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Introcdluction

We cannot predict the future. But
we can teach others how to make
sense of what they see — and help
them create their own. By intro-
ducing people to various theories
and methods of futures thinking,
we aim to provide the basics of the
field and encourage readers to start
working with tools that can help
them integrate futures thinking
into their jobs and everyday lives.
But why now? We argue that in
today'’s rapidly evolving world -
characterized by technological
advancement, global interconnected-
ness, and unprecedented challenges
—the ability to think about and plan
for the future has become more
crucial than ever. Teaching the
fundamentals of futures thinking
to both current and aspiring leaders
is essential for several reasons.
Firstly, it equips them with tools

to navigate uncertainty and make
informed decisions in complex and
dynamic environments. Secondly,

it fosters a proactive mindset,
enabling leaders to anticipate trends,
identify opportunities, and mitigate
risks before they materialize.
Additionally, futures thinking en-
courages innovation and adaptabili-
ty, both vital for sustaining competi-
tive advantage and driving progress.
By integrating futures thinking into
leadership development, we can en-

sure that leaders are better prepared
to address tomorrow’s challenges
and contribute to a more resilient
and prosperous future for all.

In this publication, we aim to capture
and carry forward our discussions
and the ideas sparked through these
conversations. The rapid learning
progress made during the two-day
workshop with Club Alpbach Czechia
& Slovakia, together with the deep
reflections of our participants,
inspired us to continue developing
the program and fostering dialogue
across companies and industries. The
essays are divided into four chapters,
which we believe you will enjoy
exploring: Futures for the Youth,
Future of Growth, Environmental
Futures, and Futures Thinking.

We invite you to engage with these
ideas and reflect on how they might
shape your everyday life. To support
this, we have also included com-
ments and introductory methods
you can try yourself. We look
forward to hearing your thoughts
and learning what these essays have
sparked in you. Please let us know.
And if you are interested in orga-
nizing your own Futures Thinking
workshop, feel free to reach out.

Pavlina & Lukas



FUTURES FOR
THEYOUTH

Youth is often treated as a prediction problem: what
they will buy, believe, fear, or fix. But young people are
not just “the future” - they are a living signal of what
the future is already doing to us. These three essays
approach youth as both mirror and map: a reflection
of today's pressures and a guide to the systems we are
quietly building.

We continue debating what young people will

become while ignoring what the world around them

is becoming. Al climate volatility, mental health
pressures, and attention economics are not merely
contexts — they are formative forces. As you read these
essays, ask yourself: how are they already shaping me?

Pavlina Louzenska

The Taste Economy:

When Taste

Becomes Capital

Pavlina Louzenska

Asthe internet enters its third
decade, our understanding of what
we call taste has quietly transformed
alongside it. Not because society has
suddenly learned to better distinguish
beauty, quality, or meaning, but
because algorithms have turned
personal preferences into readable
and tradable signals. Taste has
become capital - something that can
be displayed, measured, optimized,
and converted into attention.

In an environment where content

is cheap and produced faster than
thought itself, the ability to create is
no longer a competitive advantage.
Nearly anyone can do so today. What
matters instead is the ability to
choose, to filter, and to say: this de-
serves my attention, while that does
not. The Taste Economy describes
precisely this shift. It is no longer
about what we produce, but about
what we consider worthy of interest
—and how consistently we are able to
stand behind those choices.

Taste was once a personal matter,
often shaped by class, education, or
cultural background. Today, it has
become a strategy. For individuals,

it is a way not to disappear into

the noise. For brands, it is a tool for
building identity in an environment
where everything increasingly looks
the same. And this similarity is key.

A glance at cafés, hotels, or coworking
spaces across cities and continents re-
veals the pattern: minimalism, plants,
muted colors, neon signs carrying
universally relatable messages. Ev-
erything appears as a personal choice,
yet in reality it reflects an aesthetic
optimized for the feed.

Journalist Kyle Chayka described
this phenomenon as AirSpace - envi-
ronments that promise authenticity
while producing interchangeability.
Instagram and other platforms have
effectively created a manual for
what “good taste” should look like,
while simultaneously establishing
the expectation that this taste
represents the norm.

Algorithms did not enter our lives as
dictators, but as assistants. They were
meant to show us what we might like.
The problem is that the same selec-
tions began appearing to millions

of people at once. Personalization
gradually turned into synchroniza-




tion. Taste stopped emerging from
individual experience and instead
followed what had already proven
successful elsewhere. What generated
engagement increasingly came to be
perceived as quality.

Cultural critic Mark Fisher argued
that we have lost our ability to grasp
the present because we live in the
continuous aftershock of past trends.
In such a world, taste no longer has
time to mature. It constantly reacts,
adapts, and waits for the next signal
marked as relevant by the algorithm.
The result is a culture in which
individuality appears self-evident but
is,in fact, carefully pre-digested.

Taste thus becomes a commodity.
Every like, every share, and every
recommendation functions as a mi-
crotransaction of attention. What we
consider “good” is no longer merely

a personal judgment, but a public
position. And the clearer that position
becomes, the greater its value.

In an overwhelming abundance

of content, it is impossible to follow
everything — so we follow those
whose choices we trust.

Magazines once served as curators

of taste, offering frameworks, context,
and narrative. Today, that role is
increasingly assumed by individuals
and brands attempting to operate

as media entities of their own. The
defining question of the future may
therefore no longer be who the next
MrBeast will be, but who the next
Tina Brown is — not the person capa-
ble of producing the most content, but
the one able to sustain a coherent and
meaningful sense of taste over time.

The Taste Economy is therefore not
only about aesthetics or trends.

It is about the power to decide what
deserves our attention in an environ-
ment constantly pulling us elsewhere.
And perhaps this is where the true
competitive advantage of the future
lies —not in data, nor in technology,
but in the ability to maintain one’s
own compass in a world that continu-
ously attempts to reset it. m

Europe’s Divided

Generation

Ester Zitnanska | Strategy Consultant, Raiffeisenbank

Today, European security no longer
concerns only external threats

such as armed conflicts, economic
instability, or crises linked to climate
change. It increasingly depends on the
stability and cohesion of society itself
—or on their absence - particularly
when it comes to shared values, social
attitudes, and political engagement.
Rapid social transformations driven
by global phenomena such as digita-
lization, globalization, and multicul-
turalism continuously generate both
novelty and uncertainty. We fear the
unknown and face unprecedented
challenges, anxieties, and insecurities.
In search of clarity and reassurance,
many people look for answers wher-
ever they can find them.

Too often, however, those answers
are found in the wrong places.
Populist politicians, marketers, and
movements across the world offer
seemingly simple solutions: they
validate frustration, identify scape-
goats, and propose radical measures.
This frequently takes the form of calls
for a return to traditionalism, rejec-
tion of progressive values, hostility
toward minorities, and more recently
the violent radicalization of young
men within online “manosphere”
environments. What some consider
unacceptable, others perceive as

a justified response to the threats and
uncertainties of contemporary life.

For younger generations - particular-
ly Generation Z and Generation Alpha
—these developments are especially
significant. They are still forming
their values, opinions, and sense of
belonging. One of the most powerful
forces shaping this process is social
media, which increasingly serves as
their primary source of information.
This poses a substantial risk: from

an early age, young people are
continuously exposed to polarizing,
radicalizing, and hateful content long
before they are capable of critically
evaluating it. As a result, today's
youth are exceptionally vulnerable
and may internalize such attitudes
subconsciously, without fully under-
standing their consequences. This

is particularly true for young boys
and men, who are still developing
their identities while navigating rigid
expectations surrounding masculini-
ty - often in its toxic forms.

Over the past decade, Europe has
witnessed a significant rise in extrem-
ism across politics, political rhetoric,
and the public sphere. Such ideologies
gradually erode tolerance and mutual
understanding, creating an environ-
ment in which young people grow



up perceiving extremist behavior as
normal. A generation that becomes
desensitized or directly radicalized
represents a serious and multidimen-
sional risk to Europe’s future security.

Social Media and Youth
Radicalization

Today's youth are, to a large extent,
raised by the internet and social
media. These platforms shape their
identities, preferences, interests, and
values from early childhood. Social
media algorithms reward emotionally
charged and confrontational content,
frequently trapping young users
within algorithmically curated echo
chambers. Complex social debates are
reduced online to a simple narrative
of “us versus them.” No longer limited
to conflicts between elites and the
public, nearly every difference
becomes a target —religion, origin,
gender, lifestyle, or personal choices.

For adolescents searching for
certainty and belonging, such
polarization can be appealing
precisely because of its simplicity —
yet it comes at the cost of tolerance,
nuance, and the ability to coexist.

