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FOREWORD 
FROM THE 
ADMINISTRATOR

In an increasingly complex world, UNDP must 
be prepared not just to cope, but to improve, 
with uncertainty. To be able to imagine many 
di!erent futures and consider systematically 
how they affect what we do. To become 
more agile and anticipatory, as our Strategic  
Plan intends.

This Signals Spotlight – the first of its kind for 
UNDP – is part of that e!ort. It draws on our 
prototype Future Trends and Signals System, 
a growing network of UNDP staff who are 
continuously scanning their horizons for signals 
of change. The Spotlight highlights some of 

their most interesting observations, sketches 
connections and patterns, and asks what these 
might mean for the future of development.

The signals are highly diverse, sometimes 
discordant. They capture what UNDP is seeing 
and learning. The picture is constantly changing, 
as new signals speed up a trend or divert it into 
something new. The aim is to get us thinking 
about changes on the horizon we might not 
have noticed, or only seen from certain angles. 
Social fractures, synthetic biology, artificial 
intelligence… what’s happening here and why 
does it matter for development?

Achim Steiner
Administrator
United Nations Development Programme
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The UNDP Signals Spotlight highlights the signals 
and trends which UNDP sees emerging in the 
next 3-10 years that we consider will be significant 
for development. It does not reflect a universal 
experience or a comprehensive picture of the future 
of development; rather, it illustrates how UNDP can 
help illuminate the future by asking: What are we 
seeing? What risks and opportunities lie ahead? 
And why do they matter for development?
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WHY CAPTURE 
SIGNALS OF 
CHANGE?

What kind of world do we want to leave to 
our children? This is not just a moral question 
– how we fulfil our responsibility to future 
generations – it’s a practical one. By 2050 we 
may see gene-edited babies, flying taxis, lab-
grown meat replacing domesticated livestock. 
What are the opportunities for global health 
when everyone has a telehealth app on their 
phone? How will workers in rural areas earn a 
living when robots handle all the agricultural 
jobs? Will women’s voices be heard and their 
pay equal men’s, or will progress towards 
gender equality remain a rocky path?

It’s hard to contemplate futures that look so 
di!erent. It’s easier just to think that current 
trends will continue and that we will have time 
enough to adapt, if not exactly at our leisure, 
at least with deliberation. But the speed and 
complexity of change don’t a!ord us the luxury 
of time. “Tectonic shifts… can now happen in a 
generation.”1 We have to build faster reflexes 
to react or even pre-empt change before it 
materializes. If we wait for evidence to prove 
our point, we’ll be too late.

Future-readiness is about venturing into do-
mains we might not ordinarily inhabit - pop cul-
ture, medicine, technology, art, the metaverse, 
etc. What precedent might Starlink satellites in 
Ukraine set for conflict elsewhere? What might 

the workforce phenomenon of “quiet quitting”, 
digital nomads, or a women-only mining com-
pany in Zimbabwe, mean for jobs in Africa? 

Thinking how to prepare for those futures will 
help us get better at “adapting to an unfolding 
unknown reality”2. For example, the US Coast 
Guard’s Project Long View left it better prepared 
to handle a drastic shift in priorities after 9/11, 
when its port security workload increased from 
2% to 50-60%.3 Scenario exercises at Mont 
Fleur, South Africa, in 1991-1992 helped build 
a shared understanding of what was needed 
to create a better future for all South Africans, 
paving the way for the peaceful transition of 
power. 

The point of scanning for signals is not to 
predict the future. Rather, it is to illuminate a few 
pixels that stand out in a hazy landscape, pixels 
that might join up into patterns of plausible fu-
tures. Investigating these helps reveal the in-
finite variety of futures ahead – and where we 
might be able to steer change in the right di-
rection, towards the future we want. From the 
hundreds of signals contributed to UNDP’s 
Future Trends and Signals System, this spot-
light surfaces some of the most consequen-
tial, draws connections, and invites you to write 
the next chapter: where next?
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PURPOSE AND 
METHODOLOGY 

D R I V E R S

Long-term shifts that a!ect 
the entire world, like 
urbanization, demographic 
shifts or climate change.

T H E M E S

A mix of related trends 
across an area of strategic 
importance for UNDP.

T R E N D S

Directions of change over 
time, evidenced by a 
supply of signals.

S I G N A L S

A single piece of evidence 
supporting a trend or 
indicating a potential 
change in a trend.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

In 2022, UNDP began to develop a Future Trends and Signals System to activate the “noticing” 
capacity of colleagues across UNDP. This Signals Spotlight draws on nearly 500 signals 
submitted to the system between September and December 2022: real-time snippets of 
information that UNDP “signal scanners” across the world detected as indicators of change that 
could be significant for the future of development. The UNDP Strategy & Futures Team looked for 
patterns among the signals and selected the 13 themes that appear below. 

The choice of themes, while subjective, was made with three criteria in mind:

• Themes that merit greater attention given their importance for development, now or in the future
• Themes that point to a potentially interesting or consequential change of direction
• Themes highly relevant for development but whose direction or potential impact is unclear

The 13 themes are clustered into three areas: useful tensions, novel collaboration and value investing. 
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INTERCONNECTIONS !  
THEMES AND TRENDS

When democracies  
autocratise

Can the courts 
save us?

Dare to be 
unpopular

Shaping our 
digital lives

Will techno-optimism 
make us complacent?

Regulating 
the unknown

“OPECs” for 
everything

Climate changing 
the financial system

New wave of 
debt swaps for 

climate and nature

Rethinking the 
governance of ESG

The changing 
face of altruism

Why aren’t we 
talking about a

social recession?

The looming 
jobs crisis

1
2

4

5

6

78

9

10

11

12

13

VALUE 
INVESTING

USEFUL
TENSIONS

NOVEL
COLLABORATION

3

CLIMATE ACTIVISM EXPANDING 

GROWING CONCERN FOR 
FUTURE GENERATIONS

INCREASINGLY 
DIGITAL LIVES 

INCREASING 
POLARIZATION 

EVER!STRONGER AI 

INCREASING CONSUMER DEMAND 
FOR SUSTAINABILITY 

NEW ALLIANCES FOR THE GLOBAL COMMONS

DEVELOPING COUNTRIES ASSERT THEMSELVES 

INEQUITABLE DISTRIBUTION OF TECH PERSISTS 

GROWTH IN METAVERSE USERS PERSISTS 

CLIMATE SHOCKS !  
MORE INTENSE, MORE FREQUENT 

BACKLASH AGAINST
GENDER EQUALITY

CONSUMER DEMAND FOR 
SUSTAINABILITY INCREASING

RACE FOR SCARCE RESOURCES BOOM IN BREAKTHROUGH TECH 

RISE IN SOCIAL UNREST SHIFTING NATURE OF WORK 



USEFUL TENSIONS
Amidst growing polarization of people and values, and 
challenges to democracy, can we still derive value from 
the tensions and conflicts we encounter?

T H E M E  1 
When democracies autocratise

T H E M E  2  
Can the courts save us?

T H E M E  3  
Dare to be unpopular

T H E M E  4  
Shaping our digital lives

T H E M E  5  
Will techno-optimism make us complacent? 
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T H E M E  1

WHEN
DEMOCRACIES
AUTOCRATISE
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In a world of compounding shocks, governing in a state of emergency is becoming the 
new normal. There is a danger that policies formed in a constant “state of exception” will erode 
democracy further, at a time when even longstanding democracies are under pressure.

SIGNALS
Threats to democracy are growing, as global freedom 
declines4 for the 16th consecutive year. Between 2016 and 2021, 
the number of countries moving towards authoritarianism was 
more than double5 the number moving towards democracy. 
Satisfaction with democracy has fallen6 in most parts of 
the world. Some 52% of people across 77 countries agreed 
that having a strong leader7 unbeholden to legislatures or 
elections is a good thing (compared to 38% in 2009).

The nature of autocratisation is changing, too8. 2021 saw six 
coups, a sharp break from an average 1.2 coups per year 
since 2000. Polarization is increasing to toxic levels, as 
respect for legitimate opposition and pluralism declines, 
while autocratic leaders are increasingly using misinformation, 
repression of civil society and media censorship to empower 
their agendas. Covid was widely used to justify restricting 
civic space9. At least 31 countries used military ordinances10 
or force to enforce pandemic restrictions. 

Progress made towards gender equality, interacting with 
autocratization and polarization, has prompted a gender 
backlash11 in several countries.

There are diverse motivations and methods12 behind demo-
cratic backsliding. The personalization of politics has been 
reinforced by social media and a more digitalized world 
where everyone has a voice, no matter how ill-intentioned 
or informed. Where democracy was already under pressure 
or institutions are weak, shocks can serve as an accelerant. 
A new study of the e!ects of extreme weather on small is-
land nations concluded that natural disasters could fuel au-
tocracy13, as constant shocks overwhelm countries’ ability to 
respond14. 

There are also signs of democracies being tested, but 
proving resilient. The response to the 2021 attack on the 
US Capitol, for example, showed that institutions of democ-
racy can and do function to preserve democratic freedoms. 

