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To thrive in the future, CPAs will need to shape it.
Inside Foresight, the project to reimagine the profession.

F

BY LUC RINALDI

Fifteen minutes north of Halifax, there’s a giant

lobster on the side of the highway. You can’t miss
it. It’s perched atop a sign that says Clearwater, its
crimson antennae and faded claws beckoning to
motorists to pull over and pick up some seafood.
Inside a white-and-blue storefront, customers can
pluck lobsters from a cross-shaped reservoir or buy
scallops by the pound off beds of ice. Locals who
regularly make the pilgrimage know that the only
way to get fresher shellfish is to catch it themselves.
What those locals may not know is that, beyond
the back wall of that shop, the roadside facility is
also the HQ of Clearwater Seafoods, an industry
giant that did $621 million in gross sales across the
globe in 2017. The best place to see the entire operation in action is inside the office of its chief financial
officer, Teresa Fortney. From her window, the comefrom-away FCPA can watch sailboats cruise through
the Bedford Basin. From her desk, she monitors
every aspect of the business, including dozens of
processing facilities and vessels across the world,
sales in 45 countries, as well as the storage and
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distribution centre downstairs, where every hour
employees send and receive truckloads of lobsters.
It may not look—or smell—like a typical CPA’s
office. Nor does Fortney always employ what some
might consider typical CPA knowledge. “Accounting practices and audit standards are a piece of
my credibility as CPA, but they don’t define who
I am or what I do on a day-to-day basis,” she says.
“The only person who asks me questions about
accounting standards is my auditor.”
Then again, there is no such thing as a typical
CPA. Fortney saw that firsthand last fall, when she
was one of about 40 participants—accounting firm
execs, entrepreneurs, regulators, academics, government representatives, sustainability experts,
technology leaders, and professional accountants
working in business and industry—to participate
in a series of three roundtables on the future of the
accounting profession. The sessions were a central
element of an ambitious CPA Canada project
called Foresight, an ongoing multi-stakeholder
process to reimagine the profession. In person
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and online, the Foresight process asked more
than 1,200 CPAs and non-CPAs: in a world of
emerging technologies, changing demographics
and new geopolitical pressures, what role should
the Canadian accounting profession play?
Over the three roundtables, Fortney and her
fellow participants debated all the thorny questions
that dog the future of accounting: will artificial
intelligence replace auditors? Are historical financial statements becoming obsolete? How much
should CPAs know about Big Data, machine
learning and blockchain?
Those are not easy questions to answer. “At the
roundtables, everybody came together with their
own experiences, contexts and frames of reference,”
says Fortney. When they thought about what it
meant to be a CPA, they thought about their own
careers. “People were simplifying it into their own
paradigm. Foresight stretched everybody to think
about more than their own path and experience.
My perspective as CFO of Clearwater might not be
the same as the perspectives of the 39 other people.”

But those 39 viewpoints were equally important
to the process. “Teresa brought an important perspective as a CPA working within a business,” says Tashia
Batstone, FCPA, CPA Canada’s senior vice-president
of external relations and business development.
“She stressed that we have to think not only about
reporting and measuring, but about the strategic
role that CPAs play co-piloting an organization in
conjunction with the senior management team.
Finding new ways to unlock and create value in an
organization is core to what she does as a CFO.”
Finding ways to create value is also a central theme
of the report that emerged from Foresight’s first
phase, which hints at a bold, perhaps unfamiliar
vision of accounting. It asks, if the heart of yesterday’s
accounting profession was equating value to tangible assets and historical based financial statements,
what about today and tomorrow? What skills and
proficiencies should Canadian CPAs have in the
information age, whether they work in a firm, a
start-up or a seafood business? Where can they
provide value? Perhaps the Canadian CPAs of
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2030 will be not just auditors and accountants, but
guardians of data integrity, ensuring the information
that flows in and out of AI applications is accurate
and unbiased. Or they may be stewards of the planet,
measuring intangibles like sustainability as robustly
as they record financial information.
Companies will always need business partners
and trusted advisors who can provide professional
judgment, but what it means to be that advisor is
changing. Foresight is trying to get ahead of that
change and shape it. “We can’t rest on tradition.
We can’t just be the keepers of finance,” says Joy
Thomas, FCPA, the president and CEO of CPA
Canada. “We have to look at things differently.
I know the profession has a future that is valuable
and bright and exciting. But to get there, we can’t
wait for the change to drive us. We have to be the
ones who drive the change.”

