
Currently, work is on-going to prepare the first com-
prehensive ESPAS Global Trends report, sched-

uled to be published in the course of 2014.
To assist ESPAS in this task, three inter-institu-
tional working groups have been established 
and three in-depth studies recently completed 
by independent researchers. These studies cov-
er current trends in the international economy, 
changes arising from the emergence of a global 
society and the shifts in international governance 

and power (see inside). The reports that arise from 
this process will contribute to the preparation of the 

ESPAS Global Trends Report 2014.

The World in 2030
Highlights

Autumn 2013

The world is experiencing change at a speed and 
with an intensity that is unprecedented. Countries, 
institutions and policy makers across the globe find 
themselves increasingly reacting to the consequenc-
es of these changes rather than shaping the changes 
themselves. There is a recognition on the part of gov-
ernments, international organisations and the private 
sector of the need to develop a capacity for foresight 
in order to identify major global trends, assess their 
potential impact and fashion policy-making according-

ly. The European Union (EU) as a major economic and 
political actor on the world stage is both impacted upon 
and contributes to these trends.
It is against this backdrop of rapid change that the 
European Strategy and Policy Analysis System (ESPAS) 
was born (see p. 4). It is a unique inter-institutional in-
itiative of the EU that aims to identify the main global 
trends with a time horizon of 2030, assess the implica-
tions of these trends for the EU and review the challeng-
es and policy options facing decision makers.

An initial report was published in spring 2012 by the European Union Institute for Strategic Studies (EUISS), en-
titled ‘Global Trends 2030 – Citizens in an Interconnected and Polycentric World’. Commissioned by ESPAS, 
the report focusses on three main areas: The empowerment of the individual combined with a global emergence 
of the middle class; greater human development offset by persistent inequality, climate change and scarcity; and 
the challenges brought by a polycentric world confronted with a growing governance gap (see p. 4).

This paper summarises the main global trends identified so far in the ESPAS project and asks some of the big ques-
tions Europe should consider addressing. At this point in the development of ESPAS, we are keen to share these 
emerging findings and to engage interested parties in the EU institutions, national governments and in the 
public and private sectors more generally, in a conversation about the key trends and their implications for the EU.



Ten Big Questions The Economic Perspective:
A world in transition *
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Will the rising competitiveness of certain new play-
ers on the global scene make it more difficult for 
Europe to sustain its social model(s) and welfare 
systems? Will future, potentially modest, growth in 
Europe be ‘jobless’?

Can society adapt more quickly to technological 
change, so increasing productivity, without exacer-
bating social imbalances? How radical is the change 
in the digital economy, especially the rise of ‘big data’?

What new, unpredictable technologies and oth-
er developments – whether positive or disruptive 
–   are likely to reshape the world economy in the 
coming decades?

What are the implications of rapidly rising average 
longevity in advanced economies – forecast up to 90 
by 2050 – for our pension and social security systems?

What are the implications for public policy in Europe 
of a series of destabilising trends, notably growing 
inequality in the developed and developing world, 
migration, continued ethnic and religious conflict, 
water and energy scarcity, and climate change?

What are the implications of the likely continued 
rise of China, as well as of other regional and glob-
al players, with their vast resources, wealth and 
population numbers?

Can the current rules-based system in the UN and 
other multilateral organisations (including the 
WTO) be maintained and, if possible, enhanced? 
Could the Transatlantic Trade and Investment Part-
nership (TTIP) be a real game changer?

Could there be wide-ranging social and political 
dissatisfaction facing democratic institutions? Will 
governance systems be able to respond effectively 
to the challenges ahead? 

Can Europe develop security and defence policies – 
whether delivered through the EU or NATO, or both 
– to respond to shrinking defence budgets and like-
ly threats? Is the EU sufficiently equipped to make 
a stronger contribution to solving crises and con-
flicts world-wide?

Can the EU develop an open and positive mindset 
about the future and its place in the world?

Demography
By 2030, the world’s population may have reached a 
plateau. Overall, the average age of the global popula-
tion will increase. Average living standards and educa-
tion levels should improve. A world with an ageing pop-
ulation could be a constraint for European investment 
strategies.

What are the implications for the EU, particularly its 
welfare state and quality of education?

