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Introduction 

We are coming to the end of a tumultuous decade.  
Arguably, the three megatrends of the 2010s were the  
result of events that occurred in the previous decade. 

MEGATREND 1  
The global financial crisis (2008) led to a  
decade of global quantitative easing (QE).  
This prevented recession but skewed economic 
returns in favour of capital rather than labour. 
Frustration regarding an unfair division of the spoils 
has subsequently risen. 

MEGATREND 2  
The failures of the Iraq War (2003-11) have led  
to a general collapse in trust in the institutions 
and objectives of the Western liberal democratic 
consensus. This has resulted in a rise in populism 
in the West, most obviously exemplified by Trump 
and Brexit, and the emboldenment of non-
democratic states and actors, such as Putin with his 
actions in Ukraine and Syria. 

MEGATREND 3  
The angst and uncertainty generated by  
these developments in the West have been 
amplified and accelerated by the third key  
event of the 2000s. The invention of the iPhone 
in 2007 has, over the past decade, facilitated an 
explosion in the use of social media. Twitter, 
Facebook, Reddit and Instagram have become the 
battlegrounds for grievance, conspiracy and  
fake news. These platforms may be the modern-
day equivalent of Speakers Corner, but now anyone 
can have a global megaphone. 

Online echo chambers have polarised political 
debate. The angriest about inequality or with a 
vested interest in undermining the post-Cold War 
order have tended to be those who have been 
heard the most. 

From an asset-class perspective, the historical 
returns of the past decade are shown on an 
annualised basis

The numbers below suggest:

1. Outperformance of US assets 
2. Outperformance of long-duration assets
3. Outperformance of risky credit
4.  Underperformance of emerging markets and 

commodities

Assets typically have a bias towards performing in 
10-year cycles. 

US cash US Treasuries Global bonds US IG credit US HY credit REITS

0.7% 3.2% 2.5% 5.8% 7.5% 12.4%

Commodities Gold Precious metals MSCI Emerging 
Markets

MSCI World ex US S&P 500

-5.6% 2.9% 0.7% 0.2% 1.6% 10.7%

Source: Bloomberg, 01/01/2010 to 19/09/2019

The angriest about 
inequality or with 
a vested interest 
in undermining 
the post-Cold War 
order have tended 
to be those who 
have been heard 
the most 

The views expressed in this piece are not intended to be a source of advice or credit analysis and the information does not 
constitute investment advice.
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The short answer 
must, in my view, 
be to buy those 
assets which 
cannot be printed. 
Commodities 
and other real 
assets must be the 
winners, reversing 
a decade of 
underperformance 

Global quantitative easing (QE) has prevented 
recession, helped to stabilise the banking sector 
and alleviated the threat to the euro – but it has 
also exacerbated inequality. 

Excess liquidity has been invested in financial 
assets and has not trickled down to the real 
economy. While the S&P 500 index has risen from 
1115 to 2900 this decade, half of all Americans 
would still struggle to raise a USD500 emergency 
loan.  

Financial assets have done well, workers less so. 

Additionally, all this monetary firepower has led to 
anaemic growth and inflation below central-bank 
targets. When the next recession hits, QE and 
negative interest rates will likely be an insufficient 
response. 

Debt monetisation could be the next policy 
initiative. Fiscal expansion, perhaps targeted at 
certain sectors of the economy, will be financed by 
central banks printing money. 

In my view, this will be very appealing to politicians 
following such a sustained period of low interest 
rates. It is easy to envision the political catchphrase: 
“After quantitative easing for banks, now we have 
credit easing for the people”. 

Of course, this policy is risky and relies on the 
maintenance of low interest rates across the yield 
curve. This is why the yield targeting measures 
undertaken by the Bank of Japan are likely to be 
only the prototype for further monetary policy 
experiments. 

Debt monetisation is monetary debasement and 
therefore perhaps the ultimate conclusion of policy 
experiments since the abandonment of Bretton 
Woods. Which assets will be safe? 

The short answer must, in my view, be to buy those 
assets which cannot be printed. Commodities and 
other real assets must be the winners, reversing a 
decade of underperformance.  

With this as 
background, how 
might the political, 
economic and policy-
making environment 
change as we move 
into the 2020s 
and what are the 
major investment 
implications?

We’ve identified 
10 key trends to 
monitor in the 
2020s:

1. Monetary debasement
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Despite many predictions to the contrary, the 
2010s have been an exceptionally strong decade 
for the US dollar. I believe the decade will also 
prove to be its apotheosis. 