T R E N D S

• Democratic  
backsliding

• Increasing  
polarization

• Climate shocks - 
more intense,  
more frequent

I L L U S T R A T I V E  
S I G N A L S

• Covid widely used 
to justify restricting 
civic space

• Autocratic leaders 
increasingly using 
misinformation, 
repression of civil 
society and media 
censorship

• New study shows 
natural disasters 
could fuel autocracy

• Contested elections 
(eg US, Brazil)

https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/2022-02/FIW_2022_PDF_Booklet_Digital_Final_Web.pdf
https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/2022-02/FIW_2022_PDF_Booklet_Digital_Final_Web.pdf
https://www.idea.int/democracytracker/sites/default/files/2022-11/the-global-state-of-democracy-2022.pdf
https://www.idea.int/democracytracker/sites/default/files/2022-11/the-global-state-of-democracy-2022.pdf
https://www.idea.int/democracytracker/sites/default/files/2022-11/the-global-state-of-democracy-2022.pdf
https://www.idea.int/democracytracker/sites/default/files/2022-11/the-global-state-of-democracy-2022.pdf
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/01/confidence-democracy-lowest-point-record/605686/
https://www.idea.int/democracytracker/sites/default/files/2022-11/the-global-state-of-democracy-2022.pdf
https://v-dem.net/media/publications/dr_2022.pdf
https://sdg.iisd.org/commentary/guest-articles/long-covid-in-governance-systems-democracy-under-threat/
https://sdg.iisd.org/commentary/guest-articles/long-covid-in-governance-systems-democracy-under-threat/
https://www.icnl.org/covid19tracker/?location=&issue=25&date=&type=
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/gender-race-identity/autocracy-and-patriarchy-are-surging-worldwide
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/gender-race-identity/autocracy-and-patriarchy-are-surging-worldwide
https://carnegieendowment.org/2022/10/20/understanding-and-responding-to-global-democratic-backsliding-pub-88173
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/nov/17/extreme-weather-climate-crisis-democratic-erosion-autocracies-study-finds
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/nov/17/extreme-weather-climate-crisis-democratic-erosion-autocracies-study-finds
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/10/24/how-many-shocks-can-the-world-take/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/10/24/how-many-shocks-can-the-world-take/
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Brazil’s elections chief15 was granted unilateral 
power to order removal of online misinfor-
mation ahead of national elections (though 
prompting concerns that this was itself a po-
tentially dangerous expansion of power). Chile 
responded to demands for a more inclusive 
democracy through an elected Constitutional 
Assembly16, although its new proposed consti-
tution was rejected by voters.

SO WHAT FOR 
DEVELOPMENT? 

Crisis management requires “command and 
control”. Some 9 out of 10 constitutions 
worldwide in force today include emergency 
clauses17 that allow the government to step 
outside the ordinary constitutional framework 
to take emergency action (and some countries 
have adopted brand new legislation granting 
governments new powers to respond to 
COVID-19).

Such measures can, and sometimes do, lead 
to abuse of power and the deterioration of 
democratic principles in the long term. How do 
we balance the need to govern e!ectively in 
crisis with the preservation of democratic 
principles? In an age of crisis and shocks (un-
foreseen by constitutions centuries old), finding 

this balance – agile and adaptable government 
that is still e!ective, accountable and inclusive - 
demands new ways of governing. For example: 
decentralized autonomous organizations, which 
can give everyone in a community equal rights, 
recording decisions in a transparent, immutable 
manner on the blockchain, depending how they 
are set up18. 

Regardless of what these alternative gover-
nance systems look like, to be trusted and ef-
fective they need to be grounded in inclusive 
and equitable social contracts that reflect the 
needs of our and future generations. Yet as au-
tocrats minimize women’s equal rights19 and 
their participation in the workforce and politics, 
women are left underrepresented and their 
choices constrained, a profoundly undemo-
cratic outcome. The gender backlash includes 
pushback on reproductive rights, gender-sen-
sitive education and ending gender-based 
violence, further threatening women’s rights 
and opportunities. 

The uncertainty of today’s world is increasing 
human insecurity, fueling polarization20, distrust 
and embrace of extreme views. That in turn 
makes it even harder for people to come to-
gether around difficult choices for sustain-
able change, creating a vicious circle as people 
are further entrenched in their own like-minded 
groups. 

Government bans all private cellphone use “until further notice,” 
citing risks from unspecified malware. Rights groups condemn 

“outrageous overreach” of government powers.

NEWS FROM 2040
Cellphones bannednº 1 Feb 2040

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/21/world/americas/brazil-online-content-misinformation.html
https://www.cnn.com/2022/09/04/americas/chile-constitution-vote-intl/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2022/09/04/americas/chile-constitution-vote-intl/index.html
https://academic.oup.com/icon/article/16/1/101/4995561
https://academic.oup.com/icon/article/16/1/101/4995561
https://techcrunch.com/2022/07/25/crypto-community-web3-dao-democracy-upstream-alexander-taub-chain-reaction-podcast/?guccounter=1
https://techcrunch.com/2022/07/25/crypto-community-web3-dao-democracy-upstream-alexander-taub-chain-reaction-podcast/?guccounter=1
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/faculty-research/policy-topics/gender-race-identity/autocracy-and-patriarchy-are-surging-worldwide
https://hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/global-report-document/hdr2021-22pdf_1.pdf


T H E M E  2

CAN THE
COURTS
SAVE US?
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The law is increasingly being invoked to protect the rights of nature, with recent court rulings 
leading to policy shifts by public and private institutions (though not all in the same direction). 
Now the rights of future generations are being asserted, too. The Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change recognized in 2022 that climate-related litigation has, in some cases, influenced 
the outcomes and ambition of climate"governance - but are the courts a last recourse or the new 
frontier for climate justice?

SIGNALS

Climate change-related litigation cases worldwide have 
more than doubled since 2015. Over 1,200 cases have been 
filed in the last eight years in almost 60 countries. There is an 
increasing use of international bodies. Vanuatu is leading a 
group of Pacific island nations taking climate change to the 
International Court of Justice21. 

Litigants are increasingly arguing on grounds of intergener-
ational equity. Nepal’s Supreme Court declared climate ac-
tion necessary to ensure intergenerational justice22. The 
German Constitutional Court in 2021 ordered the legislature 
to set more ambitious greenhouse gas reduction targets23, 
deciding that the burden of reductions had been unfairly 
placed on future generations. In 2022 young plainti!s filed a 
new challenge24, arguing that the latest evidence of climate 
change meant these increased targets would still fail to pro-
tect their rights. 

The UN General Assembly declared access to a clean, 
healthy and sustainable environment a universal human 
right.25

We are also seeing the continued expansion of legal rights 
to ecosystems and natural resources, since Ecuador 
became the first country26 to formally recognize and 
implement the “rights of nature”, in 2008, and Colombia gave 
legal personhood to the Atrato River27 in 2016 in recognition 
of indigenous communities’ biocultural rights. In 2022 India’s 
Madras High Court"ruled that “mother nature” has the status 
of a legal person28, with “all corresponding rights, duties 
and liabilities of a living person.” Europe’s largest saltwater 
lagoon, the Mar Menor29, was also given legal personhood. 
Panama30 adopted a Rights of Nature law. Sporting group 
Ocean Race proposed the oceans be given legal rights31 
under a Universal Declaration of Ocean Rights.

T R E N D S

• Growing 
concern for future 
generations

• Increase in climate 
litigation

• Climate activism 
expanding

I L L U S T R A T I V E  
S I G N A L S

• Vanuatu is leading 
a group of Pacific 
island nations taking 
climate change to 
the International 
Court of Justice (ICJ)

• India’s Madras High 
Court ruled that 
“mother nature” has 
the status of a legal 
person

• German 
Constitutional 
Court ordered the 
legislature to set 
more ambitious 
greenhouse gas 
reduction targets

https://www.project-syndicate.org/magazine/climate-change-campaign-for-icj-advisory-opinion-by-solomon-yeo-and-vishal-prasad-2022-08#:~:text=While%20not%20legally%20binding%2C%20an,set%20by%20the%20Paris%20agreement.
http://climatecasechart.com/non-us-case/shrestha-v-office-of-the-prime-minister-et-al/
http://climatecasechart.com/non-us-case/neubauer-et-al-v-germany/
http://climatecasechart.com/non-us-case/steinmetz-et-al-v-germany/
http://climatecasechart.com/non-us-case/steinmetz-et-al-v-germany/
https://press.un.org/en/2022/ga12437.doc.htm
https://press.un.org/en/2022/ga12437.doc.htm
https://news.climate.columbia.edu/2021/04/22/rights-of-nature-lawsuits/
https://news.climate.columbia.edu/2021/04/22/rights-of-nature-lawsuits/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/indigenous-water-rights-in-law-and-regulation/rivers-as-subjects-and-indigenous-water-rights-in-colombia/9996F8182A0CE80B3C025237E0A3C17A
https://www.livelaw.in/pdf_upload/mother-nature-416320.pdf
https://www.livelaw.in/pdf_upload/mother-nature-416320.pdf
https://www.thinkspain.com/news-spain/33460/mar-menor-now-a-legal-person-how-the-public-saved-a-heavenly-sea
https://www.earthlawcenter.org/panama-1
https://news.mongabay.com/2022/10/proposal-to-grant-the-ocean-rights-calls-for-a-sea-change-in-legal-framework/
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But the courts haven’t always sided with plain-
ti!s in support of more ambitious climate action 
or biodiversity protection. The US Supreme 
Court curbed the Environmental Protection 
Agency’s power32 to regulate carbon emis-
sions from power plants. 

SO WHAT FOR 
DEVELOPMENT?

Whether litigation can significantly influence 
climate governance is not yet clear, but more 
and more plainti!s seem to think so. In Germany, 
at least, it delivered more ambitious goals: 
lawmakers raised the GHG reduction target for 
2030 from 55% to 65% and advanced the target 
year for carbon neutrality from 2050 to 2045. 

The legitimacy and e"ciency of the courts 
matter. Litigation may not be a promising route 
in countries with weak judicial capacity, while 
activists are unlikely to make use of the courts 
if the judiciary is not trusted. 

Action in international, rather than national, 
courts, may o!er a new venue for a conver-
sation about justice and who is responsible for 
harm across borders (for example, when the 
smokestack and the flooding island are far 
from each other, or a river flows through sev-
eral countries), or who bears the responsi-
bility for future generations. 

Giving legal rights to nature and future gen-
erations is one step towards greater protection, 
but translating these into action to protect 
natural resources or future generations may 
be harder. There may be few precedents33 for 
how to do so. Financing may be a barrier to less 
well-funded local groups taking action to en-
force these rights against powerful companies 
or governments. Enforcing rights and decisions 
at supra-national level may be an especial 
challenge.

Could the courts be a means to force change in 
other areas of development? Could legal rights 
for nature lend new strength to animal rights? 
Combined with technological advances like 
lab-grown meat34, what might that mean for the 
food, medical and other industries? 

https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/news/features/the-supreme-court-curbed-epas-power-to-regulate-carbon-emissions-from-power-plants-what-comes-next/
https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/news/features/the-supreme-court-curbed-epas-power-to-regulate-carbon-emissions-from-power-plants-what-comes-next/
https://www.mdpi.com/2079-9276/7/1/13
https://www.noemamag.com/meat-without-animals/


T H E M E  3

DARE 
TO BE 
UNPOPULAR
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SIGNALS 

Amid a climate emergency and increasing concern that 
global warming will exceed 1.5°C, some governments appear 
ready to challenge popular preferences or vocal lobbies 
if that’s what it takes to adopt more sustainable policies. 
Barbados this year reinstated its ban on single-use plastics35, 
declaring its commitment to global environmental goals 
despite considerable local resistance. Chile, too, banned 
single-use plastic36 products for food.

