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INTRODUCTION 
 
For Canada to continue to be a successful society in the 21st century, we need to think ahead—to 

collectively imagine possible futures so that we can anticipate and be prepared to address emergent 

issues, societal needs and knowledge needs; and to guide the best choices going forward. 

 

Generally speaking from the data collected over the course of the Imagining Canada’s Future initiative we 

have identified three potential drivers for change and social transformations in a variety of areas, 

domestically and internationally: 

 

 Changing demographics 

 Increased global forces 

 Rapidly evolving and emerging technologies 

 

These in turn may create challenges and uncertainties, individually or through their interaction or 

combination, within systems which are the object of study. It is their outcomes and therefore the precise 

nature of the challenges that are uncertain. 

 

Because these challenges will be complex, addressing them will require ideas and innovation from 

multiple sectors using multiple approaches. Research on people—both past and present—will provide a 

strong foundation upon which Canada will be able to adapt and succeed in the face of these future 

challenges. The six future challenge areas (FCAs) are global in scope, and while they will be of central 

importance to Canadians, they are also areas in which Canada can play a vital role on the world stage. 

 

Now, more than ever, the challenges of the 21st century require the independent thinking about and 

creative inquiry into the complexities of human thought and behaviour that are the hallmarks of 

humanities and social sciences research. SSHRC is committed to supporting a strong foundation for 

excellence across all disciplines and areas of research, as well as cultivating robust cultures of innovation 

for the benefit of society. 

 

By building knowledge and understanding that can help change the world, SSHRC-funded research has 

taken its place at the heart of the Canadian research and innovation landscape. 

 

From the data and the ensuing discussions regarding Canada in a global context, four cross-cutting key 

elements emerged (see Figure 1) as essential for Canada and Canadians to weather a series of significant 

changes and accelerated transformations within an increasingly interconnected and rapidly changing 

world: 

 

 Sustainable Resilient Communities 

 Creativity, Innovation and Prosperity 

 Values, Cultures, Inclusion and Diversity 

 Governance and Institutions 

 

The choice was made to frame the FCAs as questions which would spark the imaginations of researchers 

across the humanities and social sciences disciplines. We hope that researchers across Canada will see 

their fields broadly represented in these questions, and will be inspired to participate in a national 
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conversation about the contributions that the humanities and social sciences can make to address the 

challenges of the future.  The FCAs are also framed to facilitate cross-disciplinary and multisectoral 

collaboration and also include sub-questions. While the six main questions are intended to serve as broad, 

long-term topics, the sub-questions that follow could be periodically refined or refreshed as necessary. 

The Figure below is intended to present a framework for the Future Challenge Areas (FCA). Please note 

that the FCAs are not ranked in any order, and are intended to be equal in importance. The center of the 

figure represents Canada in a future-oriented global context, surrounded by enduring issues which are key 

elements of a successful 21st society, elements where the social sciences and humanities research is 

positioned to make a strong contribution.  Each FCA is intended to be positioned as a lens through which 

research might focus on the desired outcomes of sustainable resilient communities; creativity, innovation 

and prosperity; values, cultures, inclusion & diversity; and governance and institutions. The four key 

elements are derived from the original long list of FCAs, which were determined after extensive 

consultation to be centrally important to framing their surrounding future challenge areas. 

Figure 1: Future Challenge Areas and Sub-questions 
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The following research questions have been identified to address “future challenges areas for Canada in 
an evolving global context that are likely to emerge in five, 10 and 20 years and to which the social 
sciences and humanities research community could contribute its knowledge, talent and expertise.” 
 

1. What might the implications of global peak population be for Canada? 

2. What effects will the quest for energy and natural resources have on our society and our 

position on the world stage? 

3. How are the experiences and aspirations of Aboriginal Peoples in Canada essential for building a 

successful shared future? 

4. What new ways of learning, particularly in higher education, will Canadians need to thrive in an 

emerging society and labour market? 

5. What knowledge will Canada need to thrive in an interconnected evolving global landscape? 

6. How can emerging technologies be leveraged to benefit Canadians? 

 

 

CANADA IN A GLOBAL CONTEXT 

From a global perspective, Canada is a physically large, resource rich country with a relatively high 

standard of living (with a few notable exceptions) and an increasingly diverse population. We are not a 

superpower but are, generally speaking, seen as a successful society, albeit one that still faces many 

challenges going forward. Thinking about Canada in a global context is an opportunity to collectively map 

out possible issues affecting future societal developments. 

Established boundaries are being challenged and reconfigured by a wide array of changing forces, 

developments and perceptions. Traditional divisions between local and global, national and international, 

public and private, real and virtual are being blurred. Transnational risks, threats and opportunities, 

whether environmental, security-related, economic, cultural or social, are requiring countries and 

governments to consider how drivers of change and changing social realities intersect and interact both 

within and beyond their state borders. Global supply-chains connect the local to the global. As a result of 

this enhanced interconnectedness communities, individuals, organizations, and governments are facing 

increasingly complex realities. These blurred boundaries affect and influence governance processes for 

governments, institutions and organizations and individuals. 

The enhanced global connectivity of world regions and changes in demographics and the movement of 

people are just some of the dynamics impacting societies around the world. We are witnessing new 

trajectories of the movement of people and groups and thus growing diversity. The changing global 

landscape will have a profound effect on Canada’s environment and resources, on our society, cultures, 

and economy, on our jobs, our ways of learning, and our use of technologies. By focusing on these changes 

in the light of enduring issues, we can navigate our global role in the next century. 

 

 

ENDURING ISSUES 
A key take-away from the synthesis meeting was the need to create a “frame” by separating out enduring 

issues and outcomes from “lenses” and drivers of change. As a result, the following array of enduring 

issues and outcomes are positioned as central to all six future challenge areas. 

Values, Cultures, Inclusion and Diversity 

The choices made today as a result of differing sets of values/principles and decision-making processes at 

different levels of government, institutions, organizations and individuals across the country will affect 

future generations of Canadians and have profound implications for social and economic well-being and 
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quality of life. New ideas about belonging and citizenship may be required in order to build vibrant, 

cohesive and inclusive communities while effectively protecting Canadian cultures and values.  

Canadian cities will face unique economic, social, cultural and political realities as a result. Challenges to 

Canadian values and the country’s sense of self may either lead to a breakdown of traditional “Canadian 

identity” with increased social fragmentation and disillusionment, or may strengthen and advance a re-

articulation of these values on a path to resilience and social integration. Building a socially inclusive 

society in the face of rapidly increasing diversity (cultural, linguistic, etc.) and changing ethnic 

demography is a key governance challenge, particularly when there are tensions between incoming values 

and attitudes and those associated with Canadians and Canadian society. 

Governance and Institutions 

Governance structures and practices provide the framework in which citizens participate in policy and 

political decision-making processes. Civic engagement and effective leadership have different expressions 

and take on varying shapes across the country as communities and regions face similar societal challenges 

in different historical, geographical and political contexts. Actors and leaders in the public, private and 

civil sectors are all faced with the challenge of finding new or renewed models of governance and 

organization that are attentive and responsive to the evolving needs and demands of the citizenry. While 

domestic institutions and organizations may need to adapt to different types of work/workers and 

changing industries, how we learn, respond, adapt and foster resilience to local-global economic 

opportunities and setbacks – and their related social and political impacts - at home and on the world 

stage will remain a challenge in the years ahead. 

Creativity, Innovation and Prosperity 

There is an increasing recognition, both in academe and the broader society, of the importance of the 

creative arts and art-based enquiry as central for innovation, economic well-being, collective identity and 

the development of a resilient and creative citizenry. Furthermore, we are witnessing a growth in 

programs which bridge the creative arts, business and computer science to feed the need for highly 

qualified personnel who are working in emerging cultural industries such as video-games, film and 

television and other visual and performing arts industries. 

Issues surrounding forms of open collaboration, open innovation and connectivity, corporate open 

innovation would result in redefining education, science and research, whereby new generations are used 

to more interactive worlds and experiences, and where we may see a movement to a more personalized 

learning system drawing on open access resources, cognitive sciences and global competition. As CIFAR’s 

report maintains, “massive changes in technology over relatively short periods of time have, for better or 

worse, impacted the social cohesion and economic well-being of Canadian society” (CIFAR 6). It points to 

the number of contributions that the social sciences and humanities continue to make with regards to 

using and exploring how technology is transforming culture and society. 

Sustainable, Resilient Communities 

Complexity theory and systems world-views may become increasingly important for decision-makers and 

other stakeholders as means of understanding and grappling with the interconnectedness and interactions 

of social phenomena and actors. By bringing together experts from various disciplines, as well as 

partnering with not-for-profit, private, and public sectors work seems to be growing within this field. 

