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• Explore scenarios for the future of digital 
transformation

• Identify new potential opportunities and 
challenges for policy
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Purpose



An approach to think systematically about 
the future to inform decision making

Not predictions / forecasts / crystal ball

Exploring and preparing for alternative 
plausible futures

What is Strategic Foresight?



Looking beyond the “expected future”
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Source: 
http://www.horizons.gc.ca/eng/content/modul
e-1-introduction-foresight-presentation
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• Identifying new opportunities and 
challenges

• ‘Future-proofing’ 

Why foresight?
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In a time of rapid change and rising 
uncertainty, responsible policy-making 
requires considering and preparing for the 
unexpected

Why foresight now?
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1. across the OECD
2. in national governments, and 
3. in global policy dialogue. 

OECD Strategic Foresight Unit



DRAFT SCENARIOS FOR 
DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION 



• “What if” digital transformation happened 
faster than expected?
– Critical uncertainties 
– Alternative plausible scenarios

Later, cross-impact with other megatrends 
(demography, environment) and policy 
areas

Going Digital Scenarios
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Foundations of “hyper-digital” futures in 2030
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Cloud computing

Blockchain

Artificial
intelligence

3D printing

Big data

Internet of Things

Robotics
Mixed reality

Synthetic biology
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• Universal connectivity to digital work, 
learning, business opportunities

• Digital business models disrupt most 
industries

• Physical production increasingly local and 
automated

• Most global trade is in digital files
• Most Internet users in Asia and Africa 
• Larger, older, healthier population
• Decentralized energy and post-carbon 

economy

What if? Plausible common elements of 
‘hyper-digital’ futures in 2030
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© OECD

An illustration: purchasing a product in 
the “DIME”

Source: Policy Horizons Canada



• Who controls the data 
– Individuals
– Governments
– Corporations
– Nobody?

• Market structure
– a few global tech 

platforms 
– continuous decentralised 

disruption?
• International trade

– digital free trade
– new frontiers in 

cyberspace?

Some key critical uncertainties about the 
future in 2030
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• Internet
– globally integrated
– national/regional 

blocks?
• Technological 

unemployment
– low 
– high?

• Nature of work
– More self-employment 

and gig-work?



• Well-Being:
– Less or more 

inequality?
– Better or worse 

mental health and 
long-term 
happiness?

• Security and 
Privacy:
– Low or high cyber 

risk?
– The end of privacy?

Some key critical uncertainties about the 
future in 2030 (cont.)
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• Governance
– What role for 

governments in the 
global digital 
economy?

– What new forms of 
global governance 
could emerge?

• Other
– ?



Nature of  Work:
• Virtual reality enables most people to work 

from anywhere?
• Online labour market platforms create a 

world of freelancers and entrepreneurs? 
• AI and big data accurately assess skills and 

productivity? 
• Most 2018 work tasks have been automated?
• Productivity gains manifest as cheaper/better 

products?

What if in 2030…
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Market Structure:
• Global technology platform companies dominate the 

market?
• A proliferation of global SMEs (micromultinationals) 

drives waves of decentralised disruption?  
• AI replaces firms in coordinating consumers and 

producers?
Government Role:
• Governments protect workers and business from 

digital disruption?
• Governments embrace and accelerate digital 

disruption?

What if in 2030…
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1. Virtual reality enables most people to work from anywhere?
2. Online labour market platforms create a world of freelancers 

and entrepreneurs? 
3. AI and big data assess skills and productive potential? 
4. Most 2017 work tasks have been automated?
5. Productivity gains manifest as cheaper/better products?
6. Global technology platform companies dominate the market?
7. A proliferation of global SMEs (micromultinationals) drives 

decentralised disruption?  
8. AI replaces firms in coordinating consumers and producers?
9. Governments protect workers and business from digital 

disruption?
10. Governments embrace and accelerate digital disruption?

What if in 2030…
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Draft Scenarios
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Scenario 1
iChoose

Scenario 2
Platform 
Governments

Scenario 3
Corporate 
Connectors

Scenario 4
Artificial Invisible 
Hands



Draft Scenarios
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Scenario 1
iChoose

Scenario 2
Platform 
Governments

Scenario 3
Corporate 
Connectors

Scenario 4
Artificial Invisible 
Hands

Empowered
individuals in a 

multilateral 
world.

States as 
platforms. 

Splinternet.

Global tech 
platforms are the 
new world order.

AI-enabled 
abundance and 

panopticon.



Discuss in pairs; 5 minutes:

What key critical uncertainty do you 
see about the future of the digital 
transformation and its potential impacts 
over the coming 10-15 years? 

• In general or in your specific area
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Exercise 1 – Critical Uncertainties



Discuss in groups of 3-4; 20 minutes:
• Imagine you wake up in this scenario
• What else is going on in this future?
• What new opportunities and challenges 

could this create for your policy area?
• What actions can you take today to better 

prepare for this scenario?
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Exercise 2 – What If? 



Scenario 1: iChoose

E.g.: Every human has digital 
window to free, unlimited, virtual 
education, work, society…

 What impacts for inequality?



