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Our cover of this edition 
depicts growing malaise 
around governance, 

leadership, technology and trust. 
Why are these issues so 

important in a crisis context? 
Put simply, because of 
the consequences that poor, malicious, 
narcissistic or corrupt governance can 
have on our daily lives, communities, 
livelihoods, safety and quality of life.

Denise Thompson (p64) explores the 
importance of governance in regulating the 
actors and processes around disaster risk 
reduction. Weak governance is a disaster risk 
driver, linked to other drivers, such as poverty, 
inequality, poor planning and development.  

And other actors are always ready 
to fi ll the vacuum left by poor or weak 
governance, including those with criminal or 
malevolent intent, all too willing to capitalise 
on the opportunities this presents.

Humanity has inexhaustible supplies of 
ingenuity and creativity; none so evident as in 
the technology fi eld. If applied correctly, the 
solutions have immense potential for good. 
Yet, as climate is a risk amplifi er, if applied 
unwisely, technology can be a risk enabler.

Other articles examine governance and 
technology. On p14 Maha Hosain Aziz 
describes a ‘global legitimacy crisis’ which, 
she says, is linked with a headlong rush for 
technological domination. Meanwhile on p18, 
Andrea Bonime-Blanc presents a view of the 
megatrends that every leader – of nations, 
business, institutions, local governments or 
humanitarian organisations – needs to be 
aware of. She discusses the collapse of global 
trust, the ethical leadership paradox and how 
unscrupulous actors could commandeer 
technology to further their own agendas.

The Fourth Industrial Revolution is set to 
fundamentally change the way we live. On p58 
Laurence Marzell calls for citizens to be placed 
at the centre of smart cities, emphasising 
that cities are for people. Vincent Mosco 
supports this on p66: “Genuinely intelligent 
cities start with a vibrant democracy, support 
for public space and a commitment to 
citizen control over technology,” he says. 

Constant monitoring, sensors and 
data gathering all present threats and 
opportunities. It would be naïve to expect 
Utopia, but we do have the opportunity 
to harness burgeoning technological 
developments for the benefi t of our resilience, 
livelihoods and security. In this new, disruptive 
landscape, with emerging protagonists and 
technology, we need to be careful in what – 
and in who – we place our precious trust.
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The ten megatrends of our 
turbulent times: A situational 
blueprint for leaders
Andrea Bonime-Blanc examines the ten megatrends that leaders of every type – 
business, society, government – should factor into their organisational strategy to guide 
their entities through the largely uncharted, choppy or turbulent waters of today’s Scylla 
and Charybdis

W
ill leaders properly recognise the 
strategic environmental, social, 
governance and technological 
(ESGT) disruption and con� agration 
that is taking place and help their 

primary stakeholders and our planet meet these 
interconnected, complex ESGT issues and risks, 
transforming them into promise, opportunity, solutions 
and value? If they do, we will be safer, more productive 
and constructive. If they don’t, I don’t want to guess what 
would follow ‘turbulence’ in the downward spiral.

Here is a look at the ten megatrends of our turbulent 
times and how leadership should deal with them.
� � e Fourth Industrial Revolution: Hurtling through 
space at the speed of light. � e pace and footprint of change 
have accelerated and grown exponentially, a� ecting 
and changing everything. AI, robotics, quantum 
computing, 5G communication, nanotechnology and 
Crispr are a� ecting everything from the macrocosm 
of international governance, to the microcosm of 
individual daily behaviour, psychology and biology.

� ere will be intended and unintended – potentially 
existential – consequences, both negative and positive. 
� ink sophisticated military drone robotic biological 
weapons, in the wrong hands. And yet there may also be 
resolution of some of the most intractable global health, 
hunger, climate, communications and sustainability 
challenges, such as genetically engineered cures to diseases.