 

Many extreme events are systemic in nature with a growing number of factors contributing to them, 

including: the complexity and levels of interconnectedness and automation of social and economic systems  
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and infrastructures; the complexity, but also just in time nature of supply chains; the growing range of 

disruptive technologies, instability caused by the speed of action, feedback and reaction – such as 

automated trading systems in financial markets creating a run; short-termism coupled with individualism. 

That complexity can be social as well. The Arab Spring uprisings, or on a much smaller scale the December 

2010 riots in England, are seen to have been the result of the cumulative effects of poverty, 

discrimination and despair – that a single event became a tipping point for a broader social movement. 

There is also a growing range of climate change, weather and environment related risks and events which 

appear to be becoming more frequent and again could reinforce each other, co-occur or create feedback 

loops and speed up other changes. There are growing discussions that climate change could exacerbate 

other forms of natural instability, such as floods, droughts, storms, even earthquakes – that we need to 

manage those risks in new ways. 

 

Canada is a leader in developing new approaches to resilience – the social ecology of resilience rather 

than engineered resilience and protection. But what are the new behaviours needed to recognize the 

likelihood of such events occurring as well as how to survive them? A global leadership role for Canada in 

areas of strength and knowledge could open up new and profitable opportunities both at home and 

abroad. 

 

 

GUIDELINES FOR THE ARTICULATION OF FUTURE CHALLENGE AREAS  

 
The following guidelines and observations were developed to develop the descriptions of the future 

challenge areas: 

 

1. Multidisciplinarity: While not restricting the potential for disciplinary enquiry, the future challenge 

areas should be framed and perceived as multidisciplinary in nature, either within the social 

sciences and humanities or in terms of potential collaboration with other fields of knowledge such 

as the natural sciences, engineering and health sciences. Likewise, humanities scholars should be 

able to identify with all the future challenge areas. The need to more effectively articulate and 

support multi/inter/trans-disciplinary scholarship was a recurring theme in this exercise.   

 

While SSHRC recognizes that collaboration is important at the national level and international 

level, and that multidisciplinarity is a necessity, it notes that it is not necessary all the time and 

for every future challenge area or sub-issue.  

 

2. Interrelatedness: Throughout this process, it was acknowledged that future challenges are 

fundamentally interrelated on the level of human experience. For analytical purposes, they have 

been separated but each of these areas should be written in a way that acknowledges 

interrelationships between the areas – they are not discrete empirical categories.  

 

3. Other cross-cutting issues: International, institutional and gender dimensions should be seen as 

cross-cutting and efforts have been made to build these into the descriptions.  Likewise, strategic 

geographical regions, such as the North, have been referred to in some of the descriptions. For 

some future challenge areas, SSHRC opted to either address them in a “T-shaped approach”, namely 

to embedded them horizontally across the six future challenge areas where appropriate as well as 

to provide focus in a dedicated future challenge area. This is the case for the future challenge areas 

on Aboriginal peoples and, to a certain extent, the question on learning and knowledge/labour 

market needs.  
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4. Challenge questions with sub-areas:  We have opted to frame the future challenge areas as high 

level questions with potential lines of enquiry that can be updated periodically to focus on 

particular sub-issues rather than making broad statements. The rationale for proposing this 

structure is due to the fact that, historically, the larger issues tend to be fairly constant – it is, 

rather, the sub-issues that need to be updated from time to time. Having areas and “rotating” sub-

areas is a way to build nimbleness and flexibility in deployment. Framing as questions is consistent 

with our role as a funder: it is up to the research community, in collaboration with its partners 

where appropriate, to respond.  

 

The section below provides a detailed description of each of the six Future Challenge Areas based on 

evidence gathered from interrelated foresight activities.   

A glossary is available in Annex I. Annex II provides examples of international foresight initiatives. 

  



 

Council June 2013- Imagining Canada’s Future Page 7 
 

1. What might the implications of global peak population be for Canada? 

 

A. What do we need to understand to effectively nurture the next generations? 

 

B. What might Canadian families look like in five, ten, and 20 years, and how will they measure their 

well-being? 

 

C. Life cycle issues are challenging society, in Canada and the world: what are the future 

implications of the state’s regulation from cradle to grave?  

 

D. What effect will global migration have on our cities of the future? 

 

E. How could changing demographics and migration affect rural and remote communities; the North 

and the Arctic in particular? 

 

F. What are the potential impacts of global peak population with respect to Canada’s energy and 

resource consumption and climate change?  

 

Changes and shifts in traditional ideas of the population’s life course and in population dynamics are 

presenting challenges for nations around the world in building socially and economically inclusive societies. 

Peak population, the reduction of fertility rates below replacement levels, has already arrived in about 59 

nations; by 2045 it could be a global phenomenon. In the very near future, more than half the world’s 

population will live in countries where the fertility rate has fallen below replacement levels, including not 

only Russia and Japan but Brazil, Indonesia, China, Singapore, and even south India.1  

 

Figure 2: Estimated and projected world population according to different variants, 1950-2100 (billions)2 

 

Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011): World Population Prospects: 
The 2010 Revision. New York 
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One scenario is that by 2050 the global population may have reached 9 billion, but population growth may 

also have faltered: we may have reached peak population as fertility stalls and growth is almost 

exclusively the result of increased longevity. The 2012 United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) report, 

Population Matters for Sustainable Development, notes that “contrary to common perceptions, 

demographic change in the medium- and long-term is not destiny. Whether the world population will 

indeed grow to over 9 billion by mid-century and level off at about 10 billion by the end of the century, or 

grow instead to over 10 billion by mid-century and to about 16 billion by the end of the century depends 

on policies that countries pursue today3.” A recent study from the Autonomous University of Madrid and 

CEU-San Pablo University has analyzed the UN population data, and their projections indicate the low-

fertility curve as being the most likely, with global population peaking in 2050. 4
 

 

The world’s population, depending on when and if it peaks, and at what level, will likely have a profound 

effect on resource consumption and climate change. As the National Intelligence Council concluded, 

“demand for food, water, and energy will grow by approximately 35, 40, and 50 percent respectively 

owing to an increase in the global population and the consumption patterns of an expanding middle class. 

Climate change will worsen the outlook for the availability of these critical resources.”5 The trajectory of 

peak population will have significant ramifications for our lifestyles, our resource consumption, our carbon 

footprints, our food security, and our economy, to name but a few implications. Canadian northern and 

Arctic communities will be significantly affected. 

 

Figure 3: Population change between 2010 and 2100 by major region (millions) 

 

 
Source: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (2011): World Population Prospects: 
The 2010 Revision. New York 
 

Canada is expected to see profound demographic changes over the upcoming years. Changing dynamics in 

population growth rates and in the movement of peoples will have profound effects for Canada in terms of 

cultural diversity and social integration/cohesion and for the economic productivity and wellbeing of the  
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country. Canada’s overall population is forecast to grow from 34 million in 2010 to 40 million in 2026 – 

although the precise trajectory is not clear. Most of that growth will come from immigration, as domestic 

birth rates continue to fall. The origin of immigrants is also changing: previously, most immigrants came 

from European nations; by 2031 well over half will come from Asia and nearly one tenth from Africa6. 

Cultural diversity will be greater both in terms of numbers of cultures, but also the difference of the 

cultures of origin. Canada’s population is also ageing, along with many other nations. By 2026, numbers of 

people aged 80 years and over will have virtually doubled from 1.3m to 2.1 million changing the 

dependency ratio for the country7. 

 

Just as the dynamics of the population are changing (vectors of movement, aging, increased diversity) so 

too are the traditional life cycle patterns that populations and groups experience. What will Canadian 

families look like in five, ten and 20 years?  Where and how might they be living, and how will they 

measure their well-being? An added dimension will be to understand how these life course changes affect 

certain people differently based on, for example, geography (urban- rural), socio-economic status, or 

designated group (i.e. FNMI, women, immigrants, visible minorities, etc.). 

