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The global 

operating 

environment 

at a critical 

juncture 

The global operating environment has entered a critical juncture – featuring 
an exceptionally fragile near-term transition to a reordered future
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Geopolitical 

Reordering

The global 

operating 

environment 

at a critical 

juncture 

The stabilizing 
forces of the 

international order 
are weakening, and 
the use of force is 

again on the rise as 
an instrument of  
national power
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INTENSIFYING GREAT POWER RIVALRY

The institutions of the international order are being intentionally disrupted –
fueling an intensifying security dilemma

Projected

Historic surge 
Fastest global rise since the Cold War

Structural shift
Germany & Japan commit to long-term rearmament

Hard power gap
Widening divide in military capacity

Sources: 1. Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 2.Marketsandmarkets, 3. Reuters, 4. Nippon. 5. RAND. The competition-potential index measures where U.S., Chinese, and Russian diplomatic, military, and economic involvement 
overlaps, combined with local fragility indicators, to flag the highest-risk arenas for rivalry, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 

https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex
https://www.marketsandmarkets.com/Market-Reports/world-defense-budget-analysis-31573133.html
https://www.reuters.com/markets/asia/russia-under-war-spending-pressure-set-more-austerity-tax-hikes-2025-08-20/
https://www.nippon.com/en/japan-data/h02398/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA969-1.html
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INTENSIFYING GREAT POWER RIVALRY

As the consensus on global norms fades, the use of force is once again 
resurgent as an instrument of national power

Ongoing Armed Conflicts
(Past 12 Months)

Sources: 1. Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 2.Marketsandmarkets, 3. Reuters, 4. Nippon. 5. RAND. The competition-potential index measures where U.S., Chinese, and Russian diplomatic, military, and economic involvement 
overlaps, combined with local fragility indicators, to flag the highest-risk arenas for rivalry, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 

Armed Conflict
Active in the past year

https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex
https://www.marketsandmarkets.com/Market-Reports/world-defense-budget-analysis-31573133.html
https://www.reuters.com/markets/asia/russia-under-war-spending-pressure-set-more-austerity-tax-hikes-2025-08-20/
https://www.nippon.com/en/japan-data/h02398/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA969-1.html
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Ongoing Armed Conflicts and Escalation Risks
(Past 12 Months)

INTENSIFYING GREAT POWER RIVALRY

The perceived opportunities for brinkmanship and the potential for 
miscalculation are expanding the scope of escalation risk

Sources: 1. Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 2.Marketsandmarkets, 3. Reuters, 4. Nippon. 5. RAND. The competition-potential index measures where U.S., Chinese, and Russian diplomatic, military, and economic involvement 
overlaps, combined with local fragility indicators, to flag the highest-risk arenas for rivalry, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 

Armed Conflict
Active in the past year

Escalation Risk
High-tension flashpoints in the 
past year

https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex
https://www.marketsandmarkets.com/Market-Reports/world-defense-budget-analysis-31573133.html
https://www.reuters.com/markets/asia/russia-under-war-spending-pressure-set-more-austerity-tax-hikes-2025-08-20/
https://www.nippon.com/en/japan-data/h02398/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA969-1.html


8

Great Power 
Competition Intensity

Conflicts, Escalation Risks, and Secondary Theatres of Great Power Competition5

Armed Conflict
Active in the past year

Escalation Risks
High-tension flashpoints in the 
past year

Low

INTENSIFYING GREAT POWER RIVALRY

And the strategy of great power competition increasingly features systematic 
orchestration of actions across domains and theatres

High

Sources: 1. Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, 2.Marketsandmarkets, 3. Reuters, 4. Nippon. 5. RAND. The competition-potential index measures where U.S., Chinese, and Russian diplomatic, military, and economic involvement 
overlaps, combined with local fragility indicators, to flag the highest-risk arenas for rivalry, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 

https://www.sipri.org/databases/milex
https://www.marketsandmarkets.com/Market-Reports/world-defense-budget-analysis-31573133.html
https://www.reuters.com/markets/asia/russia-under-war-spending-pressure-set-more-austerity-tax-hikes-2025-08-20/
https://www.nippon.com/en/japan-data/h02398/
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA969-1.html
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SHIFTING GEOPOLITICAL ALLIANCES

These changing incentives and the increasing frequency of strategic shocks 
are reshaping alliances – pointing to the shape of a new, multipolar order

