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Any experienced surfer knows how 
important it is to keep one eye  
fixed on the horizon. While a wave  
is still forming a long way off, that  
is the time to start paddling out,  
to get into position and get ready.  
Leave it too long or fail to move  
at all, and you’ll be wiped out as  
the wave crashes you.

It’s much the same when looking 
to ride the waves of change. Smart 
leaders recognize how important  
it is to have one eye firmly fixed on 
what lies ahead. Failing to identify  
or embrace the waves of change will 
set any business on a collision course 
with irrelevance or annihilation. 

As a trends forecaster and business 
strategist, much of my time is spent 
helping organizations and leaders 
identify and prepare for the key  
trends that will define the future.

The purpose of this report is to  
draw on over a decade of trend 
forecasting to highlight the top  
20 trends that will shape the next 
decade. Whether these trends  
become an existential threat or  
an exciting opportunity for your 
business will largely depend on  
your perspective and preparedness. 

As we consider the road ahead, there 
is one great universal and levelling 
truth: the future will impact us all and 
only we can decide what sort of impact 
that will be. To paraphrase the great 
Chinese philosopher LAO TZU;

 Resisting change is  
 like trying to hold 
your breath – even if you’re 
successful, it won’t end well.
So get ready – it’s time to lift our 
eyes to the horizon and get in position 
to ride the waves of change that are 
already taking shape.
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As computers begin to operate with human 
characteristics and capabilities such as 
empathy and intuition, the impacts will be 
profound. In the legal profession, a number or 
high profile law firms have recently engaged 
an AI-powered digital solicitor named “Ross” 
resulting in legal research functions requiring 
far less human interaction than ever before. 
Using natural language processing, technology 
like Ross can summarize thousands of pages of 
legal documents within minutes – a task that 
might take a human counterpart several days 
to complete – while reducing the probability 

of error. In the accounting world, one of the 
big 4 accountancy firms recently announced 
a goal of having 30% of the audit work being 
completed using AI by the year 2020. Even for 
the individual consumer, Artificial Intelligence 
will drive more and more of the technology 
that governs our lives. Consider the automated 
vision testing service Opternative that 
performs vision tests using your smartphone’s 
camera and performing the diagnosis using AI. 
Or the real estate giant Zillow’s “Zestimate” 
feature which estimates the price of homes.

ARTIFICIAL 
INTELLIGENCE

01

of current professions  
will be AUTOMATED by   38% 2030
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The big winners of the technological revolution 
have undoubtedly been consumers. The 
options, information and voice enjoyed by 
everyday individuals will continue to shift 
power away from companies and brands. 
Review sites, social media and the ability for 
consumers to circumvent the middle-man 
means that companies will increasingly need 
to be on their best behavior at all times. 
Take a consumer for granted today and they 
can destroy your brand in moments through 
negative reviews or a video posted to YouTube. 

The torrent of disdain unleashed on United 
Airlines in April 2017 when the company  
forcibly off-boarded a passenger ought to  
be a warning for any brand or business in  
the years to come. Keeping one finger on  
the pulse of what the marketplace is saying 
using services like Google Alerts or www.
mention.com are no longer a good idea –  
they are a necessity. 

EMPOWERED  
CONSUMERS 

01

of people TRUST ONLINE REVIEWS as  
much as a personal recommendation  84% 
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Defined as the branch of technology that deals 
with the manipulation of individual atoms 
and molecules, nanotechnology has long been 
a source of fascination for scientists and 
futurists alike. It is estimated that currently 3-4 
nanotech products are hitting the market every 
week and are having a significant impact on 
product design and functionality. For instance, 
nanotechnology is already allowing tennis balls 
to last longer, wounds to heal more quickly due 
to bandages infused with silver nanoparticles, 
and specially-designed socks that actively fight 
odour and regulate temperature. 

Within a few short years, nanotech solar 
surfaces will be able to split water via 
electrolysis and generate hydrogen to run 
a fuel cell – thus significantly disrupting the 
revenue models of battery manufacturers and 
utilities providers. Scientists at the Hong Kong 
Polytechnic University have even developed 
nano-thin particles of titanium dioxide fabric 
which will use natural or ultraviolet light 
to self-clean clothes without the need for 
detergents.

NANO– 
TECHNOLOGY 

01

Nanotechnology will see us building computers  
the size of a sugar cube that are more powerful  
that all the computers in the entire world today.