 

Our understandings of life courses and family dynamics are also shifting with changing fertility rates, and 

an aging population with increasing life expectancy brings critical importance to end-of-life issues. “The 

traditional patterns of education, work and retirement, as well as childhood and family formation are 

being destabilized because of transformations of the economy, transformations of family, social relations 

and gender roles, and the ageing of the population” (CIFAR, pg. 4). Canadian society is already witnessing 

and experiencing shifting roles of family members, of women and men and reconfigurations of family 

structures. Understanding the experiences of youth, young families and aging residents as they transition 

through different life stages in ways that are different from historically established patterns is important 

for both the economy and broader society. Impacts on the workplace are important in terms of the 

relationship between potential loss of knowledge and lowered productivity with an aging/retiring 

population. Ensuring knowledge sustainability and avoiding socio-cultural generational knowledge gaps will 

be a challenge to be addressed in order to ensure strong and healthy Canadian communities. The financial 

implications are evident in the areas of education, health and social services, while the social 

ramifications of shifting and destabilizing life course changes “bring about risks of social fragmentation, 

division, and exclusion” (CIFAR, pg. 4). The aging of the future will be different from the aging of the 

past. An aging society in the face of rapidly changing technology to extend life also brings to the fore 

various “end of life” issues with attendant ethical and economic consequences. Furthermore, given the 

economic challenges facing the welfare state, are alternative approaches to health and well-being 

necessary? How do we view the elderly in Canada in world of disproportionately older people? 

 

From a global perspective, peak population is many years away from being a reality. However within 

Canada, our regions are dealing with this pressing issue now. The distribution of our population between 

rural and remote communities and urban centres is also changing, with wide-ranging economic, ecological, 

social and cultural ramifications. “Nordicity” defined by the Atlantic Regional Panel as “the qualitative 

degree of northerness of various communities within the region” presents challenges distinct from rural 

issues and was addressed by several reports. From a regional perspective, peak population has arrived in 

Atlantic Canada and communities there are facing the current reality of a low-growth economy. “While 

population decline is particularly pronounced in rural and non-metro- adjacent areas, it is occurring across 

the region” (ARP, pg. 19). Combined with the aging of the population, overall population decline is 

initiating debates about repopulation and the role of immigration in sustaining the population base, 

addressing skill shortages, filling the workforce and promoting economic growth. The Prairies report also 

urges for attention to be paid to recognizing the shifts that are occurring in Canadian society as we  
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become more multicultural and as demographic change continues to transform communities, often 

resulting in disparities both within (urban-rural), and between, regions. Policies on, and considerations 

about, immigration and incorporating newcomers into communities will present new cultural realities and 

challenges for individuals, groups and governments. 

 

How Canadian society responds and reacts to heightened diversity and the real/perceived differences 

between various cultures and peoples as they move to and settle within Canada’s borders will be both 

reflective of, and present a potential challenge to, Canadian values. For example, “in the next two 

decades, Ontario’s diversity is set to increase, especially in our growing cities. This enriches our cultural 

composition, already among the most varied in the world. Still the inclusive values that makes this possible 

must not be taken for granted, but practiced, advanced, taught and learned” (OCADU, pg. 7). Since 

cultures and social values govern and provide the context in which individuals exhibit social behaviour, 

attentiveness to commonalities and differences in these values among our constituent diverse cultures is, 

and will continue to be, paramount. 

 

These changing dynamics in population growth rates and in the movement of peoples will have profound 

effects for Canada in terms of cultural diversity and social integration/cohesion and for the economic 

productivity and wellbeing of the country. Although Canada is an attractive destination currently for 

immigrants given its political stability, quality of life standards and sense of security, could global peak 

population and the potential for decline in the years ahead could cause immigration to slow and falter? 

The consequences for Canada’s growth, public services and skills needs will emerge as these processes 

unfold and will require sustained attention from researchers and policy-makers alike. 
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2. What effects will the quest for energy and natural resources have on our society 

and our position on the world stage? 

 
A. What effects might the global quest for valuable natural resources have on Canada’s rural and 

remote resource-based communities, especially the North and the Arctic? 

 

B. What could be the cultural, social, economic and environmental impacts of disruptive technologies 

to access and develop natural resources (e.g. fracking, deep sea drilling, drones, genetic 

modification etc.)? 

 

C. How can Canadian natural resources be developed in such a way as to respect Aboriginal rights 

and benefit First nations, Métis and Inuit communities? 

 

D. What effects might the development of Canadian energy and natural resources have on 

governance and regulatory systems, decision-making, and Canada’s sovereignty, particularly in the 

Arctic?  

 

E. What conflict and security issues might emerge as a result of changing global pressures 

surrounding energy, natural and rare resources? 

 

F. What will be the outcomes of global pressures on accessibility and availability of food, water and 

energy? 

 

World resources are under ever greater pressure as populations grow, economies develop, affluence and 

consumer demand grows, and much of the West continues to consume profusely. Oil, energy, water, 

coal, agricultural land, quality of soil, phosphates, lithium, neodymium – to name but a few that have 

all been described as ‘peaking’, i.e. that easily accessible supplies are rapidly being exhausted8. 

Whether or not they are or will ‘peak’ remains to be seen as new sources and methods of extraction 

continue to emerge. Supplies may, however, remain under pressure. The European Union has drawn up 

a list of critical high tech industry resources where supplies are vulnerable. 

 

Soaring prices could encourage innovation, but they could also result in price rises for many products 

essential to everyday living. Canada’s huge farmlands are becoming a focus of interest for investors and 

opening shipping routes and global positioning for access to resources is strategically significant. 

Increasing urbanization worldwide and the impacts on Canadian cities is another crucial dimension with 

anticipated impacts on populations, resources and policy priorities. 

 

Northern communities, particularly in Canada’s Arctic region, continue to face many pressing and 

salient social, economic and environmental issues, including sovereignty, security and governance, 

environmental protection and climate change and cultural preservation of specific populations. The 

report of the Association francophone pour le savoir (ACFAS) argues for the continued need to 

prioritize research pertaining to the North. Changes to the Arctic present both huge opportunities but 

also huge changes and possibly threats. As the ice retreats, the rush to explore and exploit the Arctic is 

raising tensions between the nations whose borders and claims to territory meet there. The lure of vast 

resource wealth beneath the Arctic which is becoming more accessible could create the 21st century 

equivalent of the gold rush. The technical challenges involved in exploiting that resource wealth will 

almost certainly increase the risks and likelihood of a major ecological disaster. The political wrangling  

  

http://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/funding-financement/programs-programmes/priority_areas-domaines_prioritaires/northern_research-recherche_nord-eng.aspx
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will require clear diplomacy and leadership: Canada could take on a leading role. The retreat of the 

Arctic ice could also open up vast tracts of new land while also changing the way of life in the region; 

those same changes will open up the Northwest passage to more frequent shipping creating new 

economic opportunities, while also raising issues of environmental and cultural protection; rising 

temperatures could bring new diseases and health issues, as well as changes to ecosystems, crops and 

agriculture, fishing and the logging industry, and potentially undermining the way of life of the Inuit9. 

 

The Council of Canadian Academies, in its document entitled  “Vision for the Canadian Arctic 

Research  Initiative: Assessing the Opportunities” (2008)10 details strategic considerations following the 

Government of Canada’s announcement to undertake a world-class Canadian Arctic Research 

Initiative11. Central to the document are considerations for Aboriginal communities in terms of natural 

resource development, environmental sciences and stewardship. The document underscores Canada's 

Arctic science as being on the cutting edge of arctic issues, and the central role of partnership with the 

peoples living in the Arctic in planning for future economic and resource development. 

 

Figure 4: Future Mining Development (not including oil and gas) and shipping routes in the North 

 
Source: Courtesy of Environment Canada, February 2013 

 

The implications of how Canada and its regions choose to develop and regulate the resource base and 

react to increasing global pressures on the supply, and consumption of, natural resources are 

significant. Communities must negotiate directly and globally on the issue of resource use while 

navigating the complex terrain of regulatory regimes. Heightened global environmental pressures have 

the potential to place Canada in a precarious position with potential serious consequences for our 

autonomy and governance systems/processes. Increased investments in essential resources from 

overseas, particularly the BRICs, may require addressing issues about resources supply/demand, 

access, sustainability, community and the local control/security by regions over the resources. With 

such resource wealth, Canada may become a greater focus for immigration, investment and pressure 

to supply the rest of the world. The question will be at what cost to local environments, societies and  

  

http://www.scienceadvice.ca/en/assessments/completed/canadian-arctic.aspx
http://www.scienceadvice.ca/en/assessments/completed/canadian-arctic.aspx
http://www.scienceadvice.ca/en/assessments/completed/canadian-arctic.aspx
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economies; and to what extent overseas investment might destabilize local security of supply; to what 

extent price rises might trigger unrest and other social pressures. 