In times of uncertainty, political
actors often reject progressive values
and instead promote rigid systems of
belief that may appear attractive to
young people seeking stability. Calls
for a return to “traditional values”
promise certainty and identity,
frequently defined in opposition to
liberal and progressive norms. While
this may partly reflect a legitimate
desire for cultural continuity, it also
conceals a more troubling process
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of radicalization. For many young
men, distancing themselves from
liberalism increasingly entails reject-
ing feminism, gender equality, and
pluralism altogether. What appears
to be an innocent “return to tradition”
can thus become an entry point into
reactionary politics.

The Manosphere: From Online
Subculture to Societal Risk

From an early age, boys are confront-

ed with expectations that discourage

emotional expression and vulnerabil- h
ity, urging them instead to be strong,
dominant, and successful. When they
feel misunderstood and lack safe
spaces in which to express vulnerabil- |5 50

ity, they may easily fall into the trap important to
of the manosphere. This phenomenon  understand

|

illustrates how personal insecurity, Eh‘i tension
. . . etween
cc.)rr.lblned \.Nlth unrestricted access to  _mercial
digital environments, can radicalize benefits and
vulnerable young individuals. long-term
consequences.

The manosphere consists of online
forums, influencers, and communities
built around narratives of male
victimhood, antifeminism, and au-
thoritarian masculinity. Figures such
as the discredited Andrew Tate have
become role models for many Euro-
pean teenagers, presenting misogyny
and contempt for democratic values
as signs of strength.

Manosphere influencers —in reality
closer to opportunistic marketers
than mentors - channel frustration
toward women. They claim that
women are both inferior and unfairly
privileged at the expense of men.

In part, this may reflect an adjust-
ment to a changing social reality in

which success is no longer guaran-
teed by traditional privilege alone

but increasingly depends on skills,
competence, and adaptability. Many
men are encountering, perhaps for the
first time, a world in which historical
advantages no longer ensure success —
and where more capable women may
surpass them.

This frustration often turns into an-
ger, which is then projected outward
and passed on to young, easily impres-
sionable boys. Evidence suggests that
these narratives resonate. A recent
study by King's College London

found that men and women from
Generation Z are more divided on
questions of gender equality than any
previous generation: 57% of young
men believe that the advancement

of women's rights has gone too far
and now discriminates against men,
compared to 36% of women (King's
College London, 2025).

For young men, the manosphere
offers identity and meaning; for wom-
en, it creates an increasingly hostile
environment —both online and offline.
At the societal level, it undermines
gender equality, deepens resentment,
and fosters extremist attitudes that
may ultimately escalate into violence.

Implications for European Security

Social fragmentation and youth
radicalization carry profound
consequences for European security.
Polarization weakens social trust,
undermines democratic institutions,
and fuels hostility between genders
and generations from an early age.
At the political level, it contributes to

the rise of illiberal movements that
threaten both national cohesion and
the stability of the European Union
itself. Radicalized youth may also
become targets for extremist groups,
including those promoting far-right
or violent agendas. These develop-
ments are not merely cultural shifts.
They represent tangible societal
vulnerabilities that threaten security,
civil liberties, the rule of law, and
ultimately democracy itself. m

Algorithms systematically reward
extremity, turning uncertainty
into identity — and identity into
tribe. From a trend forecasting
perspective, the greatest risk lies
in the fact that radicalization is no
longer an exception at the mar-
gins but is becoming a normalized
part of online socialization.

Further reading

Pavlina Louzenska: Ahoj vol. 52:
Prvni M3j, lasky ¢as. Ale jen pro
nékoho (2023, pavlinaspeaks.
substack.com)

Amia Srinivasan: The Right to
Sex: Feminism in the Twenty-First
Century (2021)



Potential vs Practice:
Children in aDigital

System

Matyas Michel | co-founder of Gamifit and Cognivib

We live in a paradox. Digital products
today carry genuine potential to
improve children’s learning, mental
health, and physical activity — yet
the outcomes we actually observe
often point in the opposite direc-
tion: greater distraction at school,
fragmented attention at home, less
sleep, and less time spent outdoors.
The gap between potential and
practice is not a moral story about
“good” or “bad” technologies. Nor is
it a question of whether we should
have more or fewer technologies.

It is a story about systems — about
default settings, meaning what
products and institutions do auto-
matically, and about distribution,
which determines who has access
to high-quality uses of technology.

This paradox takes many forms.

The internet promises universal con-
nection, yet often confines children
within digital bubbles shaped by
algorithms and group chats, thereby
contributing — at least in part - to

the current mental health crisis.

At the same time, technologies are
increasingly — though not necessarily
causally — associated with sleep prob-
lems and declining physical fitness
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among children, while an endless
number of applications promise
to solve precisely these issues. The

paradox of “potential versus practice”

thus repeats itself across multiple
domains. Nowhere, however, is this
gap more visible than in schools.

On the one hand, Al tutors, adaptive
practice tools, spaced-repetition sys-
tems, and well-designed augmented
reality technologies can significantly
expand learning opportunities,
personalize education for individual
students, and save teachers time.

On the other hand, public education
systems struggle with the slow
adoption of these tools, while smart-
phones and social media continue

to disrupt children’s attention.

Today, 99% of children aged 9 to 15
have access to at least one digital
device, and 94% own a mobile phone.
Research suggests that even the
mere presence of a phone during
work reduces concentration —

a finding consistent with teachers’
experiences worldwide. Experiments
also show that banning phones in
schools improves students’ attention.
The benefits, however, are uneven:
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Wonderful to
see this use of
the 2x2 matrix
scenario ap-
proach!

lower-performing students gain
the most, while high-performing
students show little change.

The pandemic and the rapid rise of Al
have accelerated the introduction of
technology into schools, yet outdated
institutional systems continue to
hinder large-scale implementation.
Although, for example, 60% of teach-
ers in the United States report using
Alin their work, disruptions to tradi-
tional school practices — from home-
work to assessment — have triggered
anew wave of skepticism. The central
dilemma therefore lies in minimizing
technological risks in the classroom
while simultaneously harnessing
their potential to improve outcomes.
How successfully schools manage
this balance is, unfortunately, strong-
ly shaped by their financial capacity.

Wealthier and elite schools move
forward with the latest tools, while
public schools lag behind due to
limited resources. According to a UK
survey conducted in 2025, private
schools were three times more likely
than state schools to have an institu-
tional Al strategy in place (27% com-
pared to 9%) and more than twice as
likely to provide formal Al training
for teachers (45% compared to 21%).
This gap is likely to widen further:
public schools will increasingly
need to restrict technology use or
introduce strict safeguards against
Al misuse, while private schools
continue implementing innovations
that improve outcomes — particu-
larly for already high-performing
students. As a result, children will
become divided not only by knowl-
edge but also by digital literacy,
further deepening social inequality.

According to my analysis, the main
drivers shaping this development
are the default settings of digital
technologies and access to them.
Although both factors are influenced
by complex mechanisms, stepping
back from these complexities allows
us to distinguish four possible
future scenarios depending on

how these two elements interact.

This analysis suggests that without
a fundamental shift in how we think
about technology itself — particularly
its default settings — both its use

and its positive impacts will remain
closely tied to economic capital and
social position. In other words, if we
maintain today’s attention-maximiz-
ing technological model, the benefits
of artificial intelligence in education,
health, and social life will remain
unevenly distributed.

Regulatory frameworks such as the
Digital Services Act propose options
like non-profiled feeds based on

user consent. Yet such versions are
unlikely to see widespread adoption,
as they undermine the very logic of
the feed and reduce user experience.
Similarly, many countries are devel-
oping national strategies for Al in
education but often lack mechanisms
to ensure real implementation.
Discussions quickly return to ques-
tions of funding, revealing that the
relationship between technological
defaults and access to technology is
less independent than the four-quad-
rant model suggests. The most
probable outcome, therefore, is that
technology will continue to function
as a force that deepens inequality. m
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Scenarios for future developments on ‘Children

in the Digital World', designed by Matyds

Closed Utopias
(child-centered design,
privileged access only)

Independent, high-performing
public schools implement Al
tutors, new assessment models,
and secure devices. Students
receive personalized feedback,
teachers gain time, and outcomes
improve. Elsewhere, the status
quo persists under increased
regulation and restrictions.

