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“Intelligence does not claim infallibility for its 
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FOREWORD

Welcome to the 7th edition of the National Intelligence Council’s Global Trends 

report. Published every four years since 1997, Global Trends assesses the key 

trends and uncertainties that will shape the strategic environment for the 

United States during the next two decades. 
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dynamics and relatively universal in scope, and because we can offer projections with a 

ɰǳǈɸɊȿǈǤȴǳ ǬǳȎɰǳǳ Ɋȍ ǥɊȿ̙Ǭǳȿǥǳ ǤǈɸǳǬ Ɋȿ ǈʦǈȜȴǈǤȴǳ Ǭǈʆǈ ǈȿǬ ǳʦȜǬǳȿǥǳṁ þȖǳ ɸǳǥɊȿǬ ɸǳǥ-
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This edition of Global Trends 
constructs its analysis of the future 

in several stages. 

First, we examine structural forces in 
demographics, environment, economics, 
and technology that shape the contours 
of our future world. 

Second, we analyze how these structural 
forces and other factors—combined 
with human responses—affect emerging 
dynamics in societies, states, and the 
international system. 

Third, we envision five plausible scenarios 
for the distant future in 2040. 

The key themes discussed previously 
appear across these sections.

STRUCTURAL FORCES

EMERGING DYNAMICS 

SCENARIOS FOR 2040

DEMOGRAPHICS AND 
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

SOCIETAL

RENAISSANCE OF 
DEMOCRACIES
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A WORLD ADRIFT 
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Catalyzing Economic Trends. Lockdowns, 
quarantines, and the closing of international 
borders have catalyzed some pre-existing 
HFRQRPLF�WUHQGV��LQFOXGLQJ�GLYHUVLȴFDWLRQ�
in global supply chains, increased national 
debt, and greater government intervention in 
economies. Moving forward, the character of 
globalization may retain some of the changes 
from this crisis period, and debt, particularly 
for developing economies, wic5rfetaid national 
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Although European countries early in the crisis 
LPSRVHG�UHVWULFWLRQV�RQ�ERUGHU�WUDɝF�DQG�H[



Setting the Parameters
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DEMOGRAPHICS AND  
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Key Takeaways
Slowing population growth and a rising global median age are presenting poten-

tial economic opportunities for some developing economies, but rapidly aging 
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SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA LIKELY TO DOMINATE 
POPULATION GROWTH IN COMING DECADES

WORLD POPULATION: ANNUAL CHANGE BY REGION, 1951-2100

Source: United Nations Population Division.
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URBANIZATION BY COUNTRY 
INCOME LEVEL

Source: United Nations.

Percent share of global urban population

Urban centers in poor countries are expanding 
much more quickly than those in wealthier 
countries. In 1950, more than half of the world's 
city-dwellers were in high-income countries; by 
2050, nearly half will be in poor countries. 
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FUTURE GLOBAL HEALTH CHALLENGES
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driver of water stress during the next two 
decades. As precipitation declines or becomes 
more erratic, population growth, economic 
GHYHORSPHQW��DQG�FRQWLQXHG�LQHɝFLHQW�LUUL-
gation and agricultural practices will increase 
demand. In many river basins, upstream 
countries are building dams and altering water 
sources with little or no consultation with their 
downstream neighbors, such as the Grand 
Ethiopian Renaissance Dam, increasing the 
ULVN�RI�FRQȵLFW��

Pollution. Although air and water pollution 
have decreased in many high-income coun-
tries since a peak in the 20th century, they 
continue to grow globally as the number of 
middle-income countries has increased; for 



that are vector-borne (West Nile, malaria, Den-
JXH���ZDWHUERUQH��FKROHUD���DLUERUQH��LQȵXHQ

ⴀ







and environmental challenges. Action at the 
local level has already increased, and a grow





t i o n ;  l i v e l i h o o d s  h i g h l y  d e p e n d e n t  o n  n a t u r a l  







Over the next few decades, 
the economic costs of 

aging will strain public finances 
in all G20 economies, unless 
difficult decisions are made to 
either reduce benefits and/or 
raise taxes.

Economic trends during the next two decades 
probably will vary more than trends in de-
mography and climate. Economic forecasting 
is inherently uncertain and highly connected 
to other key trends, including technology, as 
well as government policies. In this section, we 
ⴀⴀ

琠潰灯牴畮楴灯氠瑡楥捴敤 





Sustainable for Some, But Others at Height-
ened Risk of Default. A prolonged period of 
ORZ�LQWHUHVW�UDWHV��VLPLODU�WR�WKH�SRVW�ȴQDQFLDO�
FULVLV�SHULRG��ZRXOG�LQFUHDVH�WKH�D΍RUGDELOLW\�
of debt for some economies, including ad-
vanced economies in Asia, Europe, and North 
America, allowing them to sustain higher 





the United States–Mexico-Canada Agreement. 
Larger agreements, including the Asia-focused 



intensify their use of trade restrictions as they 
MRFNH\�IRU�JOREDO�SRVLWLRQ��)LQDOO\��SURWHFWLQJ�
critical inputs and strategic supplies, especially 



and additive manufacturing might reduce the 
importance of economies of scale and labor 
DV�DQ�LQSXW�DQG�HQFRXUDJH�ȴUPV�WR�PRYH�
more production closer to markets. These new 
production technologies could diminish the 
attractiveness of locating production in China 
and accelerate the rate at which companies 
reorient their supply chains. 

