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Megatrends - Part 1 material  

Key points 

• A megatrend is a general direction of development or a wide-ranging process of 

change. They are often considered to occur at the global level and development is 

often believed to continue in the same direction. For example, demography is a 

megatrend globally which sees developed nations growing older and developing 

nations growing much larger by 2050. 

• In the context of CoTW work Megatrends represent shades of a future that the tax and 

welfares systems will work within. Taking account of megatrends now is prudent as it 

allows systems to build in some flexibility as anticipation of future change. 

• The purpose of this text in the report is to contextualise the timeline within which the 

Commission is working and the challenges which policy makers across the taxation and 

welfare systems will face when considering long term reform. 
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1. Introduction 

Megatrends are broad direction of development, often seen on a global scale. They are not affected 

by economic ‘noise’ but represent broader aspects of change, sometimes structural change. At the 

Horizon Scanning session at Meeting 3 megatrends were discussed and an organisational or system 

level approach to Strategic Foresight was outlined. Those discussions, along with further Secretariat 

research have contributed to the text that follows, which could make up a key section of Part 1 

(Strategic Approach) of the CoTW report. 

The purpose of this text in the report is to contextualise the timeline within which the Commission is 

working and the challenges which policy makers across the taxation and welfare systems will face 

when considering long term reform. The text will outline the inherent difficulties in attempting to 

forecast the medium to long term future with any degree of accuracy and that adopting a Strategic 

Foresight approach would be appropriate.  

The concept of Strategic Foresight is outlined below, in summary it represents a strategic approach to 

the process by which Governments assess emerging challenges and risks and make future facing plans 

to take account of changes and long term megatrends. In many ways the work of the Commission on 

Taxation and Welfare is a type of point in time strategic foresight exercise and like all exercises of this 

nature it should not be a one off event. Instead, the work of the Commission could be further 

developed as the megatrends become clearer with time. 

 

Source: OECD, Observatory of Public Sector Innovation, Towards a Strategic Foresight System for Ireland, 2021. 

Both the OECD and the EU Commission are developing competencies in the area of Strategic Foresight 

that can be of use to Governments in thinking about making States resilient for future challenges. 

Governments worldwide are using strategic foresight to get early warnings of oncoming disruptions, 

What is Strategic Foresight? 

Strategic foresight is the ability of an organisation to constantly perceive, make sense of, and act 

upon different ideas of the future emerging in the present.  

Strategic foresight involves identifying signals of change, making them instructive, and considering 

strategic implications. The purpose is to challenge assumptions about what the future might look 

like, and provoke reflection on new ways to achieve success. 

Strategic Foresight is not a method, tool, or decision support system. It is distinct from forecasting, 

risk assessment, and strategic planning. 

https://www.ops.gov.ie/news/publication-of-report-towards-a-strategic-foresight-system-in-ireland/
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to build resilience and future-proof their plans, to reframe and enhance the effectiveness of their 

strategies, and to generate shared language and visions of success. Times of rapid change, 

unpredictable uncertainty, novelty, and ambiguity highlight the limitations of traditional forecast-

based planning. Foresight helps policy makers to challenge and overcome current assumptions about 

the future and prepare for a broader set of possibilities1. Ireland is also building a strategic foresight 

system. 

The EU’s 2021 Strategic Foresight Report1 sets out four key trends that will, in the coming years affect 

the EU’s choices and ability to act. Many of these have resonance for the forward looking work of the 

Commission on Taxation and Welfare in Ireland. The four trends identified can be broadly defined as 

follows: 

1. Climate change and other environmental challenges 

2. Technological change 

3. Social contract and changing values 

4. Demographic changes 

While all of these will likely impact upon Ireland in the future, some are more noteworthy than others 

with regards to the work of the terms of reference of the CoTW and a number are already called out 

for specific examination as part of our work.  

