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Preface

Saadia Zahidi
Managing Director

The annual Global Risks Report offers a view of
global risks at the start of each year, focusing global
leaders on addressing emerging challenges and
their potential knock-on effects. It does not offer
predictions, nor does it suggest that the future

is predetermined. Instead, it provides a range of
potential futures with a view to prevention and
management. Three years ago, the 18th edition of
the Global Risks Report considered the possibility
of a “polycrisis”, as risks from multiple domains
unfold at the same time. This 21* edition of the
Global Risks Report explores how a new competitive
order is taking shape and its impact across multiple
concurrent risk domains. We are witnessing the
turmoil caused by kinetic wars, the deployment

of economic weapons for strategic advantage,

and growing fragmentation across societies. And
as these “here and now” risks unfold, longer-term
challenges, from technological acceleration to
environmental decline, continue to create knock-
on effects across systems. In parallel, rules and
institutions that have long underpinned stability are
increasingly deadlocked or ineffective in managing
this turbulence.

While this report examines the worst-case
scenarios across domains, it is also clear that new
forms of global cooperation are already unfolding
even amid competition, and the global economy is
demonstrating resilience in the face of uncertainty.
This shifting landscape, where cooperation looks
markedly different than it did yesterday, reflects a
pragmatic reality: collaborative approaches remain
essential to sustain economic growth, accelerate
innovation responsibly, and build adaptive capacity
for an increasingly complex era. This report
examines a future where today’s relative resilience
breaks down in the face of unprecedented
turbulence, defined by the accelerating scale,
interconnectedness and speed of global risks.
Among contributors to the report’s survey and
narrative, negative perceptions of the future are
mounting. We find that 50% of leaders and experts
surveyed anticipate either a turbulent or stormy
outlook over the next two years, growing to 57%
over the next 10 years with only 1% anticipating a
calm outlook across each time horizon.

Geoeconomic confrontation has emerged as the
most severe risk over the next two years while
economic risks have experienced the sharpest
rises among all risk categories over the two-

year timeframe, with concerns growing over an
economic downturn, rising inflation and potential
asset bubbles as countries face high debt burdens
and volatile markets. Meanwhile, inequality is

once again identified as the most interconnected
global risk over the next decade, fuelling other
global risks as the social contract between citizens
and government falters under pressure. And as
shorter-term concerns overtake shared long-

term global objectives, environmental risks are
being reprioritized downward in the two-year time
horizon, with the majority declining in rank and
exhibiting reduced severity scores, even as they
remain key concerns in the ten-year time horizon.
Finally, technological acceleration, while driving
unprecedented opportunities, is also generating
significant risks in the form of misinformation and
disinformation, a top short-term concern, and
creating anxiety about the potentially adverse long-
term outcomes of Al, a risk that sees the sharpest
increase in rank between the short term and the
long term across all 33 risks covered.

The first section of this report shares these and
other results from the latest annual Global Risks
Perception Survey, which this year brought
together the views of over 1,300 global leaders and
experts across academia, business, government,
international organizations and civil society. The
second section of this report examines six key
global themes in depth and considers how the
risks associated with them may unfold in the
coming years. These include relatively short- to
medium-term risks associated with “multipolarity
without multilateralism”, “values at war”, and an
“economic reckoning” as well as medium- to
long-term concerns associated with “infrastructure
endangered”, “quantum leaps” and “Al at large”.
As nations turn inward and strategic competition
intensifies, we need a clear-eyed focus on
understanding the dangers that lie ahead as well
as maintaining or rebuilding capacity for collective
action on these shared challenges.
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We would like to thank over 160 experts, including
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eleven thematic Centres, whose insights have
shaped this report. We would also like to express
our gratitude to the core team that developed the
report - Mark Elsner and Grace Atkinson - and to
Mitali Chatterjee, Ricky Li and Eoin O Cathasaigh
for their support.

As the Global Risks Report enters its 21st year, one
lesson endures: cooperation is indispensable for
global risk management. In a world with greater

competition, this may be harder to achieve, but only
by rebuilding trust and new forms of collaborative
mechanisms can leaders steer us towards greater
resilience and help shape a more stable future.

The future is not a single, fixed path but a range

of possible trajectories, each dependent on the
decisions we make today as a global community.
The challenges highlighted in this report — spanning
geopolitical shocks, rapid technological change,
climate instability, societal strife, and economic risks
— underscore both the scale of the potential perils
we face and our shared responsibility to shape what
comes next.
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Overview of
methodology

The Global Risks Perception Survey (GRPS)

has underpinned the Global Risks Report for two
decades and is the World Economic Forum’s
premier source of original global risks data. This
year’s GRPS has brought together insights on the
evolving global risks landscape from over 1,300
experts across academia, business, government,
international organizations and civil society.
Responses for the GRPS 2025-2026 were collected
between 12 August and 22 September 2025.

“Global risk” is defined as the possibility of the
occurrence of an event or condition that, if it occurs,
would negatively impact a significant proportion

of global GDP, population or natural resources.
Relevant definitions for each of the 33 global risks
are included in Appendix A: Definitions and
Global Risks List.

The GRPS 2025-2026 included the following
components:

— Risk landscape invited respondents to assess
the likely impact (severity) of global risks over a
one-, two- and 10-year horizon to illustrate the
potential development of individual global risks
over time and identify areas of key concern.

— Consequences asked respondents to consider
the range of potential impacts of a risk arising,
to highlight relationships between global risks
and the potential for compounding crises.

— Risk governance invited respondents to reflect
on which approaches have the most potential
for driving action on global risk reduction and
preparedness.

— Outlook asked respondents to predict the
evolution of key aspects underpinning the global
risks landscape.

Refer to Appendix B: Global Risks Perception
Survey 2025-2026 for more detail on the
methodology.

To complement GRPS data on global risks, the
report also draws on the World Economic Forum’s
Executive Opinion Survey (EOS) to identify risks
that pose the most severe threat to each country
over the next two years, as identified by over
11,000 business leaders in 116 economies. When
considered in context with the GRPS, this data
provides insight into local concerns and priorities
and points to potential “hot spots” and regional
manifestations of global risks. Refer to Appendix
C: Executive Opinion Survey: National Risk
Perceptions for more details.

