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Foresight is to understand 
the wide range of  

possibilities in order to 
shape the future.

A ttempting to understand what shape and 
form lifestyles may take in 2050 is chal-
lenging yet essential, if we are to plan 
and to shape the future. Lifestyles in 
2050 will reflect preceding disruptions 

such as effects of climate change, biodiversity loss, 
new health issues, world migration, and a reshaped 
political landscape. Many disruptions are yet to come 
– some of which may be positive – and could have 
profound effects on future lifestyles. Findings from 
survey responses from futures experts suggest that 
while technological changes are easier to land with-
in the range of expectation, it is changes in our values 
aspects of society that remain least understood. Yet it 
is these soft aspects that would be most consequential 
in how, as individuals and communities, we accom-
modate or do not accommodate the multiple ripples 
analysed in this report, including: culture and social 
norms, governance, economy, technology and inno-
vation, environment and natural resources, and de-
mography. 

This report is the outcome of a survey that links 
futures studies with the discussions from sustainable 
lifestyles literature to analyse how potential changes in 
society could affect daily living, and how this can be 
incorporated towards a transformation to a sustain-
able future, as well as showing what potential future 
options society may want to nurture or avoid. The 
report could also serve as a basis for discussions on 
futures in a more participatory foresight process by 
different stakeholder groups and communities. The 
survey gathers the insights of 137 futures-oriented ex-
perts from diverse fields on a global scale, with both 
optimistic and pessimistic views on how our society 
and lifestyles will evolve over the next few decades to-
wards 2050. Experts included researchers with back-
grounds in academia, policy-making, business and 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs). Naturally, 
future views are diverse and even contested among 
experts. Rather than depicting a future that is most 
likely to be, this report focuses on teasing out those 

contested views and the possibilities of multiple fu-
tures when thinking about the future. 

Based on the survey responses, this report sum-
marises changes affecting broader society into three 
themes: i) culture and social norms and governance; 
ii) economy and technology and innovation; and iii) 
environment and natural resources and demography. 
Within these three themes, we identify main messag-
es that could particularly affect future society in 2050. 
The study attempts to enrich the discussion in the 
field of foresight studies by capturing soft changes in 
more people-centric areas, such as culture and social 
norms. 

Following are the summary from the expert  
survey’s result for changes in broader society:

(i) Culture and Social Norms and Governance: re-
spondents consider that society would orient itself to-
wards the environment as the effects of catastrophic 
climate change become more apparent in daily life. We 
could see individuals becoming more wellbeing-ori-
ented. The spread of communication technology and 
new ways of thinking on a global scale, and also the 
replacement of human labour by automation would 
allow people more free time to ponder the meaning of 
life. Nevertheless, there are concerns that increasing 
instability due to the withdrawal of social safety nets 
and uncertainty over employment due to automation 
would develop a survivalist atmosphere of anxiety 
that would provoke nationalist tendencies. Moreover, 
respondents think that there would be widening ine-
quality, which could have especially critical implica-
tions for the youth population. Poverty and inequality 
would widen under the current socioeconomic struc-
ture, and the changing landscape in employment due 
to automation will only worsen this inequality. Also, 
governments and other organisations would have to 
cope with a fast-changing world both in structure and 
decision-making processes due to the ever-accelerat-
ing rate of technological development and innovation. 
 



10

Summary of Key Messages

(ii) Economy and Technology and Innovation: re-
spondents think that changes in economic infrastruc-
ture brought about by technological innovation would 
likely consolidate the profits into a small number of 
conglomerates. Developments in information and 
communication technology and 3D printing would 
lead to more distributed production, which could al-
so provide opportunities for smaller companies to 
scale up due to connectedness of individuals. In the 
meantime, environmental pressures and widening 
inequality could lead to changes in how we perceive 
the relationship between economic growth and the 
environment, which could trigger a new economic 
paradigm shift towards a post-growth system. Also, 
the role of technology would expand in our daily liv-
ing, with increased options in sustainable technolo-
gies in urban infrastructure and non-human entities 
entering our lives, which would provide a new plat-
form from which to ponder the meaning of being 
human.  

(iii) Environment and Natural Resources and Demog-
raphy: most experts agree that society would face a 
catastrophic ecological crisis due to rapid urbanisa-
tion, changing consumption patterns, and popula-
tion growth. Although there are promising advanc-
es in sustainable technologies, there is a strong view 
that ecosystems would inevitably collapse. As a result, 
some respondents think that due to environmental 
degradation, extreme weather conditions, and natural 
disasters, some regions could be unsuitable for living. 
Mass migration within countries and across borders 
due to climate change would pose enormous political 
and socioeconomic challenges. 

Based on the above foresighted changes, this report 
offers three overarching observations. The first is that 
the rate of change in both physical infrastructure and 
people’s norms would accelerate due to technological 
disruption. New ways of thinking and ideas could lead 
to growth of a more tolerant society, but could also 
cause further fragmentation and polarisation. The sec-
ond broad observation is that future society will very 
likely face more constraints compared to today due 
to ecological pressures, widened inequality and pop-
ulation increase. This could affect everything from 
individual-level access to basic needs, up to macro in-
stitutions and governance. Third, expert insights show 
widening gaps between aspirations of individuals 
(what people want) and the reality in the foresight-
ed future (what people will have). While individuals 
could increasingly internalise environmental concerns 
and focus on wellbeing, the context of widening so-
cioeconomic inequality and uncertainty in a rapidly 
changing world would likely direct people to develop 

survivalist mindsets at the expense of others. 
None of the above is certain, as these are not 

predictions but rather interpretations of possibili-
ties. In that regard, this report examines the lifestyles 
perspective in more detail, with a view to interven-
ing towards future directions of sustainable lifestyles 
– achieving wellbeing with low environmental foot-
print. Researchers on sustainable consumption and 
lifestyles typically approach consumption by analysing 
the key domains such as food, consumption of man-
ufactured goods, mobility, housing, education, work, 
leisure, health and social connections, and relation-
ships. As entry points to bending the future towards 
sustainable lifestyles, we categorised these domains 
into four aspects of lifestyles: consumption, infrastruc-
ture, time use and meaning of life, and physical and 
mental health. 

The followings are the analysis of survey  
responses for changes in future lifestyles: 

(i) Consumption (food and consumption of manu-
factured goods): Constraints arising due to resource 
scarcity and increasing concerns over environmen-
tal and health impacts of food could lead to shifts in 
diets and habits. To some, this will be voluntary; to 
others, it will be less about choice. While supporting 
pro-environmental and health choices, it is impor-
tant to ensure that basic needs are guaranteed for all, 
including those adversely affected by the changes de-
scribed.

(ii) Infrastructure (mobility and housing): Technolog-
ical improvements in mobility and housing could im-
prove objective wellbeing, owing to more options that 
support better living conditions. However, the cost of 
these technologies mean they would be accessible 
only to those who can afford them, so living condi-
tions for the poor could be worse than today. There-
fore, democratisation of more sustainable technolo-
gies is important.

(iii) Time use and meaning of life (education, work 
and leisure): Changes due to the large-scale replace-
ment of human labour by automation are the critical 
factor. For objective wellbeing, less work could lead 
to increased leisure time and flexibility over time use. 
This would only yield positive outcomes if benefits 
from automation are fairly distributed to all people 
in society. One example to explore is allocating a ba-
sic income for everyone in society. On subjective well-
being, lack of social security measures could increase 
stress levels due to instability and uncertainty. Analy-
sis shows there would be a need for people to have an 
alternative identity beyond work, and that education 
would be based on more than training to contribute 
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to the economy. New non-economic means of mean-
ingful engagement in society and education would be 
part of a new definition of wellbeing.

(iii) Physical and mental health (health and social con-
nections, and relationships): One key factor is longev-
ity, as people could live much longer than currently. 
The implications for subjective wellbeing would de-
pend on whether we would still enjoy a healthy and 
active life at all ages, rather than simply living longer 
– possibly with sickness and/or loneliness. Connecting 
to others provides more opportunities for profession-
al and personal encounters; and relationships of good 
quality provide more satisfying (happier) living.

Although what future societies would be like cannot be 
predicted with certainty, the future can be co-created 
by bringing those engaged in preparing for it togeth-
er with opportunities, both anticipated and unantic-
ipated, that arise. This requires deliberate efforts to 
understand potential changes that are ahead, and also 
empowering societies to map out scenarios of possible 

or desired sustainable futures. Such a process would 
provide a readiness for change, and individuals and 
communities would have at hand not only a shared 
view of tomorrow but also possible interventions to 
inject when positive disruptions occur. Naturally this 
requires more than just awareness. It also requires con-
crete investments in infrastructure, organisational prac-
tices, and new institutions that can shepherd society 
into a future that is evidently different from that which 
current infrastructure and institutions are built for.

Future oriented experts, whether they are policy  
makers or scientists, can contribute to the realization  
of more sustainable futures by interpreting the  
future not only through the lens of hard technology 
and economy, but also through changes in the soft 
aspects of cultural and social norms. They, thereby, 
provide a richer and more dynamic understanding of 
what future lifestyles could hold, particularly on our 
daily living. This more “people-centred” view enables 
people to be better engaged on how future changes 
could affect their lives and how jointly a more sustain-
able future can be built.  
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Introduction

A ttempting foresight into the future, in-
cluding in the economy, demography, 
culture, technology, and daily lifestyles 
of people, is a natural endeavour. We 
need to better understand what the fu-

ture could bring in order to identify risks and oppor-
tunities to pursue now to have a more sustainable so-
ciety tomorrow. The sum effect of today’s globalised 
economy and continuous technological innovation 
has led to change that is both unprecedented and 
still accelerating. A gaze forward to 2050 anticipates 
trends such as economic power shifts to emerging 
economies, demographic changes, technological ad-
vancements, and pressures from climate change and 
ecological degradation (Hawksworth & Cookson 
2011; IPCC 2013; Price Waterhouse Coopers 2017; 
Randers 2012; United Nations, Department of Eco-
nomic and Social Affairs, 2017). Studies predict that 
societal changes will impact our future daily lifestyles. 
Changes include migration due to climate change, 
which are estimated at reaching one billion and affect 
the poorest and most vulnerable in developing coun-
tries (Christian Aid 2007) and replacement of paid 
jobs, about half of which could be replaced by auto-
mation by 2050 due to advancements in artificial in-
telligence and robotics (McKinsey Global Institute 
2017). Along with the ongoing expansion of popula-
tion in Africa and Asia regions, the number of those 
over 65 years of age is expected to double from 2010 
to 2050, with life expectancy rising to 100 years for 
many people in developed countries (Parker 2012). 
With advancements in ICT technology and pro-
duction systems, people’s lifestyles could drastically 
change with wearable and Internet of Things (IoT) 
devices and small-sized production devices such as 
3D printing. Understanding these changes now could 
therefore play a critical role to help policymakers and 
practitioners in long-term policy development and 
sustainability-oriented planning create a better to-
morrow. 

1 • Introduction

T his report is developed from a study designed 
to draw on the knowledge and collective think-
ing of futures experts. The results are then 

applied to discussions on shaping sustainable future 
lifestyles. The purpose of the report is to show di-
verse possibilities of the future in 2050 based on cur-
rent trajectory, and thus pose the question of wheth-
er such a future is desired. It thus provide a basis for 
discussions in more participatory foresight process-
es by stakeholders and citizens on visions of future 
lifestyles. The study aims to elicit aspects of thinking 
not currently well discussed in futures studies, such 
as ‘soft’ changes in culture, values and social norms 
in society, and how the broader changes in socie-
ty will affect our daily living. This study applies an 
open-question oriented, selective expert survey for 
primary data collection, with the results analysed 
through a sustainable lifestyles lens. 

C urrent futures studies, which generally apply 
quantitative models and scenario-based pre-
dictions, are somewhat constrained as they 

fail to capture transformative and dynamic changes 
in areas such as disruption, innovation, and nonlin-
ear change in human behaviour (Rockström et al. 
2017). Furthermore, they tend to focus on econom-
ic trends that overlook the bulk of global population 
in regions of lower economic contribution to glob-
al economic growth. Current models and scenarios 
based on technology-driven solutions aimed at sus-
tainable lifestyles in developed economies (Global 
Calculator 2015; European Commission 2015) also 
suffer the same shortcomings in that they fail to ad-
dress how, on a global scale, the necessary infrastruc-
ture and financial resources to adopt such new tech-
nology can be obtained. Technology-based solutions 
also constrict the scope of discourse on sustainabil-
ity, i.e., they exclude systemic challenges such as in-
equality between and within countries, as well as the 
wellbeing of individuals in both developed and de-
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veloping economies. In addition, even under a tech-
nology-based transition, it is acknowledged that the 
attitudes and values of people and companies must 
change for the transition to happen (World Business 
Council on Sustainable Development 2010). Howev-
er, in current futures studies, there is still insufficient 
understanding of such “soft” aspects, i.e., changes in 
attitudes and values regarding the future, such as in 
changing aspirations regarding material consump-
tion and desiring time and experiences in preference 
to things, new business models such as product-ser-
vice models, and the access over ownership of prod-
ucts. What is missing are people-centric views focus-
ing on daily living.

R egardless of the importance of understanding 
what future lifestyles look like, changes to dai-
ly living  are generally not emphasised in fu-

tures studies. The challenge in this type of research is 
that it covers a variety of fields of expertise. There-
fore, one or even several researchers cannot address 
every aspect of lifestyles. For example, futures experts 
may focus on technology or macro society-level phe-
nomena, but may not look into the implications on 
the daily living of the population. The study on com-
prehensive lifestyles can only be conducted through 
collaboration of futures experts via a survey or meta 
analysis of existing studies. Yet a problem with meta 
analysis is that most published futures studies focus 
on technology or macro-level changes and do not de-
scribe the changes in terms of daily living. Therefore, 
in this study, a survey of futures experts was con-
ducted to understand the potential changes in future 
society and lifestyles by 2050 to better inform those 
engaged in strategic planning on how we could tran-
sition to sustainability. 

