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Trending Troubles
Contribution to GTI Forum Which Future Are We Living In?

Twenty years after the publication of Great Transition, and twenty-five after the delineation 

of the six scenarios in Branch Points, the hopes for a change in course remain unfulfilled. We 

are stuck in a Market Forces world. Policy Reform has made progress, with examples like the 

international agreement on the Sustainable Development Goals, the continuation of the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, and a number of international agreements that 

aimed to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, alleviate poverty, etc. But these have proven 

neither sufficient nor effective enough. Yes, global poverty has been falling until recently, but 

inequality has increased dramatically. And GHG emissions are still increasing globally with 

corresponding changes in climate, biodiversity is being lost, the possibility of nuclear war has 

reappeared, and other signals indicate that we are not in a Policy Reform trajectory of gradual, 

ordered progress. 

As was true twenty years ago, local patches and seeds of almost all scenarios are evident in 

the present, including Fortress World, Breakdown, and Eco-communalism (but, as I see it, not 

the New Paradigm). They are perhaps more noticeable now because of the exacerbation of 

contrasts. But none are dominant today. And the unfolding of the New Paradigm scenario 

seems farther away than we had thought two decades ago.

This is my perception of where we are. But regarding where we are heading, the view becomes 

blurrier; some of the new trends or driving forces that have emerged over the past two decades 

augur well for the future, whereas others look quite ominous. 

I see the major changes in the driving forces that occurred since the original publications of the 
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Global Scenario Group as the following, with the originally defined trends summarized and shown 

in bold and significant changes during the last two decades in italics.1

1. Economic and geopolitical forces: the end of the Cold War, a universal expansion of the 

capitalistic system, and an acceleration of globalization 

1.1. The evolution of the unipolar world that emerged after the end of the Cold War into a bipolar world 

with the ascent of China, and probably to a multipolar (oligopolar) world later. Today, the US, China, 

and Japan are the three biggest economies (in that order), and by 2050, the ranking will likely be China, 

the US, and India (obviously, within the Conventional World assumption). 

1.2. The global economic crisis triggered by the COVID pandemic and reinforced by the war in Ukraine 

(of unknown duration and consequences)

2. Social: in particular, poverty and national and international inequity 

2.1. Significant reduction of global poverty during most of the period 

2.2. Unprecedented increase of inequality within and between countries

3. Demographic forces: population growth concentrated in poor countries and regions; 

changing age structures related to youth-dominated populations in poor areas and an 

aging structure in the rich areas 

3.1. Increasing number of refugees from armed conflicts and environmental change 

3.2. Rising xenophobia in Europe and other parts of the affluent world

4. Environmental: increasing environmental stress, widespread ecosystem disturbance, 

and an increase in global ecological interdependence 

4.1. An earlier manifestation of the impacts of climate change than predicted, with a rapidly closing 

window of opportunity to avoid its worst effects  

4.2. The surpassing of a number of environmental “planetary boundaries”2 

4.3. Discovery of new large shale oil and gas resources

5. Technological: the continuation of the technological revolution, the expansion of global 

information and communications, and the private control of technological innovation and 

diffusion and of its benefits 

5.1. Fast growth of energy production from renewables 
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5.2. Ascent of electric vehicles 

5.3. Fast growth in energy efficiency (appliances, lighting, buildings, vehicles)

6. Global governance: the continued proliferation of non-governmental organizations, the 

strengthening of civil society, and the reinvigoration of the United Nations system 

6.1. International agreement on the UN Sustainable Development Goals established in 2015 

6.2. Emergence and spread of international terrorism 

6.3. Weakening of the globalization process and relative reinforcing of nationalistic politics 

6.4 Expansion of populist political movements in many countries

Some of the current drivers are more compatible with undesirable or untenable scenarios, and 

others with desirable ones, as illustrated in the table below. Check marks indicate that a trend is 

compatible with a corresponding scenario or scenario class; question marks indicate a lack of clarity 

around its impact. 
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Considering all of such trends, which scenarios do we seem to be approaching (or moving away 

from)? The future does not “come”; it is built by the social actors interacting with other social 

and ecological processes within the physical and thermodynamic constraints of the world. The 

accumulation of trends in one or two directions can operate as early warning signals of the need to 

steer the changes towards desirable futures.

These new trends, viewed collectively, favor the Barbarization scenarios. To a lesser degree, they 

could favor the Policy Reform scenario, although this depends on an effective and timely reaction 

by policymakers that is not evident today. Very few drivers seem to be compatible with the Eco-

communalism scenario, and even fewer, the New Paradigm scenario. Last, the New Paradigm 

scenario appears to be facilitated by a small number of trends, some of them also with large “if” 

questions. Lastly, although some trends favor the continuation of the Market Forces scenario, it is 

the most unlikely scenario by the end of the century given its fundamental unsustainability.

As Paul Raskin rightly pointed out in his opening reflections, the preconditions for a systemic 

movement have evolved, but the critical global movement we need has not yet materialized.

Today, we do not see the systemic movement we thought was necessary and possible, but we are 

much nearer than two decades ago to an unwanted systemic restructuring of the Earth System 

(abrupt climatic change, ecosystems loss, revival of the risk of nuclear war). And great uncertainty 

prevails.

This situation could provide the impulse for the needed global will to change course. If not, or if we 

are too late, a systemic reorganization (most likely catastrophic) will occur well before the end of 

this century, and it is impossible to anticipate which line of futures will prevail in the aftermath.    

Endnotes

1. Gilberto Gallopín,  “Back to the Future,” Energy Policy 123 (2018): 318–324. 

2. Will Steffen et al., “Planetary Boundaries: Guiding Human Development on a Changing Planet,” Science 347 
(2015), https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.1259855. 

https://greattransition.org/gti-forum/which-future-raskin
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.1259855


5 | Which Future Are We Living In? | GTI FORUM CONTRIBUTION

Gilberto Gallopín is an independent scholar based in Argentina, and Associate Fellow 
at Tellus Institute. He has worked throughout the world on a wide spectrum of issues 
pertaining to sustainable development: ecological systems analysis, integrated 
scenarios, global modeling, environmental impact assessment, and development 
policy. He has previously held senior positions at the UN Economic Commission for 
Latin America and the Caribbean, Stockholm Environment Institute, International 
Center for Tropical Agriculture, International Institute for Sustainable Development, 
and International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA). He has also served 
as a professor at the University of Buenos Aires and Executive President Fundación 
Bariloche. He has published numerous articles and books. He holds a PhD in Ecology 
from Cornell University.

About the Publication

Published by the Great Transition Initiative.

Under our Creative Commons BY-NC-ND copyright, you may freely republish our content, without 
alteration, for non-commercial purposes as long as you include an explicit attribution to the Great 
Transition Initiative and a link to the GTI homepage.  
 
Cite as Gilberto Gallopín, “Trending Troubles,” contribution to GTI Forum “Which Future Are We Living In?,” Great 
Transition Initiative (November 2022), https://greattransition.org/gti-forum/which-future-gallopin.

About the Great Transition Initiative

The Great Transition Initiative is an international collaboration for charting pathways to a planetary civilization 
rooted in solidarity, sustainability, and human well-being.

As an initiative for collectively understanding and shaping the global future, GTI welcomes diverse ideas. Thus, 
the opinions expressed in our publications do not necessarily reflect the views of GTI or the Tellus Institute.

About the Author

http://greattransition.org
https://greattransition.org/gti-forum/which-future-gallopin
http://greattransition.org
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