Quiet Society
(child-centered design,
broad adoption)

Governments introduce phone-
free classrooms, thoughtful Al
integration, teacher training
programs, and national Al infra-
structures with privacy protec-
tions. Screen time shifts from
feeds toward adaptive learning,
with early improvements visible
particularly in schools serving
lower socioeconomic commu-
nities. Signals include national
Al education guidelines, public
procurement of Al tools, and
reduced teacher overload.
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Fragmented Attention
(attention-maximizing design,
privileged access only)

Wealthy families purchase “calm
technologies” and personal Al
coaching, while most children
grow up in an environment
saturated with notifications.
Digital literacy becomes a lux-
ury good. Signals include the
growth of consumer digital
well-being solutions and public
policies focused on bans rather
than new learning models.

Casino for Children
(attention-maximizing design,
broad adoption)

Cheap devices, open feeds, and
weak regulation dominate. Plat-
form use increases even during
school hours. Al is used primar-
ily as a shortcut for homework.
Educational outcomes stagnate
while inequalities grow. Signals
include rising classroom distrac-
tion, increased cheating, and
unchanged assessment systems.
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Do we need
greater
technological
neutrality in
our regulatory
system?

It is crucial to recognize that this
issue concerns not only schools or
children. The foundational systems
we are establishing today will shape
the future structure of society as a
whole. This raises a broader question:
will transferring cognitive effort

to artificial intelligence affect our
minds in ways comparable to how
mechanization transformed the
relationship between human bodies
and physical labor?

The answer does not lie in merely
adjusting existing default settings,
but in creating new ones altogether.
Regulators understandably seek to
compel major technology companies
to change their behavior; however,
incentives within the system often
fail to function as intended, and any
new rule can either be circumvented
or undermine the very principle of
the product it aims to regulate.

Our only real option is to look
further ahead and examine how
current trends will shape the future.
How will the attention economy
influence the cognitive abilities

of the next generation? How will
differences in educational quality
reshape labor markets? The recurring
cycle of innovation - solving existing
problems while creating new ones —
shows that these challenges cannot
be addressed through incremental
fixes to past systems. Instead, we
must create conditions for the emer-
gence of new technologies capable

of balancing, resetting, reversing,

or offering genuine alternatives to
today’s paradoxes. m

Technology is introducing a new
layer of inequality into society.
Just as disparities exist in hous-
ing or healthcare, differences will
increasingly emerge in the quality
of cognitive environments. This
quality is becoming a new form
of luxury — silence, notifica-
tion-free routines, healthy digital
habits, ad-free internet experi-
ences, and adults capable of set-
ting meaningful boundaries that
reflect the pace of technological
change. Only some families and
schools will have the capacity to
create this protective layer for
children; others will grow up in

a state of permanent attention
fragmentation.

Further reading

Creation Generation, examining
how platforms such as Roblox
foster children’s imagination,
teamwork, and entrepreneurial
skills.

Derek Thompson:
Monks in the Casino (2025,
derekthompson.org)
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Innovation acloption curve

Diffusion of Innovations is a theory explaining how Quest for the reader:

new ideas, technologies, or practices spread through

social systems over time. Popularized by Everett Rogers Choose one innovation (idea, tool, or practice)

in his 1962 book, it explains why some innovations gain you want to spread. How could you intentionally

traction while others fail. move it from innovators to early adopters - and
then into the early majority — within your own

Adoption typically follows an S-shaped curve: a small . context (team, community, or market)?

group adopts first, uptake accelerates as proof and trust
grow, and finally slows as the remaining non-users
become harder to convince.

34 % 34 %

Adopters follow a bell curve distribution:

Innovators (2.5%)
Risk-takers who try first.

Early adopters (13.5%)
Opinion leaders.

o o,
13,5 A) 1 6 A’ Early majority (34%)

Deliberate but open.

Late majority (34%)
2 ,5 % Skeptical, adopt under pressure.

Laggards (16%)
Traditionalists, last to adopt.

\V

Innovators Early adopters Early majority Late majority Laggards
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FUTURE
OF GROWTH

For generations, growth was a simple equation: more
resources, more production, more consumption. But
the assumptions underpinning that formula — cheap
energy, stable climates, predictable supply chains - are
unraveling. What happens when the engine of progress
starts to sputter, not because of a lack of ambition, but
because the world itself has changed?

Yet this is not necessarily a story of decline. It is one

of reinvention. The future of growth will be shaped by
those who recognize that constraints are not barriers,
but new parameters for innovation. From circular
economies to climate-adaptive infrastructure, the next
chapter requires us to ask: what thrives when the old
rules no longer apply? The challenge is immense, but so
is the opportunity. The question is not whether we can
grow, but how — and who will lead the way.

Lukas Zumbrunn

Al's Future on
a Scale of Uncertainty

David Jokes | Product Designer at Ceska spofitelna

The world has become increasingly
complex in recent years. Over the
past fifteen years, the complexity

of many issues shaping our lives

has grown to such an extent that
even understanding their full scope
is no longer easy for most people -
including the general public. I am no
exception. Navigating this complexity
and forming informed opinions is
becoming ever more demanding. That
is why it is useful to rely on a concep-
tual framework that helps us orient
ourselves without reducing decisions
to a simple coin toss.

For me, the answer lies in thinking
in terms of scales. Almost any issue
—and its consequences — can be un-
derstood as movement between two
opposing poles. Take migration as an
example. At one end of the scale lies
the complete rejection of migration,
which would very likely lead to the
collapse of healthcare systems and
other services dependent on foreign
labor. At the opposite end stands
absolute openness without control
mechanisms, which may result

in rising crime and radicalization
across society.

When making decisions with long-
term consequences, a scale becomes
a valuable tool. We rarely know which

extreme will ultimately prevail,

and reality is almost never a 100:0
outcome. But when we find ourselves
somewhere around equilibrium, we
can use available signals to estimate
which direction the balance is begin-
ning to shift. In other words, while we
may once have leaned slightly toward
openness, today we may be moving
—by the same small fraction — toward
restriction. Does that make sense?

The same principle can be applied
when thinking about climate change,
the development of Al, or Europe’s
security situation. Even the smallest
movement along a scale can help us
decide which direction to take - or
which direction we should take.

And this brings me to the central topic
of this text: artificial intelligence.

Al and the Future

Since the announcement of ChatGPT,
I have been thinking about what arti-
ficial intelligence might look like in
ten or twenty years — and how it will
reshape our society. Will it improve
social balance? Slightly more likely
not. Will we become happier as a so-
ciety? Again, slightly more likely not.
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What interests me most are its socie-
tal consequences. Not long ago, social
media emerged with the promise of
connecting people and dissolving
boundaries. No one was supposed

to feel alone anymore. Yet today,
seventeen years after Facebook’s
widespread adoption, we are lonelier
than ever. Depression has reached
unprecedented levels, antidepressant
consumption continues to rise,

and therapy has become a basic
necessity of life in Western societies.

This raises an unavoidable question:
what impact will Al have on social
development? Have we learned
enough from the consequences of
social media to manage the coming
wave of AI? Slightly more likely not.

This text is not meant as an outlet
for pessimism. Instead, I would like
to outline several reflections that,
in my view, remain overlooked in
discussions about AI adoption.

1) Which AI Will “Win”
—and How Will We Know?

The race to develop Al has become
enormous. Meta is spending tens of
billions on recruiting Al engineers,
Elon Musk has assembled Grok by
whatever means necessary, OpenAl
currently leads, and Google is at-
tempting to integrate Gemini into as
many devices as possible. Models are
constantly benchmarked in IQ tests,
programming, medicine, and law,
competing for higher scores.

Yet Iincreasingly feel that rankings
themselves may not matter much.
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I have noticed that the phrase “Google
it” has almost overnight been replaced
by “ask Chat.” This suggests a situation
reminiscent of the VHS versus Beta-
max battle. Grok may be technically
superior, just as Betamax once was,
but ChatGPT - much like VHS - is
winning the narrative. And today,
narrative is what truly matters.

2) AI's Impact on Learning, Thinking,
and Public Discourse

In the past, private tutors and
scholars played a crucial societal role.
Today, universities largely fulfill that
function — and in the future, artificial
intelligence may take it over.

The challenge is that Al models

are largely the same for everyone.
Whether an American or a European
asks ChatGPT a question, the re-
sponse will be nearly identical. If Al
assistants were used universally
—and we may not be far from that
reality — it would resemble a world in
which everyone learns from the same
private teacher or coach.

This raises an important question:
could this lead to a decline in societal
diversity? Will we learn how to
communicate, process trauma, or
search for meaning in increasingly
similar, machine-like ways?

The Future

Much has been written about the
commoditization of Al —a future in
which users no longer care which
system they use, leaving companies
without meaningful differentiation.