T he definition of sustainable lifestyles in this re-
port is adopted from Akenji and Chen (2016), 
which highlights the following elements: a 

cluster of habits and patterns of behaviour; these 
are embedded in a society and facilitated by institu-
tions, norms and infrastructure that frame choices; 
the objective of which is to minimize the use of nat-
ural resources and generation of wastes, while sup-
porting fairness and prosperity for all. This definition 
acknowledges the role of the broader socio-technical 
context of society in shaping lifestyles.

T he expert survey, implemented by Institute for 
Global Environmental Strategies (IGES) with 
support from the United Nations Environment 

Programme (UN Environment), includes insights 
from 137 future studies experts drawn from vari-
ous fields. This report investigates broad viewpoints 
on how future-oriented studies can be contextualised 
for sustainable lifestyles. It elicits insights into what 
changes between now and 2050 will happen in soci-
ety, daily living, and amongst stakeholders. The sur-
vey had two objectives. The first is to illustrate collec-
tive expert opinions on the future with a “business as 
usual” assumption. This will be a baseline to explore 
various options and possibilities. The second is to 
suggest implications of future changes (ranging from 
wellbeing to environmental footprint perspectives) to 
highlight key areas for needed discussions to promote 
more sustainable lifestyles in the future.

T his report analyses the changes in society and 
lifestyles informed by the futures studies expert 
survey and based on the literature on sustainable 

lifestyles to address the challenges and opportunities in 
a sustainable transition. It first provides an overview of 
the expert survey and the scope of the analysis for this 
report (chapter 2). The main findings from the expert 
survey are summarised in two parts: changes in society 
(chapter 3) and daily living of the population (chapter 
4). Based on these findings, implications of the fore-
sighted impacts on sustainability are discussed (chapter 
5) before wrapping up the discussion (chapter 6).
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T his chapter provides an overview of the ex-
pert survey conducted by the Institute for 
Global Environmental Strategies (IGES) and 
supported by the United Nations Environ-

ment Programme (UN Environment). It also describes 
the scope of the report analysis, including the analysis 
of the survey results at the level of society and of life-
styles, and a review of the sustainability implications.

2.1 Survey Design

This survey was designed to enrich understanding of 
possible futures by exploring potential changes to so-
cieties and to lifestyles due to economic, governmen-
tal, demographic, technological and environmental 
changes and disruptions. It also aims to comprehend 
how soft transformations of culture and social norms 
could support more sustainable lifestyles on a global 
scale. The list of potential global changes is then  
used to analyse implications to future sustainable  
lifestyles. It relies on the multiple perspectives of fu-
ture-oriented experts, covering a range of research 
fields from diverse regions. 

The survey focuses on three elements of societal 
change:

(a)   Broader society
(b)   Daily lifestyles
(c)   Stakeholder roles

The survey starts with broad questions which are more 
familiar to the respondents, so as to engage them and 
give the survey a focus (Fowler 2009). The first part 
of the survey maps out critical areas of likely future 
changes that are often featured in studies, such as  
demography, economy, environment and natural re-
sources, and technology and innovation. Complement-
ing these well-researched areas, issues of culture and 
social norms and governance are added to account for 
changes of governance systems and soft changes. 

The second part of the survey classifies lifestyles 
into nine domains: food, mobility, housing, consump-
tion of manufactured goods, health, education, work, 
leisure, and social connections and relationships. The 
domains are developed from the five lifestyle domains 
developed by Akenji and Chen (2016) to measure 
consumption, and the eight dimensions identified by 
Stiglitz et al. (2009) for wellbeing measurement. The 
five consumption domains - food, mobility, housing, 
consumer goods, and leisure - are vital to understand 
issues around basic and material need fulfilment (Ak-
enji and Chen 2016). For mental wellbeing, Stiglitz et 
al.’s “personal activities including work” were modi-
fied into “work” and “education” to capture time-use 
from both work and personal time (Stiglitz, Sen, and 
Fitoussi 2009). The “health” category includes physi-
cal health and “social connections and relationships” 
include mental health.   

In the third part of the survey, stakeholders: civil 
society, local communities, governments, private sec-
tor, household and individuals, research communities 
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and others are listed for respondents for identification.  
We asked respondents to select one stakeholder group 
that would change the most by 2050. The original 
survey questions are in Appendix III.

2.2 Collection of Survey Data

The survey was designed by IGES and the collec-
tion of the survey was implemented as a joint ini-
tiative of IGES and UN Environment. We applied 
an on-line, ad-hoc expert survey of selected future-
oriented experts from 25 January to 28 February 
2018. The survey aimed to synthesise thinking from 
the diverse backgrounds of experts, drawing on their 
collective knowledge to foresee future lifestyle pos-
sibilities.

The two groups of respondents are: 

(a) Future-oriented experts who research the future in 
multiple fields such as demography, energy, geopoli-
tics and technology.  

(b) Experts whose foci are not necessarily predictive 
in general but who specialise in fields within which 
they research the future.

One hundred and thirty seven valid responses were re-
ceived. More information on the method of survey re-
spondent selection can be found in Appendix II.

Respondent research areas were environment 
(55%), economy (46%), and energy and resources 
(43%). Other addressed subjects were socio-technical 
areas such as governance (35%), social policy (33%), 
natural science and technology (30%), and education 
(28%). Some respondents had more narrowly-defined 
areas of expertise, such as international development 
(21%), health (18%), foreign policy (10%), and na-
tional security (4%). More details on survey respond-
ents are in Appendix I.

2.3 Scope and Method Report Analysis

This report is a summary of survey findings, and fo-
cuses on what future lifestyles might look like and the 
challenges and opportunities that change could bring. 
The report is divided into three parts, outlining sus-
tainability implications ranging from wellbeing to en-
vironmental footprint perspectives.

 The first part is a summary from the survey re-
sult of key messages on social changes that could 
shape our lifestyles in 2050 in the areas of culture 
and social norms, governance, economy, technology 

(N=137)
Source: Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050 Perspectives of Research Institutes and NGOs
Note: Question “Please select all your relevant research/project areas.” Multiple answers allowed.

FIGURE 1 / Subjective Expertise Areas of Respondents
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FIGURE 2 / Research Flow Chart

PART I

PART II

PART III

and innovation, demography, and environment and 
natural resources. 

 In the second part, nine key lifestyle domains 
(food, manufactured goods, mobility, housing, work, 
education, leisure, health, and social connections and 
relationships) are moulded into four lifestyle aspects: 
consumption, infrastructure, time use and meaning 
of life, and physical and mental health. These, in turn, 
were analysed to determine changes based on expert 
responses. For example in the case of food, respons-
es focused on daily changes in diet and food produc-
tion. As a contribution to future-oriented studies, this 
demonstrates how change will affect our daily living 
and lifestyles.

 The third part of the study analyses expert re-
sponses to better understand the sustainability impli-
cations and possible drivers for a transition to more 
sustainable lifestyles by 2050. Sustainability is ana-
lysed using a wellbeing and environmental footprint 
focus. Wellbeing implications are discussed from four 
lifestyle aspects: consumption, infrastructure, time use 
and meaning of life, and mental and physical health. 
Implications with an environmental footprint focus on 
three consumption-based lifestyle aspects: consump-
tion, infrastructure and ICT. The figure below visual-
ises the flow of the scope of this report. 
 

2.3.1 Macro Changes as Context for Lifestyle  
Domain Change

In chapter 3, foresighted changes in the broader so-
ciety are summarised in six areas (culture and social 
norms, governance, economy, technology and inno-
vation, demography and environment and natural re-
sources) based on survey responses. Critical changes 
in these areas that could significantly shape sustaina-
ble lifestyles are also highlighted, based on an analysis 
of area inter-linkages.

The 395 narrative changes described by respond-
ents were initially manually assigned one or multiple 
topic labels. The co-occurrence of topics was analysed 
by the association rule technique, and the inter-link-
ages amongst the topics were mapped as in Figures 3 
to 5. Based on these analyses, the main changes that 
could significantly influence future lifestyles were di-
vided into the following:

(a) Culture and social norms, and governance;

(b) Technology and innovation, and economy; and

(c) Environment and natural resources, and  
demography.

Analysis of the changes on Broader Society (culture and social norms, governnance, economy, technology 
and innovation, demography, environment and natural resources) identified from the expert survey. 

Analysis on the changes on Daily Lifestyles (food, manufactured goods, mobility, housing, work,  
education, leisure, health, and social connections and relationships) identified from the expert survey. 

Analysis on sustainability from wellbeing and environmental footprint perspectives based on the review of 
sustainable lifestyles literature. 
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Then cross-cutting critical societal issues were 
identified and discussed based on the identified in-
ter-linkages (Figure 6). These cross-cutting, critical 
issues emphasise ‘soft’ aspects of anticipated change 
which have traditionally been under emphasised in 
conventional studies. The macro context of change 
are the backdrop to lifestyle domain understanding in 
chapter 4.

2.3.2 Select Analysed Lifestyle Domains

In Chapter 4, responses from the surveyed experts are 
structured and presented, highlighting details of the 
potential changes that may occur by 2050. Having 
been categorised into the nine lifestyle domain group-
ings (food, consumption of manufactured goods, mo-
bility, housing, work, education, leisure, health and 
social connections and relationships), a total of 258 
changes came up in survey responses. 

As noted, the nine domains are further  
categorised into four lifestyle aspects:

(a) Consumption: food and consumption of  
manufactured goods;

(b) Infrastructure: mobility and housing;

(c) Time use and meaning of life: education,  
work and leisure; and

(d) Physical and mental health: health and  
social connections and relationships.

These aspects are drawn from the co-occurring re-
sponses selected – the major four clusters of respons-
es. The groupings make sense in lifestyles from the 
aspects of consumption, infrastructure, time use and 
meaning of life, and physical and mental wellbeing.

Future lifestyles were analysed to illustrate the 
full range of potential changes between now and 
2050 from different lifestyle domains. Each report-
ed change was assigned from one to multiple labels 
manually, and the topics and quantities of foreseea-
ble changes in each lifestyle domain were visualised 
as bubble plots as shown in Figures 7 to 15. In each 
lifestyle domain, the identified topics were grouped 
into one to several categories based on the similarity 
of topics. Then, for each category of changes summa-
rised, the various changes possible in daily living of 
the population were made clear.

2.3.3 Wellbeing and Environmental  
Footprint Implications 

The foresighted changes in each aspect of lifestyle can 
have various levels of influence over how sustainable 
daily living and society will be. Therefore, as there are 
many uncertainties in the way society and popula-
tions adopt new lifestyles, as well as in the numerous 
interactions between different anticipated changes, 
the implications of such changes on sustainability re-
quire careful examination. This report is intended to 
be broad in scope, and therefore does not attempt to 
provide exhaustive in-depth analysis of all areas and 
domains researched. Hence, in chapter 5, discussion 
points on what change might look like are presented, 
and potential wellbeing and environmental footprint 
impacts provided. 

Sustainable lifestyles in this report are analysed 
with deliberate consideration for whether such life-
styles contribute to improved wellbeing of individu-
als and society, and also have limited environmental 
impact. 

From the wellbeing perspective (a), the report 
looks at implications from objective and subjective 
standpoints. From the objective perspective, the fol-
lowing is considered: whether basic needs are met, 
whether an increased quality of goods and services is 
accessible to everyone in society, and whether indi-
viduals have healthy lives. Subjective considerations 
include level of meaningful life satisfaction, satisfying 
aspirations, a connection with others (community), 
whether individuals have ‘dignity’ and can operate as 
free agents to make decisions and living to the extent 
of their own capabilities. 

Environmental footprint (b) refers to the environ-
mental impacts directly and indirectly caused by the 
production and consumption of goods and services 
including through trade. Future changes in daily life-
styles, such as consumption patterns and new models 
of provision, are expected to have environmental foot-
print impacts through change in the types, amounts, 
and means of provision of products and services that 
people consume. In this study, the footprint impacts 
due to daily living changes reflect carbon, material, 
water, and land footprint impacts (see an overview of 
these footprint indicators in Galli et al. 2012; Friends 
of the Earth Europe, n.d.).
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2.3.4 Study Limitations

Response bias, especially in terms of the optimism 
and pessimism towards the foresighted future is a core 
limitation. Reported changes reflect a mixture of op-
timistic and pessimistic views of the future. The life-
styles section was particularly optimistic, possibly be-
cause respondents were asked to select two domains 
about which they were personally more familiar and 
passionate. In addition, individuals (including experts 
engaged in future-oriented studies) appeared to be 
feeling more hopeful and optimistic when thinking 
about day-to-day living, compared to when thinking 
about society as a whole.

 Selection bias may also have affected survey re-
sults, even though a large number of experts were 
sought covering broad expertise and geographical fac-
tors based on a systemic review of the published pa-
pers in selected scientific journals.  The respondent 
numbers were not evenly distributed. Respondents 
may also be biased towards groups more interested  
in sustainability rather than non-respondents. Consid-
ering the aim of this study – to collect “business as  
usual” viewpoints from survey respondents – respons-
es and selection biases may imply results should be 
carefully analysed for attribution. Hence counts of 

foresighted changes in the analysis were evaluated 
qualitatively taking these limitations into account. 