Finally, the report integrates the views of leading
experts to generate foresight and to support
analysis of the survey data. Contributions were
collected from 161 colleagues across the World
Economic Forum’s Centres of expertise and
community meetings, drawing on private interviews
and thematic workshops with experts from across
academia, business, government, international
organizations and civil society. These discussions
were conducted from May to November 2025.
Experts included the Global Risks Report Advisory
Board and the Chief Risk Officers Community. Refer
to Acknowledgements for more detail.
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FIGURE 1

Short term (2 years)

Long term (10 years)

Calm: Negligible risk of
global catastrophes

Source

World Economic Forum Global Risks Perception Survey

2025-2026

Key findings

The Global Risks Report 2026, the 21st edition

of this annual report, marks the second half of a
turbulent decade. The report analyses global risks
through three timeframes to support decision-
makers in balancing current crises and longer-term
priorities. Chapter 1 presents the findings of this
year’s Global Risks Perception Survey (GRPS),
which captures insights from over 1,300 experts
worldwide. It explores risks in the current or
immediate term (in 2026), the short-to-medium term
(to 2028) and in the long term (to 2036). Chapter 2
explores the range of implications of these risks and
their interconnections, through six in-depth analyses
of selected themes. Below are the key findings of
the report, in which we compare the risk outlooks
across the three-time horizons.

Uncertainty is the defining theme of the global risks
outlook in 2026. GRPS respondents viewed both
the short- and long-term global outlook negatively,
with 50% of respondents anticipating either a
turbulent or stormy outlook over the next two
years, deteriorating to 57% of respondents over the
next 10 years (Figure 1). A further 40% and 32%,
respectively, view the global outlook as unsettled
over the two- and 10-year time frames, with only 1%

anticipating a calm outlook across each time horizon.

As global risks continue to spiral in scale,
interconnectivity and velocity, 2026 marks an
age of competition. As cooperative mechanisms
crumble, with governments retreating from
multilateral frameworks, stability is under siege. A

contested multipolar landscape is emerging where
confrontation is replacing collaboration, and trust —
the currency of cooperation — is losing its value.

This year’s GRPS findings show heightened short-
term concerns compared to last year, with a 14
percentage-point increase in respondents selecting
a turbulent or stormy outlook over the next two
years. By contrast, compared with last year, there
is a five percentage-point improvement over the
next 10 years in those two categories (from 62%
last year to 57% this year), with a slight uptick

in respondents selecting either a calm or stable
outlook (up three percentage points) or an unsettled
outlook (up two percentage points).

Multilateralism is in retreat

The multilateral system is under pressure. Declining
trust, diminishing transparency and respect for the
rule of law, along with heightened protectionism,
are threatening longstanding international relations,
trade and investment and increasing the propensity
for conflict. Geoeconomic confrontation is top

of mind for respondents and was selected as the
top risk most likely to trigger a material global crisis
in 2026 by 18% of respondents, increasing two
positions from last year (Figure 2). This is followed
by State-based armed conflict, selected by a
further 14% of respondents.

Short-term (2 years) and long-term (10 years) global outlook
“Which of the following best characterizes your outlook for the world over the following time periods?”

® Unsettled: Some instability,

Stable: Isolated disruptions,
low risk of global catastrophes moderate risk of global

catastrophes

Note

@ Stormy: Global catastrophic
risks looming

® Turbulent: Upheavals and
elevated risk of global
catastrophes

The percentages in the graph may not add up to 100% because values have been rounded up/down.
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In a world already weakened by rising rivalries,
unstable supply chains and prolonged conflicts
at risk of regional spillover, such confrontation
carries systemic, deliberate and far-reaching global
consequences, increasing state fragility. The
centrality of Geoeconomic confrontation in the
global risks landscape is not restricted to 2026,
with respondents selecting it as the top risk over
the two-year time horizon (to 2028, Figure 3), as
well, up eight positions from last year (Figure D).
Geoeconomic confrontation threatens the core of
the interconnected global economy, as explored
further in Section 2.2: Multipolarity without
multilateralism.

Current Global Risk Landscape

Economic risks are intensifying

Economic risks, taken collectively, show the largest
increases in ranking over the next two years, albeit
from relatively low rankings last year. Economic
downturn and Inflation are both up eight positions,
to #11 and #21 respectively, with a similar uptick
for Asset bubble burst, up seven positions to #18
(Figure 4). Economic downturn has witnessed one
of the largest increases in severity score compared
with last year’s findings, behind only Geoeconomic
confrontation. Section 2.4: An economic
reckoning explores how, over the next two years,
mounting debt sustainability concerns coupled with
potential economic bubbles — in a context of rising
Geoeconomic confrontation — could herald a new
phase of volatility, potentially further destabilizing
societies and businesses.

“Please select one risk that you believe is most likely to present a material crisis on a global scale in 2026.”

Share of respondents (%)

Global Risks Report 2026
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Change in short-term (2 years) global risks perception from last year

Biggest increase in ranking

Technological risks are growing,
largely unchecked

Technological developments and new innovations
are driving opportunities, with vast potential
benefits from health and education to agriculture
and infrastructure, but also leading to new risks
across domains, from labour markets to information
integrity to autonomous weapons systems.
Misinformation and disinformation and Cyber

Biggest fall in ranking

insecurity ranked #2 and #6, respectively, on

the two-year outlook. Adverse outcomes of

Al is the risk with the largest rise in ranking over
time, moving from #30 on the two-year outlook
to #5 on the 10-year outlook. Section 2.7: Al

at large explores how, over the next decade, Al
could impact labour markets, societies and global
security. Conversely, Adverse outcomes of
frontier technologies, which moves from #33 in
the two-year ranking to #25 in the 10-year ranking
(Figure 5), remains relatively low overall. Section
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| change to Earth systems

Intrastate violence

Biodiversity loss and ecosystem collapse

Infectious diseases

Biological, chemical or nuclear weapons or hazards
Talent and/or labour shortages

Adverse outcomes of Al technologies

Decline in health and well-being

Non-weather related natural disasters

Adverse outcomes of frontier technologies
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2.6: Quantum leaps explores how an acceleration
in quantum technologies can offer significant
opportunities to societies and economies, from
improving the accuracy and speed of climate and
weather modelling to the discovery of new drugs.
Yet, advancements in the quantum field also

risk becoming another facet of strategic rivalry,
economic bifurcation and political polarization.