From 2025, a new agricultural emissions-pricing system 
will tax New Zealand’s cattle farmers37 on their livestock’s 
emissions. Meanwhile global warming is leading the Euro-
pean Commission and some parliamentarians to consider al-
lowing gene-edited crops38 for greater drought resistance, 
despite the fact that European consumers have long been 
suspicious of genetically-altered foods. Kenya recently lifted 
its ban on GMOs39 as a way of tackling food insecurity, not 
without criticism of the potential threats to biodiversity. 

Colombia plans to raise the price of gas40, while Kazakhstan, 
Ecuador41, Nigeria and others face protests42 against cutting 
longstanding fossil fuel subsidies. 

Some governments appear ready to challenge longstanding popular preferences in shifting 
policies towards sustainability. This might mirror changing values. Where it doesn’t, governments 
will have to be prepared to manage the opposition – or face civil unrest.

T R E N D S

• Climate shocks - 
more intense, more 
frequent

• Increasing  
polarization

• Rise in social unrest

I L L U S T R A T I V E  
S I G N A L S
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plastics 
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GMOs to tackle food 
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on New Zealand 
cattle’s emissions

• Kazakhstan, 
Ecuador & Nigeria 
face protests against 
cutting fossil fuel 
subsidies

https://www.nationnews.com/2019/06/20/plastic-ban-101/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/chile-says-adios-single-use-plastic-with-new-law-2022-02-11/
https://www.reuters.com/world/china/chile-says-adios-single-use-plastic-with-new-law-2022-02-11/
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/10/12/new-zealand-plans-to-tax-emissions-from-livestock-burps-and-dung.html
https://www.wired.com/story/europe-drought-gene-editing/
https://www.wired.com/story/europe-drought-gene-editing/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/kenya-lifts-ban-genetically-modified-crops-response-drought-2022-10-04/
https://www.reuters.com/world/africa/kenya-lifts-ban-genetically-modified-crops-response-drought-2022-10-04/
https://www.elcolombiano.com/opinion/editoriales/impopular-pero-inevitable-HO18614232
https://www.cnn.com/2022/01/20/energy/oil-subsidies-unrest-climate/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2022/01/20/energy/oil-subsidies-unrest-climate/index.html
https://carnegieendowment.org/publications/interactive/protest-tracker
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SO WHAT FOR 
DEVELOPMENT? 

Should we be talking about a values-driven 
transition to sustainability?"Global warming or 
food insecurity might persuade people to value 
climate-adapted crops more than they object to 
genetically-altered foods. This might open the 
door to a more anticipatory approach: to spot 
openings where values are already shifting, 
and use those to introduce policy change in 
that spirit or direction. 

But this raises the question: whose values? Dif-
ferent groups within a society may have very 

di!erent values around a given question. Un-
known values can prove unexpected obstacles 
to change (Covid revealed surprising degrees 
of vaccine hesitancy). In that case, might the 
conversation focus more usefully on shared 
interests and the pathways towards collective 
goals, rather than divergent values? 

The stakes can be even higher when the impact 
of unpopular policies is felt unevenly. Without 
careful implementation that shields the most 
vulnerable, protests are likely. Civil unrest43, in 
turn, could prompt tougher approaches to law 
and order. 

After tense negotiations, global agreement finally reached for a 
worldwide moratorium on beef production until ambitious  

climate change goals are met. 

NEWS FROM 2040
World halts the sale of beefnº 1 Feb 2040

https://www.imf.org/en/Blogs/Articles/2022/05/20/social-unrest-is-rising-adding-to-risks-for-global-economy
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SHAPING 
OUR DIGITAL 
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SIGNALS 
Generative AI (algorithms that use existing content to 
create new plausible content) is improving exponentially, 
transforming our information landscape. Images from 
DALL-E 2, an AI system that turns text descriptions into hy-
per-realistic images, have got four times more detailed44 in 
just one year. Text-to-video45 is already here. AI can now rec-
reate voices46 of the dead. ChatGPT, OpenAI’s chatbot that 
gives highly detailed (sometimes inaccurate) responses to 
questions, attracted one million users47 in 5 days.

Superapps (one-stop-shops for a seamless online life) are 
expanding in Africa48, as communications and financial 
companies add different services to their platforms. And 
they’re becoming indispensable; banned WeChat users in 
China send handwritten notes49 pleading for their accounts 
to be restored. 

There’s some pushback against the relentless capture of 
people’s data. Gig workers in India50 and ride-hailing drivers 
in Indonesia51 are banding together to protect their data and 
take back control from algorithms.

As digital public infrastructure grows, so does awareness 
of the implications for equity. Some digital ID systems 
are accused of excluding52 certain groups, like women or 
particular ethnicities, or failing to ensure data privacy53. 
The Vice-President of Bolivia called for a national debate 
on the metaverse and “recolonization 2.054” to consider 
how to defend freedom, sovereignty, health and justice. 
With e-payments in Africa55 projected to grow to $40 billion 
by 2025, governance frameworks that allow, for example, 
interoperable digital IDs will be key to the success of the 
African Continental Free Trade Area. 

One third of the world’s people may come online in the next 20 years. They’re arriving in an 
anxious, crowded space. Online life is becoming steadily more immersive and people 
are spending even more time there. Huge amounts of (valuable) data are being generated - but 
there’s little transparency over how it is used, shared or sold. Massive advances in computing 
power and super-smart algorithms are also shaping this area, fast. The health and prosperity of 
societies will be shaped by how people live their digital lives, so our choices now regarding how 
the parameters are drawn are crucial.

T R E N D S

• Growing concern for 
privacy

• Ever-stronger AI

• Increasingly digital 
lives

I L L U S T R A T I V E  
S I G N A L S
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• Bots reinforce 
gender bias

• Digital ID systems 
are being accused 
of excluding certain 
groups or failing to 
ensure data privacy

https://www.nytimes.com/2022/08/24/technology/ai-technology-progress.html?cid=other-eml-onp-mip-mck&hlkid=f863aba9d9ed46988cfe6bfb48195ea5&hctky=13555060&hdpid=1dbde6f8-058d-4149-b9ea-5ad431c00613
https://imagen.research.google/video/paper.pdf
https://share.transistor.fm/s/22f16c7f?t=2m58s
https://share.transistor.fm/s/22f16c7f?t=2m58s
https://twitter.com/gdb/status/1599683104142430208
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/12/africans-super-apps-make-life-easier/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/12/africans-super-apps-make-life-easier/
https://restofworld.org/2022/handwritten-wechat-apology-letters/
https://restofworld.org/2022/gig-workers-in-india-take-back-control-from-algorithms/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2022/04/21/1050381/the-gig-workers-fighting-back-against-the-algorithms/
https://news.trust.org/item/20220513155511-l53t0/#:~:text=The%20three%20organisations%20filed%20the,for%20social%20and%20healthcare%20services.
https://www.biometricupdate.com/202101/kenyas-huduma-namba-digital-id-scheme-could-exclude-millions-of-citizens-forum-warns
https://www.paginasiete.bo/nacional/choquehuanca-detecta-la-recolonizacion-20-y-llama-a-abrir-el-debate-FF5034667
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/financial-services/our-insights/the-future-of-payments-in-africa


22 UNDP SIGNALS SPOTLIGHT 2023

38% of women in 51 countries have experienced 
online violence, forcing nearly 9 in 10 of them to 
limit their online activity, further expanding the 
digital gender divide. Some experts say that 
the proliferation of ethical frameworks for AI56, 
often founded on abstract principles, means 
they do not really address AI’s risks. 

SO WHAT FOR 
DEVELOPMENT?
Exponential advances in digital technology are 
increasing the gap between the haves and 
the have-nots, those who aren’t shaping our 
digital world, or aren’t even able to participate 
in or benefit from it. In such a rapidly-changing 
field, can policy and regulation – including the 
institutional capacities to legislate and regulate 
– keep up?

Digital public infrastructure o!ers potentially 
huge e#ciency gains, like a2i57 in Bangladesh 
or Togo’s cash transfer58 programme during 
Covid. But public services can’t serve everyone 

equitably unless the underlying AI is trained 
on diverse datasets. Datasets from particular 
population samples can produce AI healthcare 
tools59, for example, that don’t work accurately 
or fairly with different groups, or bots that 
reinforce gender bias60. Should people be 
compensated for the use of their data, including 
in creating these sets?

As people become more immersed in their 
digital lives, the opportunities are growing 
for surveillance and social control (but also for 
deeper civic engagement). 

How can people assert greater agency over 
their identity and data? One option could be 
self-sovereign (or self-managed) IDs, where 
individuals establish and control their own 
identity without having to share their personal 
data or be locked into a single identity provider. 
Data unions, an intermediary between the user 
and big tech or government, may put the user 
in control, given appropriate governance. They 
enable the user to decide how much privacy 
they want to retain, and how much they’re 
willing to cede.

I AGREE TO SHARE MY DATA
!PLEASE SELECT":

A# WITH COMPANY X, TO BE USED IN THEIR SYNTHETIC 
DATA FARM FOR COMMERCIAL AND ANY OTHER PUR#

POSES, IN EXCHANGE FOR $25

B# WITH THE GOVERNMENT, 
FOR PUBLIC POLICY PURPOSES ONLY

C# WITH NO THIRD PARTIES

https://www.computerweekly.com/feature/AI-experts-question-tech-industrys-ethical-commitments
https://a2i.gov.bd/
https://undp-ric.medium.com/cina-lawson-a-covid-cash-transfer-programme-that-gives-more-money-to-women-in-togo-2386c5dff49
https://www.healthcareitnews.com/news/even-innocuous-seeming-data-can-reproduce-bias-ai
https://www.healthcareitnews.com/news/even-innocuous-seeming-data-can-reproduce-bias-ai
https://www.brookings.edu/research/how-ai-bots-and-voice-assistants-reinforce-gender-bias/
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SIGNALS

A fusion reaction61 produced more energy than was used 
to trigger it. Science magazine named AI-powered protein 
prediction62 its 2021 Breakthrough of the Year for its potential 
to speed biological research and help understand and fight 
disease. AI and machine"learning promise to make drug 
development63 dramatically faster and cheaper, predict crop 
yields64 and improve food security. 

