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The world in 2020

By Peter Madden

Compass Thinkpiece number 7
What will the world be like in 2020? We cannot make precise predictions. We can, however, extrapolate trends, examine scenarios and future-cast in order to prepare for – and shape - the future(.  Let’s start with the ‘mega trends’, of which I have chosen four.

Uneven globalisation

By 2020, the global economy will be about 80% bigger and per capita income 50% higher. This growth will be unevenly spread. Asia will be the source of most economic dynamism. Amongst the developed world, the US, with a still increasing population, is expected to grow at 3% per annum, compared to Europe at 2%, and Japan at only 1%. China’s economy will triple in size over the next two decades. The US will still be the dominant power economically, militarily and diplomatically, though China will begin to challenge this.  The rise of China, India, Brazil and Indonesia will make globalisation much less western in feel. Global governance will need to adapt to this shifting balance of power.

Last year, for the first time, a majority of the world’s population became urban. By 2020, two-thirds of the world’s people will live in cities. Mega-cities and city-states will become more powerful. We will see them driving cultural, technological and economic change, making bilateral agreements of their own and playing a much greater role in global standard-setting.

We will certainly live in a more economically competitive world. The massive reserve labour pools in rural China will keep down costs for some decades to come. 

Inequality looks likely to grow, both between and within countries. The economies of most states in Sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East and some in Latin America will continue to suffer. There will be big waves of migration driven by divergent demographic trends, the globalization of labour markets, and instability and conflict. 

The emphasis in achieving security may switch from the projection of military force to the development of resilience at home. Expect much greater dispersal of key data, installations and personnel, along with dramatically improved surveillance techniques. 

 Some aspects of globalisation, particularly around electronic communications are probably irreversible. There will, however, be counter-trends: opposition from those who lose-out and pressures for protectionism. It is entirely possible that a major terrorist atrocity will lead to a clampdown on the physical movement of people and goods. And how the world moves away from finite oil supplies towards alternative energy sources, will be a crucial determinant in future growth and security.

A stressed-out planet
By 2020, world population will have reached 8 billion. If, as is expected, these extra people all want to live our western lifestyle, this will place severe pressures on the environment. There is a real danger that the huge Chinese and Indian urbanisations will lock-in unsustainable behaviours for decades to come. The number of cars in China, for example, will probably increase from the current 20 million to 140 million by 2020. If, however, developing countries manage to leapfrog some of our stages of development, the impact may be less.

The US and China will compete for access to resources such as oil. (China will be 75% dependent on imported oil by 2020, and oil reserves will certainly have peaked by then.) We may see a series of proxy wars fuelled by competition to secure petroleum supplies.

On present consumption trends, two out of every three persons on earth will live in water-stressed conditions by the year 2025.  Biodiversity loss will continue, with one-fifth of all the species alive today extinct by 2020. There will be diminishing returns from intensive agriculture. Fish farming will boom as wild stocks decline, placing additional pressures on the marine environment.   
We will certainly be feeling the early impacts of climate change and will have a much greater degree of scientific certainty about the future trends. There may, by then, be runaway effects from the melting of permafrost and the dilution of the Gulf Stream.  The price of carbon will have to increase. One response might be rationing and trading, with national and personal carbon quotas and allowances. The change in relative pricing will drive technology and we will see a big shift to hydrogen fuel cells and other low-carbon technologies, while carbon capture and sequestration, notably for coal power, will become a huge industry. Environmental technologies, generally, will be a growth sector.

Energy availability and use will become a big limiting factor on how we live our lives in the future.

Pervasive technologies  

The spread of communications technologies will mean instant and finely grained feedback for companies and governments. Consumers are also likely to want ever more instant gratification. Pervasive information, monitoring and surveillance technologies will lead to increased transparency. There will, quite literally, be nowhere to hide for individuals or corporations. Artificial intelligence will be widely distributed and embedded in everything, in our clothes, our make-up, our pets, our groceries, even under our skin.

There will be continuing advances in nano-tech, bio-tech and information technology. But the big changes are expected from the combination and integration of these technologies. Genetic manipulation and robotics will, for example, begin to converge.  

India, China and their neighbours will be big players in cutting-edge technologies, placing competitive pressures on developed countries and bringing regulatory, ethical and safety challenges. 