1. The QUAD (revived in 2017) also plays a key role as a strategic forum among the U.S., Japan, India, and Australia, 2. Argentina later withdrew under its new government; Saudi 
Arabia has delayed full accession pending leadership review Sources: War on the Rocks, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 

Strategic Shocks and Geopolitical Realignments 
(2008 to 2024)

South Africa 
joins BRICS

G20 begins 
annual meetings 
of heads of State

The Iran Nuclear 
Deal (JCPOA) is 

signed

Brexit 
referendum 
takes place

U.S. withdraws 
from the JCPOA

AUKUS
alliance is formed1

Analysts report 
deepening 

cooperation 
between CRINKS

BRICS
invites six 

new 
members2

China launches 
Belt and Road 

Initiative

Russia invades 
Ukraine

Russia is 
expelled from 

the G8

Finland (2023) 
and Sweden
(2024) enter 

NATO

Trump 1.0 is 
elected

Russia annexes 
Crimea in Ukraine

Global Financial 
Crisis begins

US-China trade 
war begins

US withdraws 
from Afghanistan

COVID-19 
outbreak

Strategic Shocks

20102008 2015 2016 2018 2021 20232013 2014 2024 2025

SCO Summit is 
held in Tianjin, 

China

https://warontherocks.com/2017/11/rise-fall-rebirth-quad/
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Geopolitical 

Reordering

Economic 

Rewiring

The global 

operating 

environment 

at a critical 

juncture 

The transition to a 
more localized, 

distributed, 
networked and 

costly system of 
global trade is 
accelerating
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INCREASING ECONOMIC FRAGMENTATION

As countries relentlessly seek to reduce their exposure to geostrategic 
coercion, global economic fragmentation is deepening

Geopolitical Considerations Impact on Trade Flows4

(Percentage Change in Bilateral Trade, 2022 to 2023)
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Sources: 1. IMF, 2. WTO, 3. IMF, 4. Hinrich Foundation, 5. Reuters, 6. European Council, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 

China-Russia trade up 29% 
to $245Bn (2024)5

EU-Russia gas imports 
down from 40% to 19% 
(2019-2024)6

https://www.imf.org/en/Blogs/Articles/2023/10/03/geoeconomic-fragmentation-threatens-food-security-and-clean-energy-transition
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news24_e/trdev_11dec24_e.htm
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2024/04/16/world-economic-outlook-april-2024
https://www.hinrichfoundation.com/research/wp/trade-distortion-and-protectionism/the-bloc-effect-takes-shape/?utm_source=visualcapitalist&utm_medium=affiliate&utm_campaign=infographic-vc-bloc-effect-takes-shape&utm_content=20240424--
https://www.reuters.com/markets/china-russia-2024-trade-value-hits-record-high-chinese-customs-2025-01-13/#:~:text=China%2DRussia%202024%20trade%20value%20hits%20record%20high%20%2D%20Chinese%20customs,-By%20Reuters&text=BEIJING%2C%20Jan%2013%20(Reuters),countries%27%20leaders%20hailed%20bilateral%20relations.
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/infographics/where-does-the-eu-s-gas-come-from/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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RISING REGIONAL TRADE INTEGRATION

In parallel, inter-regional trade is slowing while regional trade integration is 
deepening 

Semi-Elasticity of Inter-regional Trade Growth1

(Average Weighted Trade Growth in ppt, 2017 to 2023)

Sources: 1. IMF, 2. WTO, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 

Trade growth between blocs down 
~5pts since the Russia-Ukraine War

https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2024/05/07/sp-geopolitics-impact-global-trade-and-dollar-gita-gopinath
https://rtais.wto.org/UI/charts.aspx
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RESURGING INDUSTRIAL POLICY

Globalization is also being disrupted by industrial policy as countries seek to 
correct historic imbalances and drive competitiveness and job creation

133
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3 000
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Total Number of Trade-Distortive and Industrial Policy Interventions1

(Number of interventions, 2010 to 2023; 2024: H1 actuals + H2 forecast) 

Sources: 1. IMF, 2. New York Times, 3. Congressional Budget Office, 4. Council of Foreign Relations, 5. ABC News, 6. Politico, 7. Meity, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 