Emerging features of globalisation
Global trade in goods may stall while value-added chains 
in industry are likely to remain regional. South-South 
trade is likely to rise while trade in services grows in im-
portance. Labour markets will continue to international-
ise. Cross-border investment will expand with potentially 
disruptive effects in emerging countries. The EU’s econo-
my will be relatively smaller but also more open.
What will be the consequences of these new features 

for the EU’s competitiveness?

Income differences across countries will narrow
The US, China and the EU will remain the three eco-
nomic poles of the world. The Chinese economy is ex-
pected to become the largest, subject to rebalancing 
and institutional reforms. The gap between poorer and 
richer countries is likely to narrow due to three factors 
in emerging countries: openness, human capital and a 
high level of savings. Technology is likely to shape inno-
vation in education, healthcare, science, manufactur-
ing and, more generally, lifestyles. The EU’s long-term 
economic recovery will depend on its ability to improve 
productivity. 

What will the EU need to do to ensure that it 
retains lasting competitive advantage?

Not (yet?) greener world
Disruptive changes may affect part of the global ener-
gy markets. The rise of a more affluent global middle 
class is likely to increase pressure on raw materials, too. 
Concentrations of greenhouse gases will have further 
increased by 2030 while energy productivity rise in 
emerging countries is likely to be insufficient to opti-
mise energy use there.

What are the implications 
for EU energy and environmental policies?

Link to the full report:
http://europa.eu/espas/pdf/
espas-report-economy.pdf

http://europa.eu/espas/pdf/espas-report-economy.pdf
http://europa.eu/espas/pdf/espas-report-economy.pdf


A growing middle class
The middle class is set to grow worldwide, but inequal-
ity within countries is on the rise. The ageing of pop-
ulations will also affect the developing world, bringing 
challenges for welfare systems, energy consumption, 
labour markets and healthcare.

What type of regulatory environment will improve 
labour market participation and domestic investment 

in equity and productivity?

Social expectation gap widens
Income distribution may continue to be increasingly 
asymmetric, while purchasing power may continue to 
shrink even for the global middle class due to the likely 
increase of education, healthcare and service costs.
Will the EU need to revise its current policies towards 

the ‘working poor’ and ‘education poverty’?

Stress increases on welfare systems
Reform of welfare and social innovation will have to go 
together with mainly private investment in productivi-
ty. The ‘quality’ of jobs and workplace will have to be 
dramatically adapted if participation in the labour force 
is to be increased, especially to include women, part- 
time workers, interns or disabled citizens. Sustainable 
reforms of the social model (such as social VAT) are like-
ly to be needed in Europe and the US.

Are current national approaches 
to pension age sustainable?

Growing individual empowerment 
Education will become increasingly important as coun-
tries seek to develop knowledge-based economies, im-
pacting on gender equality and the empowerment of 
women. Yet unequal access to e-skills and discrepancies 
in connectivity may contribute to a new divide. These 
trends may go hand in hand with the rise of grassroots 
movements, potentially reshaping political participation.

Can societies across the world adapt to rapid tech-
nological progress, using it to improve productivity 

growth without increasing social imbalances?

Diffusion of Power
Globalisation and rising levels of interdependence 
among states will change the nature of power, making 
it harder for individual states to dictate the course of 
events. Power is shifting from the ‘West’ to the ‘rest’ 
and downwards to individuals and non-state actors. A 
rise in the number of ‘middle powers’ will impact on 
regional and global politics. This polycentric world will 
present new challenges and opportunities for the EU.

Can the EU respond to the challenges to its 
regulatory and soft power, possibly enabling it to 

become a ‘super-partner’ to rising middle powers and 
regional organisations?

A new age of interdependence 
Deepened interdependence surrounds a nexus of eco-
nomic, technology and security issues. Resource se-
curity, climate and energy challenges will become a 
fundamental feature of global politics, with significant 
conflict and security risks remaining, including cyber-
crime and cyber-warfare.

Can the EU redefine its strategic security interests in 
the context of challenges coming from both the lack 

of resources and political will as well as from new 
threats? 

Governance, Legitimacy and Transparency
Institutions of global governance are becoming weaker 
and less equipped to manage future economic, politi-
cal and societal revolutions. More layers of governance 
are establishing themselves without full reference to 
international norms and values. Uncertainty surrounds 
the future of the traditional liberal democratic and mar-
ket-oriented order, while nations with autocratic govern-
ment are increasing in economic and political influence.