I do not believe this will happen. Even
if Al eventually becomes a commod-
ity, companies will maintain distinc-
tion through marketing, narrative,
first-mover advantage, and above

all, context.

Even if Al ultimately proves less
revolutionary than its evangelists
claim, it will almost certainly change
how we interact with technology. And
interaction requires context — vast
amounts of context. For this reason,

I believe the future development of
Al will not primarily lie in improving
benchmark scores in medicine or

law, but in expanding memory and
personalizing interactions based on
user data. Such progress might reduce
behavioral uniformity. At the same
time, however, it could lead to even
greater social isolation — and ultimate-
ly to rising dissatisfaction with life,
trends already reflected in increasing
antidepressant use.

Or perhaps I am wrong. Perhaps [ am
overly pessimistic. Maybe none of this
will happen. Maybe I will be pleasant-
ly surprised. As an incurable optimist,
I would say there is a slightly greater
chance that we will handle this
transition better than before.

And perhaps - who knows - precisely
because of Al. m

Technologies such as Al introduce
a gradual privatization of reality:
everyone may soon have their
own coach, their own interface,
and their own explanation of

the world. As a result, shared
language — and even shared

facts — may become increasingly
difficult to sustain.

This is why Lukas and | work
with tools such as the Futures
Wheel: they allow us to look
beyond immediate technological
gains and consider second-order
effects — not only productivity
improvements, but also the long-
term impact on relationships,
trust, and social cohesion.

Further listening

@

Ezra Klein a Zadie Smith: On
populists, frauds and flip phones
(2024)

@

80 000 Hours podcast: Al might
let a few people control every-
thing — permanently by Rose
Hadshar (2025)

@

NZZ: Google as Al winner: Why the
firm will define our future (2026)
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Can Technology
Save Democracy?

Petr Boros | Founder of Retino

Many people fear that technology
undermines democracy. We argue
the opposite. Democracies survive
when most people believe that
tomorrow will be better than

today. But that belief requires

a steady rise in living standards.
Since globalization is slowing and
natural resources are finite, the only
reliable way to keep improving living
standards is through productivity
growth — the ability to do more

with less - driven by technology.

A widespread belief holds that
democracy caused modern economic
growth. The evidence, however,
suggests the opposite, at least when
it comes to democratic survival.
Countries may become democratic
for many different reasons, but they
remain democratic primarily when
their incomes grow. Democratic
backsliding often follows prolonged
periods of weak or unstable

growth — moments when politics
turns into a zero-sum game and
voters become increasingly open

to granting “emergency powers.”

Even advanced democracies come un-
der pressure after a series of shocks;
newer or poorer democracies are
considerably more fragile. Interwar
Germany provides a clear example:

20

the Weimar Republic collapsed
after a period of hyperinflation and
economic depression, opening the
path to dictatorship. More recently,
Venezuela - once the wealthiest
democracy in Latin America -
descended into authoritarianism
following economic collapse.

Why are rising incomes so crucial?
Because economic growth reduces
conflict over how the “pie” is divided.
When the pie expands, it becomes
easier for winners to compensate los-
ers and for elites to respect electoral
outcomes. When growth stalls, every
budget becomes a battleground, trust
erodes, and hard political tactics
spread. If stagnation lasts too long,
democratic guardrails begin to bend.

The conclusion emerging from

the data is straightforward:

rising incomes protect democracy.
If democracy is to endure, economic
growth must be sustained. But
where is such growth supposed

to come from today?

The one-off gains of globalization
have largely been exhausted. The
share of trade in global GDP rose
sharply during the 1990s and early
2000s, but its growth stalled after
2008. Supply chains are moving

This is exactly
why it is so
important to
think about
change not
as linear, but
exponential.

back home or toward “friendly”
countries, and new trade barriers
are emerging. Trade will continue,
but the easy gains from ever-deeper
integration belong to the past.

Nor does increased extraction of
natural resources offer a solution.
In advanced economies, per-capita
consumption of materials and
energy has remained broadly
stable for years, while climate
commitments further limit the use
of fossil fuels. Simply pushing larger
guantities of raw materials and
energy through the system will no
longer generate additional growth.

If neither globalization nor ex-
panded resource use can guarantee
economic growth, democracy

faces an existential threat. Without
anew engine of growth, the
stagnation of the 2020s could prove
fatal for democratic stability.

That engine can only be technology.
Unlike natural resources or global
arbitrage, technology enables us

to do more with less. Technological
progress — whether in artificial in-
telligence, biotechnology, renewable
energy, or digital infrastructure - in-
creases productivity without requir-
ing ever-growing physical inputs.
Consider the transition from fixed
telephone lines to mobile phones:
what once required kilometers of
copper wiring and extensive operator
networks can now be achieved by
adevice in every person’s pocket, sup-
ported by automated base stations.

Historically, nearly all long-term
productivity growth has been
driven by technological innovation.

The Industrial Revolution trans-
formed agrarian economies into
industrial ones, multiplying output
per capita. In the twentieth century,
electrification, automobiles, anti-
biotics, and semiconductors fueled
unprecedented economic expansion.

In his growth analysis, economist
Robert Solow demonstrated that
most long-term GDP growth in
advanced economies cannot be
explained solely by increases

in capital or labor; instead, it

derives from so-called total factor
productivity — essentially a measure
of technological progress. Today,
artificial intelligence illustrates this
principle vividly. A 2023 report by
McKinsey estimates that Al could
add between $2.6 and $4.4 trillion
annually to the global economy, pri-
marily through productivity gains.

Technology must therefore be
viewed not as a threat, but as a po-
tential safeguard of democracy. Yes,
technology brings new challenges
—but the alternative is stagnation,
which has often proved fatal for dem-
ocratic systems. A society without
growth becomes a society of scarcity,
in which voters are more susceptible
to authoritarian promises of order.

Technological progress, by contrast,
expands the boundaries of what

is possible. It provides a material
foundation for hope - the belief that
tomorrow can be better than today.
It allows governments to invest

in social security, education, and
infrastructure without resorting

to destructive redistribution.

21



It strengthens the legitimacy
of democratic institutions by
supporting rising living standards.

If democracies are to survive the
twenty-first century, technological
innovation must therefore be
embraced not hesitantly, but
confidently. Regulation is necessary,
but smothering technology out

of fear would be self-defeating.
The real danger is not that tech-
nology will destroy democracy,
but that without technology,
democracy itself may fail. m
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Technology today is no longer

a neutral engine, but also a form
of power infrastructure — and
this is precisely why we must
rethink how technology is con-
sidered within new models of
thinking about the future.

Further reading

al6z: American Dynamism Mani-
festo (2022)

Europe 2050:
From Crisis to
a New Equilibrium

Klaudie Mrkusova | Policy Assistant of the Director General
(in the European Commission)

When I think of the year 2050, the
first thing that comes to mind about
the European Union is not a political
map or new borders, but its commit-
ment to a decarbonized economy. In
its Climate Law, the European Union
has set the goal of achieving climate
neutrality by 2050 — and this essay is
based on the assumption that it will
indeed succeed. The year 2050 will
therefore not be just another date,
but a symbol of a profound transfor-
mation of the European economy, the
energy sector, and everyday life. This
will not mean a world without prob-
lems, but rather a Europe that has
succeeded in turning an ambitious
goal into reality.

The path to this point, however, will
not be straightforward or calm. Over
the next ten to fifteen years, we

can expect a culmination of far-
right movements and other radical
political currents across the Member
States. Fears related to migration,
pressure on living standards, high
energy prices, and fatigue caused by
constant crises, excessive bureau-
cracy, and negative news have been
shaping public sentiment for several
years. Yet the solutions proposed

so far — and even those already
implemented - have failed to bring
about changes significant enough
for Europeans to proudly call them
solutions.

Have you recently heard a family
member, a neighbour, or a friend say
that their electricity bills have gone
down? Or that the refugee crisis has
finally been resolved? A large part

of society will therefore, in my view,
gravitate toward nationally oriented
solutions. European politics will
stagnate. States may even agree to
refrain from adopting new European
legislation for several years, allowing
domestic political leaders to empha-
size the return of competences to the
national level. Decision-making will
be driven more by the protection of
domestic markets and voters than by
a long-term shared vision.

As aresult of this culmination,
Europe will “hit rock bottom.” Some
traditional industrial sectors, unable
to keep pace with global competition
and rapid decarbonization, will
decline. Regions dependent on heavy
industry will face social tensions, ris-
ing unemployment, and an outflow
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of investment. The European econo-
my may temporarily lose part of its
dynamism and self-confidence. For
many people, this phase will serve as
proof that transformation is painful
and that the European project is not
functioning as promised.