F

or decades, the accounting profession has

followed a familiar storyline. “Something
happens, regulators come in, a change gets
made, more rules get put in and we adapt,”
says Thomas. “It’s a very traditional profession, and
it hasn’t had a massive shift in a very long time.”
Since 2015, CPA Canada has been trying to
interrupt that cycle. The organization released the
“Drivers of Change” report, which considered how
economic, environmental, technological, societal
and geopolitical forces would transform the world
in the near future, and how CPAs might employ those
drivers in their organizations’ strategies. The takeaway:
if CPAs don’t actively prepare, they risk confronting
their “Uber moment,” says Batstone. “At CPA Canada,
we see it as our responsibility to make sure our
members are prepared to change and adapt and
continue to add value in a dynamic business world.”
Tim Herrod, a roundtable participant from Saskatoon, agrees. “This is not a comfortable process,
but it’s a valuable investment,” says Herrod, CPA,
a senior external advisor with Bain and Company
who specialized in procurement transformation.
“Many other professions sit back and look at the
world and wonder why things are changing. CPA
Canada is doing something strategic and essential.”
When CPA Canada launched Foresight, they
looked at what their international counterparts
were doing to prepare for the future. “Accounting
bodies around the world have been talking about
the future of the profession in terms of financial
reporting and finance,” says Batstone. Notable
projects in the U.S. and the U.K. are rethinking
audit altogether. The Foresight team wanted to go
further. “We wanted to understand the future of
business—where we’re moving as an economy, how
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“WE CAN’T REST ON
TRADITION. WE CAN’T
JUST BE THE KEEPERS
OF FINANCE. WE HAVE TO
DRIVE CHANGE.”
to best position ourselves as professional accountants,
and how we can serve and support business leaders
while being true business leaders ourselves.”
To do so, CPA Canada hired Catalytic Governance, an agency that helps organizations strategically plot the future. Together, they convened
the three main roundtables, held a series of smaller
consultations and launched SoapBox, an online
forum where the entire membership and other
stakeholders could weigh in. Using an AI analytical
tool called Lexalytics, CPA Canada summarized
the online insights and incorporated them into the
roundtable discussions and final report.
At the roundtables, several speakers—including
McKinsey Global Institute partner Sree Ramaswamy
and former Xerox chief scientist John Seely Brown—
presented on automation, artificial intelligence and
the rules that will govern Big Data, among other
topics. The roundtable participants then developed
four “scenarios,” plausible visions of the future of
the profession and the globe at large:
Slow and Steady: a world in which the international community values stability above all else.
Nations cooperate, but heavy regulation and risk
aversion stifle the pace of innovation. Few meaningful steps are taken to combat climate change.
Phoenix Rising: after a series of economic and
climate crises, global powers band together to embrace
collaboration and transformative change. Smart
regulation encourages progress without letting it
run wild, achieving major progress in technology,
sustainability and inequality.
Tech Titans: without a concerted effort from
governments and regulators, global tech firms
dominate the economy and dictate the direction
of the planet. While mass innovation improves
the world in some ways, it also leads to inequality
and job insecurity.
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My Way: a future in which the planet embraces
neither transformative change nor a common global
purpose. National governments turn inward, leaving
the world more vulnerable to inequality, climate
crises and geopolitical friction à la Brexit.
The scenarios were not meant to definitively
predict the future, but to show four plausible versions
of it. Once the roundtable participants realized
what all scenarios had in common, they debated—
often passionately—what skills and services would
be most valuable in all four of those possible futures.
Most importantly, which of those would CPAs be
best suited to provide?