The US has abused its exorbitant privilege for long 
enough. Total IOUs in the US economy are over 
1000% of GDP. In 2019, the fiscal deficit is running 
at over USD1trillion for the year – close to 5% of 
GDP. Despite President Trump’s initiatives on trade, 
the current account deficit is widening again to over 
2.5% of GDP. Rising debt and deficit levels against a 
backdrop of continued policy-making gridlock seem 
likely. 

At the same time, the initiatives of other countries 
to reduce their US dollar vulnerability are well 
underway. Sanctions have proved an effective 
financial weapon for the US over the past decade, 
but have also incentivised countries to look for 
alternatives to US dollar financing. 

The Dollar Index stood at 77.86 on 1 January 2010 
and is 98.3 today (as at 26 November). I believe 
this trend will reverse over the next decade as 
alternative reserve currencies begin to emerge. 
These could be digital (Bitcoin or Libra variations), 
as well as the currencies of other nations. 

After a decade of dollar-denominated asset 
outperformance, investors should consider 
beginning to reposition. 

2. Secular decline of the US dollar

Despite President 
Trump’s initiatives 
on trade, the 
current account 
deficit is widening 
again to over 
2.5% of GDP
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Quantitative easing (QE), combined with global 
labour and product markets, has intensified 
inequality. The average American CEO now earns 
350 times the average American worker. The sense 
that the rewards accruing to the elite who have 
gone too far is now widespread. 

Even the Business Roundtable has recast its 
mission statement to include “Investing in our 
employees, dealing fairly and ethically with our 
suppliers and supporting the communities in 
which we work.” A far cry from the dictum of Milton 
Friedman, who declared that “the only social 
responsibility of business is to engage in activities 
designed to increase its profits.” 

While the charismatic populist leaders who have 
dominated the political airwaves have come from 
the right, the policy solutions gaining traction to 
address inequality have come from the left. 

The policy initiatives of Elizabeth Warren, Alexandria 
Ocasio Cortez and John McDonnell may sometimes 
overreach, but they also strike a chord: A role 
for an activist state to moderate the excesses of 
capitalism is seen as broadly desirable.

The downsides of unfettered global trade 
are better understood. Policy initiatives for 
redistribution will surely follow. Expect:

•  more taxes on property and other  
forms of wealth

•  more initiatives to increase worker 
representation on boards

•  fewer stock buybacks – expect more  
‘worker investment’. 

The Green New Deal (or a version of it) may 
become the millennial take on Kennedy’s  
vision to put a man on the moon. 

These policy developments are likely to occur 
regardless of whether the elected leaders are 
actually from the left. Witness the recent fiscal 
expansion of the UK Conservative government.  
The right may need to look like Gaullists if they  
want to remain in power.  

3. A turn to the left… at least in the developed world

While the 
charismatic 
populist leaders 
who have 
dominated the 
political airwaves 
have come from 
the right, the 
policy solutions 
gaining traction 
to address 
inequality have 
come from  
the left 
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In its efforts to keep growth on track, China has 
created simultaneous and interlinked debt bubbles 
in the state-owned enterprises, local government 
finances, the shadow banking sector and the real 
estate market. The statistic that Chinese debt has 
doubled over the past decade to over 250% of GDP 
is a familiar one. 

How the Chinese authorities manage these 
bubbles is crucial to the future of the Communist 
Party, global economic demand and regional 
security. The development of the new digital 
economy in China and the fact that the debt stock 
is financed internally gives China a chance of 
growing its way out of its debt load. The middle-
income population should double from 400 million 
to 800 million in the next decade, which in turn 
should be a continual source of domestic demand. 

However, the tightrope the Chinese authorities 
have to walk is still narrow – it is the very definition 

of an unstable equilibrium. Corporate defaults are 
likely to rise but still need to be carefully managed. 
Aggressive reform is very unlikely, financial stability 
will remain key. 

Any mistakes will be felt throughout the global 
economy; China generated 40% of all global growth 
over the past decade. In my view, a China which 
is floundering in dealing with its debt issues is 
also more likely to divert domestic attention with 
foreign policy adventurism. The boundaries in the 
South China Sea and the issue of Taiwan are still 
unresolved in the minds of the Chinese Communist 
Party. 

Paradoxically, I believe the risks of a Thucydides 
trap are higher if China is weak rather than strong. 

4. China and its debt bubbles

The development 
of the new digital 
economy in China 
and the fact that 
the debt stock is 
financed internally 
gives China a 
chance of growing 
its way out of its 
debt load
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The current focus on ESG in the asset management 
industry may soothe our collective conscience, but 
the reality is that the move to zero carbon by 2050 
will require the combination of government and 
private sector efforts only typically seen in a ‘war 
economy’ setting. 