 Furthermore, due to report scope, each area 
and lifestyle domain was not studied comprehen-
sively. The objective was to provide an overview of 
expected foresighted lifestyle changes across broad 
areas, but detailed examination of each domain 
and area topic would result in more understand-
ing. Hence, the report is a starting point for future 
efforts and debates over the linkages between fore-
sight studies and sustainable lifestyles. There were 
also contesting or conflictual views amongst re-
spondents on the same topics. Rather than depicting 
a sure future, the report aims to tease out contested 
views and gain a broader understanding of the varie-
ty of possible futures. Also, depending on the expert, 
organisation and individual perceptions, the future 
may look different. In the study, views were collect-
ed from diverse backgrounds on a global scale, yet 
results received were predominately based on the 
context of urbanised and industrialised country con-
texts. This leads to one key conclusion – there is a 
need to develop and apply a more inclusive process 
when dealing with futures, i.e., one that includes or-
dinary citizens. 
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S urvey respondents identified a broad range 
of change possibilities: 395 changes in 
the six areas which are culture and social 
norms, governance, economy, technology 
and innovation, environment and natural 

resources, and demography. In this chapter, reported 
changes from the survey are summarised and related 
changes to lifestyles are identified based on an analy-
sis of the inter-linkages amongst topics in three clus-
ter areas: culture and social norms and governance 
(Section 3.1), technology and innovation and econo-
my (Section 3.2), and environment and resources and 
demography (Section 3.3). Finally, three observations 
relevant to lifestyles are offered based on synthesis 
(Section 3.4).

3.1 Insights on Culture and Social Norms and 
Governance

The topics related to culture and social norms and 
governance are summarised in Figure 3. Among the 
expected changes, five are summarised below which 
are anticipated to have enormous effects on future 
lifestyles.

1) More environmental orientation – According to 
survey respondents, when the effects of catastrophic en-
vironmental change become more visibly apparent in our 
daily lives, this could provoke collective cultural change 
and new social norms based around our day-to-day re-
source use and its environmental implications. Eventual-
ly these new norms would lead to cooperative social and 
technological change and ultimately lead to universal 
societal transitions. Such trends will reinforce and under-
score our environmental orientation, especially among 
the highly educated. Our relationships with nature would 
become a crucial part of life. Some respondents believe 
this orientation could bring an end to neo-liberalism over 
the coming decades as we struggle to un-do the current 
damage and burden on the environment for economic 
growth and consumerism.

2)  Towards individual wellbeing – Respondents 
found that the next area of change in culture and social 
norms would be driven by technology. Developments in 
communication and the automation of labour technolo-
gy could help integrate and diffuse new ways of thinking. 
As a result, individuals may place more value on their 
wellbeing than today. By utilising the Internet and social 
media, we access information on a global scale which has 
the power to change local cultures with imported values. 
Moreover, the creation of abundant free time – brought 
about by automation – would give people more time to 
ponder on the meaning of life. In particular, the younger 

generation would grow up exposed to such thinking, with 
the wellbeing of the planet and its people as central a po-
tential core theme.

3) Survivalist nature with anxiety and uncertainty –  
Respondents believe that the general public may feel 
they have been cut out of the policy-making process if 
trends like the withdrawal of social safety nets and uncer-
tainty over employment continue to rise. Some respond-
ents consider that the global atmosphere of anxiety and 
uncertainty may lead to survivalist attitudes – creating 
antipathy towards other individuals as well as minorities 
and nationalities. Rapid urbanization in regions such as 
Africa could likely drive individualism with a loss of cul-
tural identity. On the other hand, some respondents 
believe there would be more confrontations, on a systemic 
level, involving entrenched industries, political interests and 
societies that are growing more aware, which is where the 
current trajectory of society is heading.

4) Widening inequality and youth – Respondents 
raised the concern that poverty and inequality are going 
to widen under the current socioeconomic structure. The 
changing landscape in employment may further worsen the 
situation. After economic slowdown, the global situation 
could become more unstable and more citizens could face 
economic difficulties on a global scale. With the increased 
population, climate migration and conflicts may impact 
health and human conditions which would drive more 
people into poverty. Factors like automation may lead to 
employment insecurity and make day-to-day living more 
precarious. In such contexts, some respondents raised 
the concern about how the aspirations of youth especial-
ly from Africa and Asia can be met in the face of growing 
populations with economies that cannot absorb them in the 
employment market. As pointed out by some respond-
ents, these situations in which youth may be pushed in 
vulnerable socioeconomic situations can exacerbate ine-
quality. 

5)  Coping with a fast-changing world – Respondents 
think that the ever accelerating rate of innovation could 
require new forms of governing strategies. Democratic 
countries might incorporate digital democracy within their 
processes of governance and political decision-making, at 
the risk of a rise in the threats from extremist positions, 
fake news, and data manipulation. Moreover, some re-
spondents think that the Internet of Things could become 
more pervasive, with conglomerates dominating the collec-
tion and control of personal data, which could lead to prob-
lems related to manipulation, control and surveillance by 
such “data monopolies”. The issue of data regulation could 
become much larger over the next few decades.
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3.2 Insights on Economy, Technology and 
Innovation

The topics related to economy, technology and inno-
vation are summarised in Figure 3. Among the ex-
pected changes, three are expected to have enormous 
effects on future lifestyles.

6) Technological innovation in economic infrastruc-
ture – Respondents think that technology could signifi-
cantly change economic infrastructures globally. The grow-
ing importance of consumer data and the application of 
machine learning techniques could lead to further concen-
tration of profits in a few large companies and the decline 
in competitiveness of smaller enterprises. There are also 
views that the evolution of information and communi-
cation technology and things like 3D printing technology 
could lead to disturbances in production industries, shift-
ing production from emerging economies to more developed 
ones. These predictions are counterbalanced by views 
that the application of communication technologies could 
enable small companies to scale to the global level.

FIGURE 3 / Interlinkages of changes in society by 2050: culture and governance

Source: Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050.

Note: Results of association rule analysis of the identified topics related to culture and governance. The texts written in gray repre-
sents the topics from responses, and the size of the red circles represents the level of interlinkage between two topics.
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7) Triggering a new economic paradigm – Respond-
ents consider that environmental pressures and increased 
inequality could lead to dramatic changes in our percep-
tion towards the relations of economic growth, wellbeing 
and the environment. Some think that the tipping point 
to the exploitation of natural resources to stimulate eco-
nomic growth is nearing. This could drive the economic 
system with a more circular and sustainable use of resourc-
es. Also, through technological advancements, replacement 
of human labour by robotics could change the employment 
market significantly, with structural unemployment and a 
more precarious employment landscape increasing social 
instability and poverty. Respondents consider that dras-
tic societal changes could lead to new economic paradigms 
such as post-growth systems that focus on improving indi-
vidual wellbeing and the environment instead of the cur-
rent priority on economic growth.

8) Expanded role of technology in daily living – Re-
spondents think that technology could play a crucial role 
in changing daily living. While it may improve living envi-
ronments or provide more environmentally friendly options, 
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the benefits may only be available to those who can afford 
them. Technology could become ubiquitous and transform 
daily lives. The rise of sustainable technology could become 
crucial in urban planning, energy, transportation, and 
buildings in urban infrastructure, although it would take 
time for all countries to standardize the processes. Virtual 
and augmented reality could become pervasive in inter-hu-
man communication and leisure. In the meantime, the 
emergence of intelligent non-humans and development of 
collaborations with AI, robots, and other forms of machine 
intelligence such as automated cars, could raise the preva-
lence of metaphysical questions regarding our technologi-
cal independence could also have negative social and psy-
chological impacts like loneliness and isolation, especially 
among youth. 

3.3 Insights on Environment and Natural  
Resources and Demography

The topics related to the theme of environment and 
demography are summarised in Figure 3. Among the 

foreseeable changes, two are expected to have enor-
mous effects on future lifestyles.
 
9) Catastrophic ecological crisis – The majority of 
the respondents believe that as a result of increased con-
sumption, population growth and urbanization, and the 
pressure from natural resource use, the consequences of cli-
mate change could become catastrophic. They believe that 
despite promising advances and innovations in sustain-
able technologies, the ecosystem could eventually be over-
whelmed by climate change and lead to environmental 
conditions beyond saving. With economic growth as one of 
the only measures of national success, attempts to mitigate 
environmental degradation and climate change have been 
insufficient and unlikely to become much more coordinated 
in the increasingly fragmented and divided world.

10) Mass climate change migration – Respondents 
pointed out that mass population movement resulting 
from climate change may be part of our future. Due to 
accelerated environmental degradation, extreme weather 
conditions and natural disasters, some regions will become 

Source: Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050.

Note: Results of association rule analysis of the identified topics related economy and technology and innovation. The texts written 
in gray represents the topics from responses, and the size of the red circles represents the level of interlinkage between two topics.

FIGURE 4 / Interlinkages of changes in society by 2050: economy and technology and innovation
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uninhabitable. There is a growing gap between water sup-
ply and demand, which could cause water shortages more 
severe than today. Moreover, respondents think that 
the most impoverished regions would be those most likely 
to be affected by climate change. As a result, mass popu-
lation movements are expected from countries prone to cli-
mate change to other regions. Respondents raised their 
concerns over the challenges related to accepting migrants 
in host societies. For the host societies dealing with both do-
mestic and cross-broader inbound migration, enormous po-
litical and socioeconomic challenges could arise.

3.4 Overarching Observations on Broader  
Future Changes 

The above changes extracted from survey respons-
es have some overarching issues for future lifestyles 
in general. In this section, three cross-cutting, crit-
ical issues pertaining to 2050 lifestyle changes are 
identified. As graphically illustrated in Figure 6, 
there are three critical issues likely to occur: 1) fast 
changes in both physical infrastructure and people’s 

norms due to technological disruption in technol-
ogy, employment, value orientations and econom-
ic paradigms, 2) additional living constraints due 
to ecological pressure and population increase, and 
3) widening gaps between aspirations of individu-
als and the projected future due to growing inequal-
ity, polarisation, and demographic changes. These 
overarching issues are interlinked and have strong 
connections with factors such employment, resource 
consumption, population movement. Therefore, 
they are significant to understanding what lifestyles 
will look like in 2050. 

1) Fast changes in infrastructure and people’s norms 
due to technological disruption – Technology could 
become instrumental in providing advancements in 
production and day-to-day living and in disseminat-
ing new ways of thinking. Such changes could lead 
societies in different directions. New ideas and think-
ing may not be limited to national borders, as an-
yone connected with the Internet can be a creator 
and spread new ways of thinking. Thus, the speed of 
change in soft values and norms could also accelerate. 

FIGURE 5 / Interlinkages of changes in society by 2050: environment and natural resources and demography

Source: Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050.

Note: Results of association rule analysis of the identified topics related environment and natural resources and demography. The 
texts written in gray represents the topics from responses, and the size of the red circles represents the level of interlinkage between 
two topics.
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Such changes present opportunities for widespread 
respect, diversity, and could redirect in positive direc-
tions, but could also potentially fragment and polarise 
societies internationally.  

2)  More living constraints due to ecological pres-
sure, widened inequality and population increase 
– The third observation is that there may be more 
constraints as the environment worsens in parallel 
with inequality and population growth - particular-
ly in Asia and Africa. When faced with the urgency of 
addressing ecological pressures and simultaneously 
providing for the basic needs of a growing population 
that has consumption-driven urban living and life-
style aspirations in emerging economies could magni-
fy these pressures. Moreover, as inequality widens due 
to the expected withdrawal of welfare safety nets and 
structural unemployment, the majority of the popula-
tion may have limited resources to meet basic needs, 
let alone pursue additional aspirations. Thus, we will 
need to think at both societal and individual levels as 
to how to deal with the constraints in our living, re-
gardless of which country we live in. Nevertheless, the 

FIGURE 6 / Changes in Broader Society Foresighted in the Survey

Source: Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050.

Note: Results of association rule analysis of the identified topics in changes of society. The texts written in gray represents the topics 
from responses, and the size of the red circles represents the level of interlinkage between two topics.
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urgency of these constraints would also act as an im-
petus to get us thinking about how we can deal with 
them, which could act as a turning point towards a 
sustainable transition.

3) Widening gaps between aspirations of individuals 
(what people want) and the reality of the expected 
future (what there would be) in an unequal world – 
Individuals may need to consider the environment in 
their pursuit of individual wellbeing and living their 
aspirations. In the meantime, the struggle to meet 
aspirations in the context of widening socioeconom-
ic inequality and uncertainty could direct people to-
wards survivalist and exclusionary mindsets. This 
phenomenon could become particularly significant 
among youth in countries with growing populations. 
This is due to an aspirational dilemma stemming 
from exposure, through social media, to more afflu-
ent lifestyles on the one hand and the lack of coping 
mechanisms to deal with the reality of their reduced 
economic abilities to realise such lifestyles, in part al-
so due to reduced employment possibilities due to in-
creased automation.
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R espondents reported 285 changes in the dai-
ly lifestyles of people in nine domains (food, 
consumption of manufactured goods, mobil-
ity, housing, work, education, leisure, health 

and social connections and relationships). In this 
chapter, we summarise the different perspectives. The 
changes are also visualised in Figures 7 to 15.

The chapter is divided into four aspects of life-
styles - consumption, infrastructure, time use and 
meaning of life, and physical and mental health. In 
consumption the focus in on food and manufac-
tured goods (Section 4.1). In infrastructure, mobil-
ity and housing, the focus is on technology-orient-
ed advancements (Section 4.2). In time use and the 
meaning of life, the change in purposes of work, ed-
ucation and time use are explored (Section 4.3). The 
last section focuses on physical and mental health 
(Section 4.4).

4.1 Consumption:  
Food and Manufactured Goods

In consumption, food and manufactured goods and 
changes in overall consumption and production pat-
terns are the key factors. 