A

mar Ahluwalia knows speed can be

unnerving. His customers told him so. He’s
the vice-president of partnerships and
capital markets at the online lender OnDeck,
a company that uses more than 2,000 data points
from more than 100 real-time sources to make smallbusiness lending decisions. In fact, the pace of the
information was so breakneck that users complained
it was overwhelming. “We’ve actually had to slow
our model down so customers don’t find it too fast,”
he told a Foresight roundtable in October.
That speech led to a vigorous discussion among
the roundtable participants. For starters, what
was all that data, where was
it coming from and could it
More than
be trusted? And if OnDeck
was relying on real-time data
instead of historical based
financial statements, where
did that leave accountants
and auditors?
A cynic might answer: jobpeople were consulted in
less.
But an optimist might
Foresight’s in-person roundinstead
see the opportunity in
tables and online forums
OnDeck’s story. Data is messy
and incessant. The flow of data
(everything from stock prices to industrial gauge
readings to social media posts) has multiplied 45-fold
since 2005, according to McKinsey. Those figures
and tweets might not be important individually,
but data as whole is the fuel that powers artificial
intelligence, the technology that can teach cars
how to drive themselves and predict the outcome
of a tax-law court case, among other revolutionary
applications across virtually every industry.
On Deck’s platform didn’t need more data, whether
from audited statements or real-time stats. It needed
someone to make sense of the information, verify
it and know when to question it. “I think there’s
a huge role there for the CPA to play in that,” says
Batstone. “The profession needs to shift from

1,200

hindsight to foresight. Given the need for real-time
decision-making, the ability to wait for historical
based financial statements is no longer a luxury
most businesses can afford. They require data to
support their decisions, and that data must be
available in real time. I don’t think all CPAs need
to be data scientists. But I do think we need to
understand the science of data.”
In many cases, the data won’t be financial at all.
“If we have all of our eggs in the basket of measuring financial value,” says Batstone, “we may be
focusing on things that aren’t really relevant to
business users and investors today.” They may be
more focused on, say, sustainability. At Clearwater,
Fortney’s colleagues work with government and
the Marine Stewardship Council, an independent
non-profit, to measure the sustainability of their
fisheries, a renewable resource. But they don’t
measure sustainability directly within their business. It wasn’t that the topic hadn’t come up. “Being
in the seafood industry, sustainability is top of
mind for us. We live it every day. We label and
package that way,” she says. “But once you get to
the financial package we prepare at the end of the
year, none of that is woven in.”
So, after returning from the Foresight roundtables,
Fortney started looking for ways to weave it in and
help readers truly understand Clearwater’s sustainability and innovation story. “These are not easy
things to measure or report on,” says Batstone. The
profession is exploring approaches, such as integrated
reporting, to measure and report on other sources
of value, such as natural and human capital. However,
there is still inconsistency in the marketplace. Even
if businesses decide to report on their sustainability
or the integrity of their data, their reporting may
not be consistent from company to company, or
even necessarily comparable from year to year,
Batstone explains. “It’s a bit of a Wild West.”

T

he second phase of Foresight, currently

underway, will determine how CPAs can
become sheriffs in that Wild West. “We, as
a profession, have a lot of expertise in frameworks and standards, so there’s a role for us to
play,” says Thomas. The profession has relationships
with government, regulators, standard-setters,
private and public companies, international
accounting bodies and more than 217,000 members.
“There’s no one stakeholder in our ecosystem
that can drive change alone,” says Thomas. But
CPA Canada is in the unique position to bring
all those stakeholders to the same table.
Foresight Phase Two working groups will research
how the profession can work with regulators,
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standard-setters and other stakeholders to better
understand the role professional accountants can
play in areas such as data standardization and
new models of creating, identifying, measuring
and reporting value. They’ll also ask important
questions about the skills and competencies that
CPAs will need to succeed in the information age.
With technologies changing so rapidly, CPAs will
need to be adaptable and resilient, and embrace
change by undertaking a continuous process of
learning, unlearning and relearning.
Their answers may lead to a very different kind
of accountancy, starting with the way CPAs are
trained. “This is going to come down to new CPAs,”
says Herrod. “If we’re going to have an impact on
the profession in 2030, it starts with education:
who are we attracting, why are they deciding to
come to the profession and how are we preparing
them for what the market needs?” He argues that
the designation should eschew highly technical
training in favour of valuable core competencies—whether that’s general business acumen or
enabling skills like negotiation and problem
solving—on top of which CPAs can develop
specialized knowledge.
Still, for every new competency that enters the
certification program—e.g., data analytics,
accounting for the sharing economy—something
must come out. Herrod, for one, questions whether
CPAs need to learn the fine print of audit. “Digital
automation and artificial intelligence could give
us the ability to complete many audit procedures
without any humans involved,” he says. “If we want
to stake our profession on that, we won’t have a
profession.” Ultimately, the decision comes down
to: what skills will the CPAs of 2030 need?
Teresa Fortney would like to know—not just for
herself, but for her daughter. While Fortney will
leave Clearwater this year to pursue opportunities
closer to her family in Ontario, her daughter, who
is currently pursuing her CPA designation, will
continue to work in the audit practice of a large
firm. Fortney wonders if her daughter’s future job
even exists yet. “In another five or ten years, I’ll be
joking with her, ‘So tell me, how does audit connect
to what you’re doing now?’”
Fortney is excited, not scared, to watch it all unfold.
“It would be easy to see all the change that’s going
on in the world, the environment and the political
arena and be fearful of it,” she says. But speaking
to other CPAs and realizing they all want to work
together to remain relevant, she’s optimistic. “It
becomes less scary. There might not be a definitive
path forward. But Foresight is helping set the direction. It’s starting to get a little bit clearer.” ◆
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OPENING GAMBIT

