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Paradox of Progress: Global Trends for the next few
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Every four years, the US National Intelligence Council produces a Global Trends report for the incoming
president, describing the trends and challenges the world will face in the medium term. Last week the latest
report was presented under the title “Paradox of Progress:Global Trends and Key Implications Through
2035”. The report covers trends in the areas of demographics, the economy, technology, social connectivity,
government, the changing nature of conflicts, climate and the environment. The advantage of this type of
multi-discipline analysis is that it takes account of factors of various different kinds evolving within the same
dynamic and complex system. 
One of the paradoxes within demographic and economic trends is that the rich are ageing, but the poor are
not. Thus while working-age populations will continue to shrink in wealthy countries, China and Russia, they
will continue to grow in the poorest countries of Asia and Africa, increasing economic, employment,
urbanisation and welfare pressures and spurring migration.  Weak growth in the developed countries may
endanger the continuation of the rapid decline in poverty seen in developing countries in the past few years,
which indeed has been spectacular. 
Technology will continue to favour progress, while at the same time causing “discontinuities”. Technological
advances will create new opportunities but will aggravate divisions between winners and losers. Meanwhile,
automation and artificial intelligence will threaten to change industries faster than governments can adjust,
thus stoking conflict between the most advance companies and regulations.  
The contrast between weak growth and rapid advances in global connectivity will lead to tensions within and
between different societies. Populism will increase on both the right and the left, threatening traditional
liberalism. While some leaders will appeal to nationalism to shore up control, others will rely on other factors
such as religion. In any case, authoritarianism may well increase. The advance of women within power
structures will be increasingly evident. 
Governing will become ever more difficult for the political class, as the disconnect between what people see
and want and what they actually get becomes more evident.  The demand for security and prosperity will
contrast with governments’ reduced revenues, increased distrust and polarisation. Technology will expand
the range of players that can block or circumvent traditional politics in a world in which the “global
awakening” will be increasingly evident. In this context, political order will be ever more elusive, and tensions
may heighten until society and the political class renegotiate their expectations of one another.
Climate change, the environment and health issues will demand greater attention. While tensions connected
to climate change will increase, increased travel and poor health infrastructure in some countries may lead
to an increase in infectious diseases. Pressure and stresses on resources such as water will replace
conflicts about fossil fuels in the future.
All these trends will come about at an unprecedented speed and will alter the nature of power. In essence,
the ability to govern and international cooperation will become more and more difficult. The economic,
technological and security trends will increase the number of countries, individuals and organisations whose
actions may have significant consequences. Geopolitics too will be affected.  Post-Cold War unipolarity will
give way to a multipolar world, while the post-WWII international order may start to fade too. Some powers
may well seek to assert their influence through conventional force, but even this may no longer work. 
Nothing more nor less than trends old and new, all moving at top speed and all interconnected.  There is
nothing for it but to adapt as best we can to the new “paradox of progress”.

1/3 www.bbvaresearch.com



  
 

Press Article
23 Jan 2017

2/3 www.bbvaresearch.com



  
 

Press Article
23 Jan 2017

This document has been prepared by BBVA Research Department, it is provided for information purposes only and expresses data,
opinions or estimations regarding the date of issue of the report, prepared by BBVA or obtained from or based on sources we consider
to be reliable, and have not been independently verified by BBVA. Therefore, BBVA offers no warranty, either express or implicit,

regarding its accuracy, integrity or correctness.
Estimations this document may contain have been undertaken according to generally accepted methodologies and should be

considered as forecasts or projections. Results obtained in the past, either positive or negative, are no guarantee of future performance.
This document and its contents are subject to changes without prior notice depending on variables such as the economic context or

market fluctuations. BBVA is not responsible for updating these contents or for giving notice of such changes.

BBVA accepts no liability for any loss, direct or indirect, that may result from the use of this document or its contents.
This document and its contents do not constitute an offer, invitation or solicitation to purchase, divest or enter into any interest in
financial assets or instruments. Neither shall this document nor its contents form the basis of any contract, commitment or decision of

any kind.
In regard to investment in financial assets related to economic variables this document may cover, readers should be aware that under
no circumstances should they base their investment decisions in the information contained in this document. Those persons or entities
offering investment products to these potential investors are legally required to provide the information needed for them to take an

appropriate investment decision.
The content of this document is protected by intellectual property laws. It is forbidden its reproduction, transformation, distribution,
public communication, making available, extraction, reuse, forwarding or use of any nature by any means or process, except in cases
where it is legally permitted or expressly authorized by BBVA.
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