4.1.1 Lifestyle Domain: Food

From the survey, the respondents discussed three 
changes in food consumption: food security, die-
tary habits and localised production. Approximate-
ly one-eighth of the changes in daily living (32 out of 
258 changes) selected by the experts were related to 
food. Those changes are categorised into three groups 
(see Figure 7). One of the major groups of changes 
was population dietary habits, including trends like 
vegetarianism, organic food, insect-based food, arti-
ficial meat, and convenient food, partly due to health 
and environmental concerns and food scarcity. In ad-
dition, a substantial number of respondents report 
changes related to food security and productivity im-
provement, including pressures from climate change, 
utilisation of ICT, and food waste reduction. Other 
experts consider shifts in food production location.
The changes are summarised below.

1) Dietary Habits – Respondents report on future die-
tary habits as well as the drivers of these changes. Dietary 
habits include insects, convenient food, food with less var-
iants, artificial meat, white meat, and vegetarian and ve-
gan diets. They listed three significant drivers for such 
changes: pressure due to food scarcity and the necessity to 
reduce the environmental impact of food consumption, vol-
untary choice due to health and environmental concerns, 

and the preference of convenience. Respondents believe 
various foods (even developed markets) could disappear 
due to the lack of space and land to grow them. Increased 
concern over climate change and sustainability could al-
so reduce the appeal and acceptability of high carbon and 
resource-intensive diets such as red meat. There could be a 
rise in vegetarianism, driven by concern over animal wel-
fare, health and environmental impact. Consumers may 
demand more naturally produced food and avoid plastic 
packaging to reduce environmental costs, and may become 
more concerned over the impact of food on their health and 
demand more information about the food they consume, 
such as nutrition facts, origin of production, sustainabil-
ity of ingredient sources and ethical production processes. 
Meanwhile, some respondents pointed out the desire 
of some consumers for more time-saving convenient food 
through advancements in technology such as virtual shop-
ping, home delivery, and home insect farms. Although the 
majority respondents argued meat consumption is already 
reduced, this may be the case mostly in Western countries 
according to some, while in countries with growing middle 
class this could increase.
 
2) Food Security – Respondents believe several ele-
ments could affect food security: productivity increase, 
climate change and population growth. In terms of pro-
ductivity, new technologies such as mechanization and 
aquaculture and the expansion of agricultural land could 
lead to greater yields. Moreover, greater connectivity 
across the food chain enabled by ICT technologies may 
play a vital role in food waste reduction. However, even 
if all these factors were combined, respondents believe that 
the net gain from such progress would likely be outstripped 
by the effects of climate change and population growth, 
leaving food shortages a likely consequence. Food short-
ages may increase in regions already sensitive to climate 
change, such as sub-Saharan Africa. Compounding this 
issue, respondents noted that climate change can create 
multiple pressures on food systems. 

3) Location of Production – In the production scale, 
one key insight is that localised food production and dis-
tribution may become better rooted, especially among high 
and middle income groups. In urban areas, people could 
become more self-sufficient in producing through roof gar-
dens, greenhouses, algae production, underground mush-
room farming and vitro/cultured meat. Locally produced 
food may be used for local consumption and for income 
generation. There are also views that imports and exports 
of food could still account for a large portion of econom-
ic growth as technology is still incapable of controlling the 
weather. Nevertheless, respondents believe that the 
amount of food mass produced globally may be limited to a 
few food commodities to sustain global programs for poorer 
populations.
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Source: Authors, based on the Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050. Counts in parentheses 
represent the number of responses identifying the relevant item. N = 258.

FIGURE 7   /  Foresighted changes in food domain
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Source: Authors based on the Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050. Counts in parentheses represent 
number of responses identifying the relevant item. N = 258.

FIGURE 8 / Foresighted changes in manufactured goods domain
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4.1.2 Lifestyle Domain: Consumption of  
Manufactured Goods

Respondents forecasted two types of changes: de-
mand shifts and sharing and production patterns. In 
survey, about one-twelfth of the expected changes in 
daily living (21 out of 258) were related to consump-
tion of manufactured goods. The reported changes are 
categorised into three groups (see Figure 8). Respond-
ents highlight that a reduced demand is likely due to 
reduction trends like 3Rs (repair, reuse, and recy-
cle), sharing and servitisation, and experience-based 
consumption. Another group of manufactured goods 
changes is related to shifts in production patterns, 
such as localised, small-scale production, environmen-
tally friendly design and production, small-lot produc-
tion and, the low cost, low labour production process 
of 3D printing. The changes are summarised below.

1) Demand shift and sharing – Respondents point out 
that demand may shift because of the increased adop-
tion of 3R activities, driven by environmental concern. Re-
sponses were split that there would be a rise in consumption 

in emerging economies due to an increasing middle class 
and a lowered rate of consumption in high income coun-
tries, who would chose to move away from mass-consump-
tion models. People in general however, may be less interest-
ed in consuming manufactured goods and more interested 
in how they spend/consume their time.

2) Production Patterns – Respondents note that pro-
duction may become more localised and smaller scale, and 
more environmentally conscious in product design and ma-
terial use. Some examples include dramatic transformations 
in manufacturing and material processing due to non-use of 
fossil fuels, algae-based fuels replacing crude oil, biodegrad-
able bioplastics replacing oil-derived plastics, and “green” 
chemistry replacing synthetic chemistry. Some think that 
manufacturing could become more decentralised and distrib-
uted locally, which would make economies more locally ori-
ented. Mass-produced goods from factories may become less 
necessary for households and community based economies. 
There could be a shift away from corporate employment to-
wards family businesses, from multi-national brands towards 
local producers, and from large manufacturers towards local 
3D printing, if the technology becomes widely available.
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FIGURE 9 / Foresighted changes  
in housing domain
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4.2 Infrastructure: Mobility and Housing

In infrastructure, mobility and housing, technology is 
the key factor that may bring about changes. Respond-
ents focused on the advancements that can be realised 
through technology and access to such technology. 

4.2.1 Lifestyle Domain: Housing

Survey respondents noted that housing changes 
would come from changing housing supply and tech-
nology. Few responses centered on housing (8 out 
of 258). The changes noted are categorised in two 
groups – housing supply and technology – but due to 
the limited number of responses these are combined 
in Figure 9. About half of the respondents selecting 
this domain consider a possible shortage of housing 
supply. Some experts refer to the incorporation of re-
newable energy, lower environmental impacts, and 
adaptability to climate change in housing. Also, smart 
homes, i.e., automatic, connected homes, were identi-
fied as an emerging trend in the housing domain.
The changes are summarised below:

Source: Authors based on the Global Foresight Survey of  
Potential Changes in Society by 2050. Counts in parentheses 
represent number of responses identifying the relevant item. 
N = 258.
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1) Housing supply – One comment is that there may 
be a housing shortage due to climate change and rapid ur-
banisation. Housing is expected to change significantly due 
to the increased need to adapt to extreme weather condi-
tions. Respondents also think that due to rapid urbani-
sation, the family and social units in cities could be trans-
formed into smaller units that require smaller living spaces. 
Competitive economies may increasingly focus on the qual-
ity of citizen housing to incorporate local food production, 
(tree) shade, ecological connectivity and outdoor social 
amenities to reduce car dependence.

2) Technology – Some respondents consider that by 
utilising the latest technologies, housing can integrate re-
newable energy grids, water recycling and storage, solar 
design and recyclable materials. Sensor type housing de-
vices and gadgets can allow people to manage and inte-
grate functions with cars through smartphones. Neverthe-
less, respondents think that technological advancements 
would only be available to those who could afford them.   

4.2.2 Lifestyle Domain: Mobility

Respondents looked at this issue from three lens: mo-
bility technology, access and demand and transpor-
tation mode.  Mobility was one of the major areas for 
lifestyles change with almost one-seventh of the an-
swers (36 out of 258 changes). Reported changes are 
categorised into three groups (see Figure 10). One 
major changes noted was the advancement of mobility 
technology, such as automated vehicles, electric and 
hybrid vehicles, and high-speed transport systems. 
Apart from this, many experts forecasted shift in ac-
cess and demand, such as a drop in mobility demand 
related to digital communication, unequal or rise 
in access to mobility, and continuation of the rising 
trend in mobility demand. Furthermore, some experts 
referred to changes in transportation mode towards 
mobility as a service, sharing, and public transport.
The categories are summarised below.

1) Mobility technology – The majority of the respond-
ents consider advancements in mobility technology. The 
likely dominant technology shift involves autonomous ve-
hicles. Some respondents think that due to the rise of 
environmental concerns, more people could shift from fossil 
fuel-dominated mobility to electric vehicles. With increas-
ingly favourable regulations, electric vehicles are consid-
ered to become a significant mode of transportation. Other 
technologies such as high-speed transportation may become 
more prevalent as well.

2) Access and demand – One noted change respond-
ents mention is that due to the digital transformation, 
mobility itself may become less necessary. IT could replace 
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professional travelling with video conferencing, telework-
ing and labour platforms. In contrast, there are views that 
the demand for mobility may increase due to the wide range of 
opportunities globalisation offers, conflict, and climate change. 
Some respondents point out that technological developments 
may lower the cost of mobility and make it more efficient and 
safer. But it would not be accessible to all. There are views that 
if energy becomes scarcer, the ability to travel could be limited to 

Source: Authors based on the Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050. Counts in parentheses represent 
number of responses identifying the relevant item. N = 258.

FIGURE 10 / Foresighted changes in mobility domain
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those who could afford it and mobility itself may become more 
politicised when the impact of excessive travel on the global 
and local environment becomes unacceptable.  

3) Transportation mode – Respondents also think that 
modes of transportation may change as mobility-as-a-ser-
vice and sharing platforms are beginning to replace private 
ownership.  
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4.3 Time Use and the Meaning of Life:  
Education, Work and Leisure

While these domains are less related to direct con-
sumption, they remain significant in terms of setting 
peoples aspirations, time use and the meaning of life. 

4.3.1 Lifestyle Domain: Work

Respondents argue that work may change in four 
ways: labour market, work format, meaning of work, 
and linkages with other lifestyle domains. In the sur-
vey, work was the most frequent lifestyle domain cho-
sen by respondents with almost one-fifth answers (47 
out of 258 changes). The noted changes are catego-
rised into three groups (see Figure 11). One of the 
most frequently cited potential changes is the labour 
market itself, including the replacement of human la-
bour by automation, unemployment, liquidity in the 
labour market, and more emphasis on highly skilled 
and human-centered jobs. Changes in the format of 
work, such as teleworking, freelancing, and work-shar-
ing formed the second largest group of answers. The 
third group of changes related to the meaning of 
work, resulting from changes in remuneration sys-
tems, income and social security, and the work-life 
balance. The changes are summarised below.

1) Labour market – Respondents note that rapid de-
velopments in AI and robotics could cause significant un-
employment. Robots could replace numerous specialists, 
ranging from drivers to junior lawyers and medical doctors, 
resulting in fewer new professions requiring higher quali-
fications and multi-sectoral knowledge. Respondents site 
that changes could force the global employment market to 
be more flexible in working structure and relationships. 
Permanent contracts may disappear, employment may be-
come more tenuous and people may be forced to special-
ise in areas the service sector chooses to empathise. Some 
respondents also state that the world of work might be-
come more stratified, with increased numbers of specialised 
experts commanding their own work and lifestyle choices 
with global mobility. A large workforce of production la-
bour would remain, but such work would be mostly tran-
sient and transferable between nations and regions. There 
were also views that there could be more employment in 
industries related to the sharing economy, and green jobs in 
renewable energy and recycling.

2) Work format – The next perspective concerned chang-
es in the formats of day-to-day work. New communication 
technologies may offer more people opportunities to work 
through telecommuting. Moreover, respondents consid-
er that job-sharing or limited working hours could become 
more flexible and that most people may work as a precari-

at with increased flexibility/work-life balance. There were 
also views that climate change would affect our ability 
to travel to work in central hubs, and that environmental 
conditions may make outdoor work impossible. 

3) Meaning of work – Respondents provide insights 
into how the changes in the labour market relate to the 
meaning of work. The income inequality between those still 
employable and those becoming jobless could enlarge. Pes-
simism over the ability for most people to be able to earn 
their living was also expressed, with capital owners grab-
bing ever higher shares. Optimistic views are also ex-
pressed, arguing that methods like universal basic income, 
asset ownership schemes, robot sharing on a common basis 
could enable work to become a choice to enrich life rath-
er than to ensure economic necessity. As a result, being 
employed would no longer be the source of one’s access to 
goods and services. The perception and application of the 
term “work” may encompass many more human activities 
and current unpaid forms of work.

4.3.2 Lifestyle Domain: Education

Respondents note that the future of education may 
change in two ways: access/format of education and 
purpose. In the survey, about one-ninth of the re-
spondents selected education (30 out of 258 chang-
es). The reported changes in this domain are catego-
rised into three groups (see Figure 12). Education’s 
purpose includes increased importance of ongoing ed-
ucation, vocational training, new and soft skill devel-
opment and repurposed education. Access to and the 
format of education would include technology-assist-
ed education and out-of-school learning.
The changes are summarised below.

1) Purpose of education – One key feature projected 
by respondents is that education may not be limited to 
formal schooling but could become a lifelong pursuit. Due 
to the faster pace of societal changes ranging from techno-
logical disruption and continuous upgrading of knowl-
edge education may not be limited to specific life periods 
but may be available throughout life offering new oppor-
tunities to participate and promote new skills and atti-
tudes. Increased emphasis would therefore be on reaching 
(new) students to develop the needed soft skills to work 
flexibly across a wide range of areas.  There may be more 
study programmes dedicated for part time jobs as a result 
of new employment structures. This may increase curric-
ulum changes that further enable students to develop eth-
ical and practical skills in addition to vocational, profes-
sional and academic understanding. Moreover, some 
respondents note the purposes of education could com-
pletely change. With the rise of machine-learning to replace 
human labour, life-long learning may become required to 
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FIGURE 11 / Forecasted changes in work domain
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prevent mental degradation, boredom, and the feeling of ir-
relevance. Education could therefore likely be re-purposed, 
with an extension of specialities, potentially including 
self-awareness/spiritual dimensions.  