How a fintech revolution could change
the accounting world
BY BRENDA BOUW

G

abrielle Loren looks forward to a day when
her accounting team no longer has to cajole
clients into handing over myriad financial
statements to help properly balance their
books. Once open banking becomes available in
Canada, she says, accountants can get a client’s
permission to access financial information directly
from the bank. “It will make our lives a lot less
complicated in trying to hunt things down,” says
Loren, a CPA and partner for business development
at B.C.-based accounting firm Loren Nancke.
Jeff Cates, until recently the president and CEO
of Intuit Canada, the company behind TurboTax
and QuickBooks, is even more enthusiastic. “It’s
going to be an accountant’s dream,” he says. Cates
sees accountants using open banking to help their
clients make better financial decisions which, in
turn, will add more value to the profession.
Open banking promises to be the next revolution
in the financial services industry, even if many
Canadians aren’t aware of it yet. It allows, with
the customer’s permission,
the sharing of data directly
between a bank and a third
party, such as an accountant
or another financial firm.
Everything from bank transactions and loans to investments at various institutions,
The “revenue opportunity”
and more, could be made
open banking is predicted to
available. The third party can
create in the U.K. by 2022
then use that information to
offer a wide range of products
and services, like loans, mortgages or financial
advice. Open banking is expected to boost competition and innovation in the financial sector
and lead to more efficient and effective tax, accounting and audit services.
“It’s a big issue unfolding right now that will have
an impact on the profession—a great example of
what we are looking at with Foresight,” says Tashia
Batstone, FCPA, the senior vice-president, External
Relations and Business Development at CPA Canada. “A vast amount of data is going to be moving

£7.2b
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around. It will need structure around it. CPAs have
a tremendous amount of value to add, because
providing information, integrity and trust is what
we’ve done since the advent of accounting.”
The U.K., the European Union and Australia have
already passed open banking legislation. In its 2018
budget, the Canadian government promised to
study the subject, and last fall Finance Minister
Bill Morneau created a four-member Advisory
Committee on Open Banking that included Colleen
Johnston, a CPA and the former CFO of TD Bank.
The members took submissions until early February and in the months ahead are expected to
release a report that Ottawa says will assess “the
potential merits of open banking for Canada, with
the highest regard for consumer privacy, security
and financial stability.” The government should
move fast, says Cates: “If we don’t get in front of
this, other countries will.”
Open banking will have “a profound impact on
consumers and the financial ecosystem,” according
to a PwC report released earlier this year. In the U.K.,
where it came in just over a year ago, PwC sees a
“revenue opportunity” of at least £7.2 billion by 2022.
So far, a lot of the innovation has been in “account
integration,” open banking apps that let consumers