2. Climate change and other environmental challenges 

Broadly, this megatrend considers the emerging pressure on water and food security continuing to 

grow across the world, and notes that parts of Europe are already experiencing water stress, which is 

expected to get worse over the coming decades. This in turn will likely lead to drought based food 

insecurity, as food production is unlikely to move northwards to areas with less water scarcity due to 

vulnerability to cold shocks caused by a weakened Gulf Stream. A particularly alarming situation 

regarding biodiversity loss and change in the nitrogen cycle is anticipated. These pressures stem from, 

and are exacerbated by pollution, land use, resource extraction, invasive species and loss of 

pollinators. Such environmental challenges are expected to have economic consequences that are 

often overlooked. 

Ireland has made a number of domestic and international climate commitments and targets to move 

to a lower carbon society and economy and ultimately a net-zero position by 2050. Structurally, the 

Irish tax system will need reform in order to support those commitments and eliminate counter-

                                                           
1 EU Commission, 2021 Strategic Foresight Report 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/strategic-planning/strategic-foresight/2021-strategic-foresight-report_en
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productive policy measures. These will need to be complementary to the work of the Climate Action 

and Low Carbon Development Act 2021. 

In Ireland (as across the world) resources are expected to be increasingly scarce, including water and 

land, mineral resources needed for technological transformation and energy. For example, although 

Ireland is perceived to be a wet country, it has the largest trend for increasing summer meteorological 

drought in Europe and it is estimated that approximately 1.76 million Irish people are living in areas 

of water stress – where the demand for water is not being met2. Ireland scores well internationally as 

a food secure nation3 but the twin recent shocks of UK exit from the European Union and covid 

pandemic disruptions to supply chains paint a less certain future for food availability here.  

Project Ireland 2040 anticipates that many more people will choose to live in cities, towns and villages 

by 2040 than do currently. Without the Project Ireland 2040 investment to change current 

development trends Ireland would see a continuation of sprawling growth around, but mainly outside, 

our cities and towns. This would mean a greater distance between where people live and where 

people work, leading to infrastructure stress, environmental damage and other fiscal and societal 

costs. Increased distance to travel leads to more car centric development, which in turn leads to 

poorer air quality and increased climate emissions. Social disadvantage and inequality perpetuated by 

geographic location and duplication of new investment in services and infrastructure in rapidly 

growing areas are also anticipated4. Project Ireland 2040 is targeting a population growth range of 

between 20-60% for Ireland’s towns and cities in the next 20 years. This ties into megatrend #4- 

demographic change. 

Ireland is also already in the throes of an obesity epidemic, along with many other developed nations. 

The World Health Organisation state that obesity has nearly tripled since 1975 and it is estimated to 

affect over half a billion people worldwide5. This is putting a greater strain on a health and care system 

in Ireland that will increasingly struggle to cope with an ageing demographic, without significant 

reform. The tax system is one of a number of policy tools that can be used to support better public 

health by (amongst other things) tackling obesity. 

3. Technological change 

                                                           
2 The Water Forum, Communication on Irelands’ Water Resources, 2020 
3 The Economist, Global Food Security Index, 2021 
4 Project Ireland 2040,   
5 WHO Factsheet on obesity and overweight, 9 June 2021 

https://thewaterforum.ie/app/uploads/2020/07/An-F%C3%B3ram-Uisce_Communication-on-Irelands-Water-Resources_08072020_2.pdf
https://fmr.itservices.gov.ie/fmr/fmr.aspx
https://npf.ie/wp-content/uploads/Project-Ireland-2040-NPF.pdf
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/obesity-and-overweight#:~:text=Worldwide%20obesity%20has%20nearly%20tripled,%2C%20and%2013%25%20were%20obese.
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There are a range of specific technological innovations that are expected to increasingly impact our 

day to day lives including greater use of artificial intelligence, quantum technologies, biodegradable 

electronics, flexible and printed electronics and 2 D material based technologies such as graphene. 