2) Access and format of education – Respondents 
note that technology could play an essential role in de-
fining access to education and our ability to change its 
format. The digital transformation may increase infor-
mation’s availability online. Virtual classes formed by 
students globally utilising conferencing technology could 
become the norm. New technologies such as simulation 

games and dynamic graphic presentations would improve 
interaction between students and teachers via comput-
ers. Computer science and technology interaction would 
be taught much earlier in life, and students would be giv-
en skills that cannot be replaced by artificial intelligence. 
Traditional education could be replaced significantly by 
alternative education such as home-schooling, self-educa-
tion or online education. Alternative views suggest that 
opportunities for education may become limited to specif-
ic groups and that the motivation for undertaking formal 
education may drop.

FIGURE 12 / Foresighted changes in education domain
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Source: Authors based on the Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050. Counts in parentheses represent 
number of responses identifying the relevant item. N = 258.
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4.3.3 Lifestyle Domain: Leisure

Respondents consider leisure changes by analysing 
its format and purpose. Leisure was one of the least 
frequently mentioned domains (8 out of 258 chang-
es) but is still an important aspect of lifestyles, in par-
ticular in relation to wellbeing. Changes in this do-
main are categorised into one group (see Figure 13). 
According to responses, some experts noted changes 
in the format and purpose of leisure, such as expe-
rience-based leisure, artificial leisure, and individu-
alised leisure. Other respondents noted increases in 
leisure time could parallel with growth in unequal ac-
cess to leisure services. The changes are summarised 
below.

1) Format and purpose of leisure – Respondents sug-
gest people may move towards experienced-based lei-
sure embracing inter-cultural understanding, holidays, or 
‘green’ tourism. Moreover, developments in technology, 
such as virtual reality, may contribute to more individu-
alised and home-based experience-based leisure. Moreo-
ver, with assumptions about AI and robotics replacing a 
significant number of jobs and provision of a universal 
income, some respondents mentioned that there may be 
more free time, which might be used for purposes such as 
self-realisation.

FIGURE 13 /  Foresighted changes in leisure domain
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4.4 Physical and Mental health: Health, Social 
Connections and Relationships

The last aspect focuses on the discussion of physical 
and mental health. Two important changes were cited 
regarding increased life expectancy/aspirations – ad-
vances in healthcare and the impacts of social media 
on human relationships.  
 
4.4.1 Lifestyle Domain: Health

Respondents addressed changes from four perspec-
tives: access to healthcare, innovation in health-
care, longevity, and new challenges. Health was the 
second major domain and comprised approximate-
ly one-seventh of answers (38 out of 258 changes). 
The changes are categorised in four groups (see Fig-
ure 14). One major change is related to innovations 
in healthcare, such as new technologies, automation, 
self-monitoring, precision and preventive health-
care. Another major area is new healthcare challeng-
es, including risks of epidemics, antibiotics resistance, 
environmental degradation, non-communicative 
diseases, and mental health problems. Also, some ex-
perts expect changes related to longevity, including 
life-prolonging medicine, the health condition of the 
elderly population, and end-of-life decisions. Apart 
from these, some respondents report changes relat-
ed to access to healthcare services.  The changes are 
summarised below.

1) Healthcare innovation – Respondents note that 
technological advancements could greatly contribute to 
healthcare. Robots in the operating theatre could perform 
surgery and surgeons would be able to remotely operate 
machinery. There may also be innovations in the treat-
ment of wide-spread diseases such as cancer, Alzheimer’s 
and Parkinson’s. Some experts suggest that new hu-
man organs would be made with 3D printers and grown 
artificially, and doctors would be able to correct any DNA 
abnormalities in embryos before birth. Vital improvements 
in health outcomes and even advanced humans would 
become possible. However, because of high costs, it is like-
ly that these improvements will disproportionately benefit 
those who can afford them, entrenching social divisions. 
According to respondents, the next area of healthcare 
advancement would be in the use of massive data sets. In-

dividualised medicine could come about via automated 
diagnosis made possible through ownership of massive pa-
tient data. Instead of a one-size-fits-all model of clinical 
decisions for each patient, diagnostic testing would be used 
to select appropriate and optimal therapies based on the 
context of a patient’s genetic content or other molecular or 
cellular analysis. Personalised medicine would also see the 
selection of drugs or treatment protocols that minimise side 
effects and, more importantly, will indicate an individu-
al’s susceptibility to certain diseases before they manifest. 
This would facilitate a focus on preventative medicine. For 
homes and individuals, this would mean health monitoring 
and intervention is more easily accessible for some.

2) New challenges – Respondents highlight new future 
challenges such as increased antibiotics resistance and cu-
mulative long-term effects of sedentary lifestyles, high-pro-
cessed food diets and environmental degradation, which 
could undo or offset advances made in other areas of hu-
man health. As a result, there could be an increased preva-
lence of cancers, diabetes, dementia, memory related issues 
and mental health issues. Extreme weather like natural 
disasters and pollution peaks would also contribute to high-
er death rates. Moreover, increased pressures from stress, in-
equity and migration may come about, which could cause 
significant physical as well as mental health challenges. 

3) Longevity – Respondents consider that advance-
ments in healthcare technology would enable increased 
longevity, potentially causing periods of morbidity during 
sickness. In responding to an ageing society, new approach-
es centered on illness prevention may become necessary. 
Countries would be forced to confront end-of-life decisions 
like assisted-suicide services. There were also views that 
health would be more prioritised in lifestyles, which could 
lead to more active old age.

4) Access to healthcare – Respondents highlight that 
access to healthcare would remain unequal and that ad-
vancements in healthcare such as personalised healthcare 
would only be available to those who can afford it, exac-
erbating health-care inequalities. Nevertheless, some re-
spondents think that private entities would emerge to help 
provide innovative ways to make healthcare more acces-
sible. Respondents also think that private entities would 
drive innovation and cost reductions in healthcare through 
sustainable and culturally relevant health treatments.  
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INNOVATION IN HEALTHCARE NEW CHALLENGES
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Source: Authors, based on the Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050. Counts in parentheses 
represent the number of responses identifying the relevant item. N = 258.

FIGURE 14 /  Foresighted changes in health domain
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4.4.2 Lifestyle Domain: Social Connection and  
Relationships

Respondents approached this from two vantage 
points: isolation and fragmentation, and connecting 
in a digitalised world. Social connection and relation-
ships were selected by almost one-tenth of respond-
ents (25 out of 258 changes). The changes are cat-
egorised into two groups (see Figure 15). Of these, 
some experts consider both isolation and connection, 
including individualisation, social and economic frag-
mentation, more connectivity, and changes in house-
hold relationships. Also, some respondents emphasise 
changes in social connections due to the digitalised 
world, including digital connections and surveillance.
The changes are summarised below.

1) Isolation and Fragmentation – One crucial feature 
pointed out is that people are going to be more isolat-
ed and individualised, due to multiple factors. The spread 
of Western lifestyles could lead to more focus on self-im-
provement rather than to connecting and developing social 
bonds. Individualism and narcissism could likely to grow. 

Increasing rates of isolation could rise due to lower rates 
of marriage, divorce, smaller families, more individualised 
global leisure activities and digitalisation of communica-
tion. In addition, people may travel more often; relation-
ships may become more fragmented with less intimate re-
lationships (reinforced through social media) rather than 
those with physical presence. Growing inequality could also 
contribute to widening class gaps. Contrasting views sug-
gest we may become more connected, due to shifts in ag-
ing demographics, and a return to the extended family to 
ease domestic chores. The changing employment landscape 
could also provide new modes of time use, in which social 
networking may become the central way to connect. Glo-
balisation may bring people closer in terms of communi-
cation.  For example, at the community level people could 
address common causes like environmental and socioeco-
nomic concerns. Such developments could lead to higher 
tolerance and equality in society. Women’s empowerment 
could influence ideas of gender and gender relations. Views 
on gender would also likely be more fluid, with sexuality, 
as a dynamic concept, shifting away from binary forms of 
identification. There would also be refinements of marriage 
and relationship structures.

FIGURE 15 / Foresighted changes in social connection and relationships domain

ISOLATION AND CONNECTION DIGITALIZED WORLD
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Source: Authors based on the Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050. Counts in parentheses represent 
number of responses identifying the relevant item. N = 258.
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2) Connecting in a digitalised world – Respondents 
mention that digital interconnections both with people 
and objects, could drastically change communication. So-
cial relationships may keep shifting away from face-to-face 
interactions and towards online communities. Interactions 
within family and friends would mean simultaneously in-
teracting with different online apps, leading to more fluid 
connections between people but lower attention spans and 
intimacy. For instance, rating based apps and commenting 
on social media may influence individual identity and how 
people build connections and make friends. Nevertheless, 
there are alternative views that artificial social connec-
tions might collapse, with people returning to physical in-
teractions because online communication already raises 
social concerns about loneliness and polarisation. Also, the 
immersion of online systems might place societies under in-
creasing surveillance, raising the potential for manipula-
tion and control by powerful institutions armed with big 
data on people’s behaviour.

4.5 Overarching Observations from  
Lifestyles Aspects

This chapter listed a variety of possibilities under nine 
lifestyle domains. Food, consumption of manufac-
tured goods, housing, mobility, work, education, lei-
sure, health, and social connections and relationships 
were further categorised into four lifestyles aspects 
(consumption, infrastructure, time use and the mean-
ing of life, and physical and mental health) for the 
analysis. Because the purpose was to list possibilities 
rather than perform a synthesis, there are contesting 
views within each domain description or in the same 
topics across the domain. These contrasts reflect the 
different future possibilities. A more in-depth anal-
ysis from wellbeing, environmental footprint, and a 
sustainability perspective, is presented in chapter 5. 
Overarching observations appear below. 

Some respondents noted that consumption and 
production patterns could move towards sustainabil-
ity. Resource constraints and environmental pres-
sures may affect consumers’ orientation and lead a 
shift in more sustainable production and consump-
tion patterns. Nevertheless, this may be most relevant 
for those who could afford the changes. For all do-
mains, respondents point out how technological ad-
vancements would result in lifestyle changes and that 
advancements may not benefit everyone. Technolo-
gy introduces more solutions and disruptive changes 
into daily living but whether they would enrich life is 
not certain. More analysis on this is considered in the 
next chapter.

Among non-consumption domains of work, ed-
ucation, social connections and relationships and 

leisure, the suggested changes are similar, primarily 
due to the assumption that AI and robotics would re-
place human labour in multiple fields. Experts note 
that some soft interpersonal skills that robots cannot 
handle, such as caring, communication, and empa-
thy, would be emphasised in human education to nur-
ture related talents and skills. Moreover, there could 
be a need to upgrade skills through lifelong learning. 
The use of machines and artificial intelligence would 
co-exist alongside a human workforce. Respondents 
note changes in social structures.  To address this 
some experts supported counter efforts like a univer-
sal basic income and time for leisure. Respondents 
also suggest that individuals could need to contribute 
in new ways through non-paid work, raising children, 
caring for elders, or other civic engagement such as 
community volunteering. Hence it appears that the 
changes of lifestyles domains are interlinked – when 
one domain changes, it affects others. This implies 
that a lifestyle cannot be broken down into independ-
ent domains completely and underscores the need for 
systemic thinking when transitioning towards more 
sustainable living. The next chapter offers more analy-
sis on the wellbeing and environmental footprint per-
spectives.
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5 • Implications on 
Wellbeing and Envi-
ronmental Footprints
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D ue to differing and contesting expert views 
on future lifestyles, this chapter provides 
the key determining factors of wellbeing 
and environmental footprints - the basic  

elements of sustainable lifestyles - and outlines discus-
sion points to be considered.
     

To analyse wellbeing, objective and subjective 
aspects are reviewed. Objective refers to basic needs, 
accessibility of an improved quality of goods and ser-
vices, and individual physical health.  Subjective re-
fers to life satisfaction, mental health, dignity, and the 
ability of individuals to improve their lives. From the 
environmental sustainability perspective, potential im-
pacts of future lifestyle changes on the environmen-
tal footprints in the first four consumption domains 
(i.e., food, manufactured goods, housing, and mobili-
ty) are considered as these domains account for more 
than four-fifths of carbon, land, water, and material 
footprints (NTNU 2018). After that, the potential im-
pacts of other domains (e.g., work, education, leisure) 
mainly from the perspective of time-use and ICT are 
considered. The chapter aims to provide insight into 
how current wellbeing levels can be provided and sus-
tained in the future. 

5.1 Wellbeing Perspective

1) Consumption and wellbeing  
(food and manufactured goods consumption)

From the survey, two potential drivers to shift towards 
lower and more sustainable consumption produc-
tion were suggested: 1) constraints caused by resource 

scarcity and 2) increasing concerns over the environ-
mental impacts of food. Two types of consumers may 
form, one that chooses to voluntarily consume less 
because of environmental or other health concerns, 
and another that is forced to consume less. For the 
latter group, the possibility of food scarcity has signif-
icant implications, for both objective and subjective 
wellbeing. From the objective wellbeing perspective, 
people already at the brink to meet basic needs could 
be driven below it. Even today, 795 million people, 
or 1 in 9 of the global population, goes to bed hun-
gry every night, and 1 in 3 suffers from malnutrition 
(World Food Programme, n.d.). By 2050, food pro-
duction would have to increase by 70% (compared to 
today) to feed the global population (FAO 2009). For 
those forced to consume less due to the lack of access 
to sufficient food and goods, they will be affected both 
objectively in not being able to meet their basic needs 
for a decent living, and subjectively in not being able 
to meet their desired level of consumption.  