Arizona State University in the US is testing prototype 
artificial trees65 – carbon-absorbing columns – that suck up 
carbon dioxide a thousand times more e!ectively than real 
trees. Researchers at Sichuan University, China, designed 
a self-propelled robo-fish66 that can absorb microplastics 
from oceans and rivers. Abu Dhabi-based startup Manhat is 
developing a floating solar-powered desalination device67, 
while an Indian company is mechanizing ocean farming68 with 
its “Sea Combine,” a catamaran that simultaneously harvests 
and replants seaweed in the ocean. 

Signals are popping up worldwide of cheap(er) renewable 
energy, from solar microgrids69 providing electricity to remote 
Indonesian islands or women’s enterprises in India70, to micro-
turbines71 in Singapore that harvest power from light breezes. 
Firefighters in China are using big data to predict fires72.

Technologies like synthetic biology or quantum computing o!er the chance of"tackling global 
problems like climate change, disease or pollution. Energy microgrids or urban farming can 
alleviate pressure on resources in dense cities. But does “techno-optimism” risk weakening the 
drive for"radical change in current policies and behaviours, as we reassure ourselves"that tech 
has all the answers?

T R E N D S

• Boom in 
breakthrough tech

• Inequitable 
distribution of tech 
persists

• Distributed energy 
solutions proliferate

I L L U S T R A T I V E  
S I G N A L S
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https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2022/12/13/nuclear-fusion-breakthrough-energy-lawrence-livermore-laboratory/
https://www.aaas.org/news/sciences-2021-breakthrough-ai-powered-protein-prediction
https://www.aaas.org/news/sciences-2021-breakthrough-ai-powered-protein-prediction
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/life-sciences/our-insights/we-can-invent-new-biology-molly-gibson-on-the-power-of-ai
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/life-sciences/our-insights/we-can-invent-new-biology-molly-gibson-on-the-power-of-ai
http://sustain.stanford.edu/crop-yield-analysis/
http://sustain.stanford.edu/crop-yield-analysis/
https://globalfutures.asu.edu/cnce/
https://globalfutures.asu.edu/cnce/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/jun/22/scientists-unveil-bionic-robo-fish-to-remove-microplastics-from-seas
https://amp-cnn-com.cdn.ampproject.org/c/s/amp.cnn.com/cnn/2022/09/12/middleeast/desalination-manhat-abu-dhabi-scn-spc-intl/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/01/05/business/india-sea6-energy-seaweed-harvester-spc-intl/index.html
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/microgrid-technologies-remote-indonesian-islands-tech-in-guerrero/
https://scroll.in/article/1022524/in-jharkhands-gumla-district-solar-mini-grids-are-fuelling-women-led-enterprises
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2022/10/221006092331.htm
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2022/10/221006092331.htm
https://www.euronews.com/next/2021/04/29/firefighters-in-china-are-using-big-data-to-predict-fires-before-they-happen
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SO WHAT FOR 
DEVELOPMENT?"

Technology could be falsely reassuring if used 
to address the symptoms, not the causes, of 
a challenge like climate change (eg Tuvalu’s 
creation of its own digital twin73 in the metaverse 
so it could continue to function as a sovereign 
state, even if its people were forced by climate 
change to live somewhere else). Weather 
modification can alleviate some symptoms of 
global warming, but without addressing its root 
causes. Should we introduce solar radiation 
modification74 when countries continue to fall 
short on their promise to deliver $100bn per 
year for climate action in developing countries? 

More localized applications of technology, 
grounded in local knowledge and needs (like 
energy microgrids or vertical farming) might en-
able them to deliver more resilient solutions 
(especially pertinent if national systems are 
lacking). But in the rush to tech-powered solu-
tions, might people get left behind? Over-re-
liance on tech might marginalize local or 
indigenous knowledge, indispensable for that 
context – and likely harder to recover once lost. 

Technology o!ers tremendous opportunities 
to tackle global development challenges at 
scale, and open source science is surfacing 
development solutions more e#ciently. But the 
benefits are still not equitably distributed. 
Women, for example, are 25% less likely75 than 
men to know how to use digital tech for basic 
purposes, depriving them of opportunities 
and making them less likely to be heard in con-
versations around tech governance. Women 
hold only 20% of roles creating bots76 in major 
tech companies, a discrepancy that will perpet-
uate biases against women. 

Public investment and incentives can help 
create and shape markets in the public interest 
(eg for electric vehicles). But parallel policy 
changes may be needed to take account of 
second-order impacts of such change; for ex-
ample, as American cars became more fuel-ef-
ficient in the 2010’s, potential environmental 
gains were lost77 as US consumers simply 
switched to bigger cars. Rather than compla-
cently accepting (and consuming) the gains of 
tech, how do we invest them in sustainable 
ways that don’t compound the original prob-
lems we are trying to solve?

https://www.sciencealert.com/this-entire-country-is-uploading-itself-to-the-metaverse
https://genevasolutions.news/climate-environment/should-we-talk-about-solar-geoengineering
https://genevasolutions.news/climate-environment/should-we-talk-about-solar-geoengineering
https://en.unesco.org/artificial-intelligence/gender
https://www.ey.com/en_gl/consulting/how-women-can-turn-emerging-technology-from-a-threat-to-an-opportunity
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/18/opinion/electric-cars-SUV.html


NOVEL COLLABORATION
As multilateral structures and ways of collaborating 
change and proliferate, how can we shape them in 
the public interest?
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Regulating the unknown 
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SIGNALS"
At least 50 countries are already using weather-modi-
fying technology78, from China (with the world’s largest pro-
gramme79, covering some 50% of its land area) to cloud 
seeding technology in the Gulf80. Many scientists are scep-
tical, however, about the technical success of weather modi-
fication (and some note its potential as a source of tension81).

Solar geoengineering, like spraying chemicals into the 
atmosphere82 to deflect solar radiation, or manufacturing in 
outer space thin-film structures known as"space bubbles83, is 
also controversial. Some researchers have called for a global 
ban on sun-dimming technologies84, saying we don’t know 
how it could alter Earth’s atmosphere. Others point to the 
challenges of governance, with nations unlikely to agree on 
whether planet-altering tech should be used. 

As more companies and people move into the metaverse, 
its regulation (or lack of it) is getting attention. Concerns 
range from sexual abuse of avatars85, hate speech86 and 
sexual assault, to financial crime87, to the potential for real-
life abuse of children88. The Republic of Korea has drafted 
ethical principles89 for the metaverse. 

Chile (prompted by its own Future Challenges Commission) 
is pioneering the protection of neurorights90, in anticipation 
of the continued rapid development of neurotechnology.

Existing regulatory authorities may expand into new areas 
as technology advances. For example, the International 
Seabed Authority (ISA) authorized the first large scale metals 
mining91 from the Pacific seabed – to criticism92 from environ-
mentalists arguing its impact on marine ecosystems was in-
sufficiently understood and the ISA’s decisions were not 
transparent.

Technology holds extraordinary potential for development. But regulation is not keeping up 
with the pace of change. Unless the world gets a handle on regulation, new or rapidly growing 
technologies (especially where they cross borders, like geoengineering, seabed mining or the 
metaverse) could escape control, with unknown and potentially malign consequences. 

T R E N D S
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breakthrough tech
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weather-modifying 
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https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/02/geoengineering-reining-weather-warriors
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/02/geoengineering-reining-weather-warriors
https://www.geoengineeringmonitor.org/2022/04/quarterly-review-i-part-1-weather-modification-current-developments-and-lessons-learned-after-70-years-of-deployment/
https://www.geoengineeringmonitor.org/2022/04/quarterly-review-i-part-1-weather-modification-current-developments-and-lessons-learned-after-70-years-of-deployment/
https://mei.edu/publications/looking-skies-growing-interest-cloud-seeding-technology-gulf
https://mei.edu/publications/looking-skies-growing-interest-cloud-seeding-technology-gulf
https://www.geoengineeringmonitor.org/2022/04/quarterly-review-i-part-1-weather-modification-current-developments-and-lessons-learned-after-70-years-of-deployment/
https://www.preventionweb.net/news/15c-warming-limit-nears-interest-sun-dimming-tech-heats
https://www.preventionweb.net/news/15c-warming-limit-nears-interest-sun-dimming-tech-heats
https://senseable.mit.edu/space-bubbles/
https://www.researchprofessionalnews.com/rr-news-world-2022-1-researchers-seek-global-ban-on-sun-dimming-technologies/
https://www.researchprofessionalnews.com/rr-news-world-2022-1-researchers-seek-global-ban-on-sun-dimming-technologies/
https://www.businessinsider.com/researcher-claims-her-avatar-was-raped-on-metas-metaverse-platform-2022-5?r=US&IR=T
https://www.insidehook.com/daily_brief/tech/metaverse-report-hate-speech-assault#:~:text=Report%3A%20The%20Metaverse%20Is%20Already%20Plagued%20by%20Hate,platforms%20you%27ll%20find%2C%20often%20worse%2C%20in%20the%20metaverse.
https://www.thomsonreuters.com/en-us/posts/investigation-fraud-and-risk/acams-2022-financial-crime-metaverse/
https://www.weprotect.org/wp-content/uploads/Gaming_and_the_Metaverse_Report_final.pdf
https://www.weprotect.org/wp-content/uploads/Gaming_and_the_Metaverse_Report_final.pdf
https://finance.yahoo.com/news/korea-science-ministry-announces-ethical-044143407.html
https://en.unesco.org/courier/2022-1/chile-pioneering-protection-neurorights
https://qz.com/an-obscure-un-agency-okayed-the-first-industrial-sea-fl-1849511643
https://qz.com/an-obscure-un-agency-okayed-the-first-industrial-sea-fl-1849511643
https://www.greenpeace.org/usa/news/greenpeace-usa-slams-shock-decision-to-green-light-deep-sea-mining/
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SO WHAT FOR 
DEVELOPMENT?

Can we govern at the speed with which these 
technologies change? And who should regu-
late what? – especially of technologies whose 
planetary impacts are as yet unknown, like 
solar geoengineering. 