Beyond specific technologies hyper-connectivity and automation will lead to transformation. The 

number of connected devices is expected to increases from 30.4 billion in 2020 to 200 billion by 2030. 

This increased connectivity of objects, places and people will result in new products, services, business 

models, life and work patterns. Concurrently this brings increased risk of network outages, cyber-

attacks and may also increase the threat of intellectual property and data loss and theft.  

Increasing use of automation and artificial intelligence will lead to significant disruption for workers, 

hastened by the covid pandemic. Technological adoption by companies will transform tasks and by 

2025 it is expected that the time spent on current tasks at work by humans and machines will be 

equal6. This rebalancing of tasks will have an impact upon company locations, value chains and the 

size of their workforce. The flip side of automation is that it may free up valuable human capital to 

concentrate on more productive tasks7, leading to new jobs, in areas where humans can add value 

and where automation does not offer benefits. Technological change will also offer opportunities to 

reimagine tax and welfare systems administration, rethinking the basis of charges and payments and 

utilising more streamlined ways to pay. 

Hyper connectivity will lead to some job losses as a result of automation however research to date 

has shown that such shifts also give rise to significant opportunities8. New jobs will appear requiring 

new skills, underlining the importance of reskilling, upskilling and lifelong learning. If unaddressed, 

these trends could lead to the erosion of fundamental social rights, and increased inequalities within 

and between states. Such shifts underline the need for policy to focus on the critical role of lifelong 

learning for adapting to technological innovation.   

Loss of jobs will also result in impacts upon the fiscal position of the State. Digitalisation may result in 

wider structural changes to the Irish economy. The shift to online retail during the pandemic is an 

example of this phenomenon, which could lead to downsizing of traditional ‘bricks and mortar’ retail 

sector. This would have consequential implications for employment and tax revenue. Another 

potential avenue for fiscal change is reduced stamp duty from lower levels of commercial property 

development.  National Economic and Social Council (NESC) examined the specific issue of the 

                                                           
6 World Economic Forum, Future of Jobs Report 2020 
7 ESRI, How does technological change really impact jobs and workers?  
8 In 2018 it was estimated that around 14% of adult workers were found to face a very high risk of automation 
by Pouliakas K. (2018), Determinants of automation risks in the labour market, a skills-needs approach, IZA 
Institute of Labour Economics  

https://www.weforum.org/reports/the-future-of-jobs-report-2020/digest
https://www.esri.ie/system/files/publications/RB202116.pdf
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vulnerability for workers, firms and sectors caused by the transition to a low-carbon and more digital, 

automated future in its Report No.149 Addressing Employment Vulnerability as Part of a Just 

Transition in Ireland. The Council recommended increasing Ireland’s ambition for workforce 

development, extending appropriate enterprise supports to viable but vulnerable firms, examining 

the inclusion of social clauses in relevant state transition funding, and enhancing communications 

around the transition. 

Many of these trends have begun to be played out in Ireland in recent years, including increasing 

environmental concerns and planning difficulties around development of new data centres due to 

demand pressures on the national electrical grid, cyber-attacks on the Health Service Executive and 

housing shortages. The pandemic has also accelerated the adoption of remote working which has 

proved very successful for sectors of the economy that could work from home but also gives rise to 

challenges to employment law and tax obligations for workers and employers. The Government have 

called for all ‘employers and employees to make remote and home working a much bigger part of 

working life after COVID-19’9 and have published Ireland’s first National Remote Work Strategy in 

response to this changing landscape.  

However the pandemic has also laid bare how vulnerable some industries are to sudden economic 

shocks (for example, tourism, hospitality, entertainment) and has shown how foundational the health, 

care and educational services are for the whole economy to function. These vulnerabilities and trade-

offs will need to be borne in mind when deciding what CoTW reforms to pursue. 