E-Commerce Platform Economy Firms 
Enabling Global Trade. Cloud computing, 
automation, big data analytics, AI, and other 
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resources, including data access, but may 
ODFN�WKH�EHQHȴWV�RI�PRUH�RSHQ��FUHDWLYH��DQG�
competitive environments. 

Technologies DiϜusing Globally.�6SLQYH



TRAJECTORY OF ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

ARTIFICIAL NARROW
INTELLIGENCE

1970 80 90 102000 20 30 40 50 60





Industrial Revolution because of its potential 
to improve standards of living while possibly 
GLVUXSWLQJ�WUDGLWLRQDO�LQGXVWULHV��MREV��VXSSO\�
chains, and business models. 

Materials and manufacturing are inextrica

-

bly linked in a long-standing virtuous cycle, 
where advances in one drive advances in the 
other. Although this cycle alone could contin

-

ue to drive progress for decades to come, it 
most likely will be accelerated by convergent 
advances in high performance computing, 
materials modeling, AI, and bio-materials. 
Increased connectivity will complement this 
growth by allowing advances to be distributed 
g-staarienecndand bio-ma, from ti loiumeri8 this 

landerials. 







bioeconomy growth rates relative to gross 
domestic product (GDP). In 2019, the United 
States estimated its bioeconomy at nearly $1 
WULOOLRQ�GROODUV�DQQXDOO\��RU�DSSUR[LPDWHO\�����
percen6 
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Solving Problems Fast. As the global 
&29Ζ'����YDFFLQH�GHYHORSPHQW�H΍RUW�KDV�
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Technological adoption also may outpace 
ethical maturity and regulation, creating per-
sistent and potentially corrosive social anxiety 
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Potentially slower economic
growth in coming years 
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Nighttime traffic in Jakarta. Urbanization will 
create greater concentrations of people able to 
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Alfarnas Solkar / Unsplash

Informal settlements in Mumbai, India. Inequality 
in many countries will be a key challenge for 
governments and a source of discontent 
among populations.
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Even if states improve security and welfare in 
the aggregate, these gains and opportunities 
may be unevenly distributed, fueling discon-
tent in seemingly more prosperous societies. 









have given populations the tools to circum-
vent digital repression and mobilize dissent. 
In addition to repression, regimes will rely on 
cooptation to convince critical allies to stay 
loyal, but this dynamic depends on more ten-
XRXV�ȵRZV�RI�UHVRXUFHV��0DQ\�DXWKRULWDULDQ�



2010

2020

GOVERNMENT USE OF 
DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY

Governments in almost 
every region increased 
the scope and quality 
of online governance 
services between 
2010-2020, according 
to UN data.
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and redistribute. Material power, measured by 
the size of a nation’s economy, military, and 
population, and its technological development 
level, will provide the necessary foundation for 
H[HUFLVLQJ�SRZHU��EXW�ZLOO�EH�LQVXɝFLHQW�IRU�
securing and maintaining favorable outcomes. 
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RYHU�GHFDGHV�DQG�SUREDEO\�ZLOO�EH�GLɝFXOW�WR�





or later, could more quickly erode Russia’s 
geopolitical position, especially if internal 
instability ensues. Similarly, a decrease in 
Europe’s energy dependence on Russia, either 
through renewables or diversifying to other 
gas suppliers, would undercut the Kremlin’s 
revenue generation and overall capacity, es-
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economic interests. Longstanding security 
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versal membership institutions to non-global 



MAJOR POWER COMPETITION INCREASING THE 
LIKELIHOOD OF KINETIC CONFLICT

Unclear rules
and norms

Alternative 
non-kinetic

options

Leaders’ B<r ns





INTRASTATE VERSUS INTERSTATE CONFLICT TRENDS 

yÇw 0ª��I�!�yImX!À²׉ׁ׀ׂّ׆ׄ׉ׁ�ة

After several decades of low frequency of interstate conflict, internal conflicts and civil wars 
incre�, inte ic�ic�
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As physical barriers went up, dependence on 
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After Green parties swept democratic elections 
in Idral European countrrtiebetwGree2034 
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Sub-Saharan Africa

Russia and Eurasia

.ÚŻƄɷ�ŻĪÚɷÚŊþɷ�ÚøĪƹø

Northeast Asia

Southeast Asia

Europe

Oceania

South Asia

Middle East and North Africa

Latin America and Caribbean

SELECTED REGIONS AND COUNTRIES

China
Japan
Mongolia

North Korea
Republic of Korea
Taiwan

Armenia
Azerbaijan
Belarus
Georgia

Kazakhstan
Kyrgyzstan
Moldova
Russia

Tajikistan
Turkmenistan
Ukraine
Uzbekistan

Afghanistan
Bangladesh
Bhutan
India

Maldives
Nepal
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In researching and drafting Global Trends, the 
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Many scholars and other experts provided 
critical inputs and reviews of early drafts and 
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