Where the implications of these technologies 
cross borders, international cooperation is vital, 
not just to understand the consequences but 
also to leverage shared interests. It must also 
protect the interests of countries and people 
who are not even part of the debate. The ISA’s 
decisions on metals mining in the Pacific, for 
example, may set precedents for exploitation 
of the ocean floor in other regions. Can the 
current multilateral system accommodate truly 
inclusive decision-making? 

In an increasingly interconnected world, where 
should these decisions be made? Legisla-
tive proposals93 to force companies to address 
the safety of children in the metaverse are 
under discussion in the EU. Cities are some-
times taking the lead in regulation and poli-
cymaking94 in rapidly advancing areas like AI 
or data privacy, where state or global gover-
nance, or companies’ own ethical frameworks, 
seem inadequate. 

Could older conventions serve as useful reg-
ulation mechanisms? It’s been suggested that 
the best mechanism for policing weather mod-
ification95, for example, is the ENMOD Conven-
tion96 of 1978, ratified by 78 countries, including 
Russia, the US, China and Germany."

MINING$
FREE: This 
fish comes 
from oceanic 
preserves free 
of seabed 
mining

https://www.weprotect.org/wp-content/uploads/Gaming_and_the_Metaverse_Report_final.pdf
https://www.weprotect.org/wp-content/uploads/Gaming_and_the_Metaverse_Report_final.pdf
https://theconversation.com/debate-how-to-stop-our-cities-from-being-turned-into-ai-jungles-187863?utm_source=linkedin&utm_medium=bylinelinkedinbutton
https://theconversation.com/debate-how-to-stop-our-cities-from-being-turned-into-ai-jungles-187863?utm_source=linkedin&utm_medium=bylinelinkedinbutton
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/02/geoengineering-reining-weather-warriors
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2022/02/geoengineering-reining-weather-warriors
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SIGNALS"
The green transition is set to drive hugely increased de-
mand97 for the critical minerals used in clean energy tech-
nologies, like lithium, nickel and cobalt. Demand for lithium, 
for example, used in electric vehicles and batteries, is ex-
pected to grow at least thirteenfold98 by 2040. Given these 
growing opportunities, lithium producers Bolivia, Argentina 
and Chile are considering establishing something like an 
“OPEC for lithium99”, while Indonesia is looking at100 a similar 
structure for nickel, cobalt and manganese. 

Meanwhile, Brazil, Indonesia and the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo have signed a partnership to cooperate 
on rainforest preservation101, saying countries should be 
paid to maintain forests as carbon sinks. Ghana and Cote 
d’Ivoire, who produce two-thirds of the world’s cocoa, boy-
cotted102 the 2022 meeting of the World Cocoa Foundation, 
demanding fairer cocoa prices for farmers. 

New alliances for global commons are emerging else-
where, too. 27 companies committed to using water sustain-
ably have formed a Water Resilience Coalition103, while the 
Ocean Rights Alliance104 launched at COP27 brings compa-
nies together around ocean conservation.

Developing countries are forming new alliances to demand a fairer deal for their natural 
resources and protect the global commons of nature. Whether by selling their resources or 
conserving them, these are coalitions designed to accrue maximum value to their members 
of the resources they own. 

T R E N D S
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the global commons
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to grow at least 
thirteenfold by 2040

• Argentina, Bolivia 
and Chile consider 
“OPEC for lithium”. 
Indonesia considers 
similar structure for 
nickel, cobalt and 
manganese

• Brazil, Indonesia and 
DRC sign rainforest 
preservation alliance

• Ocean Rights 
Alliance brings 
companies together 
around ocean 
conservation

https://www.iea.org/reports/the-role-of-critical-minerals-in-clean-energy-transitions/executive-summary
https://www.iea.org/reports/the-role-of-critical-minerals-in-clean-energy-transitions/executive-summary
https://www.iea.org/reports/the-role-of-critical-minerals-in-clean-energy-transitions/executive-summary
https://www.iea.org/reports/the-role-of-critical-minerals-in-clean-energy-transitions/executive-summary
https://www.investors.com/news/lithium-stocks-outlook-is-a-price-cartel-on-the-horizon-in-2023/
https://www.ft.com/content/0990f663-19ae-4744-828f-1bd659697468
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/11/14/world/rainforest-alliance-brazil-indonesia-congo-intl-hnk/index.html
https://allafrica.com/stories/202211020046.html
https://allafrica.com/stories/202211020046.html
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/07/why-businesses-must-act-together-to-alleviate-the-global-water-crisis/
https://www.imoca.org/en/news/news/un-climate-conference-cop27-the-ocean-race-boosts-support-for-ocean-rights
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SO WHAT FOR 
DEVELOPMENT?

Formation of new negotiating blocs around 
scarce resources critical to the green transi-
tion is shaping a more fluid, multipolar land-
scape. With lithium resources concentrated in 
a few countries, such new alliances could be 
disruptive. How might these tensions play out, 
including among private sector players?

Who owns, controls and benefits from ex-
tracting oil, gas, minerals and forests can have 
significant implications for inequality and cli-
mate change. Nickel mining is causing social 
and environmental damage in Indonesia105, the 
world’s largest nickel producer. Given the high 
social and environmental costs of extraction, 
and associated geopolitical tensions, the Paris 
Peace Forum initiative on governance of critical 
minerals106 aims to foster collaboration around 

responsible production and shared benefits. 
Will new alliances converge around such prin-
ciples? 

As new blocs form to promote their economic 
interests and strengthen their negotiating 
power, the question of ownership of resources 
will be central. 50 million indigenous people 
live in or depend on tropical rainforests107. A 
study of over 5,000 mining projects showed 
over 54% were located on or near indigenous 
peoples’ lands108. In conserving or managing 
those resources, how will those who live there 
be consulted, and the benefits of sustainable 
management shared? 

Could the challenge of exploiting scarce 
minerals, and growing awareness of the en-
vironmental costs, incentivize research and 
exploration of alternatives, like sodium-ion 
batteries109? 

The Organisation of Water Exporting Countries announces a 
15% price rise for drinking water to 100 aquadollars per barrel

NEWS FROM 2040
Global water prices spike by 15%nº 1 Feb 2040

https://restofworld.org/2022/indonesia-china-ev-nickel/
https://restofworld.org/2022/indonesia-china-ev-nickel/
https://parispeaceforum.org/en/press/launch-of-the-responsible-critical-minerals-sector-initiative/
https://parispeaceforum.org/en/press/launch-of-the-responsible-critical-minerals-sector-initiative/
https://www.earthday.org/honoring-indigenous-peoples-and-local-communities-on-world-rainforest-day/
https://phys.org/news/2022-12-energy-minerals-overlap-indigenous-reveals.html
https://phys.org/news/2022-12-energy-minerals-overlap-indigenous-reveals.html
https://electrek.co/2022/07/14/sodium-ion-battery-breakthrough/
https://electrek.co/2022/07/14/sodium-ion-battery-breakthrough/
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SIGNALS

Low-income countries contribute only a fraction of green-
house gases, yet bear a disproportionate burden of climate 
change. COP27 finally agreed a “loss and damage” fund110 
for countries most vulnerable. Designing how it will work, 
though, is still to be decided; its success will depend not just 
on amounts of financing pledged, but its structure and how 
well it fits into the broader climate finance system. 

With energy markets disrupted by the war in Ukraine and 
many developing countries facing debt crises, the"2022 
Bridgetown Initiative111, first proposed by Barbados in 2021, 
was presented with increased urgency at COP27. It proposes 
$1 trillion in low-interest loans for climate action in developing 
countries – but also fundamental reforms of the climate 
finance architecture. The Vulnerable Twenty (V20) group, 
likewise, called for urgent debt relief112 and immediate re-
form of sovereign debt restructuring architecture113. The mul-
tilateral development banks (MDBs) are responding to the 
pressure114. IMF Director Kristalina Georgieva is broadly sup-
portive115 of the initiative, while the President of the World 
Bank welcomed116 calls to significantly increase the Bank’s 
climate finance. The US Treasury Secretary called on MDBs117 
to tackle global as well as country challenges and possibly 
take on more risk.

The conversation around climate finance is shifting, from volumes of financing to restructuring the 
systems that provide it. It was recognized at the UN Climate Conference (COP27) that developing 
countries exposed to climate change, hit by repeated crises, cannot progress towards sustainable 
development without a reduction in borrowing costs and more flexible, SDG-directed lending and 
investment. This is adding urgency to calls for reform of the global financing architecture, which 
are getting broader support.

T R E N D S

• Developing 
countries assert 
themselves

• Climate shocks - 
more intense, more 
frequent

• New alliances for 
the global commons

I L L U S T R A T I V E  
S I G N A L S

• COP27 agrees 
historic ‘loss and 
damage’ fund for 
climate impact 
in developing 
countries

• Bridgetown Initiative 
proposes $1 trillion 
in low-interest loans 
for climate action 
- and fundamental 
reforms of the 
climate finance 
architecture

• V20 calls for 
urgent debt relief 
and immediate 
reform of sovereign 
debt restructuring 
architecture

https://unfccc.int/news/cop27-reaches-breakthrough-agreement-on-new-loss-and-damage-fund-for-vulnerable-countries
https://www.foreign.gov.bb/the-2022-barbados-agenda/
https://www.foreign.gov.bb/the-2022-barbados-agenda/
https://www.brettonwoodsproject.org/2022/10/v20-communique-analysis-annual-meetings-2022-climate-vulnerable-countries-call-for-debt-relief-and-a-revamped-imf/
https://www.v-20.org/activities/ministerial/ministerial-dialogue-ix-of-the-vulnerable-twenty-group-16-october-2022
https://www.v-20.org/activities/ministerial/ministerial-dialogue-ix-of-the-vulnerable-twenty-group-16-october-2022
https://www.eib.org/attachments/press/cop27-mdb-joint-statement-en.pdf
https://www.eib.org/attachments/press/cop27-mdb-joint-statement-en.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/11/09/climate/imf-world-bank-climate-cop27.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/11/09/climate/imf-world-bank-climate-cop27.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/11/09/climate/imf-world-bank-climate-cop27.html
https://www.devex.com/news/us-treasury-secretary-asks-world-bank-to-think-bigger-and-lend-more-104155?access_key=&utm_source=nl_invested&utm_medium=email&utm_term=article&utm_content=text
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SO WHAT FOR 
DEVELOPMENT?

