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The key to effective future thinking…

Consider both trajectory (direction of change) and velocity 
(speed of change). 



Methodological 
approach



Scenario planning approach 



The challenge for the Think-Tank 

- Explore the future -
- Ask the hard questions -

- Think creatively -

The outcome may be a new view of the future.
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Key Emerging Trends Shaping 
the future of the Midwest



In a time of change and uncertainty….

•Which trends are being amplified and accelerated?
•What changes might be more elastic?
•Where are the potential tipping points? 



Forces impacting the 
world, regions and 
people

What are the emerging 
macro drivers…



Macro Trends and 
Forces of Change Related to . . .

•Demographics, population and mass urbanization
•Energy, food, water & climate change
•Technology driving change



Demographics, 
population and 

mass urbanization









Driving change 
and innovation in 

lifestyles

Society is re-distributing into and 
around mega-cities
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Profound 
demographic 

shift underway

Boomer 
influence 

fading
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Boomer 
influence 

gone

High school 
cohort today

High school  
cohort in 20 

years
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Foreign born % 
increasing 

US society is changing 
quickly, with more 
cultures and voices
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Shifting 
societal 
values



Predictions and observations 

• Generational change is coming which will trigger 
widespread upheaval of norms. 
• People and industries will continue to cluster 

around mega-cities, in specialized cities and 
regional centers.



Energy + Water + Food + 
Climate Change





Renewable Energy Potential for 
unlimited 

cheap energy

Electrification of the 
world is accelerating, 
driven by renewable 

energy



•Nearly 450 million people in 29 
countries now face severe water 
shortages

•As much as 2/3 of the world population 
could be water-stressed by 2025

•Half the world’s rivers and lakes are 
seriously polluted 

FRESH WATER 



• Irrigation uses 70% 
of the world’s fresh 
water

• Water scarcity will 
be the chief 
constraint to 
increased food 
production

• The threat to water 
resources stands as 
one of the major 
crises facing the 
planet

Upper-middle and 
northeast USA 

has 20% of 
global surface 

freshwater 
resources 
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If current trends continue, the number of hungry
people will reach 840 million by 2030

Undernourishment is defined as the condition in which an individual’s habitual food consumption is insufficient to provide the amount of dietary energy required to maintain a 
normal, active, healthy life. The indicator is reported as the prevalence of undernourishment (PoU), which is an estimate of the percentage of individuals in the total population 
that are in a condition of undernourishment. To reduce the influence of possible estimation errors in some of the underlying parameters, national estimates are reported as a 
three-year moving average. Source: FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO. 2020. The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2020. Transforming food systems for affordable 
healthy diets. Rome, FAO. Further information is available at https://www.wfp.org/publications/state-food-security-and-nutrition-world-sofi-report-2020

© World Food Programme 2020

The designations employed and the presentation of material in this map does not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of WFP concerning the legal or constitutional status of any country, territory or 
sea area, or concerning the delimitation of frontiers.
* A dispute exists between the Governments of Argentina and the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland concerning sovereignty over the Falkland Islands (Malvinas).
** Dotted line represents approximately the Line of Control in Jammu and Kashmir agreed upon by India and Pakistan. The final status of Jammu and Kashmir has not yet been agreed upon by the parties.
*** Final boundary between the Republic of Sudan and the Republic of South Sudan has not yet been determined. 
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Hunger is an  
emerging 

critical 
global issue  



‘Crop yields 
up and 
down’

Increases 
and 

decreases

Food security and 
production capability 

rapidly becoming a more 
important global issue 



Unique 
biomass 

capability

Upper Midwest 
bioeconomy likely to be 
more globally significant 

over coming decades
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Long term 
GDP impact 
positive in 

north

Climate change may 
drive migration patterns 
within US may move to 
‘north’, and from ‘west 

to center’





31https://projects.propublica.org/climate-migration/



Predictions and observations 

•Growing disconnect between where food will be 
consumed, and where it can be grown.
•Midwest poised to capitalize on intersect of water, 

energy and biomass / food production capability.
•New migration patterns are emerging



Technology 
and the speed 

of change 
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Artificial Intelligence 
emerging as driving 
digital technology



When will AI outperform people?

Reproduced from Next Industrial Revolution, Future iQ, 2018

AI is reshaping our lives 
and industries – right 

now
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Adapted from: Source: 
Deloitte. 2014. Industry 
4.0 Challenges and 
solutions for the digital 
transformation and use 
of exponential 
technologies

Rapid 
systemic 

change and 
technology 
integration 



Technology and speed of change

•Waves of disruption and technology are 
reshaping education, industries and 
manufacturing 
•Speed of change is exponential 



Macro Trends…

What does all this mean for Cornell 
College – context and content?