Scenario 2: Platform Governments

E.g. Some governments take active 
role in building digital economy. 
Becomes successful new model.

 What new opportunities for 
development?



Scenario 3: Corporate Connectors

E.g. A small number of global tech 
corporations become 
intermediaries between producers 
and consumers.

 What impact for participation in 
global value chains? 

 Implications for global governance?



Scenario 4: Artificial Invisible Hands

E.g. Super-abundance of data and 
AI reduces barriers to entry. 
AI replaces many coordination 
functions.

 What is source of value in this 
economy? 



1. What if these scenarios occurred?
2. What new challenges and opportunities?
3. What implications for decision-making 

today?
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Exploring implications 
– Group discussion exercise



1. Engage with directorates and others on 
key critical uncertainties and what the 
scenarios could mean for their subject 
areas

2. Further develop scenarios and policy 
implications
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Next steps



1. What do you see as the most important 
critical uncertainties regarding the future 
of the digital transformation? 

– Where might they fit in the draft scenarios?

2. What new policy opportunities or 
challenges could arise in each scenario?
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Questions for Discussion:



1. Discuss each of the two scenarios
– What evidence do we see today?
– How is scenario different from today?

2. Identify an actor
– List main actors in your transactional environment –

then pick one or two of most interest

3. Explore implications of each scenario for the actor(s) 
– New opportunities and challenges for the actor
– Strengths and weaknesses to deal with the change
– Their future existence (form, role) in the scenario
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Exploring implications 
– Group discussion exercise

[Actors exercise. 
Used at JRC FTA 
2018-06-05]



In light of the discussion, what is one thing 
that your organisation needs to start/stop 
doing today to better prepare?
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Plenary
[Actors exercise. 
Used at JRC FTA 
2018-06-05]



THANK YOU

Contact:
duncan.cass-beggs@oecd.org
joshua.polchar@oecd.org
julia.staudt@oecd.org
mousse.garnier@oecd.org



ANNEXES



Draft scenario components

Scenario Scenario 1 - iChoose Scenario 2 - Platform 
Governments

Scenario 3 – Tech
Titans

Scenario 4 - Artificial 
Invisible Hands

Summary description Empowered individuals 
in a multilateral world.

States as platforms. 
Splinternet.

Global tech platforms are 
the new world order.

AI-enabled abundance 
and panopticon.

Economy
Data Decentralized control by 

individuals
Control by governments Control by large 

technology firms
Ubiquitous (“Data is the 

new air”)

Firms and market 
structure

Millions of new SMEs, 
Micro-multi-nationals, 

entrepreneurs

Mix of sizes of firms. 
Firms accountable to 

societal purposes.

Large platform firms 
dominate, but enable 
proliferation of global 

suppliers

Many business activities 
replaced by AI

Trade Global (digital) free 
trade. Most atoms stay 

within 100km

Within national / 
regional blocks

Within walled garden 
ecosystems of platforms

Fluid and changing 
patterns shaped by AI.

Internet Global commons Diverging systems, 
splinternet

Walled gardens Universal

Productivity Growth High (rapid diffusion, 
disruption)

Medium (But possibly 
higher social value)

High-Medium(Both 
enables and stifles 

innovation)

Extreme

Consumer surplus High Low or Medium Medium or High Extreme (post scarcity)



Draft scenario components (cont.)
Labour & Skills

Work Mostly virtual work in 
global market. Low un-

employment.

Workers protected from 
sudden disruption. Low 

UE and medium real 
earnings.

1% platform owners, 9% 
elite global knowledge 
workers, 90% flexible 
work or unemployed

Post-scarcity. AI 
facilitates voluntary 

endeavours with non-
financial rewards.

Well-Being
Inequality High earnings inequality 

due to superstar effect.
Low-Medium earnings 

inequality.
High inequality of 
wealth and human 

augmentation.

Potential AI-fostered 
equality of well-being

Security & Privacy
Cyber-risk(from 

hacking, 
ransomware, etc)

Low. Universal strong 
encryption and robust 

system.

Medium. States protect 
citizens from cyber-
attack but add back-

doors for surveillance.

Low-Medium. Strong 
protection for those who 
can afford it. Insurance 

for rest.

Low. Evolving AI pushed 
updates keep systems 

secure.

Privacy Strong privacy 
protections, but 

challenged by rise of 
sensors

State surveillance Corporate surveillance Panopticon (surveillance 
of all by all)

Governance
Role of Government Foundational, 

regulatory, corrective.
States and cities as 

platforms. Deep role in 
digital space.

Task sharing with 
private platforms

Nation-states just one 
node in global AI-

enabled coordination.
World Order Effective multilateral 

collaboration.
Nation-states (incl EU) 
and cities are dominant 

units.

World integrated by 
cross-border platforms.

Neither states nor firms 
dominant.

Big Themes
Overall Benefits Liberty, Prosperity Stability, Equality Prosperity, Security Abundance, Happiness

Overall Risks Inequality Tyranny Plutocracy AI Apocalypse?