At the same time, however, a group
of pro-European political leaders
will begin to emerge across Europe.
They will build on European values
and objectives, but above all on the
conviction that ambitious change
can - and must — be implemented
quickly and decisively. Major political
decisions, together with their precise
implementation, will form the foun-
dation of their approach. It is the
period between 2035 and 2040.

By around 2040 at the latest, a new
generation of political leaders will
take the helm of the Union. They
will not shy away from making
forward-looking decisions, even at
the cost of short-term unpopularity.
Their goal will not be a return to
the old model, but the creation of

a more modern and competitive
European economy that connects
green ambitions with a well-designed
industrial strategy.

With the arrival of this new gen-
eration, the Union will expand.

After a demanding post-war
reconstruction, Ukraine will join the
European Union, bringing with it
not only symbolic strength, but also
enormous potential — agricultural,
technological, and human. Alongside
Ukraine, the countries of the West-
ern Balkans will also become mem-
bers (unless this naturally happens
earlier). An expanded European
Union will be larger, more diverse,
and more geopolitically significant.
The integration of Ukraine in partic-
ular will play a key role in restarting
the European economy: the recon-
struction of infrastructure, energy
systems, and industry* will create
space for investment, innovation,
and deeper economic cooperation.
This will mark a new beginning for
the European internal market, where
the so-called 28th Regime — a supra-
national system with uniform rules
for companies across Member States
- will become a reality for any firm
choosing to operate on a pan-Europe-
an scale. The Capital Markets Union
will be completed, and doing business
across the Union will become both
administratively and financially
simpler.

Industry, weakened in previous
years, will begin to be reborn — but in
a different form than before. It will
be more digitalized, more automated,

1 The current target date for the accession of some Western Balkan countries

is 2028. In 2050, the European Union will indeed achieve a decarbonized economy -

not because the path was easy, but precisely because it was difficult. After a period

of political polarization and economic downturn, a more self-confident and strategic
Europe will emerge. It will be larger, with Ukraine and the countries of the Western
Balkans as members, more experienced because of past crises, and more determined
to protect its values and its place in the world. It will not be a Union without disputes or
challenges. But it will be a Union that has undergone a profound transformation, found
anew balance between green ambitions and economic strength, and demonstrated
that even in a world full of uncertainty, planning the future together still makes sense.
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and built on clean technologies.
Geography will never allow Europe
to match the sheer size of economies
such as China or India, but it will
begin to carefully safeguard its
strategic self-sufficiency. Extraction
within European territory will
increase once again, as reserves of
mineral resources in Europe are sub-
stantial. Attention will also return

to the production of goods that have
in recent years been considered less
valuable and whose manufacturing
was moved outside the continent.

In 2050, the European Union will
indeed achieve a decarbonized econ-
omy — not because the path was easy,
but precisely because it was difficult.
After a period of political polariza-
tion and economic downturn, a more
self-confident and strategic Europe
will emerge. It will be larger, with
Ukraine and the countries of the
Western Balkans as members, more
experienced because of past crises,
and more determined to protect its
values and its place in the world. It
will not be a Union without disputes
or challenges. But it will be a Union
that has undergone a profound
transformation, found a new balance
between green ambitions and eco-
nomic strength, and demonstrated
that even in a world full of uncertain-
ty, planning the future together still
makes sense.

It is naive to think that the future
unfolds as a smooth curve. In reality,
itis a sequence of shocks, reactions,
and reconstruction. This is precisely
why thinking about the future is so
difficult: we tend to plan it through
narratives that replicate current
patterns and trends, while in fact
itis shaped by black swans and

grey rhinos.

Further reading

European Commission 2025
Strategic Report




Futures Wheel

The Futures Wheel is a practical tool for mapping
the domino effects of a single change — whether

a new law, technological breakthrough, or social
shift. You begin by identifying first-order conse-
guences (immediate impacts) around a central idea,
then expand outward to uncover second-order
consequences - effects that may not be obvious

at first glance.

The method reveals how one change can trigger
cascading reactions across different areas of life

or business. Its strength lies in turning abstract
change into a clear visual map of possibilities, illus-
trating interactions and helping us consider poten-
tial ripple effects — the so-called “butterfly effect.”
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Quest for the reader:

Choose one emerging trend, technology, or

shift (e.g., Al in healthcare, remote work, urban
farming). Place it at the center. In the first ring,
write 3-5 direct consequences. In the next ring,
ask: what might these trigger? Continue expanding
outward, then circle the most unexpected or
impactful ripple. How might it reshape your work,
community, or daily life?
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ENVIRONMENTAL

FUTURES

For decades, we treated the environment as scenery:
important, yes, but ultimately secondary to the “real”
plot of growth, politics, and culture. That framing no
longer holds. The living world has become an active
force in our daily lives, shaping what is possible,
affordable, and safe. These three essays place the
environment at the center of the story — not as a niche
concern, but as the condition that now determines how
we build, eat, move, insure, and govern. Together, they
ask what changes when nature stops being a backdrop
and becomes the main character.

We are surrounded by apocalyptic imagery and urgent
language, yet many people feel stuck — overwhelmed by
the scale of the challenge and unsure where meaningful
action begins. These essays aim for a more difficult
balance: clarity without collapse, urgency without
paralysis. They explore what is breaking, what is already
changing, and which responses can truly compound
into real-world impact. Read together, they offer a way
to hold two truths at once: the situation is serious, and
agency remains possible.

Pavlina LouZenska

“Policy taking”
on the global
stage can

be directly
mitigated by
cooperation!

The Climate Crisis
as a Test of Collective
Coordination

Ema Richterova | Marketing communications (Charles University)
and Data analytics (University of Economics, Prague) student

When I was asked how the world
might look in 2050, the first image
that came to mind resembled a scene
from a sci-fi film: flying cars, telepor-
tation, aliens — along with visions of
scorched earth, droughts, and deserts
replacing green landscapes. Yet the
real future will likely not resemble
cinematic scenery, but rather our
present world, profoundly shaped by
how we respond to the climate crisis.
The year 2050 is not as distant as it
seems. I won't be ninety, as I once
imagined, but “only” fifty. I won't be
nearing the end of my life, but stand-
ing in its middle. That is why it feels
essential to reflect on the conditions
in which I will live — and the contri-
bution I will make to shaping them.
Will our planet still be habitable?
Will ecological disasters have become
everyday reality? Will it still be pos-
sible to survive a summer without
air conditioning? And will I be able to
trust that there is still enough food
and clean water?

Our future is no longer just a question
of which technologies we are able to
develop, but above all, of the decisions
we make - or fail to make —as a so-
ciety. When it comes to the climate,

the contrast could not be starker. On
one side lies the possibility of coop-
eration: sharing resources, seeking
common solutions, and taking others
into account. On the other side stands
the idea that every nation and every
individual will look out only for them-
selves, even if that means worsening
conditions for everyone else. Both
scenarios are possible - yet their con-
sequences differ like fire and water.

Imagine the year 2050, in which coop-
eration has triumphed over selfish-
ness. Nations have managed to find

a common language and build frame-
works within which they share not
only data, but also resources and tech-
nologies. Climate action is no longer
the result of competing national strat-
egies, but part of a broader, collective
plan. Energy comes predominantly
from renewable sources, water is
distributed fairly, and climate adapta-
tion is not a privilege but a standard.
Such a world is not without problems,
but it remains livable for everyone.
Even a small country like the Czech
Republic has a chance for a stable
future, because its voice becomes
part of a shared chorus — one that is
stronger than a solitary soloist.
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A completely different image appears
when cooperation collapses. In that
version of 2050, every nation and
every person defends only their own
survival and interests. The stronger
players secure access to water, food,
and habitable conditions, while the
weaker are left to their fate. Inequal-
ities between regions deepen, and
distrust and border closures replace
solidarity. Migration crises become
the new normal, and climate disasters
take their toll. In such a world, it no
longer matters how many innova-
tions we have at hand - their benefits
vanish if they are not shared. The
result is a planet that may be techno-
logically advanced, yet far less habit-
able for most than it is today.

The path to the first scenario -

a world built on cooperation —is

only possible if we change the way
we think about time and about the
decisions we make. We are used to
thinking in the short term - in elec-
tion cycles or fleeting moments. But
the climate crisis does not follow
electoral calendars; it demands long-
term, collective effort. To succeed, we
need an approach known as cathedral
thinking. Just as the builders of ca-
thedrals once began their work know-
ing they would never see the finished
structure, we too must accept that
the outcomes of today's decisions will
manifest only in the lives of genera-
tions to come. Without the ability to
think beyond our own lifetimes, no
real change can take place.

