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What You Will Learn

• Discover dynamic trends that will impact the future and present opportunities 
for sustainable development. See how the future changed in 2017 and what 
we have scanned and identified as the top sustainability trends.

• Use your new understanding of these trends to create strategies that 
effectively navigate today’s complex times.

• Learn how to thrive in an uncertain world by taking a systems approach to 
generating positive change.

• Understand the inside perspective of trends from the global brand community 
and what is driving the future economy.
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Living in nonlinear times

Why we need a systems approach



While linear change is smooth and  

relatively predictable, non-linear

change confounds our expectations 

with shifts that can be very fast, 

even abrupt. And in 2018, we are 

surrounded by it.

Living in nonlinear times



Our shifting landscape

Warning lights and beacons of hope

Environmental stress  
continues to intensify

Global population may  
not peak this century

Global CO
2 
emissions increase,

Measures emerge to address  
structural inequality

The energy system continues  
to shift

Increasing social division and  
political polarisation



Seven Dynamic Areas

How did the future change  

in 2017, and what new  

opportunities emerged

for sustainability?



The mobility system is about to change more profoundly than it has for a century.

Farming may follow in time, with the case for a more productive, regenerative 

approach strengthening quickly.

The response in 2017 to the plastics crisis has been astonishing, from civil society 

and from business.

We’re seeing signals of a system-side shift for a retail model at its limits.

New ways of organising are growing in power, but what values will they bring?

How might new sources of livelihoods emerge as changing norms combine with 

extraordinary new technology?

Finally, we look at blockchain again. Hype reached a peak in 2016; now we’re 

asking, is it really a source of radical disruption?



What’s happening?

• A wave of commitments to EVs coinciding with 

infrastructure investment, rise of new business 

models, journey tracking apps & traffic analytics 

means a wholescale revolution in how we move may 

be imminent

Mobility faces as radical a shift as horse to motor 1
Some of the questions this raises

• How will the shift from individual car ownership 

change the way we work, travel and spend our 

leisure time? How goods and services get to 

market?

• In the longer term, what programmes can 

support workers to build skills for a world that 

may no longer need drivers, pilots or sailors?



What’s happening?

• A range of alternative approaches to farming that put 

more back into the environment and society than 

they take out could converge and scale to create an 

entirely different food and agricultural system

Regenerative agriculture 

grows in momentum 2
Some of the questions this raises

• How might your organisation contribute to the 

regeneration of ecosystems and communities, 

delivering a net positive impact?

• How might automated, data-based farming make 

a significant contribution to regenerative 

agriculture in a way that doesn’t exclude people 

and communities?



What’s happening?

• Action to address the impacts of plastic waste, 

particularly for marine life and for human health, 

moves towards the mainstream.

Pervasive plastic pollution 3
Some of the questions this raises

• Where can you help to stem the flow of plastics?

• Do you have the opportunity to interact directly 

with citizens and consumers, influencing mind 

sets and behaviours?

• What can you do to make 2018 the beginning of 

a post-plastic era?



What’s happening?

• The current retail model is under pressure.  

Resource scarcity is already beginning to disrupt 

supply, with demand for convenience and speed 

increasing, and new approaches to retail profoundly 

disrupting traditional models. Automation is also on 

the rise.

Retail shifts 

and changing consumerism 4
Some of the questions this raises

• What are the opportunities that this dynamism 

raises to shape sustainable retail?  Does 

purpose help?

• What are the other uses for physical retail 

assets? Can stores become physical 

manifestations of sustainability pledges?

• What are the long-term impacts of automation?



What’s happening?

• People are organising in new ways that have are 

shifting power dynamics.  Online collaborative 

platforms are synching with communities in real life 

(‘IRL’), harnessing big data and system mapping 

tools. 

New ways of organising

catalyse societal action 5
Some of the questions this raises

• What degree of intervention, if any, is needed to 

ensure civil society tools support healthy 

dynamics? Whose responsibility is this?