Societies are on the edge

Rising societal and political polarization is
intensifying pressures on democratic systems, as
extremist social, cultural and political movements
challenge institutional resilience and public trust.
The growing prevalence of “streets versus elites”
narratives reflect deepening disillusionment with
traditional governance structures, leaving many
citizens feeling excluded from political decision-
making processes and increasingly skeptical that
policy-making can deliver tangible improvements to
livelihoods. Inequality was selected by respondents
as the most interconnected global risk for a second
year running, followed closely by Economic
downturn (Figure 6). In parallel, Misinformation
and disinformation in second position in the
two-year timeframe, below Geoeconomic
confrontation, remains an acute global concern.
As wealth continues to concentrate in the hands

of a few, while cost of living pressures remain high,
permanently K-shaped economies are becoming

a risk, calling the social contract and its financing
into question. Section 2.3: Values at war explores
how societal and political polarization may deepen

Economic downturn

Adverse outcomes of frontier technologies
Disruptions to a systemically important supply chain
Asset bubble bursts

Decline in health and well-being

Crime and illicit economic activity

Intrastate violence

Inflation

Talent and/or labour shortages

Non-weather related natural disasters

over the next two years as technology becomes
more embedded in daily life and geoeconomic
tensions persist, heightening the risks of increased
digital distrust and dilution of socio-environmental
progress.

Environmental concerns are
being deprioritized

The GRPS findings suggest heightened
prioritization of non-environmental risks relative to
environmental ones compared to previous years.
In the outlook for the next two years, a majority of
environmental risks experienced declines in ranking,
with Extreme weather events moving from #2 to
#4 and Pollution from #6 to #9. Critical change
to earth systems and Biodiversity loss and
ecosystem collapse also declined, by seven and
five positions, respectively, and are in the lower half
of the risk list this year in the two-year outlook. All
environmental risks also declined in severity score
for the two-year time horizon compared with last
year’s findings. In other words, not only do their
rankings decline relative to other risk categories,
but there has also been an absolute shift away
from concerns about the environment. In the next
10 years, environmental risks have retained their
ranking as the most severe risks, with Extreme
weather events identified as the top risk and half
of the top 10 risks being environmental in nature
(Figures 7 and 10).

In this year’s GRPS, we also asked respondents
about their perceptions of the global outlook by risk

Global Risks Report 2026 1
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category: societal, technological, environmental,
economic and geopolitical. Over the next decade,
environmental risks were perceived with the most
pessimism out of all risk categories surveyed, with
close to three-quarters of respondents selecting
either a turbulent or stormy outlook (Figure 8).
Chapter 2.5: Infrastructure endangered explores,
in part, the effects of continued extreme weather
and climate change on ageing infrastructure. From
supply-chain chokepoints to strains on electrical
grids, critical infrastructure requires renewed
attention, with the current risks already playing out
and affecting societies globally.

A new competitive order is
emerging

In this period of geoeconomic transformation,
alliances are being reshaped and the resilience
of markets and of the institutions that emerged
from the Bretton Woods Conference of 1944 is
being tested. Protectionism, strategic industrial
policy and active influence by governments over
critical supply chains all signal a world growing
more intensely competitive. In this year’s GRPS,
68% of respondents describe the global political

Global Risks Report 2026
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environment over the next 10 years as a “multipolar
or fragmented order in which middle and great
powers contest, set and enforce regional rules

and norms”, an increase of four percentage points
compared to last year (Figure 9). Only 6% of
respondents expect a reinvigoration of the previous
unipolar, rules-based international order.

The growing shift toward more inward-looking and
adversarial policies has cast further uncertainty over
the future of multilateralism. As nations increasingly
prioritize national interests over collective action,
pressing questions emerge about the capacity of
the international community to confront shared
challenges such as climate change, global health
and economic stability — as well as generate the
local growth needed for domestic prosperity

and stability. In this evolving landscape, global
leadership and the values that will underpin the next
phase of international cooperation are issues that
remain critically unresolved.

Yet, history reminds us that order can be rebuilt

if nations choose strategic collaboration even

amid competition. The future is not a single, fixed
path but a range of possible trajectories, each
dependent on the decisions we make today as a
global community. The challenges highlighted in

the GRPS - spanning geopolitical shocks, rapid
technological change, climate instability, economic
uncertainty and their collective impact on societies —
underscore both the scale of the risks we face and
our shared responsibility to shape what comes next.
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1.1

FIGURE 11

World Economic Forum Global Risks Perception Survey
2025-2026

Global Risks 2026-2036:
The Age of Competition

The world in 2026:
on a precipice

As we enter 2026, the world is balancing on a
precipice. The turmoil caused by kinetic wars
alongside deployment of economic weapons for
strategic advantage is continuing to fragment
societies. Rules and institutions that have long
underpinned stability are under siege in a new era in
which trade, finance and technology are wielded as
weapons of influence.

This report analyses global risks through three time
frames: 2026, 2028 and 2036. In 2026, geopolitical
and geoeconomic risks dominate the risk outlook,
with close to one-third of GRPS respondents
selecting either Geoeconomic confrontation

Current Global Risk Landscape

(18% of respondents) or State-based armed
conflict (14% of respondents) as the top risk for
2026 (Figure 11). Geoeconomic confrontation
has increased two positions compared to last

year and is now the number one risk, with State-
based armed conflict falling from #1 to #2. There
has also been an uptick in respondent concern

for technological risks as we enter 2026, with
Misinformation and disinformation at #5 (7% of
respondents), and two new entrants into the top 10:
Adverse outcomes of Al technologies at #8 (4%
of respondents) and Cyber insecurity at #9 (3% of
respondents).

“Please select one risk that you believe is most likely to present a material crisis on a global scale in 2026.” (top 10 risks selected

by respondents)

o
[$)]

Risk categories

10 15 20
Share of respondents (%)
I Geopolitical I Societal I Technological

I Economic

While societal risks have remained stable as a
concern compared to last year, in particular Societal
polarization at #4 (selected by 7% of respondents)
and Inequality at #10 (3% of respondents), there
has been an uptick in respondents selecting
Erosion of human rights and/or civic freedoms,
at #7, up two positions from last year. Economic
downturn remains in the top 10 at the start of 2026,
at #6, selected by 5% of respondents.