see and control all their money from multiple institutions in one place. Experts see financial management and credit scoring as big opportunities, as
well as integrated lending and accounting platforms
for small-to-medium enterprises.
Still, any new technological advance comes with
risk, and open banking is no exception. Some of
the biggest concerns include privacy breaches, data
security, cybercrime and fraud, according to the
PwC paper. It cites a 2018 Statistics Canada report
showing that banks were the primary target of
cybersecurity incidents, at 47 per cent in 2017.
“Open banking has the potential to magnify the
impact of breach and cybersecurity incidents when
they happen,” the report states, while calling on
regulators to figure out what “a good data stewardship model looks like.”
Ensuring data is kept private and secure could
be more challenging and expensive with the
increased flow of information between parties.
Industry standards may also need to be developed
to ensure the consistency and control of client data
handled by accountants. Michael Wong, Principal,
Technology, Research, Guidance and Support with
CPA Canada, expects to see some impact on the
audit side. “One question may be, how will auditors

PHOTOGRAPH BY CP IMAGES

Open banking could
make Bay Street
more transparent
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transition from performing audit procedures on
bank statements to data feeds? What controls will
be necessary? These are the sorts of things auditors
will need to think about.”
Ryan Leopold, a CPA, the national banking and
capital markets assurance leader at PwC Canada
and a co-author of the report, believes open banking will help drive innovation. Still, “there are
challenges to getting this in use and making it
widely accepted,” he says. In the U.K., uptake has
been slower than expected due in part to concerns
around data privacy and protection, and challenges
with implementation. “It will take time to get
people on board and maximize the potential
benefits,” he says.
Leopold says there will need to be an industry
standard for accountants on how data is gathered
and used. “Institutions across the board are asking
the right questions about, ‘What are the controls
over the data? How do we know that it’s fit for the
purpose?’ There is a role for the CPA profession to
take a look at [those controls].”
Accounting professionals will also have to ramp
up their knowledge and use of technology, says
Abhishek Sinha, a partner in the financial services
advisory practice and the open banking and blockchain leader at EY Canada. “Professionals will be
a lot more multidimensional than they have been
in the past,” Sinha says. “That’s going to be the
future: when everyone, no matter which part of
the accounting or audit world they’re in, must have
a basic level of technology awareness and skill.”
The profession, he adds, will need “to think about
how to train [people] to be really comfortable with
data and, at the same time, get the insights they
need to be able to audit from that data.”
Gabrielle Loren admits she has “mixed feelings”
about open banking. While she welcomes the ease
and transparency it will bring with audits and other
accounting services, her firm—which includes four
partners and 23 full-time staff—will also have to
invest time and money into training staff on handling this sensitive data, and ensure their security
system can meet the new demands. But she believes
the investment will be worth it, and that accounting firms need to move with the times if they want
to continue to attract and retain clients.
Open banking might even give accountants more
peace of mind that their work is accurate, she says.
Even though clients are asked to sign a disclaimer
saying the information they’ve provided to their
accountant is correct, “it isn’t as solid of a backup
as being able to use open banking to see it’s all
there,” Loren says. “It gives accountants the comfort
of saying ‘I’m putting my name on this.’ ” ◆
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MAKING NEW
VALUE JUDGMENTS
Jon Lukomnik, a long-time institutional
investor, author and corporate
governance expert, says the accounting
industry faces an “existential crisis.”
Pivot spoke to him in March.
What do you see as the biggest challenge
facing the accounting industry today?

Accounting was invented in Florence during the
Renaissance, and it worked pretty well until the
last quarter of the 20th century. It worked because
we traded things, and wealth was created by things.
Now, though, we have a world where, increasingly,
value is in the intangibles. How do you value a
company like Uber, where the value is in the
business model? How do you value software code?
How do you value brands? Coca-Cola spends
hundreds of millions of dollars a year, and our
accounting systems say that’s an expense with a
positive externality, but if Pepsi bought it, then
it would become an asset on the balance sheet.
That’s irrational.
What’s the impact of this on capital markets?

Look at Amazon. Right now it’s worth around
US$900 billion, and it’s trading at a 94 times priceto-earnings ratio, while its price-to-book is 20.
Either we as institutional investors have lost our
collective minds to pay 94 times earnings for a
large company like Amazon, or we’re not measuring the potential to create future value correctly.
That’s what’s happening. One study found that
intangible assets account for 84 per cent of the
S&P 500’s total value.
You’ve said that the proliferation of data is
eroding the value that accountants provide.
What do you mean?