Ralph Merkle
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This ‘distributed ledger’ technology that 
underpins the digital currency Bitcoin will 
have a significant impact on a range of 
industries in the years to come – most notably 
financial services. Foreign currency transfer 
platforms, the money markets and stock 
exchanges are already employing Blockchain 
technology and there are predictions that 
it could lead to significant job losses and 
business redundancies in the coming years. 
This is due to the fact that transactions 
made using Blockchain require far less human 
involvement, will occur instantaneously and 
will be far more accurate.

In September 2016, Barclays bank carried out 
the world’s first Blockchain trade transaction 
and were able to cut a process that normally 
takes 7–10 days down to less than four hours. 
Blockchain will also significantly impact the 
real estate industry as it will allow anyone 
to manage, track, and transfer land titles 
and property deeds — with no need for 
intermediaries or the fees they charge. Other 
professionals including journalists, insurance 
brokers and academics will likely see the 
impact of Blockchain due to research-driven 
applications of the technology.

 
BLOCKCHAIN 

By 2024 the GLOBAL  
BLOCKCHAIN MARKET  
is expected to be worth 

$20billion
Transparency Market Research, 2017
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With self-driving cars due to hit our roads in 
a meaningful way by 2030, their impact will 
be far-reaching and profound. Owing to the 
added safety and convenience of autonomous 
vehicles, auto insurers will have far fewer 
claims; panel beaters will be searching for 
work; and personal car ownership will  
become far less attractive with the advent 
of driverless Uber-style car services. 

Added to this, within our lifetime we will 
see the demise of truck drivers, the paid 
parking industry and perhaps even drive-thru 
restaurants. One thing is for sure, our roads, 
communities and lives will look very different 
once our cars begin to drive themselves.

AUTONOMOUS  
CARS 

Driverless cars will put almost  
3% of the workforce out of a job.

Lawrence Katz, Harvard University Labor Economist 
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With an estimated 47% of current professions 
at risk of being taken over by robots by the 
year 2025, no job appears safe. Robotics 
are already transforming the medical, 
manufacturing and defense sectors with aged 
care, hospitality and the financial industries 
next in their sights. So fundamental could the 
changes be that Elon Musk recently suggested 
that within a few decades governments may

need to consider a universal basic income  
to allow for the multitude of low-skilled 
workers made obsolete by robots. Bill Gates 
has proposed an ingenious plan for how  
such a move could be funded and that is 
by taxing robots as if they were productive 
citizens. To be sure, this may all sound like  
an episode of the Jetson’s but it is not too  
far from our reality.

RISE OF  
THE ROBOTS 

Robotics is expected to be a 
$67 BILLION SECTOR BY 
The Rise of Robotics Report, The Boston Consulting Group
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Although over 3 decades old, 3D printing 
technology is on the cusp of becoming 
mainstream. Brands such as Adidas are  
already recognizing this trend having 
developed capabilities for customers to 3D 
print custom soles for their running shoes. 
In the medical arena, 3D printing technology 
is set to revolutionize devices, implants and 
procedures themselves. 

With the successful printing of human  
tissue, heart valves and even bone  
fragments, the nature of surgery is set  
to change for ever. The custom-manufacture 
of ancillary devices such as hearing aids using 
3D printing techniques has already replaced 
large numbers of manufacturing roles in the 
sector – a trend that is set to continue.

3D  
PRINTING 

3D PRINTING  
will become 50% CHEAPER  
and up to 400% FASTER by 2023
Siemens Corporation
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While debate continues to rage as to how 
much our climate is changing and who is to 
blame, there is little doubt that the world we 
live in is in a period of climatic transition. The 
impacts of these changes will be fundamental 
and far-reaching. Consider how the world of 
real estate will change as consumers become 
wary of purchasing in once prime coastal strips 
or low-lying and newly flood-prone areas.  
With a greater reliance on air conditioning  
and refrigeration, energy consumption will 
grow – and with it government and market 
pressure to look for alternatives. 

The insurance sector will face untold cost 
increases with the growing frequency  
and severity of weather events. Of most 
significant note will be the fact that water 
will replace oil to become the most valuable 
resource within a generation. Wars will be 
fought, fortunes made and populations 
displaced due to shortages in the supply  
and quality of water.