What’s happening?

• How people make a living is changing fast across 

the world as the gig economy goes global, 

demographics shift and automation takes hold, with 

impacts potentially more disruptive in developing 

economies as traditional routes to development 

through manufacturing are eroding.

New livelihoods in low income

and emerging economies 6
Some of the questions this raises

• What safeguards are needed for workers in the 

gig economy?

• What legal frameworks are applicable if workers 

live in one country but supply a service in 

another?

• Is there scope for the development of a widely 

adopted ‘fair work’ framework?



What’s happening?

• Blockchain can make all transactions open, tracked 

and transparent through the core of a digital ledger.  

When combined with the Internet of Things (IOT) it 

can give full transparency through supply chains, as 

well as enable decisions to be made by 

decentralised robotic systems. 

Blockchain impacts beyond the hype 7
Some of the questions this raises

• What are the opportunities for blockchain in your 

supply networks from transparency, to efficiency, 

to decentralisation?

• How do we deal with the massive energy 

consumption?



Areas to watch



What’s happening?

• Strong economic and political forces are combining 

with a greater capacity to produce and consume 

locally to change how people relate to the place they 

live.  From local food systems to community energy, 

small-scale, more resilient systems are appearing 

everywhere. 

The increasing importance of place

What does this mean for sustainability?

• How can localised systems help build resilience 

in key systems? Help deal with social 

inequalities?

• How do we avoid division?



What’s happening?

• Multiple factors are combining to signal a potential 

tipping point for plant-based proteins, including the 

WHO’s warning of the correlation between cancer 

and meat, risks to antibiotic effectiveness and 

environmental impacts.  

The tipping point approaching on 

plant-based diets

What’s does this mean for sustainability?

• Huge implications, expect increased competition 

in the alternative and plant-based protein sector. 

Could livestock farming eventually become 

niche?
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Why do we need a systemic lens?



A system is a configuration of 

parts connected and joined 

together by a web of 

relationships.

The emphasis shifts from 

individual parts to the 

organization of parts, recognizing 

interactions of the parts are not 

static and constant but dynamic 

processes.

The world is not
linear or divisible



Trends impact different levels of any system



Trends do not act in isolation

Economic 

inequality

Automation

and

emergent

technology

Livelihoods



Our society, its structures and 

ways of operating, is a record of 

our past actions. 

However systems are continually

adapting and changing. This 

process can create the emergence 

of a new pattern or system 

structure. 

This is systemic change, where 

relationships have changed 

towards new outcomes and goals. 

Systemic change



With a shift from incremental to 
transformational

Incremental

Small adjustments and improvements

Transformational

Fundamental changing of relationships and power structures

Change that is:

• Global 

• Delivers step change in social and environmental 
impacts

• Self-sustaining (economically) 

• Catalytic (and thus drives further change)

• Is long-term (beyond 3-5 years)



This means (at least) four shifts

Single, solely material issues

Short-term, incremental, technical 

solutions

Trying to solve it alone

Philanthropy, advocacy and 

campaigning

Systemic, pioneering interventions

System wide understanding

Partnership and collaboration

Building enabling structures for market 

transformation



And operating systemically



‘You can’t change 
systems without
changing yourself.’

Geoffrey Bateson, social scientist
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Living in nonlinear times

Access the whole report at

thefuturescentre.org/futuresustainability2018

Dr Sally Uren
CEO
s.uren@forumforthefuture.org















Mobility faces a radical shift →

Regenerative agriculture grows in momentum →

Action on the plastics crisis goes mainstream →

Retail shifts and changing consumerism →

New ways of organising are growing in power →

New livelihoods in low income and emerging economies →

Blockchain impacts beyond the hype →



Join Sustainable Brands and Forum for the Future at 
SB’18 Vancouver! 

Use code 
JoinUs for a 

20% discount!

June 4-7, 2018
Vancouver, BC

SB18Vancouver.com/JoinUS



QUESTIONS?