Low income countries and vulnerable states 
are not able to access the funding they need to 
manage cumulative shocks and interconnected 
crises: Covid, the war in Ukraine, increased 
food and fuel prices, climate impacts and debt. 
As well as intensifying hardship for the poorest, 
this delays global action on climate change. 
Moreover, it is these countries which will be 
worst hit by climate change (both directly and 
because of their limited adaptation capacity), 
and the most vulnerable groups within them 
will su!er most – compounding inequalities118 
between and within countries. 

The loss and damage fund agreed at COP27 
is a recognition of responsibility for climate 
change. While the fund will be designed by 
a dedicated transitional committee119, the con-
text of its creation is the wider debate about re-

form of the multilateral development banks and 
indeed the global financial system. Discussion 
at the 2023 spring meetings of the World Bank 
and the IMF may indicate the prospects of the 
global financial system becoming fairer to 
developing countries. That would set the scene 
for decisions on how the loss and damage fund 
is governed; whether, for example, it is comple-
mented120 by other funding mechanisms for cli-
mate-vulnerable countries, or is free of the sort 
of constraints those countries already face in 
accessing other funds. 

Can financing the climate response be inte-
grated into the sustainable finance archi-
tecture, not be merely an add-on? How can 
climate finance providers expand development 
financing and accept more risk, not just finance 
the most bankable projects? Can the inherent 
inequality of the climate crisis be addressed 
through new models of decision-making, de-
centralisation and ownership?

https://hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/srhs2022pdf.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/cma4_auv_8f.pdf
https://www.undp.org/blog/what-new-loss-and-damage-fund-needs-success
https://www.undp.org/blog/what-new-loss-and-damage-fund-needs-success
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More than 50 of the poorest developing countries are in danger of defaulting on their debt121 
and becoming e!ectively bankrupt, including 28 of the world’s top 50122 most climate-vulner-
able countries. While they represent just 3% of the global economy, they account for over half of 
people living in extreme poverty. Debt swaps for climate or nature are not new, but a new wave 
of substantially larger deals might be part of the solution to debt distress and a way of directing 
additional resources to climate and conservation.

SIGNALS%
58 of the developing countries most vulnerable to climate 
change have almost $500 billion of debt servicing payments123 
due in the next four years. Several are calling publicly for 
more debt-for-nature swaps: 20 countries announced they 
were considering halting repayment124 of $685 billion, ideally 
swapping debt for investment in climate projects, while the 
President of Ghana at COP 27 said, “I urge those who hold 
African debt to commit to debt for climate swap initiatives125.” 
The Bridgetown Initiative126 declared, “We cannot be good at 
rescuing banks but bad at saving countries.”

Belize’s debt for nature swap with The Nature Conservancy 
reduced the country’s external debt by 10% of GDP127 and 
is helping to protect the longest coral reef in the western 
hemisphere. Other deals under evaluation include Gabon128, 
Sri Lanka,129 Ecuador130 and Cape Verde131, while Lao PDR is 
working with UNDP to explore a potential debt-for-nature 
restructure132. 

T R E N D S

• Growing number of 
countries in debt 
distress

• Climate shocks - 
more intense, more 
frequent

• Developing 
countries assert 
themselves

I L L U S T R A T I V E  
S I G N A L S

• 20 countries 
consider halting 
repayment of 
$685bn debt, 
swapping debt 
for investment in 
climate

• Belize’s debt 
for nature swap 
with The Nature 
Conservancy 
reduced its external 
debt by 10% of GDP

• Other deals under 
evaluation include 
Gabon, Sri Lanka, 
Ecuador, Cape 
Verde and Lao PDR

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/nov/10/54-poor-countries-in-danger-of-bankruptcy-amid-economic-climate-cop27
https://www.undp.org/publications/dfs-avoiding-too-little-too-late-international-debt-relief
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-11-07/debt-for-nature-swaps-offer-option-for-developing-countries?sref=zTjQnvwo&leadSource=uverify%20wall
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/10/14/climate/climate-disasters-poor-nations-iimf.html
https://www.ghanaweb.com/GhanaHomePage/business/Commit-to-debt-for-climate-swap-initiatives-Akufo-Addo-to-rich-countries-1658933
https://www.ghanaweb.com/GhanaHomePage/business/Commit-to-debt-for-climate-swap-initiatives-Akufo-Addo-to-rich-countries-1658933
https://www.foreign.gov.bb/the-2022-barbados-agenda/
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/fandd/issues/2022/03/Country-cases-meeting-the-future-Belize-Colombia-Ghana#Belize
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-10-21/gabon-is-in-talks-to-fund-marine-conservation-through-debt-swap
https://www.reuters.com/business/cop/bankers-bet-billions-new-wave-debt-for-nature-deals-2022-11-17/
https://www.euronews.com/green/2022/11/27/ecuador-seychelles-sri-lanka-could-these-countries-solve-their-nation-debt-through-conserv
https://www.reuters.com/business/cop/bankers-bet-billions-new-wave-debt-for-nature-deals-2022-11-17/
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/migration/la/UNDP-Policy-Note-Debt-for-nature_compressed.pdf
https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/migration/la/UNDP-Policy-Note-Debt-for-nature_compressed.pdf
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SO WHAT FOR 
DEVELOPMENT?

Heavily-indebted countries vulnerable to cli-
mate change are caught in a vicious circle: 
debt servicing reduces fiscal space for invest-
ments to address climate change. Meanwhile, 
climate change degrades productive capacity 
and triggers natural disasters (and expensive 
reconstruction), making it even harder for coun-
tries to service their debt. 

Debt swaps for climate and nature could be 
part of the answer, providing an incentive 
for creditors to participate in debt relief in ex-
change for environmental investments. That 
might bring in new money or new actors133. 
They “could even create additional revenue134 
for countries with valuable biodiversity by al-
lowing them to charge others for protecting it 

and providing a global public good”. But there 
are still questions over the relative merits of 
debt swaps compared to alternative measures 
such as conditional grants and comprehensive 
debt restructuring. A recent IMF135 report evalu-
ated these options. 

Debt swaps remain for the present a niche in-
strument in the market, but one with great po-
tential. Going forward, they might not be limited 
to climate and nature, but could potentially ex-
pand to other SDG areas, as happened with 
the thematic bond market, which began with 
“green bonds” and then developed to include 
social and other sustainability targets. 

If developing countries assert themselves in-
creasingly forcefully on existential issues like 
debt and climate change, what would that 
mean for multilateral cooperation? 

https://www.cgdev.org/blog/debt-climate-swaps-wont-solve-climate-or-debt-crises-can-they-help
https://www.imf.org/en/Blogs/Articles/2022/12/14/swapping-debt-for-climate-or-nature-pledges-can-help-fund-resilience
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WP/Issues/2022/08/11/Debt-for-Climate-Swaps-Analysis-Design-and-Implementation-522184
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The growing demand for truly sustainable investments masks some tensions. While there is 
some pushback against ESG (environmental, social and governance), for example legislation in 
some US states136 threatening businesses with missions like cutting carbon emissions or DEI 
(diversity, equity and inclusion), there are also increasing calls for better ESG standards, greater 
transparency, and rejection of greenwashing. Governments, recognizing the importance of 
stronger ESG governance, are adopting new regulations to govern standards and reporting.

SIGNALS

Global ESG assets may reach $53 trillion137 by 2025. De-
mand for sustainable investments is exceeding supply138. 
550 financial institutions have joined the Glasgow Finan-
cial Alliance for Net Zero139. ESG-labelled bonds made 
up 16% of global EUR- and USD-denominated international 
syndicated bonds issued in 2022, up from 14% in 2021. 
The number of companies (in 62 countries) appointing chief 
sustainability o#cers140 jumped threefold in 2021. An Aus-
tralian energy firm was fined for greenwashing141.

There has been some backlash against ESG, like Florida 
pulling $2 billion in assets142 from BlackRock to protest its 
support for ESG, climate action and stakeholder capitalism; 
and Vanguard, the world’s second largest asset manager, 
resigning143 from the Net Zero Asset Managers Initiative. 

Several recent policies create significant new incentives to 
invest in renewables and sustainability, like the US Inflation 
Reduction Act, the EU’s cross border tax on carbon144 and the 
global convention on biodiversity target to protect 30% of the 
planet145 for nature.

Regulations governing ESG are highly fragmented146. There 
are over 600 ways to assess corporate ESG activity, but no 
global, standardised corporate disclosure requirements. 
While there is more data available for verifiability, ESG ratings 
providers all use different methods to rate companies’ 
performance, so investors find the ratings hard to interpret. 
Indeed, investors identify lack of standardisation across ESG 
bond ratings as the top barrier to investment147. 

Progress towards improving standards includes the Interna-
tional Sustainability Standards Board’s proposed global stan-
dards148 for ESG reporting; an EU directive149 that significantly 
expands ESG reporting obligations; and the G20 Sustain-

T R E N D S
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proposes global 
standards for ESG 
reporting

• Companies 
appointing Chief 
Sustainability 
O%cers in 62 
countries trebled in 
2021

• Florida pulls $2 
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https://www.fastcompany.com/90797130/states-ban-esg-investing-utah-texas
https://www.fastcompany.com/90797130/states-ban-esg-investing-utah-texas
https://www.bloomberg.com/professional/blog/esg-assets-may-hit-53-trillion-by-2025-a-third-of-global-aum/#:~:text=The%20pace%20isn%E2%80%99t%20slowing%2C%20with%20investments%20in%20ESG,for%20almost%2013%25%20of%20global%20ETF%20asset%20growth.
https://www.ft.com/content/5763c866-3437-4b66-8467-09486454a162
https://www.gfanzero.com/membership/
https://www.gfanzero.com/membership/
https://www.reuters.com/business/sustainable-business/number-company-sustainability-officers-triples-2021-study-2022-05-04/
https://www.reuters.com/business/sustainable-business/number-company-sustainability-officers-triples-2021-study-2022-05-04/
https://www.reuters.com/business/environment/australian-regulator-slaps-first-greenwashing-fine-energy-firm-2022-10-27/?utm_source=Sailthru&utm_medium=newsletter&utm_campaign=sustainable-switch&utm_term=10-27-2022
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-12-01/florida-will-pull-2-billion-of-assets-from-blackrock-over-esg?cmpid=BBD120122_BIZ
https://www.ft.com/content/48c1793c-3e31-4ab4-ab02-fd5e94b64f6b
https://hbr.org/2022/12/2022-a-tumultuous-year-in-esg-and-sustainability
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/dec/19/cop15-deal-includes-target-to-protect-30-of-nature-on-earth-by-2030-aoe
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/dec/19/cop15-deal-includes-target-to-protect-30-of-nature-on-earth-by-2030-aoe
https://www.pionline.com/regulation/sustainable-finance-regulation-grew-around-world-2022-report
https://corpgov.law.harvard.edu/2022/06/17/esg-global-study-2022/
https://www.ifrs.org/news-and-events/news/2022/08/issb-receives-global-response-on-proposed-sustainability-disclosure-standards/
https://www.ifrs.org/news-and-events/news/2022/08/issb-receives-global-response-on-proposed-sustainability-disclosure-standards/
https://www.bdlaw.com/publications/2022-wrap-up-on-esg-reporting/#:~:text=The%20EU%E2%80%99s%20approval%20of%20the%20Corporate%20Sustainability%20Reporting,trends%20regarding%20ESG%20due%20diligence%20and%20reporting%20requirements.
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able Finance Roadmap, which encourages na-
ture- and biodiversity-related disclosures. The 
UN Sustainable Stock Exchanges Initiative150 
is working to improve ESG disclosure151 in 
emerging markets. Mongolia issued guid-
ance on sustainability152 reporting for Mongo-
lian companies.