Cathedral thinking does not apply
only to international agreements or
corporate strategies. It concerns each
of us in everyday life. It means accept-
ing that our efforts — whether sup-
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porting sustainable projects, planting
a tree, or consciously reducing con-
sumption - may not bring immediate
results, yet they are the driving force
of change in the long run. The same
logic applies to seemingly small and
sometimes unpopular steps at the
societal level, such as banning plastic
straws or attaching caps to plastic
bottles. Their true significance will
become apparent only decades from
now. The same is true of our votes in
elections. It means resisting the lure
of quick fixes and empty promises,
and instead asking how today’s choic-
es will shape the world we live in the
decades ahead.

When I think about the year 2050
today, I no longer imagine sci-fi scen-
ery. Instead, a single question comes
to mind: What will the world look
like when I am fifty — and will it still
be habitable? The answer does not
depend on the technologies we devel-
op —although they will always play
arole - but above all on whether we,
as a society, can cooperate and think
beyond the limits of our own lives. If
we settle for short-term comfort and
quick victories, each of us hidden in
our private refuge, we face a planet
where survival becomes a privilege.
But if we embrace cathedral think-
ing and begin, even now, to build our
metaphorical cathedral - knowing
that it will only be completed by those
who come after us - then the vision
of a livable world can become reality,
not just adream. m

Great ap-
plication of

the butterfly
effect, with
small changes
having a lasting
impact.

The climate crisis is not merely an
environmental issue, but a test
of societal coordination. None of
the topics we address in foresight
ever exist in isolation. Narratives
about the economy go hand in
hand with climate change as well
as with China’s geopolitical influ-
ence. Likewise, it is impossible to
discuss climate change without
considering how it will shape all
other domains.

Additional watch

The Butterfly Effect (2024)




From Glohalization to
Survival: A Vision for 2050

Otto Eden | Co-founder of CACS

For many years now, we have been
hearing slogans such as “act now,”
“there is no Planet B,” and “delay

is denial.” At the beginning of the
2020s, there was a sense of hope -
the climate movement had finally
gained global attention and mo-
mentum. Environmentally focused
companies, such as Tesla, saw their
value rise rapidly.

Today, we live in a different world.

A world shaped by wars, politics, and
shifting ideologies. A world of crises
—in fact, several overlapping crises
unfolding at once. A world that has
become far more transactional, lack-
ing a long-term vision, let alone the
willingness to build one. A world that
appears increasingly fragmented.

So my vision for 2050? A bleak one.

The very foundations must change.
Our leaders need to start thinking
long-term. Politicians must look
beyond the limits of electoral cycles.
Yet it is difficult to blame them — they
face constant pressure from far-right
movements, social unrest, and politi-
cal instability, all of which push calm,
stability, and meaningful change fur-
ther out of reach. Companies, mean-
while, remain trapped in the endless
cycle of maximizing shareholder
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value - the familiar phrase you might
hear from a two-meter-tall man with
blue eyes wearing a Patagonia vest.

It is true: we strive to increase reve-
nues, reduce costs, and outperform
competitors — at least according

to Wall Street metrics. From that
perspective, acting differently is
difficult. In an environment where
key performance indicators are
shareholder-driven, failure is inevi-
table if growth is not delivered. So is
degrowth - the deliberate reduction
of economic growth — the solution?

No. The solution is shock.

By 2050, our societies will experience
a series of disruptions. At different
times, for different reasons, and with
different responses. “Mitigation” will
become the defining slogan of the
era. Political and social distrust will
shape the public sphere, yet com-
munities will simultaneously begin
to draw closer together in search of
local solutions and ways to endure.
Help will increasingly come from
ourselves or from people within our
immediate surroundings.

Globalization — and interest in events
taking place hundreds or thousands
of kilometers away — will gradually

Iz,

Sk

Such an import-
ant thought!
Legislative
short-termism
has held us
back long
enough.

weaken. People will experience crises
so frequently that they become
routine. Attention will shift toward
what is here and now. Community
energy networks, local agriculture
and food production, and local trans-
port systems will become common
practice. Construction will rely
primarily on local materials, while
landscape adaptation aimed at miti-
gating climate impacts will become

a shared community priority.

This may sound dark — at least when
viewed through today’s lens of
consumerism, growth, and constant
mobility. But if we look deeper, to-
ward the essence of things, there is
also hope to be found. It may become
a world more focused on commu-
nities, the present moment, and
reconnection with nature. Time itself
may begin to move more slowly. The
world will become more decentral-
ized and less equal — some places will
withstand shocks better than others.
Yet for some, and perhaps for many,
fundamental values may finally
become reality.

Perhaps this is the world we truly
long for. Today's world is chaotic,
constantly changing, and increasing-
ly difficult to understand. A constant
flood of hype, trends, and political
spectacles reshapes the present
almost daily. The world is more
connected than ever, and yet people
often feel profoundly alone within it.

And so, if my vision of 2050 comes to
pass, it will not be a darker world -
simply a different one. And for some,
perhaps even a better one. m

Otto tells a story about how the
central question of the future will
be who owns the infrastructure
of resilience — energy, food, and
housing — and how fairly access
to it will be distributed. It is also

a story about why we increasingly
use the term resilience instead of
sustainability today. Not only in
relation to climate change, but also
in connection with security and
the military capabilities of states.
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Generally, the problem does not
stem only from a lack of willing-
ness. For us to change this, we
need to think about incentive
structures for the people we elect
to make long-term decisions in our
name. As long as their main goal is
to be reelected in four years, short-
term problems will indefinitely be
more urgent and thus politically
rational for them to use.

Further reading and listening

@

Crossing Channels: How big
a problem is short-termism in
government? (2023)

Improta, Marco; Mannoni, Elisa-
betta: Government Short-Termism
and the Management of Global
Challenges (2025)
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Scenarios

Scenarios are like rehearsals for the future - imag-
ining different ways events could unfold so we

are not caught off guard. Rather than predicting
exactly what will happen, they help us ask “What
if?” and prepare for multiple possibilities, whether
related to market trends, sudden crises, or unex-
pected opportunities.

By visualizing alternative futures, scenarios
encourage creative thinking and support better
decision-making today. Think of them as a way to
stress-test your plans before reality does. They are
among the most widely used foresight methods
and are often illustrated through a 2x2 matrix.

Question for the reader:
What key uncertainties shape the “scenery” of

your future? If you map them onto a 2x2 matrix,
what quadrants emerge?
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FUTURES
THINKING

We have long relied on the past to map the future —
extrapolating trends, refining models, and assuming
tomorrow will resemble yesterday. But in a world
where disruption has become the norm, this approach
is increasingly inadequate. Futures Thinking is not

about predicting a single outcome; it is about embracing

cathedral thinking — the patience and vision to lay
foundations today for structures we may never see
completed, knowing their value will outlast us.

This kind of thinking demands more than forecasts.

It asks: what values, systems, and infrastructures
must we begin building now, even if their full impact
will only be realized decades from today? These essays
explore how individuals, organizations, and societies
can adopt this mindset — not as passive observers,

but as active architects. Because the future is not
something we stumble into; it is something we build,
with the humility of knowing we are part of a much
longer story. The question is not only what comes next,
but how we choose to lay the groundwork today.

Lukas Zumbrunn

Shaping the Future
Beyond One’s Lifetime

Kry§tofC/zvméF | Co-founder of CACS

Iwasborn in1999. If Ilook at the
world through the lens of cathedral
thinking, my horizon would extend
somewhere beyond year 2080, as-
suming an average life expectancy of
around eighty years. What can I pre-
dict about the year 20807 Certainly
something. Yet on such a distant hori-
zon, with sufficient determination, we
may actually have a greater chance
to influence events than in the years
immediately ahead of us - or at least
to begin changing the world in those
that are still to come.

If I am to think about a “cathedral
project” that may only be fulfilled af-
ter my lifetime, it would be a vision of
a utopian world in which my children
and grandchildren could live. What
kind of world would I want to leave
behind for them?

First and foremost, it should be a free
world —a world in which people are
not surveilled, forced to work against
their will, or subjected to a foreign
ideology. A free world.

At the same time - and this is the
second point — such a world must not
slide into anarchy. We need a func-
tioning society that shares a common
mission. Ideally, however, this mission
should not be freedom alone. We all

desire freedom, but what we addition-
ally need is prosperity. That is why

I would like to see massive invest-
ment in education and its fundamen-
tal restructuring. We still do not fully
recognize its importance, even though
people are shaped from the very be-
ginning of their lives, and this ulti-
mately determines who they become.
We can raise innovative, value-driven,
and active individuals — a generation
capable not only of sustaining this
world, but of improving it, or at least
improving some of our countries.