� e Fourth Industrial Revolution is unstoppable. 
We are living through the fastest period of change 
humankind has ever experienced, whether walking 
down the street, riding bikes, even driving cars while 
� xated on our screens, oblivious to the world around us, 
engaging in new physical and psychological behaviour 
and creating novel health and safety dangers. And this 
is only the beginning. Wait until we have biologically 
embedded chips, apps and the Singularity…

To confront this, leaders must urgently incorporate 
technological, digital and associated disruptions 
into their organisational strategy, tactics and culture, 

preparing stakeholders for the impacts – good and bad.
� Global trust collapsing: Recession or depression?  � e 
entire world and its major institutions – government, 
business, media and the non-pro� t sector – are 
experiencing a continuing downward trend in 
stakeholder trust. Is this a trust ‘recession’ from 
which we will recover, or a longer-term collapse, 
closer to a trust ‘depression’, from which we will 
have to meticulously and deliberately build our way 
back to normality or some other new normal? 

� is continuing deterioration in trust will lead 
to a shorter and more brutish world (to paraphrase 
Hobbes) where some of the worst aspects of human 
nature will dominate – deceit, fraud, corruption, 
violence and war. Or, to paraphrase another source 

– where the seven deadly sins of pride, greed, lust, 
envy, gluttony, wrath and sloth would prevail.

Building back trust will require a deliberate, conscious 
and constructive e� ort by conscientious leaders in each of 
our institutions and/or the building of novel trustworthy 
ecosystems, perhaps powered by Blockchain. Either 
way, leaders have an opportunity, indeed an obligation, 
to reinstate stakeholder trust by creating social value, 
competitive advantage and reputational opportunity. 

Leaders must undertake an analysis of 
their organisational trust issues, risks and 
opportunities by fostering a deep understanding 
of key stakeholders and their expectations.
� � e 21st Century ethical leadership paradox:

We are living in a world of extremes – extreme 
opportunity for good and bad, giving rise to the ethical 
leadership paradox. � e unethical, narcissistic and 
dangerous can commandeer ever greater tech tools for 
the wrong purposes. Yet, more emotionally intelligent 
leaders, driven by a sense of social responsibility, can 
deploy such tools and assets for the greater good. � e 
real question is: What type of leadership will prevail?

Unchecked, and unaddressed, unethical and nefarious 
forces will seize the lead. Witness the 2020 Social Credit 
system in China, whereby more than a billion citizens 
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The time of orderly, predictable 
international relations is over. 
Geopolitical risk needs to be part 
of everyone’s risk management, 
crisis management and business 
continuity planning
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will be continuously tracked and rated digitally, socially, 
� nancially and reputationally. And this is certainly 
not the worst example of what leaders can do with 
technology. Responsible and ethical leaders must seize 
technology for good, creating responsible and ethical 
decision-making at all levels – from the inception of 
new technologies such as AI, to their implementation. 

Going forward, we need deeply ethical leaders who 
will think beyond the box on how their organisation 
can be part of the solution to interconnected 
socioeconomic risks and opportunities.
� Complex interconnected risk rising: Both natural 
and human-caused risks are rising and interconnecting 
like never before. Only half-jokingly I would say: beware 
the new Black Swan of our times – the Purple Techno-
Swan, a risk that is both unprecedented and unpredictable, 
propelled by an age of exponential technological change.

� e intended and unintended, potentially existential, 
consequences of technological and scienti� c innovation 
that humans are unable to control, are ushering in 
the rise of new and intractable and existential risk. 
� is includes risks we don’t know already exist and 
risks we may never be able to predict or mitigate 
until it’s too late. � ink about what quantum 
computing might yield in terms of power and impact 
if in the wrong hands. And in the right hands?

Leaders must undertake complex interconnected risk 
identi� cation, co-ordination, mitigation, prediction and 
translation into strategic solutions, opportunity and value.
� Ecological apocalypse: A decade to oblivion or 
salvation? Climate change is here and now; will 
humanity get its act together in time (over the next 
decade) or are we, and future generations, doomed 
to live in a more hostile, short and brutish world?