4. Social contract and changing values 

The Social contract is an implicit agreement among the members of a society to cooperate for social 

benefits, for example by sacrificing some individual freedom for state protection, or by citizens paying 

taxes and, in turn, receiving public goods and services. The social contract has been in transition for 

many years, driven by changing values (for example, Black Lives Matter, Me-Too movements globally) 

and economic realities (increasing scarcity of social and affordable housing, uncertain retirement 

incomes, rising income inequality globally) and new environmental concerns (climate change, 

biodiversity loss, scarcity of key resources including clean water and minerals). It is clear that the cost 

of Government supports in the areas of housing, healthcare and climate will increase in the years to 

come. These will come at the cost of higher taxes, reductions in spending elsewhere or a combination 

of both. It is important to recognise that increased government interventions may bring benefits such 

as increased productivity, rising investment and more people included in prosperity10. Only the state 

                                                           
9 Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment press release, 28 June 2021 
10 Martin Sandbu, ‘The new Social Contract and your money’, FT January 2022. 

https://www.gov.ie/en/press-release/e1403-tanaiste-calls-on-employers-to-make-remote-working-a-much-bigger-part-of-life-after-covid-19/
https://www.ft.com/content/78de582c-54e9-4c50-a98e-7b22219f9eeb?accessToken=zwAAAX5Th9uNkc943lgsVOlMUNOpjnsiIZ-e6w.MEUCID3uIBXY86EsRBvTMWN4jlrBT9JqP34R6pkxNL4NBonpAiEAqEz-nBlPeNnquhvoR6K2C97wkOkjp8af2vlqYyRKHbQ&sharetype=gift?token=fb896292-3a09-4fc4-b6b4-d1c45feddd11
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is well placed to coordinate all parts of the economy to shift simultaneously to a low and zero carbon 

solution. 

Evidence of such shifts have been observed in Ireland in recent years, through democratic movements 

around the repeal the 8th campaign, marriage equality referendum, bottom up movements of housing 

activism and increased cultural and ethnic diversity in society. Expectations of public sector service 

delivery have changed too in recent years, with an increased demand for provision of childcare and 

delivery of social and affordable housing, along with pandemic income support linked to previous 

earnings being examples of this. The public sector is also expected to take a leadership role in climate 

transition, improving education and increasing up and re-skilling. Increased levels of grass roots 

activism in areas such as housing, water-charges and work done to uncover historic social care 

scandals can be seen as examples of these value shifts. International experience suggest that these 

trends are likely to continue and indeed accelerate. 

In Ireland, a household’s position in the wealth distribution is strongly influenced by home 

ownership/tenure status and recent decades have seen a rapid reduction in home ownership levels 

here. The proportion of people born in each decade since the 1960s who own the home they live in, 

by a certain age is decreasing and this trend is amplified by later entry into the workforce because of 

further education. The increasing concentration of wealth towards older cohorts leads to 

intergenerational equity issues. Intergenerational tensions also exist around maintaining or improving 

standards of State support provided for retirees the cost for which will ultimately be borne by younger 

generations. 

5. Shifts in the global world order and demography 

The world’s population is projected to reach 8.5 billion in 2030 and 9.7 billion in 2050. Population 

growth will be uneven, however and is expected to stagnate in many advanced economies. The EU’s 

population is expected to fall to just over 420 million (from 447 million in 2021), a 4.3% share of global 

population. Asia and Africa are expected to continue to grow their populations for much longer. 

Projections suggest that by 2050, India, China, Nigeria, the USA and Pakistan will be the most 

populated countries. Demographic growth will influence geopolitical ambitions, but may also create 

sustainability or migration challenges. By 2050, the working age population is expected to diminish by 

about 16% in Europe and 17% in China, while it will grow in North America and India. The projected 

median age of the EU population will rise from 43.9 in 2020 to 48.2 years by 2050. Sharp rises in total-

age dependency ratios are projected for many EU areas. If this trend continues, by 2050 there may be 

135 dependent non-workers for every 100 workers in the EU29.   
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This will cause changes in the balance of taxation, demand for public services, lead to increased 

urbanisation and exacerbation of regional imbalances. Rising old-age dependency relations will put 

the financing of adequate pensions, health and long term care under high pressure11. 