Our regulatory system is designed as a one-way
reporting regime in which audited financial statements are communicated once a year. That used to
be where everyone started their research from.
Nowadays, you can scrape zettabytes of data from
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BACK TO
THE FUTURE
It was a year of trade wars, climate crises
and political tensions. What lies ahead?
BY JOHN LORINC

O

ne year ago, CPA Canada assembled
a team of 40 business leaders and big
thinkers from across the country for
Foresight: Reimagining the Profession,
a forum on the future of accounting.
In a series of roundtable discussions,
the participants—CPAs and non-CPAs from
finance, industry, technology, government and
academia—asked themselves: what will the
profession look like in 2030 and beyond?
To answer that question, they had to ask a bigger
one: what will the world be like in a decade or two?
Their response took the form of four “scenarios,”
disparate visions of the future. In some, the international community bands together; in others,
it fractures apart. Some scenarios envision
technological change as a force for good; others
see it as a threat. “Of course, it’s impossible to
predict the future,” says Tashia Batstone, CPA
Canada’s senior vice-president of external relations
and business development. The coming years are
likely to contain elements of all the scenarios,
rather than just one. “They’re not what we think
or hope the future will be, but simply what’s
plausible. The value of the scenarios is that they
frame the discussion. They encourage CPAs to
think differently and consider the challenges and
opportunities that we may face in the future.”
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As part of Foresight, more than 1,000 CPAs
and business leaders weighed in on the scenarios
online, imagining what each future might mean
for them. If governments embrace strict environmental regulations, for example, what role can
CPAs play to help businesses meet them? If tech
titans set the global agenda, should CPAs become
the keepers of Big Data? The goal: to ensure the
profession remains relevant in all possible futures.
“I’m impressed by how carefully and thoughtfully
this profession is thinking through its future,
given all the technological disruption coming their
way,” says Rohinton Medhora, president of the
Centre for International Governance Innovation,
a Waterloo-based think tank. “This is a good
process for all professional associations to pursue.”
In the following pages, we revisit the scenarios
with the help of a team of futurists, taking into
account a year of political dramas, trade wars and
data breaches. No matter what happens, CPAs
will have an opportunity to shape the coming
years, says John Helliwell, professor emeritus at
the University of British Columbia. “This requires
resilience, adaptability and the capacity to
make accounting standards and behaviour a
force for increasing both trust and cooperation,”
he says. CPAs will have to be “both nimble and
nice—advisers who both create and inspire trust.”

THE FUTURISTS

JON LUKOMNIK

Managing partner
of Sinclair Capital

ROHINTON MEDHORA

President of the Centre
for International
Governance Innovation

1 SLOW AND STEADY
The Scenario

PHILIP HUNTER

Principal of leadership
and talent at Verity
International

“It’s impossible to
predict the future.
But the scenarios
help frame
the discussion.”
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TASHIA BATSTONE SVP of

external relations and business
development at CPA Canada

The near- and mid-term future will be characterized by relative
stability, social consensus and sustained trust in a range of
institutions, from local organizations to global bodies. Both leaders
and individuals will need to agree on inclusive, considered solutions
to a range of major challenges, including climate change, data security
and the unintended impact of emerging technologies. Yet this sluggish
future will also be marked by slow growth, limited innovation and
entrepreneurial frustration that could drive some economic activity
underground. Global institutions will try to push climate mitigation
solutions, but progress will be slow as countries miss reduction targets.
The Verdict
Slow and Steady’s allure is right in its name: it’s a series of careful
steps into an uncertain future, rather than a leap of faith into the
unknown. Over the past year, many countries have adhered to such
an approach, fining tech giants and regulating cryptocurrency.
“This is what Canada will continue to try to do,” says Hunter.
“But I don’t know if the rest of the world will allow it. We’re just
beginning to go down the roller coaster of shifting to a radically
different world.” Even if Canada hopes for the Slow and Steady
scenario, says Lukomnik, it would be wise to prepare for a faster,
more disruptive future. “This scenario is probably the one that people
would like most,” he says. “But the real world doesn’t work that way.
Ironically, it is the future most people plan for.”
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The Scenario