For those who meet their basic needs or even 
over-consume and opt to consume less voluntari-
ly because of environmental concerns, the subjective 
impacts of lowered consumption requires further ex-
ploration. The rationale cited for choosing to con-
sume less is often noted as wellbeing. Some experts 
consider that current patterns of over-consumption 
are a threat to the quality of life. They note that in re-
ality, they fail to satisfy their needs through materialis-
tic consumption (Jackson, 2005). Other than material 
wealth, aspects such as knowledge, beliefs and values 
influence wellbeing (Carlisle & Hanlon, 2018). For 
those who choose to consume less meat and/or prod-
ucts, or consciously consume for lower environmental 
impacts, their subjective wellbeing may even increase. 
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Thus, paying attention to the reasoning behind those 
who choose to consume less could enrich the debate 
on subjective wellbeing.  

2) Accessibility, wellbeing and advanced tech- 
nology in infrastructure (housing and mobility)

In housing and mobility domains, respondents note 
that technological advancements will raise convenience 
levels and services for individuals, providing better ac-
cess to and higher quality mobility, which will in turn 
improve living. Such improvements will contribute to 
raising objective wellbeing and enhance access to ba-
sic needs and better infrastructure and living condi-
tions. At the same time, respondents raised concerns 
over the outcomes of advancements being unequally 
shared. The inequality in access to technology could 
even increase (Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010).

Amid rapid urbanisation, populations living in 
urban slums will keeps rising, especially in develop-
ing regions, accounting for about 30%, or 880 mil-
lion residents (PSUP, 2016). Towards 2050, though 
technology improvements could improve infrastruc-
ture and housing conditions, the disadvantaged and 
marginalised groups will likely be excluded. From the 
objective wellbeing point of view, unequal access to 
mobility services and a housing shortage would likely 
greatly impact the poor, reducing their ability to meet 
basic needs.

From a subjective wellbeing perspective, the ex-
acerbated inequality in future societies pointed out by 
respondents, would increase gaps in innovative ser-
vices between those who can afford and those who 
cannot. If societal inequality rises, people are more 
likely to report themselves as unhappy (Alesina, Di, 
& Macculloch, 2009). Despite research that counters 
this perspective (Rozer & Kraaykamp, 2013), in terms 
of subjective wellbeing, the gap between expectations 
and reality due to social inequality would become the 
key factor for those who cannot afford access to tech-
nological advancements.

3) Time use, wellbeing, and the meaning of life 
(work, education and leisure)

In the domains of work, education and leisure, chang-
es due to large-scale replacement of human labour by 
robotics and AI, may significantly impact on objective 
and subjective wellbeing, depending on the support 
systems that may exist in a specific context, such as a 
basic income provision by the government. From an 
objective wellbeing perspective, the disappearance of 
employment may have both positive and negative im-
plications. If support systems like universal basic in-
come or similar measures are implemented to address 

the loss of work, the change could result in more flexi-
ble time use and/or more time to spend on leisure and 
hobbies. However, if such measures are not in place 
and the profits generated by robotics are not distrib-
uted, in the absence of social security safety net, a ma-
jority of people could lose income sources and access 
to meet basic needs.

Furthermore, even when measures such as uni-
versal basic income and social safety nets are provid-
ed, objective wellbeing could vary depending on peo-
ple’s current standard of living. There are views that 
an adequate universal basic income providing for all 
needs is unaffordable, with a more comprehensive so-
cial security system suggested instead (Coote, 2018). 
For those who currently have a very high quality of 
living, their objective wellbeing may decrease if uni-
versal measures aimed at more equal distribution pro-
vide only a minimum level of basic needs. For those 
who only have basic needs being satisfied, their objec-
tive wellbeing will remain the same. Finally, for those 
who do not meet their basic needs today, their objec-
tive wellbeing could increase if their basic needs were 
satisfied.  

For subjective wellbeing, the implications are 
more complex. Wellbeing could drop without social 
security measures due to rising stress levels over eco-
nomic and aspirational uncertainties, and could rise 
due to reduced work-related stress and increased con-
trol over personal time use, because work stress is 
considered a common occurrence today (European 
Agency for Safety and Health at Work, 2012). More-
over, time affluence, i.e., the sense of having suffi-
cient time for personal use, could enhance people’s 
wellbeing (Kasser & Sheldon, 2009). Creating the 
conditions for more individual control and autono-
my over personal time which could add meaning to 
time spent at work and in other activities (Dumitru 
& Mira, 2017). When people have the luxury not to 
work or to work part-time, they have more freedom/
control over time use to allocate time for interests and 
hobbies along with work.  Respondents point out that 
people could have other activities such as voluntary 
services to society that contribute to fulfilling aspira-
tions. Yet, too much time could lead to a drop in sub-
jective wellbeing if there is an absence of clear goals or 
purpose. These changes may offer room to search for 
one’s identity. 

Moreover, people could have to seek alterna-
tive identities than those related to work, so educa-
tion could be expanded beyond current foci. Today 
education and work are tied to economic productiv-
ity, to acquire the skills for jobs and to contribute to 
individual income generation. There are other critical, 
non-economic meanings related to work in terms of 
fulfilment, which also contribute to wellbeing. Opti-
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mal wellbeing can be achieved when individuals have 
identities with a combination of control, achievement 
and inclusion in broader society (Nguyen & Cairney, 
2013). Hence, education and employment are crucial 
tools to enabling this. Employment is not only about 
generating income. It is also essential to wellbeing, 
providing an opportunity of control, usage of skills, 
and interpersonal contacts and goal achievement 
(Warr, 1987). The key challenge lies in enabling the 
non-economic work benefits so that they are accessi-
ble, given structural unemployment, through non-tra-
ditional means, such as through voluntary activities 
and civic engagement.

4) Mental and physical health, and wellbeing 
(health and social connections and relationships)

Respondents point out that increased longevity due to 
advancements in healthcare technology is one key fea-
ture. The level of subjective wellbeing would depend 
on whether a longer life is healthy or ends up meaning 
more time in ill-health at the end of life. For subjec-
tive wellbeing, having an active and fulfilling older life 
is key to wellbeing, especially after retirement. About 
10–13% of the elderly are estimated to be affect-
ed by acute loneliness (Local Government Associa-
tion, 2016), and higher levels of isolation lead to lower 
wellbeing (Shankar, Rafnsson, & Steptoe, 2015). At 
an almost universal scale, aging is perceived as a so-
cial stigma and being elderly has been equated with 
ugliness, incompetence and uselessness, and a lack of 
agency when individuals are obligated to retire at a 
certain age (Nussbaum & Luvmore, 2017). For sub-
jective wellbeing, whether the elderly are connected 
and active in society and community would be an im-
portant factor to consider for higher subjective wellbe-
ing in contexts of longevity.

In the future, social connections and relation-
ships will continue to be important factors contrib-
uting to both objective and subjective wellbeing. For 
objective wellbeing, connections provide help and as-
sistance in both professional and personal settings. 
The contribution to subjective wellbeing is equal-
ly important. Having better connections like a sense 
of peer association and social cohesion contributes 
to higher self-esteem and lower levels of depression 
(Mao & Zhao, 2012). Connections with others, via 
friendship and neighbours, colleagues and families 
are strongly linked to individual wellbeing (Helliwell 
& Putnam, 2004). In the future social connections, 
influential social network services (SNS) are high-
lighted by respondents that could be positive or nega-
tive for wellbeing. The cyberoptimist/pessimist debate 
has revealed evidence that SNS helps already happy 
people feel even happier (Munzel, Galan, & Mey-

er-Waarden, 2018). SNS is also considered to help 
build social capital to maintain a relationship for jobs 
and employment opportunities (Ellison, Steinfield, 
& Lampe, 2007). However, the majority of respond-
ents were pessimistic over where SNS will lead people 
in terms of inter-personal connections. Though they 
may become broader, they will also be shallower. SNS 
such as Facebook do not fulfil key emotional needs of 
youth like stress relief. (Kalpidou, 2015). In this age 
of digital connectivity, the effects of SNS on subjec-
tive wellbeing require more consideration of factors 
such as whether emotional needs for deeper connec-
tions can ever be fulfilled. 

5.2 Environmental Footprint Perspective

1) Materialistic consumption and environmental 
footprint

Some of the anticipated changes in consumption 
patterns in food and manufacturing goods are likely 
to have significant impacts on reducing daily envi-
ronmental footprints. According to existing studies, 
changes in dietary habits from omnivorous to plant-
rich foods and reductions in food waste can signif-
icantly reduce carbon, water, and ecological foot-
prints (Rosi et al. 2017; Heller and Keoleian 2015; 
Jalava et al. 2016). As an alternative to meat con-
sumption, a study from the UK suggests that cul-
tured meat (meat produced in vitro) has less than 
one-fourth the greenhouse gas emissions and water 
and land use of regular meat production (Tuomis-
to & Teixeira De Mattos, 2011). Furthermore, as 
consumption of manufactured goods accounts for 
a significant share of the environmental footprint, 
reducing the level of consumption itself is expect-
ed to have positive impacts on reducing ecological 
pressures. The circular production and use of goods 
can generally reduce environmental impacts. For 
example, literature suggests that recycling and re-
manufacturing contributes to reduced resource in-
puts and greenhouse gas emissions (Sundin and Lee 
2012; Grimes, Donaldson, and Gomez 2008). Al-
though some responding experts in the survey sug-
gest changes that contribute to more sustainable ap-
proaches, such as reduced material consumption and 
vegetarianism, other respondents suggest that chang-
es are likely to have adverse impacts on footprints, 
such as increases in meat consumption, manufac-
tured goods, and waste generation. There appears to 
be no agreement among experts on the direction of 
changes because of the disparity in consumer groups 
and contexts around the world, implying consump-
tion trends could polarise.
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Environmental footprint impacts from some re-
ported changes in food and manufactured goods are 
contested. With regard to food, existing studies sug-
gest that the contribution to a net reduction in green-
house gases by urban and local farming is positive 
but marginal and depend on crop choice (Goldstein 
et al. 2017; Kulak, Graves, and Chatterton 2013). 
Building vertical farming can reduce arable land and 
water inputs but requires more energy use than con-
ventional farming, and will reduce the environmen-
tal impacts of transportation only marginally (Molin 
& Martin, 2018). Furthermore, although sharing can 
reduce consumption of new products, a recent study 
concluded there is no empirical evidence to date testi-
fying to its efficacy, apart from in car sharing (Fren-
ken & Schor, 2017). Savings in expenditure realised 
through sharing may actually be used to purchase 
other products and services, causing a net increase 
in environmental impacts, the so-called “rebound ef-
fect”; incomes of populations also may shift due to 
sharing practices, which would in turn shift environ-
mental impacts from such expenditures (Frenken & 
Schor, 2017). Similarly, experience-based consump-
tion caused by a shift from consumption of goods to 
sharing services may not necessarily reduce environ-
mental footprints as the provision of services them-
selves may require materials and energy, and access 
to services may increase transportation demands. For 
example, the carbon footprint may intensify per unit 
of monetary expenditure of services is not necessar-
ily lower than that of manufactured goods (Institute 
for Global Environmental Strategies, Aalto University, 
and D-mat ltd. 2019). Such mixed findings on the im-
pacts of these new provision models of products im-
ply that we need to create ways of introducing sharing 
models with fewer rebound effects, experience-based 
consumption with a lower footprint, and types of 
crops suitable for urban and vertical farming.

2) Infrastructure and environmental footprint

The changes related to infrastructure use are expected 
to have significant impacts on reducing environmental 
footprints. As a means of mobility, automobiles and 
aeroplanes tend to be the most significant contribu-
tors to carbon footprints, whereas the share of differ-
ent transportation modes and mobility distance varies 
across countries (Institute for Global Environmen-
tal Strategies, Aalto University, and D-mat ltd. 2019). 
The shift from private vehicles to public transport 
can contribute to reducing greenhouse gas emissions 
(Hodges, 2010), as would the shift from combustion 
engines to electric and hybrid vehicles, yet the level 
of low-carbon impact of electric vehicles varies de-
pending on the power source (Wilson, 2013). In the 

housing domain, the operational phase of buildings 
accounts for more than 80% of total building ener-
gy consumption (Ramesh, Prakash, & Shukla, 2010). 
Space heating (air conditioning) and water heating are 
responsible for more than three-fourths of energy use, 
in comparison to the relatively minor impacts of using 
other home appliances (UNEP, 2007). The shift of re-
newable energy in housing is a key to reducing carbon 
and material footprints (Institute for Global Environ-
mental Strategies, Aalto University, and D-mat ltd. 
2019). Similarly, smart building management such as 
building automation for efficient ventilation, lighting, 
and air temperature can reduce energy consumption 
of buildings by at least 10% (Hawken, 2017). Again, 
how much these pro-environmental options will pene-
trate through communities and countries in the future 
cannot be judged via the survey. 