Changes in the demographic distribution will be accompanied by changes in the economic vigour of 

different regions. China is expected to be the largest economy by the end of this decade with India 

possibly surpassing the EU within 20 years12. The energy transition is expected to further contribute 

to the redistribution of power, with States with a large capacity to generate and export renewable 

energy will gain influence.  

[The Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 could be considered an evolving aspect of this 

megatrend. This conflict has many roots, including energy politics, geo-political realities and concepts 

of identify with roots in the old Soviet Union. The fallout from this conflict is still unfolding but it looks 

likely to have long term implications for energy supplied, financial systems (sanctions) and consequent 

impacts upon inflation and cost of living. All of these aspects of changes will have unanticipated 

downstream knock on effects. THIS SECTION WILL NEED REDRAFTING AS THE SITUATION DEVELOPS] 

In line with this megatrend, Ireland’s ‘Global Ireland’ initiative aims to double the scope and impact of 

Ireland’s global footprint in the period to 2025. It includes expanding our presence in the Asia-Pacific 

region, strengthening our presence in North and West Africa, moving beyond our traditional focus on 

aid to building new partnerships and strengthening our presence in the Middle East and Gulf region13.  

Ireland’s demographic profile is rapidly coming into line with that of the rest of the EU as we, as a 

nation, age. By 2050 it is expected that an aging population will put pressure on pension and health 

costs. The median age in Ireland is currently 37.7 but by 2050 it is expected to be about 44.2. It is 

estimated that the old-age dependency ratio, or the share of over 65 year olds as a proportion of the 

20 to 64 age cohort, is to increase rapidly over the next ten to twenty years. In 2019, the ratio stood 

at 24.8 per cent and in 2030, this will be 30.3 per cent before rising to 37.4 per cent by 2040. In other 

words, there are currently four persons of working age for every one person aged over 65; by 2030, 

the equivalent will be closer to three and in 2040 it will be just over two and a half.  

6. What does this all mean? 

The Commission has embraced the concepts behind Strategic Foresight and fully supports the on-

going work by the Department of An Taoiseach and the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform 

                                                           
11 OECD, Fiscal challenges and inclusive growth in ageing societies,  
12 EU Commission  2021 Strategic Foresight Report P. 14 
13 Department of Foreign Affairs, Global Ireland, p.14. 

https://www.oecd.org/economy/ageing-inclusive-growth/
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/strategic-planning/strategic-foresight/2021-strategic-foresight-report_en
https://www.ireland.ie/media/ireland/stories/globaldiaspora/Global-Ireland-in-English.pdf
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in strengthening policy making capacity in this area and embedding a culture of strategic foresight 

across the Public Service.  

In framing its work the Commission has considered some of the key trends emerging from prominent 

work in Ireland and across to EU in relation to the key megatrends that can be expected to have a 

significant impact on how the economy may evolve over the next 10-15 years and how to the tax and 

welfare systems may be positioned in order to respond.  

Without being precise about the future that Ireland and the world faces, it is clear that change is 

constant and that the Commission cannot accurately see the future in order to anticipate what is 

needed. Instead, using Strategic Foresight the Commission has tried to think about the future using 

the framework of megatrends as outlined by the EU. The Commission has tried to make some sense 

of the trends that are likely to be issues in the coming decades, both globally and in Ireland. Future 

trends will demand resilience, agility and constant re-evaluation of these trends.  

The work of the Commission is a form of Strategic Foresight and it cannot be a standalone exercise. 

Instead it must be seen as part of a regular series of strategic planning that the Government integrates 

into its tax and welfare policy formulation into the future. Continual re-evaluation of trends, 

developing challenges and opportunities should form part of the future work of Government, the 

results of which exercise can inform further future changes in the tax and welfare systems.  