Select Industrial Policies

Inflation Reduction Act European Green Deal

Made in China 2025
Production –Linked
Incentive Scheme

Supply Chain
Resilience Initiative 

New Industry Brazil
Standardized Industrial 
Incentives

UAE Policy for
Advanced Industries

https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WP/Issues/2023/12/23/The-Return-of-Industrial-Policy-in-Data-542828
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/08/02/climate/manchin-deal-emissions-cuts.html
https://www.crfb.org/blogs/cbo-scores-ira-238-billion-deficit-reduction
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/made-china-2025-threat-global-trade
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2018-04-29/why-is-made-in-china-2025-making-people-angry/9702374
https://www.politico.eu/article/the-commissions-green-deal-plan-unveiled/
https://www.meity.gov.in/static/uploads/2024/02/PLI-booklet__english.pdf
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WIDENING MACROECONOMIC DIVERGENCE

This deepening fragmentation is contributing to the adaptive pressure on 
countries that is likely to compound economic divergence

Per Capita Output Losses Relative to Pre-pandemic Trends 
(2019 to 2027)1
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Sources: 1. World Bank, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 

Advanced Economies

Emerging Market and Developing Economies

(EMDEs) excl. China & India

EMDEs

file:///C:/Users/mmonta02/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/D8XZ0Q3G/World%20Bank%20GEP-June-2025%20(003).pdf
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Geopolitical 

Reordering

Atomizing 

Climate 

Response

The global 

operating 

environment 

at a critical 

juncture 

Despite the 
acceleration of 
global warming 

and the escalating 
costs of extreme 
weather events, 

policy approaches 
are diverging

Economic 

Rewiring
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ACCELERATING ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE

The frequency and severity of extreme weather events is likely to continue to 
increase around the world, causing significant economic losses

Sources: 1: NASA 2: Reuters, 3: IPCC, 4: Middle East Policy Council, 5: Voice of America, 6: Statista, 7: Iowa State University, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 

Frequency of “Once-in-a-Decade” Extreme Weather Events3

Baseline climate 
temperature 1850-1900

Today 2C
warming

3C
warming

4C
warming

1

9.4x
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2.7x
more 
frequent
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Extreme Rainstorm

Drought

Droughts in Southern US 
caused $14.5 billion losses
in 20236
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Storm Daniel killed over 4,000 in Libya4

Tropical Cyclone Freddy killed over
700 in Malawi5

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fearthobservatory.nasa.gov%2Fworld-of-change%2Fglobal-temperatures&psig=AOvVaw3b1Et-7GB1XPysePenAHb3&ust=1709387880260000&source=images&cd=vfe&opi=89978449&ved=0CBMQjRxqFwoTCMjT_pyc04QDFQAAAAAdAAAAABAE
https://www.reuters.com/business/environment/2024-was-first-year-above-15c-global-warming-scientists-say-2025-01-10/#:~:text=Scientists%20have%20linked%20climate%20change,on%20record%2C%20the%20WMO%20said.
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg1/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGI_Full_Report.pdf
https://mepc.org/commentary/storm-daniels-devastation-libya#:~:text=Daniel%20is%20the%20deadliest%20and,with%209%2C000%20individuals%20still%20missing.
https://www.voanews.com/a/malawi-appeals-for-more-cyclone-freddy-recovery-aid/7077699.html
https://www.statista.com/statistics/237433/economic-loss-due-to-drought-in-the-us/
https://www.imse.iastate.edu/files/2016/04/Al-Kazimi-and-MacKenzie-The-Economic-Costs-of-Natural-Disasters-Terrorist-Attacks-and-Other-Calamities.pdf
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DIVERGING ENVIRONMENTAL REGULATIONS

As perceived national interests diverge and global institutions weaken, the 
environmental policy and regulatory landscape is atomizing

Implemented

In progress

Initiative

Sources: 1. Ecofact; Non-exhaustive, UN Global Climate Action, World Economic Forum, Harvard Business Review, Capital Monitor, SASB, FSB, Sustain Life, CDP, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 

Rejects taxonomies, relying 
instead on investor disclosure

Uses its taxonomy to set 
regional rules

Exports green standards via 
Belt & Road finance

National Sustainable Finance Taxonomies, Climate Coalitions, and International Reporting Frameworks and Standards
(20241)

Reporting Frameworks and Standards
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Geopolitical 

Reordering

Atomizing 

Climate 

Response

Reweaving of the 

Social Fabric 

The global 

operating 

environment 

at a critical 

juncture 

Economic 

Rewiring

Polarization, 
technological 
change, and a 

chaotic information 
environment are 
reweaving our 
social fabric 
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DECLINING TRUST IN PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS

