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Key Uncertainties

The four global scenarios presented in this theme could be upended by a range of high-impact, low-probability
developments, such as great-power implosion (e.g., in the US or China) and regional developments in Europe or Asia.

The US is already starkly divided and increasingly violent. Trump's approach to the rest of the world is strengthening the
hand of autocrats everywhere, undermining the global rules-based system, and ultimately accelerating the relative decline
in US power and influence. It will cement the trend toward a Divided World or even a World at War scenario, but could
open the door to a Growth World if the US pursues a Grand Bargain with China, leading to that outcome.

A variant of great-power implosion in China and Russia would likely follow democratisation in either or both countries. In
Russia's case, disruptive change is almost certain to follow the end of Vladimir Putin's presidency, which began in 1999.
While changes in both countries, as well as in North Korea, and the democratisation of oil-rich Middle Eastern countries
may be desirable from a liberal and normative perspective, all will likely entail significant negative economic
consequences. In the case of China, these will be global.

The correlation between income and democracy is contested; however, a significant body of work indicates that
democracy becomes increasingly likely once income exceeds certain thresholds. If that theory holds, the Chinese
Communist Party and many Middle Eastern countries will soon be in trouble. The democratisation of China (i.e., replacing
the current authoritarian model with a political system that provides for greater individual choice and freedoms) will
almost inevitably be violent and economically disruptive. Chinese average income level growth rates vary across scenarios
and are highest in the Sustainable World, followed by the Growth World, implying that these scenarios would present
China with the earliest associated challenge.

Regional developments could also significantly impact global power potential, such as the EU's breakup or expansion. The
UK has already left the EU, a decision which most voters now regret. At regular intervals, others threatened the same,
although Russia's war on Ukraine and the damage that Brexit did to the UK reduced threats of similar endeavours by
others for several subsequent years. A breakup of the EU will have significant adverse effects globally. On the other hand,
substantial enlargement, with the UK rejoining the EU and the inclusion of countries such as Turkiye or a democratic
Russia, could unlock positive opportunities.

Further, if Asians set aside their differences, strengthen their political cooperation and overcome the deep divisions
between countries such as Japan, Korea, India and China, Asia could become globally dominant, and a vastly different
international order may emerge. However, that is unlikely, given the strong tensions between China, India and Japan,
never mind the role of the two Koreas. Historically, two large, adjacent powers (China and India) have competed rather
than cooperated, and relations between them have been tense. More likely, Japan and others will enter closer ties with
India as a bulwark against China.

Perhaps the least predictable structural factor in this theme is the potential disruptive effects of generative artificial
intelligence (Al). According to some, the potential destructive effects of Al are similar to those of nuclear weapons, and the
pathways to control proliferation are the same, starting with the involvement of the Al superpowers, the US and China.

Already, at the time of the release of Claude Mythos in mid 2026, Anthropic expressed concern that ‘Al models have
reached a level of coding capability where they can surpass all but the most skilled humans at finding and exploiting
software vulnerabilities.’ Weeks later, in July 2026, OpenAl and Anthropic both reported incidents in which Al models
‘escaped’ their controlled testing environments and compromised other systems.
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Today, recursive self-improvement appears increasingly plausible and, according to a recent forecast, could be realised in
2027, given current rates of acceleration. At that point, Al systems would be able to improve their capabilities and then
use those improvements to make themselves even better, creating a feedback loop of accelerating improvement with no
way to switch it off unless current designs include a kill switch, which is unlikely in open-source models. Recursive self-
improvement could not only result in an ‘intelligence explosion’ but also means that Al development likely becomes highly
nonlinear. Free of human control, these systems may develop and use programming languages that rapidly become alien
and incomprehensible to people, as the human ability to understand what is being done lags further and further behind.

The authors of the forecast, a host of Al experts, describe the scenario as their ‘best guess’ of what Al in 2027 might look
like. Even if their estimates are off by a year or three, the findings are alarming. By 2027, they argue, Al could be well
beyond the stage where it outperforms humans across most cognitive tasks and could independently make scientific and
engineering discoveries, though not in all domains.

These challenges are most severe in the worst-case World at War scenario, in which Al eventually wages war(s) and proxy
wars in cyberspace rather than on the physical battlefield, with unpredictable outcomes. In this context, the realisation
that the US and China are approaching Al parity may be a positive development, given the need for the two superpowers
to buy into any associated global governance arrangement.
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