Humans generally respond better to the carrot 
than the stick, so a capitalist-incentivised approach 
to climate change is likely to be more effective than 
lectures from discredited politicians and direct 
actions from privileged Western elites who record 
the events on their USD1000 cellphones, seemingly 
oblivious to the fact that internet-connected 
devices will be responsible for 14% of all emissions 
by 2040. 

Meaningful progress will be most effectively 
made, in my view, by focusing on the USD7 trillion 
investment opportunity that the transition to 
carbon neutral implies. This is potentially the most 
important investment opportunity of our lifetimes. 
While capitalism may change, making money  
while saving the world sounds like a win-win 
scenario. 

This means, for example, focusing on solutions to 
develop electric air taxis or sustainable jet fuel. It 
means developing battery technology with much 
longer storage life. It involves creating fertilisers 
that provide the nitrogen necessary to grow plants 
without giving off harmful nitrous oxide. 

The opportunity set is huge. It is filled with risks as 
well as rewards but could be the most exciting area 
of investment over the next decade. 

5. Green technology 

Meaningful 
progress will be 
most effectively 
made, in my view, 
by focusing on 
the USD7 trillion 
investment 
opportunity that 
the transition to 
carbon neutral 
implies
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The world continues to urbanise at an 
unprecedented rate. We are still building the 
equivalent of one New York City every single month. 

In the developing world, this phenomenon is only 
set to continue. 

In China, the Pearl River delta mega-city combining 
Shenzhen Dongguan and Guangzhou will include 
150 million residents. This will create an urban area 
with a population approximately half the size of 
the entire US. Kinshasa in the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo will become a city of over 75 million 
people. There is a clear investment need for these 
cities to grow in a clean, sustainable and connected 
way. 

In the next decade, I believe we will see a decisive 
move towards more city-to-city cooperation to 
address these challenges. 

A signal may be found in the way that many US 
cities have committed to reaching The Paris 
Agreement targets, even as the US has withdrawn 
at a federal level. 

Mike Bloomberg’s American Cities Initiative can go 
global.  

The challenges of New York may be more similar 
to those of London or Shanghai than those of 
Peoria or Abilene. I am not expecting a return (yet) 
to the city-states of the Italian Renaissance, but I 
do expect global cities to find more and more in 
common. 

It may also be the case that more talented 
politicians operate at the city level, as they can 
deliver there in contrast to continued dysfunction 
at the national level. A by-product of this may be 
that the rural/urban divides evident in the West 
widen.  

6. The continued growth of cities

In the next 
decade, I 
believe we will 
see a decisive 
move towards 
more city-to-city 
cooperation to 
address these 
challenges 
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WeWork may be collapsing under the weight of 
its own hubris, but the core principle that young, 
mobile and connected workers now decisively 
reject the old-style office environment holds true. 

Offices that seat workers in standardised cubicles 
and desks ‘battery hen’ style, allowing no scope for 
creativity and no space for collaborative working, 
now seem comprehensively outdated. Bandwidth, 
5G and the enterprise software revolution 
will mean that a worker’s physical location will 
never have mattered less. Organisations that 
respond to this reality smartly will see the highest 
corresponding rises in productivity. Knowledge 
workers will be liberated from the daily commute. 

Of course, the manufacturing labour force faces an 
entirely different, and more threatening, revolution. 
Robotics and AI will make standard manufacturing 
operations increasingly automated. 

The solution lies not in the provision of a universal 
basic income, but in wholesale retraining and 
reorientation. There are clear risks in this approach 
and those countries that fail at the challenge will 
suffer significant voter dissatisfaction and unrest, 
but such transitions have been successfully 
achieved before as we have progressed from being 
a basic primary economy. The UK has already seen 
manufacturing employment decline from 40% to 
15% of the workforce over the past 40 years. 

The skills valued in workers whatever section of the 
economy they are in will, in my view, be those that 
emphasise more human qualities. Interpretation, 
flexibility, empathy and imagination will be key 
traits of the successful 21st-century employee. 
The necessity of this transition and the retraining it 
requires will become evident in the 2020s. 

7. The changing future of work 

Offices that 
seat workers in 
standardised 
cubicles and 
desks ‘battery 
hen’ style, 
allowing no 
scope for 
creativity and 
no space for 
collaborative 
working, 
now seem 
comprehensively 
outdated 
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The increasing importance of the African continent 
has long been forecast but has been held back by 
corruption and economic mismanagement. Things 
will change in the 2020s due to the raw power of 
population change. 