Look at the burning of the Amazon this summer 
– not just a periodic natural phenomenon, but one 

fuelled by uncaring, compromised anti-environmental 
leadership, both within and outside of the a� ected 
territory. � e reverberation of this ecological damage 
may be existential, as the Amazon produces 20 per 
cent of global oxygen. � is ecological destruction, 
together with the simultaneous, unprecedented 
melting of glaciers, are re� ections of a climate change 
that is endangering habitats, species and coastal areas, 
creating deserts and other uninhabitable areas. 

Most leaders know what’s going on, despite some 
notable exceptions. � ere are collective global vehicles 
for action – the Paris Climate Agreement, the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) – and 
myriad local, urban, communal, social, business and 
governmental initiatives worldwide, which can come 
together to mitigate the climate onslaught. We can do 
this, together, now. We have ten years (or fewer) to act 
decisively – all types of leaders must lock arms yesterday 
to implement urgent solutions globally and locally today.
� � e new geopolitical abnormal: Rumblings or 
tectonic shift? Does the global regression in domestic 
democracy and international governance to greater 
forms of populism, tribalism, illiberal democracy and 
authoritarianism represent a � xable erosion of post-WWII 
norms or a tectonic break to a more unstable unknown?

Whether the US re-emerges from its current anti-
internationalist, anti-immigrant, pro-authoritarian trends, 
or another coalition of nations is able to represent global 
‘moral’ political leadership, there are opportunities to move 
the global agenda forward. � ese include continuing G7 
and similar global governance vehicles and implementing 
the Paris Climate Agreement, as well as moving forward 
on the SDG agenda, with the help and collaboration 
of the UN and other global institutions, such as the 
IMF, World Bank and others, along with business and 
NGO communities globally, regionally and locally. 
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� e time of orderly, predictable international 
relations is over. Geopolitical risk needs to 
be part of everyone’s risk management, crisis 
management and business continuity planning.
� � e meteoric rise of ESG and the virtual 
stakeholder: Mirage or reality? 

� e rise of all things ESG over the past two decades 
re� ects the rise in power of previously ignored or excluded 
stakeholders – beyond the primary ones (for example, 
shareholders). In addition to shareholders, customers 
and employees matter a lot. For non-pro� ts and NGOs 
this means that, in addition to bene� ciaries, donors and 
suppliers are vitally important. For governments, in 
addition to citizens and residents, other groups, such as 
transients and immigrants, also matter. Is the rise of the 
concept of ESG and its expanded base of ‘stakeholders’ 
an evanescent mirage or a long-term reality?

Business is grudgingly acknowledging this shift as � e 
Business Roundtable (comprising 200 global corporate 

CEOs) recognised in its August 19, 2019 declaration, 
signed by 181 CEOs. Organisations that do 

not amplify their lens to incorporate 
the views, expectations and 

consequences of ignoring 
their full spectrum 

of key 

stakeholders on ESG (or ESGT) issues, risks and 
opportunities, run the risk of losing to competitors, 
engaging in misadventures, increasing reputation 
risk, liabilities and losses, or even losing their license 
to operate. � ose who do recognise this shift stand 
to gain for a broader number of key stakeholders.

All types of organisation must incorporate 
the more complex landscape of ESG/ESGT 
issues, risks and opportunities and the interests 
and expectations of stakeholders.
� Business as the new global social/moral conscience:
Fake or fact? With deteriorating political leadership in 
both democratic and non-democratic regimes around the 
world, and the decline in trust in all other fundamental 
institutions, business suddenly � nds itself in the 
possible role of global moral steward. For example, the 
Edelman Trust Barometer 2019, found that 76 per cent 
of respondents thought CEOs should take the lead on 
change rather than waiting for government to impose it. 

Much of the corporate moral leadership on these 
topics can also be seen in the rise of ESG from an 
investor and impact investor standpoint. Combined 
with the UN SDGs, there is no doubt that there is 
a convergence of ESG (ESGT), ethics, compliance 
and corporate responsibility in global business. 