In my view, the combination of free-
dom and prosperity should lead to
greater individual initiative: founding
businesses, taking responsibility for
them, perhaps reviving certain forgot-
ten professions while simultaneously
developing new ones. Yet what the
economy and the labour market will
ultimately look like remains very dif-
ficult to predict today.

It is clear that for many years now
we have been spending an increasing
amount of time in digital space. Be-
tween 2010 (Facebook and wall posts)
and 2020 (COVID and the normaliza-
tion of online work), society under-
went near-complete digitalization. By
the mid-2020s, we are also witnessing
the full emergence of artificial intelli-
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gence. Each of usis gradually forming
an ever closer relationship with it — it
assists us with almost everything
imaginable, from language learning to
task automation that will soon affect
many industries.

What comes next? That is the crucial
question. Over the next five to ten
years, it will be decisive how soci-

ety responds to this transformation.

I would compare it to earlier techno-
logical turning points that fundamen-
tally reshaped the world — such as the
rise of engines, which marked the end
of agriculture as the primary source
of livelihood and its replacement by
factory work. The subsequent de-
velopment of cities then gave rise to
entirely new professions.

The need to concentrate in cities
emerged in the nineteenth century
because of factories. Today, however,
the opposite trend may begin to take
shape: a return to rural areas. Cities
are no longer essential for most pro-
fessions. The real requirement is in-
ternet access —and that is available in
rural areas as well, together with the
benefits of a healthier lifestyle, local
food production, and more affordable
housing. Some professions may there-
fore naturally shift in this direction.

Returning to the question of how
technology will transform our society,
the outcome will depend on politics
and - as always — on human will.
Will a revolution come once we real-
ize that we increasingly live in what
Yanis Varoufakis calls technological
feudalism? Our phones listen to us,
companies target us with extraordi-
nary precision, and we are tracked
even through payment systems. It is
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possible that cash may soon return
as the most private form of payment.

To summarize my reflections, with-
in cathedral thinking, we need solid
foundations — a free, prosperous, and
functional society. The next five to
ten years will likely be difficult and
will determine how successfully we
cope with the rise of artificial intelli-
gence and the phenomenon of techno-
logical feudalism. Technology can be
regulated or restricted, but it will not
disappear; the real question is wheth-
er life in such a world will remain

economically and socially sustainable.

What is certain, however, is that peo-
ple will always create and act. Tech-
nology transforms society and people
ultimately adapt toit. m

Words have the power to shape
reality. If freedom is framed in the
broader social narrative as an individ-
ual escape, it may ultimately become
a luxury available only to a few.

Further reading

Han Byung-Chul:
The Burnout Society (2016)

There's something deeply human in the
tension between freedom and structure,
individualism and collective purpose.
Cathedrals weren't just feats of engineer-
ing; they were acts of faith, both literal

and metaphorical. But faith isn't static:

it evolves, fractures, and sometimes crum-
bles. The most enduring “cathedrals” of the
modern era, namely democracy, human
rights, and scientific progress, weren't
built in a straight line. They were messy,
contested, and constantly rebuilt.

The Future of a State
Without a Future

Miroslav Crha | Expert in Public administration

Before we begin predicting the
future, we should honestly ask our-
selves whether we actually want
one. And if we do, whether we are
still capable of influencing it. I have
serious concerns that in many of the
areas addressed by the Czech public
administration, we currently lack
this ability. The levers we would need
to pull are either broken, or being
pulled in different directions by

ten people at once.

Iwork in public administration,
where I lead a department responsi-
ble for overseeing that systemic hu-
man rights violations do not occur in
the Czech Republic and that the
standard of their protection is grad-
ually improving. Our work focuses,
for example, on conditions in prisons
and psychiatric hospitals, on how the
police treat victims of crime, or on the
accessibility of public offices for peo-
ple with disabilities. We do not deal
with individual cases, but with sys-
temic settings: legislation, strategies,
methodologies, training, and how
these are translated into practice.

I therefore often look into the work
of various ministries and public
authorities and ask them about their
priorities, goals, and how they plan
to function ten years from now.

One might expect that they would
not have an answer. But that is not
the problem - they always have
something written down. The Czech
Republic is surprisingly rich in gov-
ernment strategies, but the real is-
sue lies in what those strategies
actually contain.

The official Strategy Database
website, which collects these docu-
ments, currently lists 281 strategic
documents at the national level.
Think about it: can you name at
least one of them? If we were talking
about European Union strategies,

it would be easy — everyone knows
the Green Deal. But what about
Czech strategies?

The database includes many docu-
ments that make you think, “Sure,
that makes sense.” We have, for ex-
ample, the Gender Equality Strategy
or the Library Development Concept.
Others may prompt the reaction,
“Hmm, that sounds somewhat re-
dundant,” such as the National Space
Plan. And some provoke a more di-
rect response: “What does that even
mean?” Among my personal favour-
ites are the National Quality Policy
or the National Reform Programme.
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The diversity does not end with the
titles. Some strategies are written
for ten years, others for only three.
Some have a date of adoption but
no deadline for completion. Many
relate to periods that have already
long passed. Moreover, evaluations
assessing halwhether the strategies
were actually implemented are
often missing.

This fragmentation points to a deep-
er problem. In Czech public admin-
istration, strategies are often not an
effective tool for achieving concrete
goals. Over time, [ have come to
understand that in practice they
frequently serve a different purpose:
creating space to clarify what is and
is not considered desirable. The au-
thor of a strategy submits it for com-
ments and is essentially telling other
authorities: “This is what [ would like
to do. Are you okay with that? Youre
not going to stand in my way, right?”

At the same time, however, they
cannot guarantee that anything will
actually be implemented. Strategies
are usually drafted by civil servants
within ministries, often lawyers

by training. Yet they lack the time,
personnel, expertise, and financial
resources needed for real implemen-
tation. Funding decisions rest with
political leadership, which is often
happy to ceremonially present new
strategies but far less willing to al-
locate budgetary resources for their
execution. And this still takes place
within a single ministry and a single
electoral cycle. Ensuring coordina-
tion across the entire state apparatus
over a period longer than four years
becomes several levels more complex.
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I do not want to blame anyone in
particular. A strong professional
civil service capable of producing
data-driven, high-quality, measur-
able plans —and then implementing
them in a coordinated way — does not
seem to be widely demanded in the
Czech Republic. There is fairly broad
political consensus around the idea
that civil servants are inefficient and
that regulation hinders competitive-
ness. The result is that employment
in the civil service - the largest,

most complex, and most important
“corporation” in the country - is
neither financially nor materially
competitive with an average mar-
keting analyst position in an online
shop selling colourful socks. As a
result, the country’s future is shaped,
at best, by half burnt-out idealists
gathering in small islands of positive
deviance. At worst, by anyone with

a university degree who can survive
in Prague on a gross monthly salary
of 33,000 CZK.

The EU, NATO, and many countries
operate foresight units that help
them plan for possible futures and
prepare for them. Do we need such
a unit as well? It probably would
not hurt, and public administration
certainly needs to experiment with
new approaches. But [ am not con-
vinced that, in its current form, we
would be able to prepare adequately
for the future - even if we knew it
with certainty.

I do not want to end on a negative
note. Some of the smartest, most
dedicated, and hardest-working peo-
ple I have had the privilege to meet
work for the Czech state. Positive
examples exist. What we still lack

Highlighting
this gap
between

the supply

of foresight
information and
the implemen-
tation is key.

are systemic conditions that would
make such quality the norm rather
than the exception. This is unfor-
tunate, because a capable person in
public service can have an enormous
impact - saving billions in public
procurement, creating services used
by millions of people, or helping
those in need.

Moreover, we already know that
things can be done differently. Ini-
tiatives such as BYRO, Ceské priority,
or Cesko, funguj! propose concrete
measures to improve the functioning
of public administration. We know
what needs to be done. What we now
need is “only” a societal consensus
that this truly matters. We need to
recognise that without a state ca-
pable of delivering change, we will
remain merely passive observers of
our own future. m

The greatest problem of a “state
without a future” is not the lack

of visions, but the absence of

a shared societal belief that the
future is worth investing in at all.
When politics and institutions
become oriented toward surviving
from one budget cycle to the next,
an environment emerges in which
long-term thinking is treated with
automatic suspicion. In such

a context, foresight easily turns
into little more than an attrac-
tive decoration.