I Environmental

By contrast, environmental risks have experienced
a decline in share of respondents’ nominations
compared with last year’s findings. Extreme
weather events has moved from #2 to #3,

falling by six percentage points (down to 8%

of respondents) and Critical change to Earth
systems has declined from #7 to #13.
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1.2

The path to 2028:
compounding risks

Geoeconomic confrontation is also the top risk
for 2028 according to the GRPS, up eight positions
from last year and moving Misinformation and
disinformation to #2 for the first time since

2023 (Figure 12). In highlighting Geoeconomic
confrontation, respondents are indicating a
deepening and broadening of their concerns: after
a year of heightened uncertainty over trade policy,

there is now a growing recognition of the escalating
use of other economic and political instruments,
from sanctions and regulations to capital restrictions
and weaponization of supply chains, as tools

of geoeconomic strategy. State-based armed
conflict stands in fifth position, as competition
among countries hardens.

Rising geoeconomic tensions between countries
are also coinciding with elevated levels of

inequality and uneven economic impacts of the
transformations underway. While there have been
upward movements in societal risks since last year’s
survey, with Societal polarization (#3) up one
position and Erosion of human rights and/or civic
freedoms up two positions to #8, this risk category
has overall remained relatively stable in its ranking.
Inequality (#7), Lack of economic opportunity

or unemployment (#13), Insufficient public
infrastructure and societal protections (#20)

and Infectious diseases (#27) all retain the same
rankings as last year.

Deepening divides along political, cultural or
identity lines within societies are being amplified
by technological risks, such as Misinformation
and disinformation (#2). This corrodes public
discourse, weakens crisis responses and is
propagated by technological advancements, such
as in Al. These developments in turn heighten the
risks of increased digital distrust and dilution of
ambitious socio-environmental decision-making
amid shifting short-term priorities and increasingly
nationalistic narratives.

Technological risks overall remain an ongoing and
significant concern for respondents, with Cyber
insecurity at #6 reflecting the increasing frequency
and sophistication of cyberattacks targeting

critical infrastructure, businesses and government.
However, the low ranking of Adverse outcomes of
Al at #30 in the two-year time frame indicates that
respondents view these risks as still relatively distant
or as a segment of other more current risks (such
as State-based armed conflict or Misinformation
and disinformation).

While environmental risks are present in the top 10
over the next two years, with Extreme weather
events at #4 and Pollution at #9, there has been
a reprioritization of global risks by respondents in
the short term towards geoeconomic and societal
shocks. Environmental risks have some of the
largest declines in ranking, with Critical change
to Earth systems down seven positions to #24,
Biodiversity loss and ecosystem collapse down
five positions to #26, and Pollution down three
positions to #9 (Figure 13).
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In contrast, economic risks have some of the closely by Asset bubble burst at #18, which
sharpest rises in ranking compared with last year. increased seven positions. Disruptions to critical
Economic downturn at #11 and Inflation at #21 infrastructure is also up four positions to #22.
are each up eight positions from last year, followed

FIGURE 13 | Change in short-term (2 years) global risks perception from last year

Stable level of concern Biggest increase in ranking Biggest fall in ranking

«

Geoeconomic confrontation Crime and illicit economic activity

m
Q
(=]
=
o
Q
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Source Risk categories
World Economic Forum Global Risks Perception Survey I Economic I Environmental I Geopolitical I Societal I Technological
2025-2026

FIGURE 14 Global risks, short term (2 years), by stakeholder group

International
Civil society organizations Academia Government Private sector

Geoeconomic con Geoeconomic confrontation

Geoeconomic col tation

Misinformation and Geoeconomic confrontation

disinformation

Misinformation and
disinformation

Misinformation and
disinformation

Misinformation and
disinformation

Misinformation and
disinformation

Geoeconomic confron

Extreme weather events Societal polarization Societal polarization Societal polarization Societal polarization

Erosion of human rights State-based armed conflict State-based armed conflict State-based armed conflict

and/or of civic freedoms

Cyber insecurity

Societal polarization Extreme weather events Extreme weather events Cyber insecurity State-based armed conflict

Erosion of human rights Inequality Extreme weather events

and/or of civic freedoms

Inequality

Inequality Erosion of human rights Extreme weather events

and/or of civic freedoms

Inequality

Pollution Cyber insecurity Cyber insecurity Pollution Economic downturn

Involuntary migration or Pollution Economic downturn

displacement

Censorship and
surveillance

Erosion of human rights
and/or of civic freedoms

Censorship and
surveillance

Concentration of strategic
resources and technologies

Involuntary migration or Erosion of human rights

displacement and/or of civic freedoms

Online harms

Risk categories I Economic I Environmental I Geopolitical I Societal I Technological

Source Note

World Economic Forum Global Risks Sample size by stakeholder group varied, and all respondents were weighted equally for the
Perception Survey 2025-2026 purposes of global rankings. The results are based on the following: academia, n=312 (24% of

total); business, n=495 (38%); civil society, n=169 (13%); government, n=124 (10%); international
organization, n=129 (10%); and other, n=61 (5%).
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Misinformation and
disinformation

Lack of economic oppor-
tunity or unemployment

State-based armed
conflict

Geoeconomic
confrontation

Erosion of human rights
and/or of civic freedoms

Across stakeholder groups surveyed, there is
general alignment on the most severe global risks
identified by respondents, with all stakeholders
viewing Geoeconomic confrontation and
Misinformation and disinformation as key risks
over the next two years (Figure 14). Economic risks
are of significant concern for some stakeholders;

in particular, Economic downturn for both the
government and the private sector. Compared with
last year’s GRPS, environmental risks, in particular
Extreme weather events, have seen relative
declines in ranking across stakeholder groups,
with no stakeholder group in aggregate perceiving

Misinformation and

disinformation

State-based armed
conflict

conflict

State-based armed
conflict

Erosion of human rights
and/or of civic freedoms

Erosion of human rights
and/or of civic freedoms

State-based armed

Cyber insecurity Extreme weather events
Pollution Cyber insecurity Extreme weather events § Cyber insecurity Inequality

Biodiversity loss and ecosystem collapse or
Natural resource shortages to be a top 10 risk
anymore, unlike last year.

