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The dilemma of the future was expressed succinctly by the American futurist Ian 
Wilson when he observed that "all of our decisions are about the future, but all 
of our knowledge is about the past". The purpose of looking forward is not to 
predict what will happen, for there are many possible futures, but to test the 
trends which shape our current assumptions about the world, and look for 
uncertainties which could change their direction. The familiar is an old friend, 
while the unfamiliar travels in disguise. 

Looking back over the last two decades, there are four main stories about 
consumer behaviour. All seem open to a change of direction in the next twenty 
years.

• Affluence: we are about 70% richer in the UK than we were in 1985. As a 
society, we are long past the stage where we need more income to live 
comfortably. Affluence brings particular problems in its wake, from the 
house price boom to binge drinking. Some commentators already refer 
to "affluenza", noting an apparent correlation of declining health 
outcomes, mental and physical, with income levels. There are other 
challenges to affluence: the resurgence of China and India suggests 
that the economies of the West will have to share more of the world's 
output than we have done, while environmental impacts and resource 
shortages are also likely to reduce spending power. 

• Individualism, consumerism, and choice: this is partly a product of 
affluence, but it has become a cultural paradigm as well. A retail culture 
has created a model in which choice is a virtue. As with affluence, the 
model is showing signs of wear. Academic research suggests that too 
much choice saps energy and time, which consumers increasingly value 
over money. At the same time there are some signs that individualism is 
giving way to community. Volunteering is on the rise again. 

• The networked society: citizens are more connected to each other than 
ever, through the internet and mobile. But looking forwards, there are 
cracks appearing. Privacy concerns are on the up. Much of the next 
generation of technology is as likely to be about management and 
control (for example, monitoring transport use) as about personal 
connectedness. The risks of climate change and of resource shortages 
may make this politically acceptable. 
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• The last theme is the decline of trust in authority: a long trend which has 
been running now for two decades or more. It has produced a number 
of outcomes, from increasing trust in personal “peer-to-peer” networks, 
to increasing organisational transparency and culture of measurement. 
These last two don't necessarily increase trust.

So what conclusions can we draw from this for the world of government in 
2025? To understand this completely one would have to construct a full-scale 
strategic futures process such as scenario development. But even without this 
opportunity, there are clear straws in the wind.

Looking at the consumer themes, one of the worlds which seems plausible in 
2025 is a world in which the local has become much more important than it is 
at the moment. This isn't necessarily a good thing (local can mean NIMBYism). 
But it does suggest that our political structures may need to move away from 
our centralised institutions if trust in politics is to be maintained or improved.

A second plausible world is about the rise of well-being, and far greater 
concern about health. The great corporate wave which has dominated the 
last 50 years, with its particular story about affluence and consumerism, may be 
close to its high water mark. In this world, consumers will instead emphasise 
issues about provenance and privacy.

A third world is darker: here, a technologically-literate and well connected 
citizenry are in a state of rolling conflict about privacy and monitoring, driven 
by issues of trust about the government and its motives.

There are more possible futures, of course. But one theme that comes through, 
even in this brief review, is that between now and 2025 government will need to 
get closer to the ground. It will need to be better at listening to the future.  
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