The patterns of trust in public institutions reveal the intense pressure facing 
governments – and their differential ability to deliver results for citizens

Sources: 1. IPSOS, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 
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https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/news-polls/patients-trust-healthcare-declines
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Share of People Agreeing with the Statement “Most People Can be Trusted”
(Percentage of citizens, 20231)

SHIFTING PATTERNS OF INTERPERSONAL TRUST

Accelerating technological disruption of social relations and deepening 
political polarization are eroding interpersonal trust in many countries

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% No data

US: 71% say interpersonal 
trust is declining since 20033

Brazil: Only 1 in 10 trust
others today5

Japan: Only 2 in 10 trust others8

Saudi Arabia: around 1 out 
of 2 people trust others10

Nordics: Over 65% of 
people say “most people 
can be trusted”6

South Africa: Only 16% 
show interpersonal trust11

China: Trust runs high, with 56% 
saying people can be trusted9

Canada: Nearly 7 in 10 agree 
“most people can be trusted”7

Sources: 1. Ipsos, 2. Ipsos, 3. Pew Research Center, 4. Political Studies Association,, 5. Ipsos, 6. Oxford, 7. Ipsos, 8. Ipsos, 9. Ipsos, 10. Ipsos, 11. Ipsos, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 

https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/publication/documents/2019-09/ipsos-thinks-trust-the-truth.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/publication/documents/2019-09/ipsos-thinks-trust-the-truth.pdf
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2019/07/22/the-state-of-personal-trust/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-9248.2011.00909.x
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2022-03/Global%20Advisor%20-%20Interpersonal%20Trust%202022%20-%20Graphic%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.sbs.ox.ac.uk/oxford-answers/trust-across-cultures
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2022-03/Global%20Advisor%20-%20Interpersonal%20Trust%202022%20-%20Graphic%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2022-03/Global%20Advisor%20-%20Interpersonal%20Trust%202022%20-%20Graphic%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2022-03/Global%20Advisor%20-%20Interpersonal%20Trust%202022%20-%20Graphic%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2022-03/Global%20Advisor%20-%20Interpersonal%20Trust%202022%20-%20Graphic%20Report_0.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2022-03/Global%20Advisor%20-%20Interpersonal%20Trust%202022%20-%20Graphic%20Report_0.pdf
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FALLING FERTILITY

In parallel – across the world – the entire context of socio-economic 
coherence is being reshaped by demography

Total fertility for select countries
(Average live births per woman, 1950 to 2050)

Note: Projections start in 2023. Sources: Financial Times, UN Population Department; The Economist; EuroNews; Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 
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AGING PRESSURE

In advanced economies, surging old-age dependency will increasingly 
strain fiscal systems, social cohesion, and long-term growth
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Dependency Ratio 

Population Age Pyramids and Old-Age Dependency Ratio (OADR) Trajectories For Select Countries
(Age Structure1 and OADR2, 2025 and 2050) (%)

https://www.populationpyramid.net/
https://www.oecd.org/en/data/indicators/old-age-dependency-ratio.html
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AGING PRESSURE

The ability of developing economies to realize their demographic dividend will 
hinge on institutional reform – and how AI disseminates
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Dependency Ratio 

Population Age Pyramids and Old-Age Dependency Ratio (OADR) Trajectories For Select Countries
(Age Structure1 and OADR2, 2025 and 2050) (%)

https://www.populationpyramid.net/
https://www.oecd.org/en/data/indicators/old-age-dependency-ratio.html
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INCREASING POWER OF ADVANCED AUTOMATED SYSTEMS

Driven by intensifying competitive rivalry, advanced automated systems will 
become radically more affordable and widespread

Manufacturing Wages vs. Average Cost of Industrial Robots1

(Wages per hour, average cost of industrial robots, US$, 2005 to 2030)
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Sources: 1: Global X, US Bureau of Labor Statistics, Munich Personal RePEc Archive, 2. Statista Technology Market Outlook, 3. International Federation of Robotics,
4. WEF, 5. IFR, 6. Korea Herald, 7. ACA, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 