Globalisation and the dissemination of new technologies will be disruptive. The middle classes in the developed world will be hit hard as outsourcing moves up the value chain. Expect an anti-tech backlash from them.

The new technologies will come. The question will be who harnesses the advances and how? For example, near-universal mobile phone ownership in poor developing countries could foster a bottom-up economic resurgence. 

The search for meaning

In a rapidly changing world, people will look for identity and safety nets. We could see the return of superstition. A wider religious or spiritual movement may also emerge. By 2020, researchers project the growth of Islam to 2 billion and Christianity to 3 billion, out of a projected world population of 8 billion. Religious activists will contest such issues as genetic manipulation, women's rights, and the income gap between rich and poor. In the US, there could be a major rift between religious and secular groupings. Religion will probably become more of a geo-political force, with, for example, Christian conditionality in US foreign aid and policy. 
People will live in fear, often irrational. For example, we will almost certainly experience some new global diseases, but we will have even more false alarms. Risk assessment will not be any more rational. 

Consumerism will remain a potent force. The big chains and global brands will spread into ever-new areas. But there will be a counter-move, too, towards the local and a search for the ‘authentic’. Many people will buy time and experiences rather than products.

The power of non-state actors seems set to grow, and we will see powerful new coalitions forming, such as global electronic communities of interest. We will be living in a much more complex world. People will increasingly rely on brands or on intermediaries such as NGOs to help them to filter and navigate this complexity, to decide what to buy, or who and what to believe.

The implications for the UK

Will we be living a good life? There is a real danger that trends in inequality will worsen, with the rich few reaping the benefits of scientific and technological advances. They will live longer, be more beautiful and more likely to sustain their advantages into the next generation. 

Some will certainly die early because of today’s obesity problems. Many will live longer. We will routinely reach 100, but won’t retire till 75. We may see increased conflict between young and old because of the burden of pension provision. There will be around 62 million of us, with a vast increase in the number of single households and a huge growth in the diversity of family types. 

We will find it harder to have children - sperm counts for the average British male in Britain will have dropped to one-third of 1940s level by 2020 – but the babies we do have will be designer ones. Genetic engineering and intervention will be common as we attempt to breed-out problems, and we will face ethical dilemmas as we learn more about the genetic determinants of other human traits. We will even look younger: the use of aesthetic plastic surgery will become the norm by 2020.

Despite the fact that the economy and consumption levels will grow, trends suggest we will be no happier. 

Will we enjoy more democracy and collectivism? Despite predictions of its demise, the state will still be powerful as guarantor of security. Expect a patchwork of devolved powers, with half a dozen city-regions as the dynamic drivers. The increased number of older people, and of migrants, should see the emergence of new political groupings.

We can expect online voting for UK by the end of the decade, maybe even mass internet rallies, blockades and actions. 

Through deep indexing of preferences, data owners will become incredibly responsive to people’s wants. The increased sophistication of the service sector will drive expectations for public service delivery. 

Technology will play an enhanced role in delivering public goods and services. We will need far fewer school and hospital buildings as teaching, diagnosis and long-term care are delivered down-the-line and checked through surveillance and monitoring technologies. We will also be using technology to combat crime, perhaps through control chips to regulate the emotions and behaviour of (potential) criminals.

How successful will our political economy be? Competition from China and globalisation will be intense. This will move into new areas of the economy, not just the bottom end, and will force the UK to move further up the value chain. The service sector will remain dominant. Growth sectors will include financial services, creative industries and logistics and distribution (for all the low-cost foreign imports). 

There will of course be more global companies and more virtual companies. Large numbers of people will be working for Chinese subsidiaries and whole sectors of the economy will be outsourced.

On current trends, we would expect a continuing growth in mobility with people travelling an extra 1,000 miles annually and taking up to four holidays a year in 2020. 
However, some travel will be discouraged through technological advances. The ability of technology to make you ‘feel you’re there’ will overcome need for much routine business travel. We will also be paying to drive everywhere, and will even need to book slots to use some roads.

We may have an ‘hour-glass’ shaped economy, with a highly-skilled professional class at the top and low-grade service workers at the bottom.

The average house price will go up from around £160,000 today to £600,000. 

Peter Madden is chief executive of Forum for the Future

( I have drawn on the work of Forum for the Future and our magazine ‘Green Futures’, but also from the work of many others, including the Shell Scenarios, the BT Technology Timeline, and the US National Intelligence Council.
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