When assessing risk perception by age groups
surveyed, the findings indicate overall alignment
across cohorts. However, younger groups

are more concerned with Misinformation

and disinformation than with Geoeconomic
confrontation (Figure 15). Environmental risks are
also a prominent concern for the under-30 age
group, in particular.

Geoeconomic Geoeconomic Geoeconomic Geoeconomic

confrontation confrontation confrontation confrontation

Extreme weather events Geoeconomic Misinformation and Misinformation and Misinformation and Misinformation and
confrontation disinformation disinformation disinformation disinformation

Inequality Societal polarization Societal polarization Societal polarization Extreme weather events Societal polarization
Extreme weather events

Societal polarization Extreme weather events
Cyber insecurity

Erosion of human rights
and/or of civic freedoms

State-based armed
conflict

Societal polarization Inequality Inequality Erosion of human rights Cyber insecurity Inequality
and/or of civic freedoms
Inequality

Erosion of human rights
and/or of civic freedoms

State-based armed
conflict

ollution Economic downturn Pollution Pollution Involuntary migration or
displacement

Biodiversity loss and Censorship and Online harms Economic dowi n Involuntary migration or Lack of economic oppor-
ecosystem collapse surveillance displacem tunity or unemployment
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1.3

The path to 2036:
over the edge?

Extreme weather events retains its position as
the top risk for 2036, with half of the top 10 risks
environmental in nature, similar to last year (Figure
16). Biodiversity loss and ecosystem collapse
retains its position at #2, followed by Critical
change to Earth systems at #3. Natural resource
shortages at #6 has declined by two positions
since last year, with Pollution at #10, like last

year. Unlike in the two-year outlook, where these
have declined in rankings, the existential nature of

environmental risks means they remain as the top
priorities over the next decade across stakeholders
and age groups. The only broadly environmental
risk that is not present as a top concern is Non-
weather related natural disasters, ranking #33
on the 10-year outlook. Among the specific risks
surveyed, Biodiversity loss and ecosystem
collapse is the risk with the sharpest worsening in
its severity score from the two-year outlook to the
10-year outlook.

Technological risks are also anticipated to worsen
in severity over the next decade, with Adverse
outcomes of Al technologies and Adverse
outcomes of frontier technologies among

the risks anticipated to experience some of the
largest increases in severity score from the two-
year outlook to the 10-year outlook (Figure 17).
Misinformation and disinformation and Adverse
outcomes of Al technologies have both increased
one position in this year’s ranking compared to
last year, to #4 and #5, respectively. Progress in
both Al and quantum technologies are likely to
accelerate over the next decade as each fuels
further breakthroughs in the other, with potentially
cascading risk impacts, including in the context of
rising geoeconomic confrontation.

Societal risks are a dominant feature across time
horizons, with Inequality at #7 and Societal
polarization at #9 in the 10-year risk ranking. While
the vast majority of global risks are anticipated

to worsen over the next decade, one risk was
expected by respondents to improve in severity
score: Geoeconomic confrontation (#19) declines
18 positions from the two-year to the 10-year

outlook. When asked about their geopolitical
outlook for the world, responses are slightly more
negatively skewed over the next two years than
over the 10-year horizon. This finding suggests that
while the outlook is still pessimistic, geopolitical
risks are not anticipated to worsen over the next
decade.

Economic risks are absent from the top 10
rankings when it comes to the outlook for the next
decade, featuring primarily at the lower end of the
risk ranking. However, there is a general upward
movement in severity across economic risks,

with Concentration of strategic resources and
technologies (#11) and Disruptions to critical
infrastructure (#23) both rising two positions
compared to last year, and Debt (#17), Asset
bubble burst (#27) and Economic downturn
(#24) each rising three positions. Crime and illicit
economic activity (#29) has the largest decline
since last year’s survey, by 14 positions.

While geopolitical and economic risks do not

feature as top long-term risks among the entire set
of respondents, when looking at age cohorts, those
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under 30 are concerned by Biological, chemical
or nuclear weapons or hazards (#10), while the
60-69-year age group is worried about State-
based armed conflict (#10) (Figure 18).

Across stakeholder groups, there is diminishing
concern for geopolitical risks looking ahead 10

55

years, although respondents from academia include
State-based armed conflict in their top 10 (at
#10). Concentration of strategic resources and
technologies was also selected as a concern by
both the 50-59-year age group (Figure 18, at #10)
and by governments (also at #10) over the next
decade (Figure 19).
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1.4

Short term (2 years)

Long term (10 years)

Calm:

A darkening outlook

The GRPS asks respondents to categorize the
overall outlook on a qualitative scale: “calm”,
“stable”, “unsettled”, “turbulent” or “stormy”. While
respondents indicate short-term concern about the

global outlook, with 50% of respondents selecting
either a turbulent or stormy outlook over the next
two years, this worsens further towards 2036, with
the figure rising to 57% for 2036 (Figure 20).

Short-term (2 years) and long-term (10 years) global outlook
“Which of the following best characterizes your outlook for the world over the following time periods?”

| _
N
Stable: @ Unsettled:

Pessimism overall is on the rise in the shorter term.
Respondents’ perception of the global outlook
over the next two years has worsened compared
with last year’s findings. The GRPS shows a 14
percentage-point increase in respondents selecting
a turbulent or stormy outlook over the next two
years compared with last year’s findings, reflecting
heightened short-term concern. However, the long-
term figure is five percentage points lower than it
was last year, with a slight uptick in respondents
selecting either a calm, stable or unsettled outlook
compared with last year.

This year, the survey also asked respondents
about their outlook for the world by risk
category: “societal”, “technological”, “economic”,
“environmental” and “geopolitical”. Over the next
two years, respondents are most concerned by
geopolitical risks. When asked about the outlook
for the world by risk category, close to two-thirds
of respondents viewed the geopolitical outlook
as turbulent or stormy (Figure 21). Conversely,
technological risks have a relatively positive two-
year outlook, with 32% of respondents selecting a
calm or stable outlook.

Over the next 10 years, most respondents are
concerned with environmental risks, with close to
three-quarters of those surveyed selecting either

a turbulent or stormy outlook for this risk category
(Figure 22). While nearly all risk categories decline in
the 10-year time frame when it comes to those who

@® Turbulent:

@® Stormy:

select a relatively positive outlook, technological
risks remain the relative outlier, with 18% of
respondents expecting a calm or stable outlook.