 

Regions, communities, municipalities and cities in Canada are differently implicated in, impacted and 

transformed by, the development of regional ecosystems, including natural resources, transportation 

issues and energy, within the context of a globalized world. Designing sustainable communities (i.e. 

urban/rural planning, transportation, food security, governance of resources, immigration, etc.) is a 

key challenge for Canada’s regions from coast to coast to coast. Rurality was identified and discussed 

as being one of Atlantic Canada’s key enduring features. When discussing the broad theme of 

sustainability alongside food security, for example, the Atlantic Regional Panel highlighted their 

interconnectedness and thus the importance of sustainable transportation structures and systems. In 

addition, the OCAD University panel (while focusing on designing sustainable cities), emphasized the 

correlation between sustainable municipal design and community building and redevelopments in social 

and physical infrastructure – with specific regard to the influence on maintaining and upgrading 

transportation systems. From a regional diversity perspective, these challenges are manifested in and 

shaped by the differing social, economic and geographical contexts. For example, “building on research 

in this area to foster sustainable municipal planning, and playing a leadership role in modeling the 

sustainability of towns and small cities, is something Canada is well positioned to do” (ARP, pg. 4). A 

global leadership role for Canada in areas of strength and knowledge could open up new and profitable 

opportunities both at home and abroad. 

 

Resource development choices involve complex cost and benefit trade-offs that result, for example, in 

associated impacts on employment gains and losses. These gains and losses are distributed and felt 

differently for different groups of people in different communities and regions within the country.  

“Knowledge of changing relationships among communities, industries and government related to 

Canada’s staple economies are essential in maintaining and enhancing the quality of life in resource 

communities” (WRP, pg. 12). Western and northern regions grapple with questions about authority over 

resources and the intersection of Aboriginal treaty rights, municipal jurisdictions and land use. 

 

“Canada can play a significant leadership role in linking technological advances to their human 

consequences” (CIFAR, pg. 8). The multiple factors coming into play will require the attention, expertise 

and knowledge of numerous disciplines from the SSH research community. These include balancing 

sound environmental stewardship of Canada’s natural resource supply with new technologies; economic 

growth and responsible land use combined with changes in population patterns within and across regions 

given Canada’s resource wealth, and their impacts on communities; as well as how individuals make 

personal choices with respect to economic, social and environmental sustainability.  We also foresee 

potential collaborations with the natural science and engineering in this area. 

 

The SSH research community is critical to understanding how Canada’s regions differ in their 

understandings of, perspectives on, and responses to issues surrounding sustainability, governance of 

resources and environmental limitations. A broad perspective encompassing regional ecosystems and 

community sustainability rather than simply natural resources necessitates research about changes in 

culture and society, human behaviour, institutional reform, technological advances, business and 

economic success and sustainable design. Canada’s heterogeneous regional composition requires SSH 

research that seeks to understand the impacts of historical experience/development, technological 

advances and scientific assessments, community value and meaning-attribution systems and that can 

trace the complex relationships among these diverse factors.  
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3. How are the experiences and aspirations of Aboriginal Peoples in Canada 

essential to building a successful shared future?  

 
A. What are the implications of historical and modern treaties? 

 

B. What barriers exist to an increased consciousness about traditional and contemporary Indigenous 

values, cultures, leadership, and knowledge systems? 

C. How can Canadians and Aboriginal peoples build enhanced capacity with and for Aboriginal 

communities to engage in and benefit from research? 

D. What role could digital technologies and creative arts play in the teaching and preservation of 

diverse First Nations, Métis and Inuit heritage, memory and identity? 

E. How might the richness of endangered languages and cultures of First Nations, Métis and Inuit 

peoples contribute to the global human heritage? 

 

F. What is needed to bridge the aspirations and potential of a growing young Aboriginal population 

with evolving knowledge and labour market needs? 

First Nations, Inuit and Métis communities have unique histories, cultures and traditions, and the 

landscape of research involving Aboriginal peoples is rapidly changing (Tri-Council Policy Statement, 

Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans12, Chapter 9). Aboriginal and treaty rights of the Aboriginal 

peoples of Canada were recognized and affirmed in Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982 and Canadian 

society is beginning to recognise the indigenous people of Canada as central to the country’s history, 

identity and future prosperity.13
 Furthermore, a growing number of First Nations, Inuit and Métis scholars 

are contributing to research (TCPS, p.105) as researchers, thereby shaping the discourse around 

indigenous peoples, self-governance and related questions, from a fresh perspective.  

In 2002-03, further to a commitment from its governing Council, SSHRC sponsored the national Dialogue on 

Research and Aboriginal Peoples, which resulted in the report,  Opportunities in Aboriginal Research14. 

SSHRC subsequently launched its Aboriginal Research Pilot Program, offering competitions in 2004, 2005, 

2007 and 2009. SSHRC also engaged First Nations, Métis and Inuit knowledge keepers in its evaluation of 

the pilot program. To build on the positive outcomes of SSHRC’s funding for Aboriginal research to date, 

SSHRC continues to invest in Aboriginal research as a priority area15. 

Future challenges with respect to Canada’s First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples were addressed in all 

the Imagining Canada’s Future project activities. Regional Panels, for example, sought engagement from 

Aboriginal communities throughout their activities through various means. Some acknowledged the 

difficulties in the collective capacity to bridge between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal community 

members (ARP, p. 25). Others were able to engage through sub-panels or modules focusing on Aboriginal 

peoples, communities and their well-being. Trent University organized a sub-regional panel that centered 

on acknowledging Aboriginal knowledge as part of the University of Ottawa regional panel and a module 

of the Western regional panel focused on Promoting Aboriginal Well-Being. The Prairies Consortium 

engaged with Aboriginal peoples or organizations while OCADU focused on Aboriginal peoples in urban 

settings primarily. While being integrated across all the future challenge identified in the futures scan 

but not distinctively identified as a future challenge area as such, the Western regional panel felt that  

  

http://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/funding-financement/apply-demande/background-renseignements/aboriginal_backgrounder_e.pdf
http://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/funding-financement/apply-demande/background-renseignements/aboriginal_backgrounder_e.pdf
http://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/about-au_sujet/publications/arpp_evaluation_e.pdf
http://www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/about-au_sujet/publications/arpp_evaluation_e.pdf
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retaining this theme will be “especially important to ensure that unique Aboriginal cultural qualities and 

historical significances are not eclipsed and eventually lost” (WRP, p. 5). 

 
A sense of urgency was expressed to address the changes and challenges facing Aboriginal communities, 

on reserve, in urban settings and at a global level. Canada’s Aboriginal population is at present younger 

than the average of the Canadian population as a whole and will remain so, which may compound some 

of the issues currently facing Aboriginal populations. For example, despite huge progress in educational 

achievement – only 68% of aboriginal people aged 25-44 have high school diplomas16. Overall, First 

Nations, Métis and Inuit peoples face significant challenges compared to the non-Aboriginal population 

from a socio-economic standpoint. 

 

Figure 5: Age-Gender Pyramid for the Aboriginal and overall Canadian Populations, Medium Growth 

Scenario, Canada, 2001 and 2026. 

 
 

There is also an urgent need for Canada’s educational institutions to reflect the needs and experiences 

of Aboriginal peoples and to explore creative ways in which education can enhance the quality of life 

of both teachers and learners. Issues centering on Aboriginal knowledge and aspirations are inherently 

implicated in questions relating to citizenship engagement, learning and research transformation, as 

well as understanding sustainable communities. Social media and other emerging technologies are 

providing new ways of engagement and communication, among Aboriginal peoples as well as with the 

larger Canadian public and the world. The Atlantic regional panel identified language retention and 

preservation as essential for the survival of Aboriginal communities and peoples. The Panel also affirms 

the importance of culturally relevant research and the involvement of Elders in community 

development and decision-making (ARP, p. 25). The panel argues for the importance of finding a  

  



 

Council June 2013- Imagining Canada’s Future Page 16 
 

balancing between “redressing social and health injustices, responding to critical problems, and 

advancing the myriad positive gains being made by Indigenous communities” (ARP, p. 25). 

 

The Western regional panel identified three broad and interrelated themes, a) relationships; b) culture, 

teaching and learning; and c) economies, which were echoed in the majority of reports. A challenge 

identified in several reports relates to “mismatches in different value systems, as well as growing 

polarization and inequalities” (OCADU, p. 9).  OCADU identified “Including indigenous rights in planning” 

as a key challenge area and the need for indigenous rights to be recognized prior to and within urban 

development as “the effects of urbanization on indigenous populations can and do impact and infringe 

on land use, quality of and access to natural resources, self-determinacy, and culture” (p.9). Its 

Influence Map illustrates how improving political responsiveness influences acknowledging Indigenous 

rights in planning and thus will help to address such challenge as, “Stewarding regional ecosystems.” 