Average cost of 

industrial robots

https://www.globalxetfs.com/content/files/Charting-Disruption-2024-Full-Report.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/
https://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/
https://www.statista.com/chart/27747/estimated-annual-revenue-with-robots-by-industry-sector/
https://ifr.org/ifr-press-releases/news/top-5-robot-trends-2024
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2024/10/ai-artificial-intelligencemake-productivity-growth/#:~:text=AI%20can%20boost%20productivity%20through%20technological%20progress&text=Already%2C%20AI%2Dpredicted%20protein%2D,fields%20is%20not%20a%20given.
https://ifr.org/ifr-press-releases/news/global-robot-density-in-factories-doubled-in-seven-years
https://www.koreaherald.com/article/10559725
https://aca-secretariat.be/newsletter/germany-invests-in-ai/?titleId=2&articleId=24&edition=2023
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INCREASING TECH-DRIVEN LABOR DISPLACEMENT

Discontinuous leaps in the capabilities of AI are likely to disrupt labor 
markets deeply and rapidly than prior waves of innovation

Share of Fortune 500 CEOs Who Expect Generative AI to Impact Company Headcount1

(% of CEOs, 2024 to 2029)

42%

22%

2024

15%

74%

2029

64%

89%

Unchanged Labor Need

Lower Labor Need

Sources: 1. World Economic Forum, 2. World Economic Forum, 3. Harvard Business Review, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 

By 2029, over 70% of CEOs expect AI to reduce 

labor needs — more than 3x today’s share

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.weforum.org%2Fpublications%2Fthe-future-of-jobs-report-2023%2Fin-full%2F3-jobs-outlook%2F&psig=AOvVaw14zctT80vlH08Uqk7zXL0x&ust=1707814516074000&source=images&cd=vfe&opi=89978449&ved=0CBUQjhxqFwoTCKCSgv-2pYQDFQAAAAAdAAAAABAE
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2023.pdf
https://hbr.org/2024/05/ai-is-making-economists-rethink-the-story-of-automation
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AI assistants will reach stunning levels of sophistication – transforming the 
capabilities of those with access to them

Global private investment in generative AI
(Total investment, US$ bn, 2019, 20241)

Sources: 1. Stanford 2025 AI Index Report, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute | Kearney Agentic Commerce Report

By 2028, the World Economic Forum predicts 

that 33% of enterprise software applications 

will include AI agents, enabling 15% of work 

decisions to be autonomous

1
2

5
4

29

35

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

8.5X

https://hai.stanford.edu/ai-index/2025-ai-index-report


28

ACCELERATING SCIENTIFIC DISCOVERY

AI is on the cusp of radically accelerating scientific discovery – and 
knowledge creation more broadly

Sources: 1. World Economic Forum, 2. Washington Post, 3. Goldman Sachs, 4. World Economic Forum, Kearney Foresight | National Transformations Institute 
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https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.weforum.org%2Fpublications%2Fthe-future-of-jobs-report-2023%2Fin-full%2F3-jobs-outlook%2F&psig=AOvVaw14zctT80vlH08Uqk7zXL0x&ust=1707814516074000&source=images&cd=vfe&opi=89978449&ved=0CBUQjhxqFwoTCKCSgv-2pYQDFQAAAAAdAAAAABAE
https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2023/07/26/ai-women-workforce-automation/
https://www.goldmansachs.com/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.weforum.org%2Fpublications%2Fthe-future-of-jobs-report-2023%2Fin-full%2F3-jobs-outlook%2F&psig=AOvVaw14zctT80vlH08Uqk7zXL0x&ust=1707814516074000&source=images&cd=vfe&opi=89978449&ved=0CBUQjhxqFwoTCKCSgv-2pYQDFQAAAAAdAAAAABAE
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DIMENSIONS OF UNCERTAINTY

Through 2030, the evolution of dynamics within three dimensions of 
uncertainty will decisively shape the global business environment



30

2030 SCENARIO OUTLOOK

Given the 
depth of 
uncertainty we 
face, global 
businesses 
must be 
prepared for a 
diverse range 
of scenarios
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INTELLIGENCE

A hyper-competitive 
world in which AI 

transcends borders and 
private technology 

players have become 
increasingly preeminent 

strategic actors

RIVAL 
BLOCS

A world of starkly 
divided and internally 

integrated geoeconomic 
blocs locked in volatile, 

technology-centered 
competition

CONFLICT 
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A multipolar world in 
which great power 

conflict and instability 
create economic 

dislocation, and fuel the 
rewiring of networks of 

global commerce
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