In four of the five risk categories for the two-year
timeframe, a majority of respondents expect

an unsettled outlook, with some instability and

a moderate risk of global catastrophes. The
exception is the geopolitical outlook, where a
larger proportion (48%) select a turbulent outlook,
with expected upheavals and an elevated risk of
global catastrophes. For the 10-year period, the
majority select a turbulent outlook for societal and
geopolitical risks and a stormy one, with globally
catastrophic risks looming, for environmental risks.

The future is not a single, fixed path but a range

of possible trajectories, each dependent on the
decisions we make today as a global community.
The challenges highlighted in the GRPS — spanning
geopolitical shocks, rapid technological change,
climate instability, economic uncertainty, and their
collective impact on societies — underscore both
the scale of the risks we face and our shared
responsibility to shape the path ahead.

By anticipating today what may come next, we can
better prepare for tomorrow’s challenges. The next
chapter explores in depth these themes and their
interconnections for six topics, three across a two-
year time horizon and three across a 10-year time
horizon.
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2.1

Global risks in-depth:
anticipating tomorrow’s
challenges today

An underlying context of
structural change

The underlying set of conditions and parameters
that influence the global risks landscape, referred
to in this report as structural forces, are set to
continue their convergence and acceleration.
Global in scope, the significant influence of
structural forces in amplifying disorderly trends
across technological, climatic, geostrategic and
demographic domains is expected to deepen
over the next decade. The four structural forces,
introduced in the Global Risks Report 2024 are
technological acceleration, geostrategic shifts,
climate change and demographic bifurcation.
While all four forces have global ramifications,
some, such as the changing climate, are more
multi-directional in their development, which could
allow for several potential futures. Similarly, while
all represent longer-term shifts to the structural
landscape, some have the potential to manifest
more quickly due to underlying variables.

Geostrategic shifts refers to evolving sources and
concentration of geopolitical power. Longstanding
geopolitical alliances are being reshaped as global
rules and norms are increasingly contested.
Technological acceleration relates to development
pathways of emerging technologies and the
expected significant, accelerated changes over

the next 10 years. Technological developments

are driving positive transformations across many
domains, but new risks are also emerging. Climate
change encompasses the range of possible
trajectories of global warming and its consequences
to Earth systems. Climate change is a systemic
shift, with 2024 confirmed as the warmest year on
record at over 1.5°C above the pre-industrial level.
Demographic bifurcation refers to changes in the
size, growth and structure of populations around
the world. Demographic divides are widening,

and this will have material implications for related
socioeconomic and political systems.

Against this backdrop of structural transformations,
this year’s report examines in-depth six sets of risks
and how they may evolve in the years to come:

Multipolarity without multilateralism: With
multilateralism facing ever stronger headwinds and
rising evidence of the decline of the rules-based

international order, there is greater risk of cross-
border economic and military conflicts and inaction
on global challenges.

Values at war: As societal and political polarization
deepens and technology becomes more embedded
in daily life while geopolitical tensions persist, this
section assesses what values conflicts mean for
social inclusion and climate action within and across
countries.

An economic reckoning: This section explores
some of the key risks facing the global economy
over the next years, as it grapples with high debt
refinancing needs, possible asset price and/or
industrial bubbles, and the risks of boomerang
inflation.

Infrastructure endangered: This section examines
how failing legacy infrastructure is exacerbating
risks — especially as more frequent and intense
extreme weather events are likely to overwhelm it.
The section also explores how infrastructure could
become a new front in warfare, contributing to
social and economic crises.

Quantum leaps: This section analyses how this
field is likely to accelerate over the next decade and
potentially transform risks to cryptography, as well
as elevate geoeconomic rivalries and economic and
business imbalances to new levels.

Al at large: This section explores the long-term risk
landscape that could potentially unfold as Al itself
develops and is used in new ways, across labour
markets and societies, and in military applications.
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2.2

Multipolarity without multilateralism

2-year rank:

2-year average risk severity score: 5.00

— Geoeconomic confrontation is set to deepen, with governments drawing on a widening array of
economic tools, often in service of national security goals.

— Multilateralism is facing ever stronger headwinds and there is rising evidence of the decline of the rules-

based international order.

— Global competition, local polarization and the associated inability to tackle shared challenges collectively
will create new risks for the rule of law and societal stability.

Geoeconomic confrontation tops the Global
Risks Perception Survey 2025-2026 (GRPS)
ranking this year over both the immediate-term and
the two-year time horizon, rising eight positions
compared to last year in the latter ranking (Figure
23). A related risk, State-based armed conflict,
which topped the immediate-term risk list last year,
is in second place in the GRPS this year, and at #5
in the two-year outlook. These two risks are closely
interlinked, with escalation in the severity of one
also affecting the other.

In the Global Risks Report 2025,2 we highlighted the
risk of geoeconomic tensions escalating, pointing
to a specific set of risks around trade and tariffs,
but also noting that these should be regarded as
part of a broader divergence between West, East
and South, albeit with many countries forging their
own pathways and balancing relationships with the
different sides. It was clear that a trend of global
geoeconomic fragmentation was taking hold.
Today, this trend is firmly in place, despite moments
in which tensions appear to ease temporarily.®

Looking ahead over the next two years, a
wider range of economic levers may be used
by governments worldwide within the broader
objectives of building national security and

Neon Wang, Unsplash
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advancing geopolitical interests. While the actions
of China and the United States are most closely
watched, all countries are affected by the changes
underway. In turn, transformation of the global order
will continue to be shaped by the strategic interests
of many countries and regions.

Heightened geoeconomic confrontation is both

a cause and a consequence of the growing
vacuum being left by the weakening of multilateral
institutions. As a unipolar world shifts towards a
more multipolar one, a new competitive order is
emerging. With fewer multilateral constraints on
unilateral action, rising national barriers and clashing
interests could have negative economic and social
repercussions across the globe.

In the Executive Opinion Survey 2025 (EOS),
which provides a national risk perspective

by business executives, 16 countries rank
Geoeconomic confrontation within their top five
risks, including several export-oriented economies.
This illustrates the extent to which geoeconomic
uncertainty is now shaping national risk perceptions
(Figure 24).

