
Thinking about 2050 
Shaping the Design Agenda 

Ged Davis 

ICSID World Design Congress 
Singapore 2009 



Useful Generic Futures 

● Global Trends: the future we will see is 
largely shaped by history 

● Global Transition: we can envision the 
future we want and can create it 

● Global Transformation: we cannot 
know the future; it has yet to be 
revealed and we will be surprised! 



Global Trends 
●  Looking out to 2050 there is much to learn from those 

who see the big patterns of technology and 
development since the beginning of the Industrial 
Revolution, such as Kondratiev, Schumpeter, 
Freeman and most recently the work of Carlota 
Perez.  

●  Key ideas are as follows: 
–  There are regular historical patterns, every 40-60 years of diffusion 

and assimilation of technological revolutions in the economy and 
society.  

–  We are at the beginning of a period of deployment of new 
technologies which will radically change the world we live in.  

–   Each new era has been facilitated by enabling regulation, policies 
for widening the market and insuring social stability. This is not 
always a smooth process. 



Five Great Surges of Development in 240 years 

Source: Perez, 2009 



Each Great Surge consists of two periods 

Source: Perez, 2009 



History: bubbles and golden ages 

Source: Perez, 2009 



Each period has a different role of the State 

Source: Perez, 2009 



Lessons from Global Trends 
●  Each wave has elements of uniqueness 
●  An enormous technological potential for highly 

profitable innovation and expansion is installed. 
●  Redesign of financial architecture; finance in a 

facilitating role 
●  Production and the state as drivers and innovators 
●  Enable structural shift 
●  Sustainable global/local lifestyles 

Source: Perez, 2009 



Global Transition 
●  We can envisage a world looking out to the second 

half of this century which is sustainable. In this world 
9 billion people live well (compared to today), have 
better education and health and live within the 
environmental limits of “one planet”. 

●  Key ideas are as follows: 
–  Pathways on-track to a sustainable world by 2050.  
–  Turbulent teens and new agenda setting up basis for a rapid 

transition. 
–   A wealth of design opportunities 

●  Let us examine this in more detail. 

Source: WBCSD, 2009 



Why do we need to act now? 

Source: WBCSD, 2009 



The challenge 
Today: The world is on an unsustainable track 

2050: 9 billion people live well, and within the limits of the planet 
Source: WBCSD, 2009 



The vision 

•  Improving access to education, healthcare 
and economic opportunities for a world of 9 
billion people 

•  Satisfying aspirations of the middle class 
(expected to be 3.6 billion people in 2030) 

•  Raising agricultural productivity by 2% a 
year 

•  Increasing efficiency and reducing waste in 
the use of all natural resources including 
water 

•  Managing  ecosystems and biodiversity 
(including forests) better 

•  Halving CO2 emissions (from 2005 levels) 

Today: The world is on an 
unsustainable track 

2050: 9 billion people live well, and 
within the limits of the planet 

Source: WBCSD, 2009 



People and Values 

 Strong  social cohesion 
 Inclusive and resilient communities  
 Intra-generational and intergenerational 
respect 
 Education for all 
 Eco-awareness 

Governance  

 Transparent, fair and inclusive  
 Clarifying global limits   
 Collaboration is the winning strategy 
 Trusted, effective, and enabling 
 Appropriate global and local solutions  

Economy 

 Hyper-innovative and globally 
interdependent 
 Co-operation, eco-efficiency and creativity 
 True value pricing 
 Entrepreneurship and inclusion 

Resources, energy and environment 

 Energy and resources are used more 
efficiently 
 Harmful emissions and waste are 
significantly reduced  
 Ecosystems services are maintained and 
enhanced 
 Renewable energy mix 
 Life cycle management 

A sustainable world in 2050 and beyond  

Source: WBCSD, 2009 
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Livelihoods and Lifestyles 
●  Tailored solutions for all markets  
●  Health: preparation, prevention & care  
●  Products & services for an aging population  
●  Smarter product design  
●  Product sharing businesses  
●  Resource sharing enterprises  
●  Worker training/education 
●  Smarter mobility  
●  Eco-housing  
●  Access to: Water , Energy, Housing, Education and Finance 

Source: WBCSD, 2009 



Cities 
●  Mobility to/ from cities & rural areas  
●  Building & space management  
●  Urban design  
●  Smarter appliances  
●  Smarter urban mobility for goods & services  
●  Efficiency improvements  
●  Land-use planning & management  
●  Recycling  
●  Waste mining & management  
●  Smarter water systems  
●  Food & fibre 
●  Forest products  
●  Reintegrating & protecting biodiversity/nature 

Source: WBCSD, 2009 



A wealth of design opportunities 

Source: WBCSD, 2009 
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Milestones 2020 
●  A public fully aware of the importance of achieving 

sustainability 
●  Public support for necessary legislation 
●  Widespread institutionalization of sustainability standards. 
●  Carefully thought through planning and multi-stakeholder 

collaboration than has been needed before. 
●  Implementation of true-value pricing, and other incentive 

systems, to induce a strong business response.  
●  Sufficient finance being made available to implement the 

sustainability agenda. 
●  Development and implementation of technological 

innovations underpinning the drive to sustainability. 

Source: WBCSD, 2009 



  Urgency and need for change clearly 
evident  

  Search for short and long term solutions 

  G20 is the main locus for global 
strategic action.  

  Addressing challenges using 
controversial technologies creates 
conflict 

  Eco-awareness spreads 

  Idealism of “One World – People and 
Planet” becomes unifying force 

2010-2020: Turbulent Teens 

Source: WBCSD, 2009 



Ecological Double-Loop 

Source: Gunderson and Holling, 2009 



Global Transformation 
●  There is growing instability that suggests a stage of 

vulnerability that could trigger a rare and major pulse 
of social transformation. Society is now at a stage in 
history in which one pulse is ending and another 
beginning.  

●  The immense destruction that a new pulse signals is 
both frightening and creative. It raises fundamental 
questions about transformation. The only way to 
approach such a period, in which uncertainty is very 
large and one cannot predict what the future holds, is 
not to predict, but to experiment and act inventively 
and exuberantly via diverse adventures in living. 



Transformation: What to do? 
●  Encourage innovation through a rich variety of 

experiments and transformative approaches that 
probe possible directions. It is important to encourage 
experiments that have a low cost of failure to 
individuals and the environment, because many of 
these experiments will fail.  

●  The Internet is a key enabler of the new era. 
●  Resilience is a key concept for shaping strategy. 



Factors that shape the Design Agenda 
●  Tough decade ahead: setting the basis for the new 

economy and enabling conditions for a sustainable 
world 

●  Need then thirty plus years of consistent focus on 
building at a global scale whilst managing the big 
risks 

●  More difficult, if a process of unexpected 
transformation evolves that cannot contain the risks. 

●  The role of the state, encouraging new consumption 
patterns and enabling the spread of new technologies 



The next step: Solutions… 

“Be careful what you water your dreams with. 
Water them with worry and fear and you will 
produce weeds that choke the life from your 

dream. Water them with optimism and solutions 
and you will cultivate success...” 

Lao-Tzu 