 

The connection of Indigenous and non-indigenous knowledge systems will be critical in developing 

Canada’s understanding of its place in a globalized world and in allowing Canada to make significant 

contributions to the “big issues” (social, political and economic) facing other regions, such as Africa, 

Asia and the Middle East (UOttawa, p. 8) where there are comparable challenges given the experience of 

colonialism. The Western regional panel engaged in a module entitled “An Enduring Great Divide 

between First Nations Peoples and the Rest of the Population,” which involved both Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal informants across several sectors. Within this module, participants pointed to an “enhanced 

relationship between First Nations people and other residents of the province as being a critical element 

of BC life and its future” (WRP, p. 40). There is a need for continued positive development of a shared 

understanding of aboriginal values, culture and leadership, and how these must be considered and 

integrated in visioning and building BC’s future (WRP, p. 41). Similarly, it has been argued that there is a 

lack of depth in our understanding of Indigenous populations and how these areas contribute the shaping 

of Canadian society and identity (UOttawa, p. 8). The Prairies regional panel also suggested research 

agendas make a better differentiation between and within First Nations, Inuit, and Métis persons. 

Indeed, educating the non-Aboriginal population about Aboriginal peoples and perspectives is an urgent need. 

 

There was also insistence on the need to increase research and research training capacity within 

Indigenous populations and cultures with the aim of developing a “mode of co-existence of indigenous and 

non-indigenous economic, juridical and political structures” (CIFAR, p.4). CIFAR’s report touched on the 

distinct opportunities that could be in place for Aboriginal communities within an increasingly multipolar 

world (CIFAR, p. 9). 

As Aboriginal communities as well as governments at the federal and provincial level focus attention on 

Aboriginal education, social issues and prosperity, and the private sector seeks to address potential skills 

shortages, how to engage a growing young Aboriginal population and their aspirations will remain an 

important issue. The Western Regional Panel identified three broad and interrelated categories namely 

“relationships”, “culture, teaching and learning,” and “economies” in its module on Promoting Aboriginal 

Well-Being.  With respect to economies, they noted specifically that “there will be a need for research on 

Aboriginal peoples and their contributions to the general Canadian economy, for the development of local 

Aboriginal economies, and the maintenance and integration of distinctive Aboriginal economies” (WRP, p. 

82).   The Panel also considered labour markets, education and training courses, and noted that “the 

competition for labour is being felt everywhere, and for FN people, this often involves the clash of values. 

One problematic identified is the measurement of values – how can we measure values across cultures? 

Not all values can be monetized as standards of measure. There is a comparison of value systems, but  
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without a common currency, so to speak. The panel recommended that SSHRC consider research into 

values, their comparisons, their roles, and their interactions, particularly in the context of barrier to 

immigrant and aboriginal employment.” (WRP, p. 73). 
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4. What new ways of learning, particularly in higher education, will Canadians need 

to thrive in an emerging society and labour market? 

 
A. What knowledge, skills and delivery methods are required for the public education system to 

create an innovative, resilient and culturally rich society? 

 

B. What aspirations and expectations will a diverse and global citizenry bring to work environments, 

jobs and labour markets of the future?  

 

C. What conditions are needed for new models of research to flourish, particularly the co-creation of 

knowledge with the public, private and/or not-for-profit sectors?   

 

D. What role will emerging and disruptive information and communication technologies play in the 

learning for individuals, for institutions and for society? 

  

E. What role should individuals, institutions and governments play to  promote and support the life 

cycle of knowledge, from creation to accessibility, retention,  mobilization, across sectors, 

domestically and internationally? 

 

F. How can we harness Canada’s strength and innovation in the arts, digital media and cultural 

industries to build social, economic and cultural well-being? 

 

Innovations in digital technology, communication as well as greater global connectivity are transforming 

education and research. Education and research are already undergoing a redefinition as new 

technologies and globalisation combine to challenge the how, where and when of both activities. 

Furthermore, the impacts of open data will be felt throughout research and higher education, 

innovation and marketing research as the boundaries between public and private, pre- and post-

commercialisation are negotiated. This may mean developing new forms of collaborations and 

partnerships, led by post-secondary institutions as drivers of regional prosperity, due in part by 

economic changes and globalization. With the ease of access to information and data, as well as our 

capacity to create, adapt, absorb information, society is undergoing a transformation in how we learn. 

CIFAR for example, states that, “changes in technology have profoundly affected how we do research, 

and what counts as research” (CIFAR, p. 7). The report highlights an awareness of the effects, as well 

as transformations, of varied modes of knowledge production and exchange on research and learning 

processes. It speaks of potential shifts to research and education in Canada and internationally, and 

maintains that “education and research have been essential for nurturing technological innovation, but 

have also been radically transformed in the process; [and as] information and bodies of knowledge 

become more easily accessible on the Internet, universities will have to incorporate these changes in 

productive ways” (CIFAR, p. 7). 

 

Our educational system, including higher education and the role of universities and other post-

secondary institutions in imparting skills, knowledge, and resources, will shape our future society. 

Universities have always played a critically important role in encouraging the examination of the world 

around us, our histories, our cultures, our languages, our beliefs and our homes. An informed and 

innovative citizenry is essential to building a civil society as well as a thriving workforce, and radical 

new delivery methods are helping connect teachers and students all over the world. The supply of, and 

demand for, higher education and knowledgeable and skilled highly qualified personnel is growing 

worldwide.  Furthermore, today’s youth are increasingly disconnected from traditional knowledge   
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systems, which raises concerns about their relationship with knowledge and technology as well as 

knowledge transfer. Accordingly, many leading universities are making investments in open educational 

resources by making course material and lecture series available online through new vehicles such as 

Massive Online Open Courses (MOOCs).  

 

Demand for talent is growing but the future workplace and the nature of work for which individuals 

need to be prepared is becoming less and less clear. It is likely to be more interdisciplinary, more 

collaborative, more technology dependent, more self-reliant but how can education, especially higher 

education, prepare and excite people for skills, jobs and industries that do not exist yet?17
 

 
A number of reports underlined the importance of research partnerships and the co-creation of 

knowledge with the public, private and/or not-for-profit sectors. The Western Regional Panel (WRP) 

discussed different promising configurations of research relationships, including more relationships 

among researchers, practitioners and policy makers with the aim of ensuring knowledge use and social 

impact. They recommended that SSHRC’s current investment in developing a multi-sector partnership 

model be examined to articulate and assess the quality of social knowledge developed and the 

essential conditions under which community–university research partnerships flourish. CIFAR’s 

International Expert Panel touched on the benefits of “cooperative research” across diverse fields. 

However, all reports signaled the need to maintain a “completely deregulated” research space that 

supports a strong base of scholarship by individuals and small teams interested in a plethora of topics 

and methodologies. As the Québec roundtable maintains, the movement towards interdisciplinary and 

cross-sectoral research partnerships should not come at the expense of scholarship that does not 

require partnership. 

 

Furthermore, there is a growing trend towards knowledge production and exchange that is increasingly 

more interdisciplinary, collaborative, technology dependent, and self-reliant. Participants at the 

University of Ottawa regional panel (UOttawa, p.9) “felt that knowledge sustainability was the key 

factor in building strong political, economic and social Canadian communities. Knowledge retention, 

mobilization, transfer and creation problems are emerging, and will continue to do so, due to peak 

populations and emerging technological advances. Canada must avoid socio-cultural generational 

knowledge gaps, as well as socio-cultural inequalities due to differing access levels to technology. The 

end goal of knowledge sustainability should be to connect systems of knowledge, thereby allowing 

Canada to be a global leader in research and research training.”  

 
Data access, collection and storage remain important issues. As more data is stored within cloud 

technologies, issues affecting the protection and ethical management of that data increase. Open/big 

data presents huge opportunities, but also concerns – not only around privacy but also ownership, 

completeness, accuracy, effectiveness and application. CIFAR’s International Expert Panel notes the 

advent of big data as a key issue. The University of Ottawa report discusses new technology as creating 

a challenge in harnessing data that may have strong implications for the meaning of large amounts of 

data for future generations. This panel indicated that such socio-technological change needs to be 

grasped in terms of understanding our culture, community and place in a globalized world. The Atlantic 

Regional Panel (ARP) contrasted this with concerns about the limited availability of relevant local data 

for informing research. 