ENVIRONMENTAL 
CHANGE  

An increase in global TEMPERATURES by  
2.5 DEGREES would see the world’s gross  
domestic product fall by $33 TRILLION by 
United Nations Development Program Report, 2016
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The Millennials (Gen Y) and their younger 
cousins Gen Z and Gen Alpha are going to 
change the world as we know it. As consumers 
they are buying different things, in different 
ways, using different technologies and for 
different reasons to their parents’ generation. 
Added to this, their attitudes to career, family 
and community are vastly different to their 
forebears. Unlikely to aspire to ‘partner’ status 
in law/accounting firms, and unwilling to work

for or purchase from organizations who don’t 
match their values, this young cohort want to 
contribute and be consulted with (preferably 
via technology). Like them or not, no business 
or industry can afford to ignore this younger 
demographic or take them for granted. After 
all, they control almost 50c in the dollar of 
discretionary spending power and will make  
up almost half the workforce within a decade.

EMERGING  
GENERATIONS 

By 2020, Millennials will account for
of retail sales in the United States  
or roughly $1.4 trillion in spending

Accenture, 2016
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Former U.S. President Obama’s famous ‘pivot to 
Asia’ merely formalized a trend that has been 
underway for years and is set to speed up. 
Emerging economies in the Middle and Far East 
with young populations and burgeoning middle 
classes are increasingly becoming the globe’s 
economic engine-room. 

The impacts of this trend are far-reaching. 
Past assumptions about dominant currencies, 
dominant languages and dominant business 
cultures (each largely reflecting the West) will 
come into question over the coming 2 decades.  

SHIFTING  
ECONOMIC  
POWER 
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is on course to account for  
HALF of GLOBAL GDP by

Australian National University, 2016

ASIA 2050



Increasingly nationalistic and populist 
sentiments around the globe will continue 
to re-cast the World Order from a business 
perspective. While globalization is near 
impossible to stop or reverse, we will likely see 
new and greater trading tariffs, immigration 
reform and cross-border taxation agreements 

which will have a significant impact on the 
flow of goods, services, employees and ideas. 
Running parallel to this, we may well even see 
businesses grow to become more powerful  
and important than governments – a trend 
that will radically reshape the fundamentals 
of democracy and national sovereignty. 

POLITICAL  
UPHEAVAL 

has a LARGER ECONOMY than  
NORWAY and 157 other nations.
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Chatbots are already transforming the  
way organizations are interacting with their 
customers in some profound ways and this  
is set to grow. These intelligent communication 
programs use learning algorithms to allow  
for very human-like interactions at great  
scale. I recently witnessed a real-time 
insurance quote generated using a Chatbot 
with the customer having absolutely no idea 
they were interacting and discussing options 
with a machine. 

The impact of this on the nature and speed 
of customer interactions is significant with 
many customer support, service and client 
management functions likely to disappear in 
the coming years. One recent study suggested 
that Chatbots will be responsible for cost 
savings to businesses of over $8 billion per 
annum by 2022. While this is economically 
compelling for businesses and will result in 
the generation of significant and valuable 
customer data, such advantages will likely 
come at the cost of consumer privacy.

 
CHATBOTS 

Juniper Research, 2017

CHATBOTS will be responsible for cost savings 
to businesses of over $8 billion per annum by 
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As governments seek to adapt to new 
technologies and new economic structures, 
they will likely intervene in some important 
and often unhelpful ways. At one end of 
the spectrum, we will continue to see some 
industries de-regulated in the same way that 
taxi industry rules have been relaxed around 
the world to allow for ride sharing apps. On 
the other hand, governments will dramatically 
increase regulatory restrictions in many 
industries as they have in the financial advice, 
real estate and mortgage lending sectors. 

Much of the future regulatory tightening will 
be an effort to address the economic and 
social threats posed by trends we’ve already 
discussed such as automation and artificial 
intelligence. However, like trying to hold back 
the tide, these moves will be futile in the long-
term but will significantly impact the viability 
and agility of businesses in the short-term. 

REGULATORY  
RUMBLINGS 

If there’s a regulation that’s saving 10,000  
lives and costing one job, it’s worth it.

Cass Sunstein
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While early social media apps such as MySpace 
were little more than electronic bulletin boards 
or online messaging services, social media has 
grown to encompass every element of online 
brand building and communication. In the  
near future, we will see organizations place 
more emphasis on their corporate social media 
profiles than even their company website. 