Can the EU advance the case for 
future rules-based global governance?

Strategic Neighbourhood
The future of Europe cannot be de-linked from the fu-
ture of its strategic neighbourhood to the east and south. 
The EU has a fundamental interest in ensuring that the 
region does not miss out on the benefits of economic 
growth, connectivity and new governance frameworks.

At its Eastern and Southern borders, can the EU 
continue to project sufficient security to support state 

building and prevent serious conflicts between the 
main actors in its neighbourhood?

Global Society:
More connections, more tensions *

Int’l Governance & Power: 
Global power shifts *

These sections have been drawn from 
documents prepared by independent 
researchers on behalf of ESPAS
(www.europa.eu/espas/papers/index_en.htm) 

*
Link to the full report:
http://europa.eu/espas/pdf/
espas-report-governance-power.pdf

Link to the full report:
http://europa.eu/espas/pdf/
espas-report-societal-trends.pdf

http://europa.eu/espas/papers/index_en.htm
http://europa.eu/espas/pdf/espas-report-governance-power.pdf
http://europa.eu/espas/pdf/espas-report-governance-power.pdf
http://europa.eu/espas/pdf/espas-report-societal-trends.pdf
http://europa.eu/espas/pdf/espas-report-societal-trends.pdf


Source: Kharas (2010)

I. The Empowerment of the Individual
By 2030, the world population will reach 8.3 billion. 
Near-universal access to education, the effects of informa-
tion and communications technology (ICT), and the evolu-
tion in the status of women in most countries are contrib-
uting to the empowerment of individuals and increasing 
their autonomy vis-à-vis the state. Demands and concerns 
of people across the world are likely to converge, offset by 
their governments’ capacity to deliver public goods. 

II. Greater Human Development but Inequality, 
Climate Change and Scarcity
Increasingly affluent societies driven by a burgeoning mid-
dle class will emerge globally, yet poverty and social ex-
clusion will still affect a significant proportion of the world 
population. Weak education systems and the prevalence 
of disease will remain a major burden for human develop-
ment. The financial crisis could have an enduring impact on 
living standards in Europe and the US, creating a category of 
‘new poor’. Climate change will have serious consequences 
and affect living standards and public safety by globally in-
creasing water and food scarcity. Competition for resources 
is thus likely to exacerbate tensions and trigger conflicts. 

III. A Polycentric World,
but a Growing Governance Gap
The world of 2030 will be diffusely multi-polar and 
polycentric, with no single world power playing a 
hegemonic role. Influence will depend crucially on 
the ability to act as a model for economic, politi-
cal and societal development. The future interna-
tional system will probably mix balance-of-power 
politics and multilateralism, with states making 
issue-by-issue alliances and non-state actors play-
ing a critical role. Although greater awareness of 
the nature of the peoples’ principal concerns will 
lead to a greater demand for shared solutions, 
this call is unlikely to be matched by supply, gen-
erating a governance gap.

ESPAS - The European Strategy and Policy Analysis System
ESPAS brings together officials from the European Commission, European Parliament, General Secretariat of the Council of the 
European Union and the European External Action Service. Together, through an open process of consultation, they are seeking to 
strengthen the Union’s collective administrative capacity to identify and analyse key trends and challenges, as well as the resulting 

policy choices, which are likely to confront the EU and the wider world in the decades ahead.

More information on ESPAS is available at www.europa.eu/espas

Global Trends 2030 
Citizens in an Interconnected and Polycentric World

The 15 largest economies in 2010 and 2030

Source: IMF World Economic Outlook database (estimates for 2010). For 2030 projections see 
Maddison (2007:12).

Asia’s role in global middle class growth, 2009-2030

The EUISS report for ESPAS, published in spring 2012, identified three global trends that will shape the 
world in 2030:

Link to the full report:
http://europa.eu/espas/pdf/
espas_report_ii_01_en.pdf

http://europa.eu/espas/
http://europa.eu/espas/pdf/espas_report_ii_01_en.pdf
http://europa.eu/espas/pdf/espas_report_ii_01_en.pdf