 

Reference was made in the Brock report to Northrop Frye’s “educated imagination” as the desire to 

equip individuals with multidisciplinary skills, and creativity fostering a culture of innovation. In that  
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report, David Bentley argues that national wealth is linked to creativity and innovation as “national 

wealth is generated not through individual accumulation, but by what [John] Rae calls ‘invention’ and 

what we now call ‘creativity’ and ‘innovation’” (BRP, pg. 9). Frye’s “educated imagination” is “the 

combination of knowledge, understanding, insight, creativity, and judgment without which no 

‘invention’ or creativity or innovation can occur” (BRP, pg. 10). With respect to teaching and 

research, Bentley argues that in addition to critical thinking, post-secondary institutions need to 

foster educated imaginations as they will “enable Canadians to respond intelligently, creatively, and 

ethically to the problems, challenges, and opportunities of the future, whatever they may be” (BRP, 

pg. 10).  A number of reports expressed the importance of fostering interdisciplinary education and 

scholarship. The importance of the humanities to address understanding of human behavior and 

though was equally stressed across all reports. The “educated imagination” will be essential in relation 

to research and teaching for fostering a culture of innovation, and understanding changing patterns of 

human thought and behavior. SSHRC can play a role in helping facilitate, transform and equip the 

academy within an increasingly complex world. 

 

The discussions about the conduct of research involving Aboriginal peoples and communities brought to 

the fore the remaining difficulties for an inclusive approach, and the bridging of systems of knowledge 

between Aboriginal and mainstream communities. While identifying some of the barriers to enable 

communities to fully participate in the research, suggestions were made to remedy these. In addition, 

the regional panel reports identified number of major themes/changes/challenges.  One particular 

suggestion is that imagining the future should be approached from a perspective of inclusion and that 

SSHRC should frame the challenges and changes facing Indigenous communities using inclusion as a 

compass (UOttawa, p. 42). The Atlantic regional panel argued that Aboriginal people must play a 

leadership role in defining Aboriginal research agendas (ARP, p. 25) and the Western panel commented 

that this would be viewed as integral to the tradition of participatory action research (WRP, p. 6). 

 
Resources for industry – whether high tech or environmental – may all come under heightened pressure 

and face shortages in the future. Furthermore, Canada’s industries and sources of wealth themselves are 

changing and we have yet to process and understand what this may mean for the country’s progress and 

prosperity. “Our economic wellbeing is rooted in industries that may no longer be viable; digital 

economies have yet to supplant older, rusting institutions of dwindling value” (OCADU, pg. 9). For 

Canada to retain a high standard of living and to continue to meaningfully value quality of life for its 

citizens, the country will need to understand how to maximize its skills and resources and follow sound 

economic decision-making in a highly competitive and ever-changing global marketplace. While 

domestic institutions and organizations may need to adapt to different types of work/workers and 

changing industries, how we learn, respond, adapt and foster resilience to local-global economic 

opportunities and setbacks – and their related social and political impacts - at home and on the world 

stage will remain a challenge in the years ahead. 

 
Canada has one of the world’s highest GDP per capita, coming eighth with Norway and the USA taking 

the two top places.18 However, relative to the USA income per capita in Canada has fallen behind in 

recent years. Perhaps more significantly, income gaps within Canada have also risen, with the richest 

20% continuing to increase their overall share of wealth.1920   As the national and international 

economy continues to change in uncertain ways, the risks of prolonged unemployment for certain 

groups and/or communities and significant skills shortages experienced by communities and 

organizations are significant concerns. The CIFAR report notes the challenge of dealing with how 

different social groups are affected, both materially and symbolically, by the creation (or lack  
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thereof) of opportunities within the context of a changing economy. As jobs are relocated beyond 

Canada’s borders, overseas investment increases and as the global competition for skills reaches new 

levels, high uncertainty and complexity with respect to jobs, productivity and work may become the 

new normal for Canadians. “Work is a fundamental part of identity for many: its changing natures and 

the kinds of jobs available will be a critical factor not only in Canada’s economic success, but also in 

its social sustainability”. As CIFAR notes, “the “grand bargain” of the welfare state which included 

the right to a job, is now challenged by apparently chronic unemployment” (CIFAR, pg. 10). Well-

being and quality of life are clearly linked to social cohesion, belonging and cooperation. There is a 

growing recognition that traditional models of economic growth have not contributed to securing or 

enhancing the goals of inclusivity and sustainability, whether social, ecological or economic. This may 

become a growing preoccupation as income gaps widen, polarization increases (both intra-

group/provincial disparity and inter-national disparity) and the socio-economic fortunes of certain 

individuals and groups remain and/or become precarious. The push to “decouple economic 

sustainability from the underlying assumption of growth” (ARP, pg. 32) may become a heightened 

imperative. 

 

That said, however, on a global scale Canada remains one of the less unequal societies.21 The economy 

and jobs remains the number one concern of Canadians now, and in the foreseeable future. While 

Canadians value public investments in health and education underpinning the welfare state model, 

alternative approaches to these public goods and services may well be required for the sheer sake of 

economic sustainability. 
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5. What knowledge will Canada need to thrive in an interconnected evolving global 

landscape? 

 
A. How might global events play out in local spaces, and how might they affect Canada’s position in a 

rapidly evolving and shifting multipolar world? 

 

B. How might changing global trade patterns and international relations affect Canada’s position? 

 

C. How might understanding increasingly interconnected diasporic communities affect Canada 

economically, socially and culturally? 

 

D. What deep and systemic knowledge of the world’s emerging regions might help Canada respond to 

emerging opportunities and risks? 

 

E. What does Canada need to build resilience and safeguard stability, peace and public security in 

the face of global shocks such as natural disasters and emerging conflicts? 

 

F. How might understanding of Canada’s model of civil society with diversity contribute to insights 

and understanding in every society impacted by migration in the 21st century?  

 

 

The end of the Cold War era, and the transition from the unipolar world in which the West was the 

undisputed global economic and political powerhouse, has changed the global landscape. New maps of 

global power sites and relations have emerged or are emerging and changing constantly and as such, 

Canada’s position within the international community is evolving. “Over the next two decades, the 

world will continue its shift to multiple national and regional sites of power and influence, a 

development with significant repercussions for trade, finance, politics, social experience, and cultural 

expression” (CIFAR, pg. 9). While the Chinese economy is projected to grow to become the world’s 

largest by 2050 and India to become the third largest, other regions and nations (Sub-Saharan Africa, 

Colombia, Indonesia, etc.) are also relatively politically stable, growing rapidly and have significant 

potential for development in the coming years. Although Canada’s trade in goods and services continues 

to be dominated by the United States, these changing economic and political dynamics will force us to 

reconsider how and with whom we do business and to seek out new opportunities with these emerging 

global regions to avoid economic downturn and related social consequences. A multipolar world 

necessitates a sustained interest in understanding different regions around the world and the new, 

emerging global relationships of power. “Minimizing the risks while maximizing the opportunities will 

require careful examination of the globe’s still-shifting and changing social, cultural, economic and 

political conditions and circumstances” (CIFAR, pg. 9). 

 

In order to be in a position to take advantage of the opportunities presented by this newly multipolar 

world (while avoiding/mitigating the potential serious risks that accompany it), Canadians need to 

understand the changes taking place and the nature of their effects and impacts both at home and 

abroad. This will help to ensure that the opportunities afforded by new sites and regions of power and 

influence will lead to meaningful action and sound governance (i.e. policy, partnerships, agreements, 

alliances) to secure and enhance the standard of living for, and overall well-being of Canadians. Making 

informed decisions and strategic choices about how to engage with emerging areas of trade will 

help Canada remain competitive in the global marketplace. Having a deep understanding of the  
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languages, histories, literatures, cultures and civilizations of potential new trading partners or 

security allies will assist Canada in building and maintaining human relationships and in connecting 

present decision-making processes to past developments in their histories. Intensified globalization and 

increased worldwide interconnectivity will affect how cultural products are expressed, circulated and 

received. While “philosophers, literary scholars, and cultural critics examine evolving ideas of 

citizenship and belonging…historians study distinct moments of global power in relation to the present 

configurations, including the relationship of contemporary multipolarities to the bipolar and unipolar 

contexts out of which it developed” (CIFAR, pg. 10). 

 

Figure 6: World’s ten fastest-growing economies22 

 
Source: The Economist 

 
The enhanced global connectivity of world regions and diasporic communities are just some of the 

dynamics impacting societies around the world. Whether for reasons of work/labour, tourism or 

forced migration, we are witnessing new trajectories of the movement of people and groups and thus 

growing diversity. Large-scale migration patterns will have a profound global effect, whether caused 

by pressures resulting from political or societal unrest, lack of economic opportunity, climate change 

or other disruptions.  At the same time, a highly mobile and technologically literate group of people 

will be positioned to take advantage of worldwide opportunities. The resulting changes to the 

workforce, education sector, society and culture will advance hand-in-hand with new technological 

advances, as increasingly common technologies are used to bridge physical distances and connect 

displaced peoples to their ancestral homelands. The languages, cultures, literatures and religions of 

these diasporic communities in Canada need to be understood if we are to move forward in a 

pluralistic society. 