The nature of online searches may also  
change as consumers turn to Facebook, 
YouTube, Snap and Twitter as their primary 
search methods. Correspondingly, advertising 
and marketing dollars will continue to move 
away from traditional broadcast and printed 
media and be redirected to social media giants 
who have the attention of consumers’ eyeballs.

SOCIAL MEDIA  
DOMINANCE 

Transparency may be the most disruptive and far-
reaching innovation to come out of social media.

Paul Gillin
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With the rise of alternate facts and fake  
news, reputation management will become 
more challenging than ever. As conspiracy 
theorists and quasi-scientific fears have  
taught the pharmaceutical and food 
manufacturing industries, the facts need  
never get in the way of a good story.

All it takes is a viral blog post or video clip 
on social media to significantly impair or 
even destroy a brand or product’s reputation 
(irrespective of how factually accurate the post 
is). This is set to continue in the years to come 
and poses significant financial and reputation 
threats to businesses that don’t respond 
swiftly and persuasively to even the most 
spurious comments and opinions.  

POST-TRUTH  
AGE 
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The problem with quotes found on the  
internet is that they’re not always true.

Abraham Lincoln



While some business forecasters suggest  
that the coming years will see our economy 
come full circle and return to a network 
technology-enabled cottage industries,  
I don’t suspect this will be the case. Rather 
than simply seeing the removal of middle  
men and a closing of the gap between 
producers and consumers, the more significant 
impending disruption will be that consumers 
will themselves become producers. 

The 3D printing trend highlighted previously 
is a powerful example of this already  
occurring. Within a decade, it is likely that  
most households will own a 3D printer  
allowing them to produce an ever-wider  
range of desired items with no need to  
engage a retailer or manufacturer. Many 
businesses and industries that have relied  
on militantly protecting their IP and supply 
chains may find their value proposition 
significantly threatened as the consumer 
becomes the co-producer or ‘prosumer’.

THE RISE OF  
PROSUMERS 
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There will be a day when consumers become an 
integral part of product development and delivery.

Prediction by Alvin Toffler in 1980



Copyright protection and intellectual property 
laws have long been the financial and moral 
backbone of businesses and industries. 
However, recent years have seen these 
fundamentals come under attack. To date, this 
has been most clearly seen in the media and 
music industries where ripping, sharing or at 
best streaming our entertainment has become 
the norm – much to the dismay of production 

houses, artists and creatives. In the years  
to come, we’ll likely see other industries 
face the same trend. Ideas, inventions and 
innovations will become increasingly difficult 
to defend and thus the income derived from 
protecting and exploiting these intellectual 
assets will decrease swiftly and significantly. 
The impact on industries from publishing  
to pharmaceuticals will be enormous.

THE DEATH  
OF IP
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From a business point of view,  
intellectual property is already dead.

Esther Dyson



One of the key forms of disruption that can 
undermine a business’ relevance is when 
it comes in the form of unconventional 
competition. While monitoring the strategic 
moves of your established competitors will 
always be vital, businesses and leaders must 
remain equally vigilant to the threat of new 
unorthodox players entering the market – 
especially when they are in the form of 
tech-startups. 

Although Silicon Valley is hardly the world’s 
only engine room of technological innovation,  
it has come to symbolize the very companies 
and paradigms that will pose unconventional 
threats to any and all industries in the years  
to come. Every business must remain vigilant 
to the spread of tech companies as they enter 
adjacent or atypical industries. Consider how 
Apple has entered banking, Snap has entered 
broadcast entertainment, and Uber has 
entered the parcel delivery industry.

THE SILICON  
VALLEY SPREAD 
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The real force of Silicon Valley 
 is the mentality, the spirit.

Xavier Niel



My good friend and fellow futurist Chris  
Riddell puts it best when he suggests that 
“Data will be the oil of the 21st Century: 
fortune and power will belong to those  
who can find it, mine it and refine it.” While 
there has been much hype about ‘big data’ 
in recent years, the coming decades will see 
data’s preeminence grow. 

Having access to accurate real-time  
data and then being able to synthesize  
that data and draw actionable insights  
will be a key competitive advantage. 
Conversely, ignore the data or draw  
inaccurate insights from it and you will  
find yourself on the back foot immediately. 
As such, analytics will become the domain  
or every member of an organization and  
not only those in the IT department. 