SO WHAT FOR 
DEVELOPMENT?
Major investors, like pension funds, might 
steer clear of ESG-aligned companies - ei-
ther because mandated to do so, or because 
they do not see ESG as a useful risk mitiga-
tion strategy. ESG’s opaque framework and 
inconsistent regulations are costly to navigate, 
and undermine trust in ESG. 

How this will pan out remains to be seen. There 
are plenty of more positive ESG signals – in-
vestor demand, government interest, changing 
values – that suggest fertile ground for im-

proved standards and accountability. Develop-
ment of clear, verifiable, standardised metrics 
is important – which the proliferation of data 
may complicate, as well as help. 

Are we failing to communicate the real value 
of ESG? The term has become fraught with 
so many shades of meaning that the simple 
“good business” message is often lost. Yet 
as the Business Commission on Sustainable 
Development notes, “Contributing to the SDGs 
offers a compelling growth strategy153 for 
businesses.” Achieving gender equity154 alone 
could increase the size of the global economy 
by 26%. Gender equality-focused bonds155 are 
growing, albeit from a low base.

Something to watch: how the data and tech 
sectors respond to new incentives to invest 
in sustainability, perhaps identifying business 
startup opportunities fuelled by tax credits, or 
new demand for data collection and verification 
as ESG standards converge? 

https://www.unglobalcompact.org/take-action/action/sustainable-stock-exchange-initiatives#:~:text=The%20Sustainable%20Stock%20Exchanges%20%28SSE%29%20initiative%20provides%20an,is%20working%20to%20create%20more%20sustainable%20capital%20markets.
https://esgfoundation.org/esg-and-international-development
https://www.undp.org/mongolia/press-releases/mongolia-launches-guidelines-environmental-social-and-governance-and-sustainability-reporting-standards#:~:text=UNDP%20Mongolia%E2%80%99s%20Resident%20Representative%20Ms.%20Elaine%20Conkievich%20emphasized,decisions%20and%20thus%20contributing%20towards%20achieving%20the%20SDGs.%E2%80%9D
https://www.undp.org/mongolia/press-releases/mongolia-launches-guidelines-environmental-social-and-governance-and-sustainability-reporting-standards#:~:text=UNDP%20Mongolia%E2%80%99s%20Resident%20Representative%20Ms.%20Elaine%20Conkievich%20emphasized,decisions%20and%20thus%20contributing%20towards%20achieving%20the%20SDGs.%E2%80%9D
https://sdgfinance.undp.org/news/why-esg-failing-sustainable-development
https://sdgfinance.undp.org/news/why-esg-failing-sustainable-development
https://www.dechert.com/knowledge/onpoint/2022/7/the-growing-trend-of-gender-bonds-in-2022.html
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Charitable donations are increasing, with new ways of giving and, in some cases, more emphasis 
on long term results. Meanwhile development needs more flexible, risk-tolerant, longer-
term funding, especially with O#cial Development Assistance (ODA) under pressure. While 
philanthropy is only a part of the funding available for sustainable development, can it inspire a 
more risk-tolerant approach that looks to the interests of future generations? 

SIGNALS"

Worldwide more people are giving to charity156, helping 
strangers and doing voluntary work: their numbers have 
increased by a quarter since before Covid. There are new 
ways to give: you can donate bitcoin; Manifold Markets has 
established a charity prediction market157; UNICEF has used 
non-fungible tokens (NFTs)158 to raise money for internet 
access in schools, giving donors a way to track when their 
funds are used. Oxfam has partnered with universities to 
trial a blockchain-powered platform159 that supports real-
time donations, triggered by conditions their donors set. 

The founder of clothing company Patagonia has donated160 
the company to a charitable trust to fight the climate crisis. 
In 2021 e!ective altruists spent $600m161 on global health 
and development (although the collapse of cryptocurrency 
exchange FTX has shut down its philanthropic Future 
Fund)162. Meanwhile some longstanding donors are reducing 
their commitments to ODA."

T R E N D S
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https://worldhappiness.report/ed/2022/overview-on-our-tenth-anniversary/
https://manifold.markets/charity
https://nairametrics.com/2022/09/29/unicef-uses-nfts-to-raise-funds-for-developing-countries/
https://nairametrics.com/2022/09/29/unicef-uses-nfts-to-raise-funds-for-developing-countries/
https://oxchain.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Oxchain-final-report.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/business-62906853
https://www.economist.com/the-economist-explains/2022/11/22/what-is-long-termism
https://decrypt.co/114197/ftx-foundation-shutters-effective-altruism-fund-key-execs-resign
https://decrypt.co/114197/ftx-foundation-shutters-effective-altruism-fund-key-execs-resign
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SO WHAT FOR 
DEVELOPMENT?

Flows of philanthropic funding are relatively 
modest compared to ODA. However, at a time 
when development is calling for more flexible, 
risk-tolerant funding that can be put to work 
towards long term results, private donors – 
with no taxpayers to answer to - might be less 
risk-averse partners than government donors. 

Major philanthropic donations may come 
with conditions or values attached that don’t 
always align with recipients’ or with the SDGs. 
They might focus on a single issue, or prioritise 
short-term results, rather than trying to address 
systemic or structural challenges. In return for 
relatively modest contributions163, philanthro-
pists and private donors may secure an influen-
tial role in decision-making and agenda-setting.

New mechanisms for giving can be risky – 
NFTs and cryptocurrencies are highly volatile. 
But new technology might o!er opportunities; 
for example, could blockchain help demon-
strate development results more robustly (win-
ning wider support for ODA) or engage donors 
more closely?

The e!ective altruism movement – finding un-
usually good ways to help people for max-
imum benefit, including people not yet born 
– has drawn attention to funding for long term 
impact. Is focusing on long-termism a prom-
ising direction, or do distant outcomes appeal 
to people even less?

How can we reframe our thinking on altruism so 
that it’s less about giving and receiving, more 
about sharing, and directed towards attaining 
a common future?

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/1758-5899.12448
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WHY AREN’T
WE TALKING
ABOUT A SOCIAL
RECESSION? 
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With the global economy on the brink of recession, we are in the midst of a social recession that 
is equally consequential for societies and economies but is much less factored into calculations 
about our future: loneliness, mental health declines, stress in the workplace and trust at an all-
time low.

SIGNALS

A 2021 survey showed 33% of adults worldwide experienced 
feelings of loneliness164. The WHO165 notes that widespread 
social isolation among older people harms their health and 
quality of life, while loneliness is growing across western 
societies, with young people among the worst a!ected166. 
Friendships and community involvement are declining167 
in the US. Distrust168 is society’s default emotion; fewer than 
30% of people globally believe most people can be trusted. 
These trends a!ect physical health; one study of Chinese 
adults showed that loneliness can speed the ageing169 
process more than smoking. Austrian doctors are writing 
“social prescriptions170” against loneliness. 

With one in eight people worldwide su!ering from mental 
health issues, providing mental health and psychosocial 
support171 is more necessary than ever. Those excluded by 
the digital divide172 are at particular risk. In Jordan, increasing 
suicides173 are prompting calls for additional mental health 
services. UNDP’s Arab States’ Women Innovators Pro-
gramme174 is attracting more startups focusing on mental 
health. Friendship Benches175 – where grandmothers provide 
talk therapy - are addressing loneliness and fostering inter-
generational connectedness in Zimbabwe and beyond. 

A gender backlash is hurting women, ranging from misogyny176 
to lethal violence177 within their own families. Intersecting 
inequalities put some at heightened risk: girls and women 
with disabilities178 are more likely to be illiterate, unemployed 
or living in poverty; a survey of LGBTQI+ people in Thailand 
showed that half of the respondents had contemplated 
suicide179. 