 

For Canada, this brings to the fore the challenge of defining and understanding Canadian identity in 

the midst of an ever-changing populace. “Comprehension of Canadian identity in a global context is 

essential if Canada is to make strong contributions to a globalized environment” (UOttawa, pg. 4). New 

media will have a profound effect on how we construct our identities. Tom Perlmutter, Chief of the  
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National Film Board is examining the use of “transmedia” to reach multiple audiences, noting that, 

“traditional notions of national identity are out the window, particularly in Canada. What is 

interesting is how you create this postmodern nation anchored in common democratic values no 

matter what your personal religion or culture is.”23 

 
While the opportunities afforded by these shifts are numerous (new trade partners and security 

agreements, potential partnerships for environmental cooperation, sources of immigration), the risks 

are equally as significant. “The continuing decline of the United States as the dominant global 

superpower, and the consequent emergence of other sites of power and influence (e.g. Brazil, China, 

India, Russia, EU and the Global South), has resulted in a less stable, secure, and predictable world 

order” (CIFAR, pg. 9). The uncertainty of the political and security context in many parts of the world 

(i.e. uprisings associated with the demand for democracy, effects of oil supplies in the Middle East) is 

the backdrop against which is the wider longer term economic and political shift from West to East, 

North to South is projected: how the West responds to ‘losing its power’ will be critical to future 

direction. The new world order and the global implications of emerging markets with diverse 

economies, rapidly growing populations and low-labour costs will force Canada to look both within and 

beyond its borders to promote sustainable growth and productivity and to quell economic 

uncertainty/volatility and rising social pressures. 

 

As the world has seen markedly since 2008, the global economy is in a vulnerable and fragile state of 

flux and has experienced protracted financial downturns in some of the largest economies. The Euro- 

crisis remains a serious and ongoing concern and countries around the world are facing threats and 

shocks not only from traditional perspectives of national security/military but increasingly from the 

instability of markets and economic fluctuations. Although some regions are recovering and seeing 

improvements from the global economic crisis, “the global economy is likely to remain fragile and 

susceptible to shocks”. Policy Horizons Canada, in “The Next Economy”24 foresight study also cites the 

likelihood of more frequent and increasingly intense economic "shocks" created by worldwide events 

such as flooding, drought, desertification, extreme weather, water pollution, loss of species, etc. A 

continued downturn and/or increased volatility in the worldwide economy has the potential to affect 

“Canada’s social fabric and cohesion; it could reduce Canada’s role and influence in the world; 

continued unemployment and lack of job opportunities will add costs to the public purse but also 

affect the health and wellbeing of the individuals and the families directly affected, potentially 

increase crime and resentment against immigrants who have work”. 

  

http://www.horizons.gc.ca/page.asp?pagenm=2012-0126_01
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6. How can emerging technologies be leveraged to benefit Canadians? 

 
A. What is needed to maximize equitable access to information and communication technologies 

and foster digital literacy and mitigate the digital divide in Canada and the world? 

 

B. In what ways might emerging technologies affect the behavior of citizens in all aspects of their 

lives, institutions and governments? 

 

C. Why does society need to understand the risks, and opportunities and related ethical questions 

raised by the adoption of emergent and disruptive technologies (e.g. 3D printing, robotics, 

“omics,” nanotechnology, fracking, drones)? 

 

D. How do citizens, organisations and governments balance competing needs of security and 

privacy in an increasingly “open” society? 

 

E. How will Canadians be affected by the new developments of “Big Data,” data analytics and 

information management?  

 

F. Why is space exploration important for the future of Canadian research, education, and 

inspiration? 

 

In recognition of emerging technologies, a number of arguments have been made for a better 

understanding on how new tools and capabilities can benefit society. Advances in science and 

technology present unprecedented opportunities and possibilities, but they also raise a significant 

number of ethical concerns and issues related to personal and collective rights and responsibilities. 

While scientific developments offer much potential for societal progress and increased health and well- 

being, they also challenge the boundaries of the possible and acceptable in new ways as they move 

inside our bodies and our minds, create new life forms, enhance animals for human use, generate stem 

cells from existing ones, combine different genetic forms, replicate or even create life forms.  The 

pace of development and adoption of digital technologies has triggered profound changes in how public 

and private organizations function and how individuals behave and interact. As these technologies 

continue to evolve, these changes are likely to become more transformative, and even disruptive, to 

existing business and social paradigms.25 Issues surrounding forms of open collaboration, open innovation 

and connectivity, corporate open innovation would result in redefining education, science and research, 

whereby new generations are used to more interactive worlds and experiences, and where we may see a 

movement to a more personalized learning system drawing on open access resources, cognitive sciences 

and global competition. 

 

A number of sources have pointed to the impact of digital media and technologies, as an important 

future challenge. The World Economic Forum’s 2011 Global Agenda Council on Emerging 

Technologies26 lists technology trends (see Figure 7) that were determined to have major social, 

economic and environmental impacts worldwide in the coming years. The Atlantic Regional Panel 

report touched on this to illustrate the potential for transdisciplinary research (ARP, p. 5) involving 

computer science, education, philosophy, and political science/policy studies, along with other 

disciplines (ARP, p. 5). 

 
  

http://www.weforum.org/content/global-agenda-council-emerging-technologies-2011
http://www.weforum.org/content/global-agenda-council-emerging-technologies-2011
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Figure 7: Top 10 Emerging Technologies for 2012 

 
1.  Informatics for adding value to information 

2.  Synthetic biology and metabolic engineering 

3.  Green Revolution 2.0 – technologies for increased food and biomass 

4.  Nanoscale design of materials 

5.  Systems biology and computational modelling/simulation of chemical and biological systems 

6.  Utilization of carbon dioxide as a resource 

7.  Wireless power 

8.  High energy density power systems 

9.  Personalized medicine, nutrition and disease prevention 

10. Enhanced education technology 
 

Source:  http://forumblog.org/2012/02/the-2012-top-10-emerging-technologies/ 
 

 
Source:  2011 World Economic Forum 

 

Emerging science and technologies are creating new capabilities, trends and emerging drivers of 

change. Identified possible benefits and ethics regarding new technological developments challenge 

the boundaries of the possible and acceptable. Robots and computers are becoming ever cleverer.27
 

South Korea is already developing a robot ethics charter28 in recognition of the growing role of robots in 

the workforce and the home, and their strategic objective to use them widely. Japan has an official 

policy on  robots in nursing care and welfare29. Moreover, questions around authority and responsibility 

are brought to the fore when considering the increasing relevance and incorporation of robots and 

other intelligent machines in daily human life. 

 
Enhancing humans (radical enhancements to human bodies such as brain/nerve implants to reactivate 

limbs after injury), calls into question when does correcting a disability become enhancing, and how far 

can this go. Biological modelling has been described as being to 21st century biology as the microscope 

was in earlier centuries; i.e. one of the most significant tools for understanding complex systems and 

processes from the molecular to the ecological level. The creation of artificial life in 2010 in, albeit at 

the level of bacteria, is also a significant breakthrough30. It raises huge possibilities but also potentially 

enormous ethical and security concerns. There is potential for cross-collaboration between researchers 

at SSHRC and CIHR. 

 

The world is becoming increasingly connected with the introduction of intelligent and trackable 

technologies: our lives are increasingly visible and curated in real time and for posterity. Consumers 

trade loss of privacy for greater enjoyment, convenience and the opportunities for commerce. That 

trade-off will continue, but raises issues of privacy, identity, crime and consumerism. By 2020 we are 

likely to have about 50 billion different devices connected to the internet31. Affective technology - 

technology able to read human expressions or emotions - is helping machines understand us. Embedded 

intelligence applications are growing - for example, self-drive cars and automated vehicle “platooning” 

may soon be here. 32  

 

3D printing, or additive manufacturing, has been used in prototyping for over a decade. It has now moved 

not only to end product manufacture, but is moving towards the kitchen, the hospital, do-it-yourself 

enthusiasts’ homes, design shops and artists’ studios. It is also entering organised crime. 3D printing 

creates objects line by line, layer by layer similar to printer found in most offices and homes. There are 

however more complex methods. They can use a growing range of materials including glass, plastics and 

http://forumblog.org/2012/02/the-2012-top-10-emerging-technologies/
http://www.meti.go.jp/english/press/data/20090325_01.html
http://www.meti.go.jp/english/press/2012/1122_05.html
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metals, or even cells. The accuracy with which they are able to transform a digital design into a final 

product is growing and the price of the equipment is falling. They are used in the medical field, arts 

and fashion, or in manufacturing for prototyping. 3D printing enables faster, more flexible manufacture, 

onsite development, redesign and adjustment of parts of almost any product from airplane parts to fun 

foodstuffs and soon to electronic circuits, even mobile phones and satellite parts. The result could be 

highly distributed, localised even personalised production, disruption to supply chains, but also 

fundamentally new approaches to manufacture33. 