The uncertainties surrounding commercial,
diplomatic and military relationships will complicate
the operating environment for all stakeholders.
Collaboration on shared, cross-border challenges
risks becoming more difficult, and as some
governments try to turn newly created ambiguities
around international rules and norms to their
advantage, those countries that are least able to
back up pursuit of their objectives with credible
threats of economic, diplomatic or, ultimately,
military retaliation could increasingly lose out.

This zero-sum power politics manifests itself not
only between but also within countries. Declining
adherence to the rule of law may create the
conditions for deepening social and political
instability.*

This section looks at three sets of interconnected
risks. First, the rise of Realpolitik on the global
stage and its knock-on effects. Second, the
consequences of multilateralism eroding further.
Third, how this may impact countries locally

and exacerbate the forces that led to economic
nationalism and geopolitical fractures.
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Realpolitik logic meets Weltpolitik
ambition

Trade and global value chains continue to experience
their most significant disruption in decades,® and
trade policy uncertainty is high.* Among the worst-
case scenarios, governments could impose tariffs
not only on those countries/blocs imposing tariffs on
them, but on all their trading partners. Such across-
the-board tariffs globally would lead to a substantial
contraction in global trade.”

Geoeconomic confrontation is already spreading
well beyond tariffs. Indeed, governments appear to
be losing faith in the legal framework underpinning
global trade. The World Trade Organization’s
(WTO’s) dispute system, crucial to the peaceful
resolution of trade disputes, is becoming
marginalized; the number of cases brought to it has
fallen to about one-third of the level prior to when its
Appellate Body — a key component of that system —
was disabled in 2019.2

At the same time, investment screening policies
are becoming more widely implemented by G20
countries. They are driven by more considerations
around strategic realignment and national security
than in previous years.® Countries not aligned

with either China or the United States could face
pressure to comply with sanctions regimes. The
number of sectors considered “strategic” to national
security and affected by sanctions, including export
controls and investment bans, is rising. Sectors
that have recently been targeted with sanctions
include Al, chips, biotech, quantum, drones and
rare earths.

These trends are reflected in the GRPS, where
Disruptions to a systemically important supply
chain (#19) has risen three positions in the two-year
time horizon ranking. Country-level results from the
EQOS reinforce this pattern: economies that place
Geoeconomic confrontation high in their national
risk rankings tend also to report concerns about
Disruptions to systemically important supply
chains (Figure 25). Geoeconomic confrontation and
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the risk of military conflicts are exacerbating risks
to supply chains across the world, with massive
economic implications.

In part because of the precarious fiscal positions
of many leading economies (see Section 2.4:

An economic reckoning), access to capital and
control over capital flows could become a fresh
front of geoeconomic confrontation. Governments
could turn to more aggressive policies to shape the
global monetary system to their advantage. Key
financial infrastructure, such as payments systems,
could be targeted by denying or constraining
access. More frequent recourse to asset seizures
or freezing of foreign reserves cannot be excluded.
And governments and central banks are already
expressing concern about how flows into foreign
currency-pegged stablecoins could weaken

their financial systems and jeopardize monetary
sovereignty.® Emerging market countries with soft
currencies are especially vulnerable. Accumulated
purchases of stablecoins from developing
economies could amount to $1.22 trillion by the
end of 2028, compared to about $173 billion as of
October 2025.*

Efforts to bolster geopolitical positions through
economic levers could go further still. Physical

disruptions to critical infrastructure and key supply
chains — for example by targeting satellite networks,
damaging undersea communication cables,
blocking or slowing transit through key waterways
or ports, or disrupting energy pipelines — could
become more frequently used physical or cyber-
physical tools (see Section 2.5: Infrastructure
endangered), in addition to cyberattacks.

In response to these threats, more governments
are likely to seek to protect their economies by
building larger reserves of energy products and

key manufacturing inputs, and by stockpiling

food, metals and minerals. Efforts to acquire large
quantities of the critical minerals needed for the
energy transition? could lead to price spikes and

to intense commercial, diplomatic or even military
pressures being placed on the governments of
countries where these commaodities can be sourced
from. Direct and indirect interventions by major
powers or conflicts between major global powers in
resource-rich parts of the world are a rising risk.

GRPS respondents point to these potential
impacts: Disruptions to a systemically important
supply chain, Concentration of strategic
resources and technologies, Natural resource
shortages, Economic downturn, and State-
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based armed conflict are the risks most impacted
by Geoeconomic confrontation in the next two
years (Figure 26).

In a worst-case scenario, more intense decoupling
between Eastern and Western blocs would

have profoundly negative implications on global
economic growth. Non-aligned countries face
particular risks if they do not find a new balance.
Even partial decoupling, in trade, investment,
finance and technology ecosystems, could
significantly raise costs for businesses and slow
global economic activity.

Multilateral coordination frays
further

Geoeconomic confrontation is already contributing
to a loss of trust affecting international relations.

But the reverse is also happening: governments

are more likely to take hostile actions on trade,
investment and other geoeconomic issues when
they feel that the rules-based international system is
weakening and they have less to lose than before.
This vicious cycle looks set to continue over the
next two years.

As multilateral institutions become weakened by
unilateral actions from some governments, others
are unable or unwilling to counter them.*® Deep
funding cuts at many international institutions

are leading to a retrenchment of development
and aid activities. At the same time, newly
emerging multilateral entities are being developed
by governments that do not subscribe to the
institutions of the unipolar world order as a platform
for pursuing their own national interests and to re-
write the rules of the game.

In this fractured global landscape, transnational
threats — from climate change to combating
pandemics and organized crime — are becoming
more difficult to manage. A vacuum in global
governance is building, and it could take years
before it is clear how deep it runs and what could
take its place.

Many governments view strategic autonomy as a
necessary response to this building vacuum and
are expanding their countries’ defence capabilities.
Wholly new weapons, including those enabled by
Al, are also creating new risks.