A series of global calamities—extreme weather, financial collapse,
devastating pandemics—forces the international community to work
collaboratively toward a better future. Realizing that no one escaped
the impact of these events, business, political and social-movement
leaders advance an inclusive agenda that goes well beyond economic
growth and aims instead to strengthen civil society. Broad
objectives—like the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals,
basic income, climate-change mitigation and accessible education—
drive decision-making, and leaders marshal technology to advance
these causes. While most people align themselves behind these shared
ideas, a few bemoan the loss of individualism and unfettered markets.
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The catastrophes that act as a catalyst
for Phoenix Rising may be unwelcome—
“one hopes they don’t happen, clearly,”
says Lukomnik—but most of the
futurists agree that, given economic
trends and the pace of climate change,
they may be inevitable. “There’s a high
possibility that major events in the
next five to seven years will reshape
the planet,” says Hunter. And, as
Medhora adds, “We’re often forced
into doing things by crises.” Where the
experts diverge is how the world may
react to these disasters. “I don’t think
the response in the short to medium
term will be, ‘We all have to work
together,’ ” says Hunter, who envisions
such events sowing discord, not
international cooperation. Lukomnik
is more optimistic: he says the scenario
is an extension of developments such
as GDPR, Europe’s data protection
rules. “People welcome new behaviour,
but they will have concerns about
privacy,” he says. “And yet we all want
more functionality in our pockets.”
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2 PHOENIX RISING

The Verdict

3 TECH TITANS
The Scenario

Amid economic volatility, trade wars
and anti-immigration sentiment,
the world’s major political powers
pursue wildly different goals, marking
the demise of internationalism.
Global “tech titans”—Apple, Google,
Facebook, et al.—dominate, defying
minimal regulation and pushing radically
transformative technologies. These
companies consolidate their influence
over health care, transportation and
media through the control of data and the
rapid deployment of artificial intelligence.
Weak states fail to protect vulnerable jobs
from AI, leaving a battered labour force
of gig workers on short-term contracts.
While technological progress yields
life-improving breakthroughs, it also
creates mass instability and inequality.
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The Verdict
The futurists contend that elements
of both Phoenix Rising and Tech Titans
will prove true. “It is a mistake to
believe that we’ll have one of these
scenarios be the dominant paradigm,”
says Lukomnik. Escalating tensions
are evident in calls—from people like
presidential candidate Elizabeth Warren—
to break up big tech firms. Medhora
argues that it’s counterproductive to
frame the clash between governments
and tech giants as an either-or battle.
Both have a role in a vibrant future, he
says. “Whichever scenario you buy into,
what’s central is the interplay between
technology and society,” he says.
“To see it as some kind of battle royale
between the two is not helpful.”

4 MY WAY

The Scenario

The near-term future is deeply fragmented and inward-looking,
the result of mounting populism and a global breakdown in trade
agreements, regulatory systems and financial institutions. As mistrust
overwhelms domestic politics and international relations, many
people retreat to the safety of their local communities. Even as
evidence of climate change accelerates, the prevailing atmosphere
militates against cooperation that might mitigate the crisis. With the
economy sluggish, older Canadians delay retirement, causing record
unemployment among young people who also have little incentive to
pursue higher education. Universities and colleges respond with more
apprenticeship programs and practical courses that serve expanding
cottage industries. In this atmosphere of anemic growth, developing
nations leapfrog ahead, finding innovative solutions to replace legacy
services in domains like health care, education and infrastructure.
The Verdict
Hunter argues that My Way has already arrived, not just in obvious
ways—Brexit, immigration clampdowns, isolationist government—but in
the actions of regular people. “In Canada and the United States, people
are moving less frequently,” he says, adding that even shifting labour
conditions haven’t resulted in significant relocations. “That indicates
to me there’s less of a desire to uproot yourself and be bold and
adventurous and more of an inclination to stay put. That’s one potential
sign of a country and a society that’s turning inward.” The futurists
caution that such an insular worldview may allow problems that require
global cooperation, such as climate change and geopolitical tensions,
to go unchecked or to fester, perhaps causing some of the calamities
that kick off the Phoenix Rising scenario. “Just because societies turn
inward,” he says, “doesn’t mean nations no longer need each other.” ◆
Visit cpacanada.ca/en/foresight-initiative
for the latest information on Foresight
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