 

Finding new ways to manage the public debate around the applications, benefits and limits of new 

technologies will apply to many potentially significant but also potentially controversial developments 

such as nanotechnologies, Genetically Modified Organisms, 3D printing technologies – and many more to 

come. This might be particular challenging in a highly charged media environment of single issue 

groups, social media, media hype coupled with high levels of ignorance among the public.  We will need 

new ways to engage with the public to help them understand the benefits of those technologies so that 

they are not lost in a tsunami of concern about the risks. We will also need new metrics to help policy 

makers and public alike to assess the trade-offs between the various demands and benefits, risks and 

rewards. Putting an economic value on eco-systems is one such approach to raise awareness of the 

issues of climate change environmental damage and loss of eco-systems. But we will also need effective 

mechanisms for understanding the benefits as well as the risks of new approaches. 

 

Personal identity is a complex, many faceted, and many layered construct. It is developed over time 

and influenced by many factors - circumstance, family, location, beliefs, gender, science and 

technology. The less structured nature, greater mobility and levels of complexity in modern life are 

already challenging the boundaries and definitions of identity – we may be entering an era of ‘super- 

diversity’. The advent of many layered realities which can replicate real world experiences and create 

totally new experiences, plus sciences which may be able to enhance and extend our actual physical, 

mental and emotional beings could further redefine identity, our sense of self, and how we relate not 

only to ourselves but our surroundings and each other. 

 

Advances in neuroscience have the potential to further enable an understanding of human cognition, 

which may further encourage personalized education. This could have important implications insofar as 

it could enable focusing on learning styles and cognitive profiles, rather than the standardized modes of 

knowledge production and exchange that currently exist. The growing collaboration between social 

scientists and humanists with cognitive scientists to advance research methodologies and associated 

results may also show promise in terms of advancing our broader understanding of human thought and 

behaviour in the past and present with a view to creating a better future. 

 

With the return to Earth of Commander Chris Hadfield, the first Canadian to take command of the 

International Space Station, and Dutch company Mars One receiving almost 80,000 applications from 

120 countries to join a one-way mission to Mars planned for 2023, space exploration continues to excite 

us and engage our imaginations. The increasing reach of humanity into space will present us with new 

opportunities and challenges, including rights to ownership and the extraction of resources, new 

research collaboration between nations, the increasing number of nations joining space exploration, 

and the growing rise of private sector investment. 
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Finally, in terms of the contribution of social sciences and humanities to questions of technology, 

CIFAR’s report mentions that technology changes how research is undertaken, and what counts as 

research (CIFAR pg. 7). As CIFAR’s report maintains, “massive changes in technology over relatively 

short periods of time have, for better or worse, impacted the social cohesion and economic well-being 

of Canadian society” (CIFAR 6). It points to the number of contributions that the social sciences and 

humanities continue to make with regards to using and exploring how technology is transforming 

culture and society. 
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ANNEX I 
 

GLOSSARY 

 
— Association francophone pour le savoir (ACFAS) 

— Atlantic Regional Panel (APR) 

— Brock University Regional Panel (BRP) 

— Canadian Institute for Advanced Research (CIFAR) 

— Ontario College of Arts and Design University Regional Panel (OCADU) 

— Prairies Consortium Regional Panel (PRP) 

— Social Sciences and Humanities (SSH) 

— Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans (TCPS) 

— University of Ottawa Regional Panel (UOttawa) 

— Western Regional Panel (WRP) 
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ANNEX II 
 

Examples of Future Challenges identified by International Agencies 

 
The Foresight Office (UK) 

http://www.bis.gov.uk/foresight 

 
The Foresight Office has the responsibility to advise the UK Government on issues related to innovation, 

science, and research. Through vast and in-depth consultations it fosters the development of strategies, 

policies and priorities at the national and international levels. It works hand in hand with the industry, 

universities and research organizations. It is led by a Scientific Advisor who report directly to the Prime 

Minister. The current themes of inquiry are: 

 
— Future Disaster Anticipation and Resilience 

— The Future of Identity 

— The Future of Manufacturing 

— The Future of Computer Trading in Financial Markets 
 
 
 

Research Councils-United Kingdom (RC-UK) 

 

Foresight 

http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/about/aboutRCUK/Pages/Foresight.aspx 

 

Priorities linked to the Foresight Office priorities 

http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/about/aboutRCUK/Pages/Foresight.aspx 

 
— Global Food and Farming Futures 

— Land Use Futures 

— Global Environmental Migration 
 

Process for determining priorities 

 
“The Research Councils work collectively and individually with the Foresight teams to identify 

possible topics for future Foresight Programmes. Research Councils are also represented on the 

High-Level Stakeholder Group set up for each project and provide access to expert researchers 

and research information. Their outputs can vary significantly, for example: provide a state of 

the art review of the area of science or research; futures analysis; and policy options for 

Government, industry, research funders and others, and networks of key players. As such 

Research Councils ensure that their outputs are used as an input to the development of 

scientific strategies and priorities, and in the formulation of programs and funding initiatives 

where this is relevant. ” 

 
  

http://www.bis.gov.uk/foresight
http://www.bis.gov.uk/foresight/our-work/policy-futures/disasters
http://www.bis.gov.uk/foresight/our-work/policy-futures/identity
http://www.bis.gov.uk/foresight/our-work/projects/current-projects/future-of-manufacturing
http://www.bis.gov.uk/foresight/our-work/projects/current-projects/computer-trading
http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/about/aboutRCUK/Pages/Foresight.aspx
http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/about/aboutRCUK/Pages/Foresight.aspx
http://www.foresight.gov.uk/OurWork/ActiveProjects/FoodandFarmingFutures/FoodandfarmingProjectHome.asp
http://www.foresight.gov.uk/OurWork/ActiveProjects/LandUse/LandUse.asp
http://www.foresight.gov.uk/OurWork/ActiveProjects/EnvironmentalMigration/Migration.asp
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Format of the foresight priorities 

 
Each foresight priority has a dedicated webpage with various degrees and types of information available. 

 

Academy of Finland 

http://www.aka.fi/en-GB/A/Decisions--Impacts/Foresight/FinnSight2015/ 
 

Priorities: 

 
— Learning and Learning Society 

— Services and Service Innovations 

— Well-being and Health 

— Environment and Energy 

— Infrastructure and Security 

— Bio-expertise and Bio-society 

— Information and Communications 

— Understanding and Human Interaction 

— Materials 

— Global Economy 
 

Process for determining priorities: 

 
“FinnSight 2015 – Science and technology in Finland in the 2010s, was a joint foresight project by the 
Academy of Finland and Tekes, the Finnish Funding Agency for Technology and Innovation carried out 
in 2005–2006. 

 
FinnSight 2015 was concerned to explore factors of change as they affected Finnish business and 

industry and society at large, and to identify emerging challenges for innovation and research. 

Furthermore, it analysed focus areas of competence in science, technology, business and industry and 

society at large that needed to be strengthened with a view to enhancing well-being in society and 

boosting the competitiveness of Finnish business and industry. 

Most of the work in the foresight project was done by ten panels involving a total of 120 experts. The 

summary and panel reports were published in June 2006. The Academy makes use of the results of 

foresight primarily in strengthening and focusing basic research, for Tekes its main use is in strategic 

and policy decision-making.” 

 
“The themes for FinnSight 2015 were selected with the support of expert groups that are most directly 

relevant and important to the Academy’s and Tekes’ operations. The overarching idea was to promote 

of interaction: to encourage the free flow of ideas and expertise in the foresight process. Among the 

dozens of themes put forward by the Academy and Tekes, those were eventually included that met the 

relevant criteria of national significance, level and extent of competence as well as potential socio- 

economic impacts. Half of the panelists were appointed from among candidates submitted by the 

Academy and half among those submitted by Tekes.” 

 
Format of priority descriptions: 

 
Detailed descriptions are included as part of the FinnSight 2015 report, but the integration of these 
priorities for “strengthening and focusing basic research” is not clear on the website. 

http://www.aka.fi/en-GB/A/Decisions--Impacts/Foresight/FinnSight2015/
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