As the rest of the world gets older, Africa doesn’t. 
The median age in Africa is 18, in Japan it is 46. Of 
the 800 million addition to the global population 
which is forecast to occur by 2030, half of it will be 
in Africa. Nigeria’s population will grow by 70 million 
of the next 10 years, more than any other country 
except India. The region’s share of global GDP will 
rise slowly but accordingly. 

Economic policy management has generally 
improved over the past decade. Regional powers 
such as Nigeria, Kenya and Ethiopia have seen the 
benefits of lower inflation and can act as signposts 
for the rest of the region. Egypt has recovered from 
the uncertainties of the Arab Spring to become a 
popular fixed income investment. Africa as a region 
is now firmly established in the ‘frontier’ space; over 
the next decade it will become a more mainstream 
investment destination. 

Africa’s importance will also rise for geopolitical 
reasons. China’s influence has exploded due to 
the ‘One Belt One Road’ programme. This reflects 
the Continent’s mineral wealth, but will not go 
unchallenged. The US for geostrategic reasons, and 
Europe because of its concern about migratory 
flows, will look to increase their presence in the 
2020s. 

8. The rise of Africa

The median 
age in Africa is 
18, in Japan it is 
46. Of the 800 
million addition 
to global 
population 
forecast to 
occur by 2030, 
half of it will be 
in Africa 
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In the 19th century, most new diseases 
(predominantly pneumonia) were the result 
of industrialisation. In the 20th century, the 
prevalence of cancer is the by-product of the 
artificial age. In the 21st century, I predict the 
biggest challenges will be associated with diseases 
of the brain. 

All of us are living in a 24/7 world of unlimited and 
unceasing data. Who among us is not in some way 
addicted to their mobile phone? Who has not read 
a Twitter post that has made them angry? Who is 
not on Facebook, the largest empire the world has 
ever known with 2.7 billion followers? 

The rising mental health epidemic, particularly 
among the young, is directly related to this data 
and social media explosion. Our brains are literally 
struggling to cope. 

The 2020s will be the decade when the fightback 
begins. 

Presentation, diagnosis and treatment of mental 
health issues will become a core health service 

competency. Advances in neuroscience will allow 
much more effective remedial work. Wellbeing will 
also become a core corporate responsibility for 
businesses to their employees. 

We will also see big strides in individual health 
awareness. Wearables with real-time health apps 
will be standard by the end of the decade. This, in 
turn, will prompt better eating and wellness habits. 
Veganism and ‘Beyond Meat’ are not passing fads. 
Demand for food that is actually good for you is set 
to continue to rise. 

I predict that even something as simple as sleep 
awareness will become more popular. The 
importance of sleep has been downgraded in 
our ‘always on’ culture. The restorative power and 
health benefits of sleep are an obvious source of 
wellbeing, and yet nobody is taught its importance. 
The science of sleep can be a growth industry for 
the 2020s. An increased focus on wellbeing rather 
than continual material gain will be another signal 
of the changing nature of capitalism as we enter a 
new decade. 

9. The importance of wellbeing

The rising mental 
health epidemic, 
particularly among 
the young, is 
directly related to 
this data and social 
media explosion 
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Walls are a constant of human history. They are 
some of the world’s most visited and well-known 
landmarks. The era of globalisation that tore down 
walls and encouraged the free flow of capital, 
labour and goods is now decisively behind us. 

We are likely to revert to the historical norm as 
barriers begin to rise. The number of people in 
the poorest countries of the world is set to rise as 
the number in the richest countries declines. This 
is occurring in an age when it is obviously easier 
to travel than ever before. An orderly rebalancing 
might be desirable, but the basic instinct of people 
and actions to protect what they have seems more 
likely to prevail. 

Some of these walls may be physical, such as those 
on the US/Mexican border, between Israel and 

Palestine and between Hungary and Serbia. But 
they can also be commercial. President Trump’s 
trade war is an attempt to build a ‘tariff wall’ to 
shield American workers from the global labour 
market. They can even be psychological, as in the 
case of Brexit. 

In a world of instantaneous information flows, 
migratory challenge and climate change expect 
the instinctive tribalism that causes people to 
retreat to what they know best and what they 
have been brought up with to grow. Those hoping 
the last few years are just a blip and the world 
will return to openness and liberalism are likely 
to be disappointed. In the 2020s the forces of 
nationalism will become more entrenched. 

10. Expect more walls

An orderly 
rebalancing 
might be 
desirable, but 
the basic instinct 
of people and 
actions to 
protect what 
they have seems 
more likely to 
prevail
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