As suggested in the survey, new mobility provi-
sion models are expected to emerge, but their envi-
ronmental impacts have not been thoroughly ex-
amined. As automobile use has one of the largest 
environmental impacts in mobility, reduction in car 
use will reduce carbon overall, but whether the re-
duction is related to ownership or use has different 
implications. To illustrate this, car sharing can re-
duce footprints at the manufacturing phase, but its 
overall impacts depend on the frequency and dis-
tance of shared car use. Similarly, while ridesharing 
can decrease per-passenger greenhouse gas emissions 
from car usage, people may choose to ride cars more 
frequently because it costs less or is more conven-
ient than using public or body powered mobility for 
example. An existing study predicts that car sharing 
targeted at urban residents with good access to pub-
lic transport may reduce mobility-related energy by 
approximately 5%, but only by 3% if the rebound ef-
fect, i.e., where expenditure saving from car sharing is 
used to purchase other products and services, is con-
sidered (Chen & Kockelman, 2016). Another study 
predicts that the maximum CO2 reduction impacts 
of ridesharing are no less than 33%, which would be 
reduced to a half or a third due to the rebound ef-
fect we see in switching from public transport to cars 
and longer travel distances (Yin, Liu, Coulombel, & 
Viguié, 2018). A similar discussion can be applied to 
automated vehicles; e.g., the estimated impacts of en-
ergy use by autonomous vehicle ranges from an al-
most 90% saving to above 250% increase in energy 
use (Brown, Repac, & Gonder, 2013). Because mo-
bility is one of the domains highly relevant to environ-
mental footprints and intertwined with other issues 
such as access to services, means of commuting, and 
availability of spare time, it is essential to reflect fur-
ther and identify the sustainable ways of introducing 
new mobility models. 
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3) ICT and environmental footprint

For other domains, such as work, education, and lei-
sure, noted changes in the use of ICT, work style, and 
time-use are highly relevant to the global environ-
mental footprint. Teleworking and teleconferencing 
could become more popular and people may adopt 
more flexible ways of working, such as freelancing. 
The expected reduction in overall mobility demand, 
on one hand, contributes to a reduction of environ-
mental impacts, but an increase in the consumption 
of other high-footprint products and services in the 
time saved may cause rebound effects. An existing 
study estimates the rebound effect of telecommuting 
is at least 27%, which cancels out over one-fourth of 
the reduced transport energy consumption (Reitan, 
2014). Another teleworking study concluded that the 
home-related environmental impacts due to addition-
al time spent at home may offset the reduction from 
less commuting (Kitou & Horvath, 2003). A study in 
Sweden estimated that a decrease in work hours is as-
sociated with less energy demand and greenhouse gas 
emissions, and can contribute to reaching climate tar-
gets (Nässén & Larsson, 2015).

On another front, a more extensive use of ICT 
is likely to reduce environmental impacts, but the 
overall results are not yet fully evaluated. Smart solu-
tions such as automation and AI can significantly re-
duce environmental impacts of daily living. A study in 
the US concluded that citizens spending more time 
at home via the use of ICT, such as computers and 
working at home, contributed to decreased energy de-
mands (Sekar, Williams, & Chen, 2018). However, the 
environmental footprint of ICT infrastructures such 
as the Internet and its backbone computing power 
and data storage is not negligible. A study estimated 
that the footprint of the ICT industry as a whole is as 
much as 2% of global emissions, while the contribu-
tion of ICT in areas such as smart buildings, smart 
logistics, smart grids, and smart motor systems, on 
footprint saving, could reduce projected total emis-
sions by 15% by 2020. This is five times the footprint 
of the ICT industry itself (Global eSustainability In-
itiative, 2008). Further understanding of overall im-
pacts of new trends in lifestyles including time-use, 
working styles, and the use of ICT is required to iden-
tify more sustainable ways of living.
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 6.1 Foresighted Changes in Society

This report aimed to combine the strengths of stud-
ies and emerging research on sustainable lifestyles to 
serve as a basis for future discussions in more partic-
ipatory foresight processes by different stakeholders 
and citizens. It surveyed 137 futures-oriented experts 
from diverse fields on a global scale, and analysed 
their collective insights on potential future disruptions 
in society. Such knowledge assists in the transition to 
sustainability through providing a better understand-
ing of how society and lifestyles could evolve over the 
next few decades towards 2050, and how more adap-
tive strategies could be developed to ensure a more 
constructive and inclusive transition. 

The survey for this report asked for expert views 
on potential changes in culture and social norms, gov-
ernance, economy, technology and innovation, en-
vironment and natural resources, and demography. 
From the responses, potential future changes affecting 
broader society were analysed in three themes – cul-
ture, social norms and governance; economy, tech-
nology and innovation; and environment, natural re-
sources and demography. Further, we identified that 
key changes towards 2050 could have a strong effect 
on day-to-day living.

(i) Culture and Social Norms and Governance. 

According to futures experts:

– As the effects of catastrophic climate change become 
more apparent in daily life, society would orient itself 
towards better incorporation of environmental actions. 

– We could see a move towards a focus on individu-
al wellbeing. The spread of communication technol-
ogy and replacement of human labour by automa-
tion would allow people more free time for leisure and 
other more creative engagements that could support 
personal wellbeing.

– Nevertheless, withdrawal of social safety nets and 
uncertainty over employment due to automation 
could lead to increasing instability in society and 
cause development of a survivalist atmosphere due to 
anxiety and uncertainty. 

– Under the current socioeconomic structure, and the 
changing landscape in employment partly due to au-
tomation, there could be widening poverty and ine-
quality. This could have especially critical implications 
for the youth population, which would become even 
more vulnerable. 

– Governments and other organisations would have to 
cope with a fast changing world both in structure and 
decision-making processes due to the ever accelerat-
ing rate of technological development and innovation.

 
(ii) Economy and Technology and Innovation. 

According to futures experts:

– Changes in the economy and technology could con-
tribute to consolidating profits into the hands of a 
small number of conglomerates. 

– Developments in information and communication 
technology and 3D printing could lead to more dis-
tributed production, which could also provide oppor-
tunities for smaller companies to scale up by connect-
ing producers and consumers. 

– In the meantime, environmental pressures and 
widening inequality would likely lead to changes in 
how we perceive the relationship between econom-
ic growth and the environment, which could trigger a 
new economic paradigm and a shift towards a post-
growth system. 

– The role of technology in our daily living would ex-
pand, with increased options in sustainable technolo-
gy in urban infrastructure and increased presence of 
non-human entities in our lives. 

(iii) Environment and Natural Resources and  
Demography. 

According to futures experts:

– There is broad consensus that society could face a 
catastrophic ecological crisis due to urbanisation, 
overconsumption and population growth.
 
– Although there are promising advances in sustain-
able technologies, without some radical intervention 
the ecosystem could eventually collapse. 

– As a result of environmental degradation, extreme 
weather conditions and natural disasters, some re-
gions could become unsuitable for living and there 
may be mass climate change migration within coun-
tries and across borders, which would present enor-
mous political and socioeconomic challenges to gov-
ernments and institutions. 
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Based on the above changes, three overarching obser-
vations can be made about the changes in the society. 
The first is that the rate of change in both physical in-
frastructure and people’s norms could accelerate due 
to technological disruption. New ways of thinking and 
ideas could lead to the growth of a more tolerant so-
ciety, but could also cause further fragmentation and 
polarisation. The second broad observation is that fu-
ture society would face more constraints compared to 
today due to ecological pressures, widened inequality 
and population increase. This would affect everything 
from individual access to basic needs, up to mac-
ro institutions and governance. Third, expert insights 
show widening gaps between aspirations of individ-
uals (what people want) and the reality in foresight-
ed future (what people will have). While individuals 
increasingly internalise environmental concerns and 
focus on wellbeing, the context of widening socioeco-
nomic inequality and uncertainty in a rapidly chang-
ing world will likely direct people to develop survival-
ist mindsets at the expense of others. 

6.2 Implications to Daily Living and  
Sustainability

None of the above is sure to occur because these are 
not predictions, they are interpretations of possibili-
ties. In that regard, the report examined lifestyle per-
spectives in more detail to promote more sustaina-
ble living and lifestyles – achieving wellbeing with low 
environmental footprint. Researchers on sustainable 
consumption and lifestyles typically approach con-
sumption by analysing the key domains such as food, 
consumption of manufactured goods, mobility, hous-
ing, education, work, leisure, health and social con-
nections and relationships. As entry points to bending 
the future towards sustainable lifestyles, we catego-
rised these domains into four groups: 

(i) Consumption (food and consumption of manufac-
tured goods): Constraints arising due to the scarcity 
of resources and increasing concerns over the envi-
ronmental and health impacts of food could lead to 
shifts in diets and habits. For some this would be vol-
untary; for others it would be less about choice. While 
supporting pro-environmental and health choices, it 
is important to ensure that basic needs are guaranteed 
for all, including those people adversely affected by 
the changes described by the futures experts.

(ii) Infrastructure (mobility and housing): The techno-
logical improvements in mobility and housing would 
improve objective wellbeing with more options to 
improve living conditions. Yet, due to cost of access, 

making technologies accessible only to those who can 
afford them, living conditions could be worse than 
today for the poor. Therefore, democratisation of sus-
tainable technologies is important.

(iii) Time use and the meaning of life (education, work 
and leisure): Foresighted changes due to the large-
scale replacement of human labour by automation is 
the critical factor. For objective wellbeing, less work 
could lead to increased leisure time and flexibility over 
time use. This would only yield positive outcomes if 
benefits from automation are fairly distributed to all 
people in society. One example is to explore using it 
to allocate basic income for everyone in society. On 
subjective wellbeing, lack of social security measures 
could increase stress levels due to instability and un-
certainty. Analysis shows the need for people to have 
an alternative identity beyond work, and for the pur-
pose of education to be based on more than contri-
bution to the economy –new non-economic means 
of meaningful engagement in society and education 
would be crucial for wellbeing.

(iv) Physical and mental wellbeing (health and social 
connections and relationships): One key factor is lon-
gevity, as people are anticipated to live longer. Its 
implications for subjective wellbeing would depend 
on whether we could still enjoy a healthy and active 
life when old, instead of spending old age in extended 
sickness and loneliness. Connecting to others provides 
more opportunities for professional and personal en-
counters; better connections provide happier living. 
Social connections and relationships are important, 
and as such so are social network services.

Based on the discussions on the implications of the 
survey results from a sustainability perspective, we 
concluded the following messages in the context of 
the discussion on future lifestyles: 

(i) Lifestyles go beyond material consumption do-
mains such as food, mobility housing and manu-
factured goods typically addressed in quantitative 
analysis. In this study, we address non-consumption 
domains such as work, education, health, social con-
nections and social relationships in order to bring out 
intangible elements that are strongly linked to fulfil-
ment and have meaningful purpose in life. Further 
to this, while lifestyle domains may constitute units 
of scientific analysis, in practice they are inseparable. 
Therefore, analyses designed for strategies affecting 
everyday living would need systemic thinking when 
approaching the transition towards sustainable life-
styles.
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(ii) Part of the challenge of achieving sustainable 
lifestyles is to reconcile the seemingly opposing ap-
proaches of reducing overconsumption while also in-
creasing consumption for those who do not meet ba-
sic needs. The recommended approach is to focus on 
wellbeing. In this regard, both underconsumption and 
overconsumption are detrimental to wellbeing. Un-
derconsumption typically occurs where people have 
limited agency, and as such there is need for action 
to redress the situation at a broader contextual lev-
el – such as better provision systems. In the case of 
overconsumption, individual actions can contribute 
to reducing environmental pressures while increasing 
well-being. In this case, people’s values and norms 
are critical to the acceptance of ‘less’ consumption. 

(iii) Emerging business models and provision systems, 
such as mobility as a service, automated vehicles, and 
the use of ICT were foresighted to be prominent in 
the future. Although new provision models can po-
tentially enable sustainable ways of living, existing 
research has provided mixed findings on their envi-
ronmental impacts, including due to rebound effects. 
It is crucial to evaluate these new models in terms of 
sustainability and to strategically promote them to en-
able dematerialised and decarbonised lifestyles. 

(iv) Among people, there would be more diversified 
values and ways of living due to the widening inequal-
ity and diversified social norms and cultures; even 
within the same physical borders there would be di-
vergence between and within consumer groups and 
ways of living.  Furthermore, there is a disparity in the 
foresighted changes relating to consumption between 
experts who consider the dominance of lifestyle 
trends that could reduce environmental footprints 
and those who foresee trends which could increase 
footprints. For example, even among experts, there 
is no agreement on whether vegetarianism (with low 
environmental impact) would become the main die-
tary approach or meat consumption would continue 
to dominate. Without clear interventions, the two may 
coexist.

(v) The speed of changes in society could be more 
rapid than ever, not only in physical infrastructure 
but also in social norms that need to be addressed by 
policies through adaptive policy planning to capture 
the opportunities of innovations such as new provi-
sion models, sharing and servitisation, or a shift to-
wards new paradigms directing society. This calls for 
enormous efforts in capacity building, and new in-
stitutional arrangements well before 2050 that are 
different from those of entrenched unsustainable life-
styles as currently being practiced.

Although what future societies would be like can-
not be foreseen with any certainty, the future can be 
co-created by bringing together those engaged in pre-
paring for it and opportunities, both anticipated and 
unanticipated, that arise. This requires deliberate ef-
forts to understand potential changes that lie ahead, 
and also empowering societies to map out scenarios of 
possible sustainable futures. To this end, futures stud-
ies can help us better understand how – as house-
holds and households, organisations and businesses, 
communities and nations, and governments at differ-
ent scales – we can all contribute to jointly envision 
and then shape the future we want. Such an approach 
could provide different stakeholder groups with the 
necessary buy-in to shape a sustainable tomorrow, 
and with it a readiness for change, including search-
ing and preparing for possible interventions to inject 
when positive disruptions inevitably occur. Naturally 
this requires more than just awareness. It also requires 
concrete investments in infrastructure, organisation-
al practices, and new institutions that can shepherd 
society into a future that is inherently different from 
that which current infrastructure and institutions are 
built for.