Blackrock CEO Larry Fink’s 2017 and 2018 letters to 
CEOs and boards urging them to pay attention to ESG 
and stakeholders and the aforementioned August 2019 
US Business Roundtable declaration, clearly point in this 

direction. While some may argue that this is window 
dressing or a new form of greenwashing, it 

nevertheless underscores an important 
megatrend: the business sector at 

least hears the clamour, or at 

Move aside, black swan. Only half jokingly, the author says beware of the 
purple techno-swan – a risk that is both unprecedented and unpredictable, 
propelled by an age of exponential technological change
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� Future 
fear: Utopia, 

dystopia, life on 
Mars? � e World 

Economic Forum 
considers that we are in 

for a few future shocks. Its list 
includes: Weather wars – the use 

of weather manipulation tools, stoking 
geopolitical tensions; Open secrets – quantum 

computing rendering current cryptography 
obsolete; City limits – the widening gulf between 

urban and rural areas reaching a tipping point; Against 
the grain – food supply disruption emerging as a tool as 
geo-economic tensions intensify; Digital panopticon – 
advanced and pervasive biometric surveillance allowing 
new forms of social control; Tapped out – major cities 
struggling to cope in the face of the ever-present risk of 
water running out; Contested space – Low Earth orbit 
becoming a venue for geopolitical con� ict; Emotional 
disruption – AI that can recognise and respond to 
emotions, creating new possibilities for harm; No rights 
left – In a world of diverging values, human rights 
openly breached without consequence; and Monetary 
populism – escalating protectionist impulses calling 
into question the independence of central banks.

Will our future be utopian – where everyone works 
a little, has a social safety net in the form of universal 
basic income and is free to pursue their passions with 
enough time for leisure, entertainment, family and 
friends? Or will it be more dystopian, with large swathes 
of able-bodied people unable to � nd work because 
the ‘machines’ have taken over, among other things? 
Or will we be living on Mars with Elon Musk? 

While we cannot expect a utopian future, we can see 
a world where collaborative groups of cross-disciplinary 
experts work together to solve some of the greatest 
ESGT challenges of our time – climate, hunger, violence, 
inequality, poverty – and the new tech challenges of 
AI, quantum computing, nanotechnology and many 
others. Hope is not lost, but leaders have the urgent 
responsibility to understand future trends and 
their impact on strategy, risk, opportunity 
and stakeholders. 

best is seizing the 
opportunity to 

lead conscientiously. 
Business leaders have an 

opportunity for broader moral 
global leadership – will they do so 

sincerely or will they greenwash it? 
� From hyper-transparency to super-

opacity: Reputational risk on steroids.
� e hyper-transparency brought about by the 

explosion of the Internet, telecommunications and 
social media, combined with new technologies, has 
given way to a serious unexpected consequence: the 
viralisation of super-opacity, where fake news and deep 
fake technologically-enabled capabilities are creating new 
forms of distrust that translate into reputational risk.

Social media and the Internet have democratised 
information. Denizens of the dark arts – whether nation 
states, international crime rings or the oddball sitting in 
his mother’s basement – have twisted this positive force 
into a dark one, deploying tech to create fake news, fake 
audio, fake video and all manner of other deep fakes. 
� is will continue to get worse before it gets better.

Reputational risk is an ampli� er risk that layers on 
or attaches to other risks – especially ESGT – adding 
negative or positive implications to the materiality, 
duration or expansion of the other risks on the 
a� ected organisation, person, product or service.

� is development also aggravates and complicates 
reputational risk, because fake news and opacity will 
be in the mix – producing the megatrend of 
reputation risk on steroids, for which leaders 
and their entities must now be prepared.

All types of leaders need to 
understand the power and the 
danger of the age of opacity 

– being savvy with social 
media and the darker 
tech arts involving all 
things fake – they and 
their entity’s reputation 
depend on it.
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