T R E N D S

• Mental health 
stressed

• Shifting nature of 
work

• Backlash against 
gender equality

I L L U S T R A T I V E  
S I G N A L S

• 33% of adults 
worldwide feel 
lonely

• 30-35% of young 
people in 45 
countries have 
taken time o$ work 
due to stress

• In Thailand, 
half of LGBTQI+ 
respondents 
to survey had 
contemplated 
suicide

• Grandmothers 
provide talk therapy 
on Friendship 
Benches in 
Zimbabwe and 
beyond

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1222815/loneliness-among-adults-by-country/#:~:text=According%20to%20a%20global%20survey,often%2C%20always%2C%20or%20sometimes.
https://www.who.int/news/item/29-07-2021-new-advocacy-brief-highlights-serious-consequences-of-social-isolation-and-loneliness-on-the-health-of-older-people-calls-for-greater-political-priority-to-the-issue
https://www.ft.com/content/de08f787-b2ee-4615-a493-fa53b7200c48
https://novum.substack.com/p/social-recession-by-the-numbers
https://hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/global-report-document/hdr2021-22pdf_1.pdf
https://thehill.com/changing-america/well-being/mental-health/3663855-feeling-lonely-unhappy-can-accelerate-aging-more-than-smoking/
https://www.swissinfo.ch/spa/austria-soledad_baile-y-nataci%C3%B3n--receta-de-los-m%C3%A9dicos-austr%C3%ADacos-contra-soledad-y-pobreza/48072068
https://www.undp.org/stories/collective-mental-health-communities#:~:text=UNDP%20is%20integrating%20mental%20health,peacebuilding%20activities%20in%20the%20country.&text=With%20one%20in%20eight%20people,is%20more%20necessary%20than%20ever.
https://www.undp.org/stories/collective-mental-health-communities#:~:text=UNDP%20is%20integrating%20mental%20health,peacebuilding%20activities%20in%20the%20country.&text=With%20one%20in%20eight%20people,is%20more%20necessary%20than%20ever.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0889159122000125
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2022/06/14/Rise-in-suicides-highlights-mental-health-crisis-in-Jordan
https://www.thenewhumanitarian.org/news-feature/2022/06/14/Rise-in-suicides-highlights-mental-health-crisis-in-Jordan
https://www.undp.org/arab-states/events/undp-4yfn-women-innovators-programme-arab-states
https://www.undp.org/arab-states/events/undp-4yfn-women-innovators-programme-arab-states
https://www.mckinsey.com/mhi/our-insights/our-vision-is-a-friendship-bench-within-walking-distance-everywhere
https://wunrn.com/2021/03/bangladesh-culture-of-misogyny-masculine-impunity-driving-sexual-violence/
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2022/11/gender-related-killings-of-women-and-girls-improving-data-to-improve-responses-to-femicide-feminicide
https://www.undp.org/asia-pacific/news/understanding-and-tackling-intersectional-stigma-experienced-women-and-girls-disabilities
https://www.undp.org/asia-pacific/news/understanding-and-tackling-intersectional-stigma-experienced-women-and-girls-disabilities
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35599251/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/35599251/


48 UNDP SIGNALS SPOTLIGHT 2023

Some 30-35% of young people surveyed in 
45 countries have taken time o! work180 due 
to stress. “Quiet quitting181” by burned-out em-
ployees is gaining momentum in the US. Only 
one-fifth of employees globally describe them-
selves as “engaged” at work182 and stress has 
reached an all-time high. Wellbeing in South 
Asia and Europe dropped 5 percentage points 
in the past year, and workers’ hopes for the 
future declined too. Only 10% of workers in 
Sub-Saharan Africa are living comfortably on 
their present household income. Covid hit 
women’s livelihoods183 particularly hard; 58% of 
employed women work in the informal sector, 
without paid sick leave or unemployment ben-
efits, with an unpaid care burden three times 
greater than men’s.

SO WHAT FOR 
DEVELOPMENT?
A loss of hope and optimism for the future will 
have devastating consequences for econ-
omies and societies, especially for younger 
generations. The Human Development Re-
port demonstrated184 how mental distress con-
strains human development, limiting people’s 

freedom and ability to live life as they choose. 
We understand increasingly well the impor-
tance of mental health, trust and social cohe-
sion for progress towards the SDGs – so why 
are we still under-investing in them?

The strength of the social fabric – and the future 
of societies - depends on these connections, 
trust and ties of community. Preserving or 
rebuilding people’s sense of trust and 
community is especially important when 
polarization is growing and social contracts 
need to be rethought or reinvigorated. This is 
perhaps even more true in countries that are 
more at risk (eg highly indebted, or vulnerable 
to climate change), fragile or conflict-a!ected, 
even though these may have the fewest 
resources to address them.

What broader insights can these social or 
health indicators reveal? For example, studies 
in China185 and Viet Nam have shown links be-
tween corruption and psychological distress186 
or depression. What other intersections might 
be relevant for societies and how they are gov-
erned?

Thriving communities…. Better mental health outcomes….
The UN’s human development “empathy index”

rises globally five years in a row. 

NEWS FROM 2040
Empathy on the rise, says UNDPnº 1 Feb 2040

https://www.deloitte.com/content/dam/assets-shared/legacy/docs/insights/2022/2021-deloitte-global-millennial-survey-report.pdf
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/09/02/how-quiet-quitting-became-the-next-phase-of-the-great-resignation.html
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/349484/state-of-the-global-workplace-2022-report.aspx
https://www.unwomen.org/en/hq-complex-page/covid-19-rebuilding-for-resilience/employment-poverty?gclid=Cj0KCQiA_P6dBhD1ARIsAAGI7HDLgGnMNRrdq4_Q_MKESRoj9vyCMOA4_bqSAvwH2ZQk9FbPqEaC7aoaAjS5EALw_wcB
https://hdr.undp.org/system/files/documents/global-report-document/hdr2021-22pdf_1.pdf
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-022-25371-3
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167268121000639
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Major economies are not replacing their populations fast enough to stave o! future labour 
shortages in key industries, while in Africa, a rapidly-growing young population means millions of 
new jobs will be needed. Today’s labour policies will determine how successfully countries meet 
these challenges, which will require them to create high quality jobs and invest in the education 
and training workers need to fill them. 

SIGNALS
Labour shortages in some regions are predicted to grow, 
the result of various factors including the Covid aftermath187, 
ageing populations, early retirement, immigration policies 
and mismatches188 between available skills and job profiles. 
Spain is the latest EU country to o!er “digital nomad”189 visas 
for non-EU citizens to live there and work remotely, hoping 
to boost talent and investment in the country. Technological 
advances, like robotics or AI, will not solve these problems if 
workers don’t have the right skills190 to leverage these tools. 

Africa’s population is expected to double by 2050191. In 10 
years’ time, half the entrants to the job market will come from 
sub-Saharan Africa192, where the working-age population will 
increase by 20 million a year over the next two decades: a 
“youth bulge” that could mean serious problems for stability, 
migration and societal health if millions of young people can’t 
find jobs. Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest percentage of 
employees – 40% - who say they are likely to move193 this 
year: a potential drain on the continent’s human capital. 
However, young Africans appear more optimistic than their 
older counterparts; 54% of 15- to 29-year-olds in sub-Saharan 
Africa said their standard of living was improving194 in 2021, 
compared with 42% of those aged 30-49 and 36% of those 
over 50.

T R E N D S

• Growing youth 
bulge in many 
developing 
countries

• Shifting nature of 
work

• Social contracts 
under pressure

I L L U S T R A T I V E  
S I G N A L S

• Labour shortages 
in some regions 
predicted to grow

• Spain latest EU 
country to o$er 
“digital nomad” 
visas for non-EU 
citizens 

• Half the job market 
entrants 10 years 
from now will come 
from sub-Saharan 
Africa

• Sub-Saharan 
Africa has highest 
percentage of 
employees – 40% - 
likely to move 
this year

https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/wpp2022_summary_of_results.pdf
https://www.cnbc.com/2021/10/20/global-shortage-of-workers-whats-going-on-experts-explain.html
https://www.businessinsider.com/why-labor-shortage-how-long-indeed-glassdoor-report-worker-power-2022-11
https://www-forbes-com.cdn.ampproject.org/c/s/www.forbes.com/sites/ceciliarodriguez/2022/09/27/digital-nomads-alert-spain-readies-new-visa-to-attract-remote-workers/amp/
https://www.kornferry.com/content/dam/kornferry/docs/pdfs/KF-Future-of-Work-Talent-Crunch-Report.pdf
https://www.cfr.org/podcasts/future-african
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2022/jul/05/neglect-africa-now-and-we-will-face-labour-shortages-globally-imf-warns
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/349484/state-of-the-global-workplace-2022-report.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/394586/young-people-sub-saharan-africa-stay-optimistic.aspx
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SO WHAT FOR 
DEVELOPMENT? 

A youth bulge won’t deliver a dividend without 
some smart choices. How can governments 
work with the private sector to invest in human 
capital, develop better working standards 
to attract and retain labour and create better 
employment opportunities? 

The technology of the fourth industrial revo-
lution, like automation and robotics, will not 
solve these problems if there is a skills mis-
match with the talent needed in a more tech-
nologically advanced world. Investment in 
human capital is needed to prepare people for 
the jobs of tomorrow. This means not just 

education and training (including for jobs 
we don’t even know yet) but also preparation 
for entirely new markets.

In regions with more young people, especially 
Africa, will their skills match the needs of a 
“labour export market”, where their labour and 
services are in demand beyond Africa? If not, 
how might millions of disillusioned, unemployed 
young people a!ect the stability of societies, 
and what will be the impact on migration? Can 
the continent instead find a more positive 
trajectory, seizing on the current hopefulness 
among young Africans to build an alternative, 
better future by creating a competitive labour 
market and preparing young people for the 
economies and jobs of tomorrow?

JOB ADVERTISEMENT FROM 2040  
FOR A “SPACE LAWYER”

Location: Space-based o"ce

We are seeking a highly motivated and experienced Space Lawyer to join 
our growing team and provide legal guidance and support to our space-
based operations and projects:

• Advising on international and domestic space laws and regulations
• Drafting and negotiating contracts for space-related ventures
• Developing policies and procedures to ensure compliance with legal re-

quirements
• Representing the company in legal disputes and negotiations
• Staying up-to-date with the latest developments in space law and policy

[abbreviated from text generated by ChatGPT]
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This Signals Spotlight is highly selective. The 
signals described are a small sample of ones 
UNDP has picked up across the world, so they 
reflect our perspectives. You may not see the 
same signals where you are, or they may be 
weak. But everything connects; what’s hap-
pening faraway can alert you to opportuni-
ties and risks you might otherwise not notice, 
or which might only gradually be emerging. 

This paper aims to spark conversations that en-
gage multiple di!erent perspectives, throwing 
a new or altered light on things. These might 
prompt you to think how similar signals of 
change could play out in your context, or to 
draw di!erent conclusions. This can help you 

WHERE  
NEXT?

incorporate a variety of futures into your plan-
ning, becoming more anticipatory and more ef-
fective in the face of uncertainty.

The variety described here may give the im-
pression of an increasingly fractured world 
where all are heading in di!erent directions in 
pursuit of their own goals. While there are cer-
tainly infinite paths available to us (and that is 
cause for hope), in the end we are talking about 
common challenges that face humanity. Those 
we can only solve together. The takeaway from 
this paper is not consensus or recommenda-
tions, but conversation starters: where next for 
development?
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