Further reading

OECD Observatory of Public
Sector Innovation: The Triple
Challenge of Embedding Strategic
Foresight in Government (2022)

European Parliament (EPRS):

The Use of Strategic Foresight in
Commission Impact Assessments
(2024)



The FutureIs Only
as Strong as Our

Imagination

Maria Potoriska | Co-founder of h23,

Mentor for the Google for Startups programme

.Imagination will often carry us to
worlds that never were. But without
it, we go nowhere.” Carl Sagan

In an age of acceleration, the future
arrives faster than ever — and yet it
is increasingly difficult to imagine.
Not because it is distant, but because
it is saturated with anxiety: climate
collapse, democratic decline, and the
algorithmic governance of everyday
life. We no longer dream about the
future. We prepare for it as a threat.

Imagination, once a cultural su-
perpower, is now often perceived
either as an escape from reality or
as a warning. An increasing share
of speculative fiction — once fertile
ground for utopias — now unfolds in
dystopian worlds. This shift is not
merely aesthetic. It reflects a deeper
social exhaustion and a loss of
agency, particularly among younger
generations who feel trapped in
crises they did not choose and can-
not resolve on their own.

History teaches us, however, that
imagination has always preceded
change. Leonardo da Vinci sketched
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flying machines four centuries
before the invention of the helicop-
ter. The communicators of Star Trek
and the touchscreens depicted in
2001: A Space Odyssey anticipated
technologies we now routinely

carry in our pockets. And dystopian
visions such as Brave New World or
Gattaca raised ethical questions long
before CRISPR made the editing of
the human genome possible. These
were not mere fantasies. They were
hypotheses about the future — often
mistaken, sometimes prophetic, yet
always generative.

In Central Europe, the tension
between imagination and reality
carries a particular historical weight.
Decades of authoritarian regimes
constrained the range of imaginable
futures. Bold visions therefore had to
be encoded in metaphors, allegories,
or silence. When democracy arrived,
it brought with it the promise of plu-
rality — the idea that the future could
once again be co-created, reshaped,
and questioned.

Today, however, even this democratic
imagination appears constrained

once more. The very tools meant to
expand our possibilities — networks,
platforms, and data — often narrow
them instead. Our attention is frag-
mented, public debate polarized, and
long-term thinking replaced by the
logic of quarterly results, populist
cycles, and instant digital feedback.

This is not merely a question of tech-
nological development or optimism.
What is at stake is the intellectual
infrastructure of the public sphere it-
self. Imagination is neither frivolous
nor childish; it is the starting point
of politics, science, and governance.
It determines which problems we
consider worth solving — and which
futures we are able to envision at all.

Restoring imagination is therefore
not only a cultural task, but a politi-
cal one.

We may draw inspiration from the
concept of cathedral thinking — the
idea that it is possible to commit to
projects whose outcomes will only be
seen by future generations. Medieval
cathedral builders laid foundations
for structures they knew they would
never live to see completed. Today,
such thinking may appear naive, yet
in an era dominated by short-term
incentives and crisis management,
along-term perspective may be the
most radical act available to us.

The goal is not to construct utopias. It
is to articulate futures that are rich,
realistic, and inspiring - futures that
acknowledge complexity, provide rea-
sons to act, and are capable of holding
both tension and hope at once.

The question, then, is not what
future awaits us. The question is
which future is worth striving for?
And perhaps even more fundamen-
tally: whose imagination is shaping
it today?

Because if we do not fill that space
ourselves, someone — or something -
else will do it for us. m

When the public sphere becomes
saturated with anxiety, polariza-
tion, and short-term incentives,
we lose the ability to articulate
desirable futures — and without
that capacity, even good technol-
ogies and policies are reduced

to mere crisis management. The
result is the emergence of a new
“opportunity” for authoritarian
regimes, which appear to offer
clear and long-term solutions.

A 2025 study reported by The
Independent suggests that half of
young Britons would prefer Britain
to have an authoritarian dictator
who would not need to “bother”
with democratic processes.

Further reading

Mark Fisher: Ghosts of My Life:
Writings on Depression, Hauntol-
ogy and Lost Futures (2014)
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Betting on Cathedrals

Michal Najman | Founder of Aim

A couple of years ago I was sitting in

a Five Guys across from the Sagrada
Familia with friends, enjoying con-
sumerism while staring at a marvel.

I clearly remember us discussing how
it was never going to be finished. Well,
ten days ago they came close, as the
central tower was finally put in place.

Curious about the cathedral’s origins,
Iread the leaflet we were handed

at the entrance. €100 million in
revenue is generated by 4.7 million
visitors, financing the completion

of a 144-year-old and eventful story.
Construction began in 1882 under an
architect who wasn't Gaudi. Gaudi
took over a year later and worked

on it for forty-three years, living in
poverty, only to die after being hit by
a tram two streets away. Anarchists
burned his drawings and models. The
architects who followed had to recon-
struct the design from fragments. The
guarry ran out, so they switched to
concrete. Nobody could build Gaudi's
geometry by hand, so aeronautical
software arrived in the 1980s, fol-
lowed by CNC machines in the 1990s.
Dali, by the way, thought the entire
project was a betrayal and argued it
should remain unfinished: “Let it stay
there, like a huge rotting tooth.”

Let's move to a different Five Guys -
this one on Broadway and 110th Street
in Manhattan, about a minute from
the Cathedral of St. John the Divine.
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Construction began in 1892 with the
ambition of building the largest cathe-
dral in the world. The lead architect
died, his successor changed the entire
design mid-construction. World

War II halted the project, and the
cathedral stood idle for three decades.
Work eventually resumed, and by 1984
completion was projected for the year
2000. But in 1992 the money ran out,
and it never returned. Some now call
it St. John the Unfinished.

In France, Beauvais Cathedral began
construction in 1225. It built the
highest Gothic vault ever attempted
—which collapsed a few years later.
The structure was rebuilt over sixty
years. A spire was completed that
briefly made it the tallest structure
on Earth - only to collapse four years
later. Eight hundred years on, the
choir still stands, held together by
steel braces installed in the 1990s.
(According to Google Maps, the
nearest Five Guys is a fifty-minute
ride to the Paris suburbs.)

In all three cases, a grand vision
alone was not enough to complete the
project — even though each cathedral
certainly had one. Nor does having

a detailed plan guarantee success.
Contrary to popular belief, Gaudi did
not plan for CNC machines.

What ultimately separated Barcelona
from New York and Beauvais was

a series of independent and, at the
time, unlikely events: enthusiasm
that helped recover fragments of
the design, digital tools arriving just
when Gaudi's geometry had become
impossible to construct by hand,
and tourism turning an unfinished
building into a self-funding engine.

Put differently: if you had been
placed in the 1890s and asked to bet
on which of these cathedrals would
be completed by 2030 based on their
vision or plans, you would be fooling
yourself if you believed you could
beat chance.

Whether a plan reaches its goal is
often the unpredictable outcome

of a Markov chain. The small steps
in a random walk — the pieces of
information that actually shape the
outcome — are difficult to observe.
And in the post-LLM world, with its
overwhelming abundance of informa-
tion, one might argue it is humanly
impossible to see them all. There is
simply too much of it.

The people who thrive are those with
insight, not foresight. Those who can
read the signals that actually matter
and act before the window closes.
Not predict — see, and move. I went

to Barcelona with friends, stopped
for a drink at Five Guys, and learned
about the Sagrada Familia. A se-
guence of small, unplanned events
had already made the decision for me,
long before I sat down to order. m

What | find most interesting is
that the “cathedral” behaves here
like a platform: incompleteness

is not a failure, but a feature. It
generates story, visitors, and
cash flow. That feels very con-
temporary. Many products and
institutions today survive not
because they are finished, but
because they remain permanently
in version 0.9 and know how

to monetize the process itself.
The question is no longer “when
will we finish it,” but “what, in

the course of building it, be-

gins to build us.”
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European Forum Alpbach

European Forum Alpbach was founded in 1945 out
of a vision of a truly European future. To this day,
this idea inspires around 5,000 participants who
gather annually in Alpbach. The Forum brings to-
gether key players from across Europe and cre-
ates a space for learning, dialogue, and a shared
search for future directions in decision-making.

European Forum Alpbach would never have exist-
ed without young visionaries. And it is precisely
the new generations of leaders and dreamers who
continue to shape it today. In this book, twelve in-
dividuals from diverse backgrounds reflect on the
future. Whether they are contemplating the year
2050, expectations related to the climate crisis or
economic developments, or the changes they wish
to see—and are actively working toward—they of-
fer personal perspectives on what lies ahead.

This project is dedicated to critical voices, diver-
sity, active leadership, and open-mindedness.
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