will be fined 500 euros. There will also be tax breaks for people who choose not to live alone and pet owners will be taxed if the owners live on their own as an incentive for people to have children rather than child substitutes. 
         
 
         Of course, there is an irony here. We are increasingly leading separate lives and in the future it will become much easier to isolate ourselves physically from other people at home or at work — which, for some people, will be the same place. Simultaneously we are becoming more and more connected.
         
 
         Websites such as Facebook and LinkedIn seek to put like-minded individuals and groups in touch with one another, but maybe something more profound is happening. To a large degree, the history of the next 50 years will be about the relationship between technology and people. Moreover, there is an inherent instability built into this relationship because technology changes fast and exponentially, while people change slowly and incrementally. What this means, in effect, is that the more technology gets embedded into our lives, the more we will run away from it. As a result, there will be a greater demand for human-to-human physical contact and direct experiences.
         
 
         There will also be more interest in spiritualism and philosophy — unless, of course, humans and technology merge, in which case things will get very confusing indeed.
 
         By the year 2025 artificial intelligence (AI) will be a real
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