Futures studies also have a responsibility to go 
beyond focusing on economic predictions and tech-
nological advancements in this process. To continue 
the discussion on future lifestyles, futures research-
ers could enhance efforts to understand the future 
through the lenses of hard technology and the econo-
my and look at the soft aspects of cultural and social 
norms. This will lead to a richer and more dynamic 
understanding of future society.  In addition, futures 
studies could enrich understanding through a sharper 
focus on daily living and provide a more “people-cen-
tred” picture of possibilities of how ordinary individ-
uals could live – in order both for everyone to have a 
better feel of how changes in the future could affect 
their daily living and to invite others, especially the 
general public, into exploring the future.  
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Annex I. Overview of respondents

In total, 202 responses were collected by the cutoff 
date (28 February 2018). Of these, 137 provided at 
least one freely written answer. Since the focus of this 
survey is on eliciting such answers, the other 65 re-
sponses were treated as invalid and excluded from this 
analysis as they only answered Part I of the survey.

1) Organisation Type
The majority of the respondents belong to a research 
institute or university (84%). Other respondents in-
clude 9% from NGO/not-for-profit organisations, 5% 
from the private sector/consultants, and 2% from the 
government sector.

2) Geographical Coverage of Research Focuses
For geographical coverage of areas that respondents 
are knowledgeable about, a good balance was ob-
tained in order to capture distributed regional repre-
sentatives, although Europe (55%) and North Amer-
ica (26%) are among the most well represented. A 
substantial number of the respondents are knowledge-
able about the remaining regions, including Asia-Pa-
cific (31%), Africa and Middle East (20%), and Latin 
America and Caribbean (17%). A large proportion of 
the respondents did not focus on specific regions or 
focused on the global level (40%). 

(N=137)

Source: Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in  
Society by 2050 Perspectives of Research Institutes and NGOs

Note: Based on the specific organisational information pro-
vided by respondents, “others” category was separated into 
government and private/consultant. “others” category were 
also recorded to “research institute/university” for retired pro-
fessor and independent researcher or “NGO/Not-for-profit 
organisation” based on specific information.

115 (84%)

12 (9%)

  Research Institute / University
  NGO / Not-for-profit organization
  Other (private/consultant)
  Other (government)

7 (5%) 3 (2%)

Type of Organization

(N=137)
Source: Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050 Perspectives of Research Institutes and NGOs
Note: Question “Please indicate the geographical area(s) you are knowledgeable about.” Multiple answers allowed.
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Global / No-specific regional focus

17%
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3) Research and Project Areas
As the research and project focus of respondents, en-
vironment (55%), economy (46%), and energy and 
resources (43%) are the most prominent subject ar-
eas. Other socio-technical areas such as governance 
(35%), social policy (33%), natural science and tech-
nology (30%), and education (28%) are also fre-
quently addressed areas. International development 
(21%), health (18%), foreign policy (10%), and na-
tional security (4%) have less focus among respond-
ents compared to other areas. 

4) Environmental and Sustainability Focus
To evaluate how many of the respondents are biased 
due to their professional focus on environment or 
sustainability, a five-step Likert-scale question was 
investigated. Among those responding to this ques-
tion, slightly less than two thirds of the respondents 
are working on professional activities focused on en-
vironmental issues and sustainability (strongly agree 
and agree: 63%). Slightly more than one third of the 
respondents have no particular focus on environment 
and sustainability (neutral, disagree, and strongly dis-
agree: 37%). This implies that slightly less than two 
thirds of the respondents are looking at this survey 
through a ‘sustainability lens’ including both environ-
mental and other sustainability aspects, whereas this is 
not the case for the remaining respondents.

 (N=137)
Source: Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050 Perspectives of Research Institutes and NGOs
Note: Question “Please select all your relevant research/project areas.” Multiple answers allowed.

Research and Project Areas

Environment
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55%

46%

43%

35%

33%

30%

60%

Education

Governance
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Other

28%

21%

10%

32%

4%

28%

(N=120)

Source: Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in  
Society by 2050 Perspectives of Research Institutes and NGOs

Note: Question “To what degree do you agree with the  
following statement? Environmental issues and sustainability  
are the major focus of my professional activities – Strongly 
Disagree, Disagree, Neutral, Agree, Strongly Agree.”

43 (36%)

32 (27%)

24 (20%)

  Strongly agree       Agree       Neutral
  Disagree       Strongly disagree

9 (7%) 12 (10%)

Environmental Issues and Sustainability as  
Major Focus
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Annex II. Survey Methodology

1) Selection of Respondents
The expert sample of the survey was selected from 
authors of the relevant articles in the following fore-
sight journals and keyword search on online journal 
research platforms. The research team reviewed the 
title and abstract of the articles, and excluded articles 
which focused too narrowly on technical aspects of 
particular areas. From the selected journals,  
1,200 experts were identified.

–  Journal of Futures Studies (300 experts)
–  Technological Forecasting and Social Change  
 (300 experts)
–  Futures (300 experts)
–  World Futures: The Journal of New Paradigm  
 Research (100 experts)
–  International Journal of Foresight and Innovation  
 Policy (100 experts)
–  International Journal of Forecasting (50 experts)
–  Risk Analysis (50 experts)

Through keyword research on online platforms of 
Science Direct and Jstor, we searched for the fol-
lowing words to identify publications that are relat-
ed to foresight topics: “Foresight Study,” “Foresight 
2050,” “Future Foresight,” “Future Scenarios,” and 
“Future Study.” From the research topics identi-
fied, there were more articles on topics related to 
technology and economy. Therefore, in the keyword 
searches, we also targeted journals in the humani-
ties and social sciences to balance the representative 
of research fields. A region-targeted keywords search 
was also conducted to find studies of less-published 
regions, in particular Latin America and Africa. For 
this reason, we added keywords “Africa” and “Lat-
in America” combined with the above mentioned 
five keywords to identify more experts (e.g., “Fu-
ture Foresight of Africa”, “Future Scenarios of Latin 
America”). From those keyword searches, 300 ex-
perts were identified.

2) Questionnaire Design and Analysis
The expert survey was implemented as a joint initia-
tive of the Institute for Global Environmental Strat-
egies (IGES) and the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UN Environment) from 25 January to 
28 February 2018. We sent the survey questionnaire 
to approximately 1,500 foresight experts and received 
137 valid responses. The target of the survey was re-
searchers who have published articles on topics relat-
ed to foresight studies in academic journals such as 
the Journal of Futures Studies, Technological Fore-
casting and Social Change, and Futures and those 

identified through a keyword search on a journal da-
tabase (to see more details of the sample selection, 
please refer to Annex II).

The survey is designed in a way that encourages 
respondents to freely express their thinking regarding 
changes in society up to 2050. The survey consists of 
five parts: i) Background Information, ii) Changes in 
Society towards 2050, iii) Challenges in Daily Living 
by 2050, iv) Changes in Stakeholders towards 2050, 
and v) Acknowledgement and Receiving the Results. 
Part I is for the purpose of collecting respondents’ 
profiles regarding their research expertise on top-
ics and geographical coverage. Part V aims to verify 
whether their research focus is in sustainability areas 
and their preference on whether to be acknowledged 
in this study. The main parts of the questionnaire sur-
vey are summarised as follows. The questionnaire sur-
vey is attached in Annex III.

The results of the expert survey were analysed by 
the Institute for Global Environmental Strategies us-
ing a combination of qualitative and quantitative ap-
proaches. The analytical methodology mainly consists 
of quantitative analysis of coded answers, qualitative 
analysis of major groups of foresighted changes, and 
interpretation of the foresighted changes from a sus-
tainable lifestyle perspective. The steps of analysis are 
as follows.

1) Freely written responses were manually coded with 
labels. Multiple labels per answer were allowed since 
each freely written response consists of more than one 
event or change item. Two researchers have mutually 
confirmed the labels to ensure the consistency of labe-
ling criteria.

2) The labels were manually classified into a smaller  
number of groups based on the expert judgement of 
the changes in society and lifestyles. These groups 
were used for qualitative analysis and for the head-
lines of the report.

3) Based on the results of coding and grouping of la-
bels, the major changes and their frequency for each 
group were summarised as graphs. Also, the inter-
linkages between labels of changes in the society were 
visualised by association rule analysis.

4) Each group of labels was qualitatively analysed by 
referring to the original answers. The major foresight-
ed changes were narratively described in the report.

5) The major foresighted changes in daily living  
identified in the previous steps were interpreted from 
the sustainability perspective based on the literature 
review. 
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Annex III. Global Experts Survey
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Thank you very much for taking part in the Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in

Society by 2050 - Perspectives of Research Institutes and NGOs. 

This survey is conducted by the Institute for Global Environmental Strategies (IGES) and United

Nations Environment Programme (UN Environment) as a part of a study under the initiative of

the 10-Year Framework of Programmes on Sustainable Consumption and Production (10 YFP),

adopted at the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+ 20) in 2012. There

are currently 129 national government focal points and more than 650 actors participating in the

multi-stakeholder programmes. 

 

The aim of this survey is to collect the opinions of researchers and practitioners to understand

current thinking on how changes in society from now to 2050 could shape people's daily living

across the globe. 

We would like to gather personal, not institutional opinions through this survey. The survey

consists of five parts and should take about 30 minutes to complete. All answers to the survey

will remain anonymous and will only be used for this project.  

With your permission, we would like to acknowledge participating individuals and organisations

in the final report. Please let us know in the last part of this survey if you would prefer to remain

anonymous. In addition, we will provide you with the results of the survey before the publication

of the final report. We will also invite you to review and comment on the analysis made in the

study and keep you informed about the launch of the report in 2018. 

Thank you very much again for your participation!

Introduction 

Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050 

Perspectives of Research Institutes and NGOs



60

Annexes

Part I Background Information 

Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050 

Perspectives of Research Institutes and NGOs

1. Type of Organisation. Please select one. *

Research Institute / University 

NGO / Not-for-profit organisation 

Other: (please specify)

2. Please select all your relevant research/project areas. (Please select all that apply).*

Defense and National Security 

Economy 

Education 

Energy and Resource 

Environment 

Foreign Policy and International Affairs 

Health 

International Development 

Natural Science and Technology

Social Policy 

Governance

Other: (please specify)

3. Please indicate the geographical area(s) you are knowledgeable about. (Please select all that apply). *

Africa and Middle East 

Asia-Pacific 

Europe 

Latin America and Caribbean

North America 

Global / No-specific regional focus
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Part II Changes of Society towards 2050

Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050 

Perspectives of Research Institutes and NGOs

From now until 2050, what are possible significant changes in society in areas

such as Culture and Social Norms, Demography, Economy, Environment and

Natural Resources, Governance Structure, Technology and Innovation, and other

areas? Please list and describe three changes below.

4. Change one: Please describe in about 100 words.

5. Change two: Please describe in about 100 words.

6. Change three: Please describe in about 100 words.
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Part III Changes in Daily Living by 2050

Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050 

Perspectives of Research Institutes and NGOs

In this part, we would like to know about possible changes in daily living for

individuals and households in 2050. Please select two domains from below

that could likely change the most compared with today.

7. Please select the first domain. 

Food 

Mobility 

Housing 

Consumption of manufactured goods 

Health 

Education 

Work 

Leisure 

Social connections and relationships 

Other: (please specify)

8. How would the first selected domain above change? Please describe in about

100 words. 
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Annexes9. Please select the second domain. 

Food 

Mobility 

Housing 

Consumption of manufactured goods 

Health 

Education 

Work 

Leisure 

Social connections and relationships 

Other: (please specify)

10. How would the second selected domain above change? Please describe in

about 100 words.
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Part IV Changes of Stakeholders towards 2050

Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050 

Perspectives of Research Institutes and NGOs

11. In your opinion, which of the following stakeholders could have the most

significant changes to their role in society as compared with today? Please select

one.

Civil Society 

Governments 

Households and Individuals 

Local Communities 

Private Sector 

Research Communities 

Other (please specify)

12. What could be the likely changes to their role in society? Please describe in about 100 words.
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Part V Acknowledgement and Receiving the Results

Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050 

Perspectives of Research Institutes and NGOs

Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly Agree

13. To what degree do you agree with the following statement?

Environmental issues and sustainability are the major focus of my professional activities.

ŠÛ ŠÛ ŠÛ ŠÛ ŠÛ

14. Please check following statements if you agree:

I would like to receive the survey result before the publication of the report.

I would like  my name only  to be acknowledged in the report of this survey.

I would like my organization's name only  to be acknowledged in the report of this survey.

I would like both my name and my organization's name  to be acknowledged in the report of this survey.

I would like to participate in the reviewing and commenting process of the report for this survey.

Name  

Company  

Address  

Country  

Email Address  

Phone Number  

15. Please provide your contact information below if you agreed with any of the statements above in

Q14.
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Thank you! 

Global Foresight Survey of Potential Changes in Society by 2050 

Perspectives of Research Institutes and NGOs

Thank you very much for your kind cooperation! 

We would like this survey to be taken by more

researchers/practitioners who are working on foresight studies. 

Could you recommend someone you know who also has the

relevant background to respond to this survey? 

Name  

Organization  

Country  

Email Address  

16. If Yes, please provide the contact information of the recommended person for us to

send the survey invitation.

For any questions, please contact 10yfp.sle@iges.or.jp
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Society and Lifestyles in 2050:  
Insights from a Global Survey of Experts

by the Institute for Global Environmental Strategies  
supported by the United Nations Environment Programme 

Caixia Mao, Ryu Koide and Lewis Akenji  
(Institute for Global Environmental Strategies)

graphic design and layout by Jalo Toivio Design
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Institute for Global Environmental  
Strategies (IGES) 

2108-11 Kamiyamaguchi,  
Hayama, Kanagawa 240- 0115 Japan
 
Tel: +81-46-855-3720 
Fax: +81-46-855-3702 
E-mail: iges@iges.or.jp