THE  
PREEMINENCE 
OF DATA 

Data will be the oil of the 21st Century:  
fortune and power will belong to those  
who can find it, mine it and refine it.

Chris Riddell
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The shift towards electronic vehicles has been 
long-heralded as a win for the environment. 
However, with players like Tesla becoming a 
genuine alternative to owning a traditional 
internal combustion vehicle, the auto sector 
and it’s many stakeholders are set for a big 
shake up. At a macro level, demand for oil will 
nosedive and the geopolitical impacts of this 
change will be enormous. Added to this, the 
number of industries that would be disrupted 
by a shift away from internal combustion is 
hard to fathom. Consider how the entire supply 
chain of oil and related products will become a 
far less viable business model. 

Although it’s tempting to think that service 
or gas stations would simply morph their 
role into electric charging hubs, we’re already 
seeing that owners of electric vehicles are 
opting to charge their cars at home or in more 
convenient locations like a shopping center 
carpark. In the UK, the government is even 
trialing a road surface that will charge your car 
as you drive along it. If service or gas stations 
were to disappear, the flow-on effect for the 
entire convenience grocery sector would be 
enormous. Mechanical trades would also bear 
the brunt of the shift away from internal 
combustion engines as many electric cars have 
only 10 moving mechanical parts which require 
different skills for servicing.

END OF  
INTERNAL  
COMBUSTION 

By 2025, the world will have almost ENTIRELY  
moved away from internal combustion vehicles
Tony Seba, Stanford University Economist 
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Naturally, identifying disruptions is only half  
the battle. My real passion is helping organizations 
and leaders prepare for the changes ahead.

Whether on stage at conferences or in a consulting  
capacity, my challenge to clients is to ensure they  
future-proof and bullet-proof their business models by:

01
DIGGING THE WELL  
BEFORE YOU GET THIRSTY 

Don’t wait for change to hit  
before you adapt. Re-invent 
yourself before you are forced 
to because if you wait too  
long, it’ll likely be too late.  
The status quo may be 
comfortable, predictable  
and profitable for now, but 
visionary leaders recognize 
that embracing the status 
quo is a death sentence for  
any business today.

02
FAILING FAST, FREQUENTLY 
AND FRUGALLY  

Cultivating an appetite and  
culture for risk and failure is  
truly vital for any business  
hoping to stay at the cutting  
edge. In the words of Nobel  
Prize winner Frank Wilczek,  
“If you’re not making mistakes, 
you’re not working on hard  
enough problems”. That said,  
smart innovation is neither  
reckless nor reactionary. On the 
contrary, it is an evolutionary  
process of constantly taking 
calculated risks, experimenting, 
testing and iterating.

03
FOSTER HEALTHY  
PARANOIA
Staying ever vigilant to the 
disruptive threats just around  
the corner will cultivate the  
two essential character traits  
of enduring organizations:  
humility and hunger. The  
moment arrogance or  
complacency sets in, the  
end is near. After all, the  
moment you think you’ve  
made it, you’ve passed it.

04
FOCUS ON  
FRICTION  
The customer experience 
 is everything today and  
any process or system that  
creates friction by causing 
irritation, confusion and  
frustration must be dealt  
with swiftly. Taking customers  
for granted, even unknowingly,  
will leave any business  
especially vulnerable to being 
disrupted by the next start-up 
willing to solve a customer  
pain-point that the incumbents 
aren’t willing to address. 

05
SPARE NO  
SACRED COWS
Bureaucracy, tradition and  
red tape are the unholy  
trinity in business today.  
Leaders must be willing to 
ruthlessly address the ‘way  
things have always been  
done’ if they hope to foster  
agility and responsiveness.
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To find out more or book Michael  
to speak at your next conference,  
visit www.michaelmcqueen.net or  
email info@michaelmcqueen.net

Michael McQueen has his finger on the pulse when it 
comes to emerging trends shaping society and business 
and has worked with some of the world’s best-known 
brands. He has written five bestselling books and 
features regularly as a commentator on TV and radio.

Michael is a familiar face on the international conference circuit 
having shared the stage with the likes of Bill Gates, Whoopi Goldberg 
and Larry King. He has presented to over 300,000 people across 5 
continents since 2004 and is known for his high-impact, research-rich 
and entertaining conference presentations. 

In 2015, Michael was named Australia’s Keynote Speaker of the  
Year and was inducted into the Speaker’s Hall of Fame.
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