In this unfolding environment, which is both less
predictable and more militarized, there is likely to
be a heightened risk of conflicts, with less powerful
countries especially vulnerable. According to the
2025 Global Peace Index, there are more state-
based armed conflicts ongoing than at any time
since World War II; key conflict-risk indicators are
at their worst levels since World War II; and several
dozen countries are experiencing a worsening in
relations with neighbouring countries.**

Local polarization amid global
fractures

Geopolitical instability is deeply intertwined with
domestic state fragility and social instability.
According to the Fund for Peace Fragile States
Index report, country-level fragility is worsening

and becoming more widespread. Previously stable
democracies are not exempt from this trend.*
Drivers of increasing fragility include climate-change
impacts, weak governance and conflict, all of which
are linked to the retreat from multilateralism and loss
of faith in a rules-based global order.1
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In a manifestation of this rising country-level fragility,
protests led in part by the youth and organized

on social media, may be gathering momentum. In
much the same way that global trade and economic
collaboration has been seen as the domain of elites
in recent years, the new posture towards economic
nationalism may in due course also elicit public
backlash. As more people are feeling excluded
from political decision-making and losing hope for
improved livelihoods, protests have led to recent
political change in Nepal (in 2025), Bangladesh
(2024) and Sri Lanka (2022), for example.’

As societal polarization rises globally in tandem
with misinformation and disinformation, reactions

by some governments are pointing towards more
authoritarian rule. Evidence is building that, within
countries, the rule of law is deteriorating.® In the
Global Risks Report 2025 we highlighted that the
world had entered a “geopolitical recession”. This is
now contributing to what the World Justice Project
Rule of Law Index 2025 has termed an accelerating
“global rule of law recession”, in which 68% of 143
countries and jurisdictions surveyed saw their rule
of law decline in 20252 (Figure 27).

Of particular concern is that the pace of decline in

2025 was sharp, demonstrating that typically slow
and painstaking progress in establishing the rule of
law can be reversed quickly.?

Actions for today

Recognizing today’s climate of geoeconomic
confrontation, governments can nonetheless

find ways to collaborate and identify areas of
consensus. Where global progress is not attainable
in the short term, “coalitions of the willing” can
move forward in specific areas of trade and
investment. Economic inducements that foster
mutual gains should be prioritized over those that
are designed to cause economic pain to other
countries. The ability of the private sector to engage

with stakeholders across the political spectrum,
domestically and abroad, should be safeguarded.
Public-private consultation mechanisms can help
to support transparency around decision-making,
clarifying the business environment in an era of
intensifying economic and financial statecraft.??

Coalitions of the willing can also play a pivotal role
in strengthening support for existing multilateral
institutions. It is critical for public, private and civil
society stakeholders to continue to work together
to support existing multilateral institutions wherever
feasible (Figure 28).
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Fostering resilience at the local level by
strengthening community-driven structures can
be another area of focus amid concerns around
weakening multilateralism. More focus needs to
be given to community-led governance, ensuring
equitable access to resources, and empowering
local actors to mitigate and respond to crises.

Biological, chemical or nuclear weapons or hazards
State-based armed conflict

Geoeconomic confrontation

Critical change to Earth systems

Involuntary migration or displacement

Pollution

Biodiversity loss and ecosystem collapse

Adverse outcomes of frontier technologies
Concentration of strategic resources and technologies

Erosion of human rights and/or of civic freedoms

In parallel, international frameworks, including
minilateral treaties and agreements, remain critical
to help promote flexible, local solutions (Figure 29).%
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2.3 | Values at war

2-year rank: 3rd 2-year average risk severity score:

— Distinguishing truth from falsehood is becoming more difficult, especially online, and this is deepening
societal fragmentation and contributing to desensitization.

— An outdated social contract is diminishing trust between citizens and governments, with corporations in
a difficult middle ground.

— Climate action is caught in societal, political and economic crosswinds.

Across the world, there are deep divisions between polarization, which, according to the Global
those who are trying to preserve one value system Risks Perception Survey 2025-2026 (GRPS) is
and the institutions built around it, and others the third-most severe risk over the next two years,
who hold opposing views. Groups that have not an increase of one position in ranking since last
benefited from the prevailing political, societal and year. Further, Societal polarization is identified by
economic orders are now playing a more pivotal respondents as contributing to Misinformation
political role. At the heart of this division is Societal and disinformation, Inequality and Intrastate
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violence. This set of risks is deeply intertwined,
with impacts in all directions (Figure 31).

The risks of Societal polarization are spreading
across geographies (Figure 32) according to the
business executives surveyed in the Executive
Opinion Survey 2025 (EOS). Societal polarization
was identified as a top five concern for 16 of the 116
countries surveyed. The risk is particularly pronounced
in Latin America, where it is the fifth-highest concern,
and in Eastern Asia, where it ranks #10.

This section examines three sets of interconnected
risks. First, trust in institutions that have long
governed and shaped societies is being eroded,
and it is becoming more difficult for citizens to know
where to turn for truthful, accurate information,
especially online. Second, the social contract
between citizens and governments, particularly in
advanced economies, is lagging economic and
technological transformations, further eroding

trust and exacerbating societal polarization. Third,
long-term needs such as climate action are caught
in societal, political and economic crosswinds,
opening new avenues of risk impact.

Distrust, divergence and
desensitization

In an increasingly fragmented world permeated
by new technological capabilities, information is
vulnerable to manipulation for influencing political

O
—0

7
/1

.'
/ p
//
)

/
,,\\
/,.

=4
/
N

outcomes or for economic gain. This can contribute
to deepening societal and political fractures,
worsening grievances, hardening beliefs, reducing
critical thinking and amplifying extremist views.

It can also lead to desensitization. One of the
strongest interconnections in the GRPS is between
Societal polarization and Misinformation and
disinformation.

-

Irwan Rosyadi, Unsplash
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Misinformation and disinformation are of particular
concern in the online world. The integrity of online
news and broader information is increasingly
under threat, as distinguishing between authentic
and synthetic content, whether video, audio, or
written, is becoming progressively more difficult.
According to a survey by the Reuters Institute, 58%
of respondents globally are concerned about how
to distinguish truth from falsehood in online news.
This figure rises to 73% in both Africa and the
United States.?* In parallel to rising concerns about
misinformation and disinformation, trust in news is
falling and news avoidance is rising (Figure 33).

Similarly, at the country level, Misinformation
and disinformation ranks second among EOS
respondents in Northern America and among
the top three risks in Europe and Eastern Asia,
while placing within the top 10 risks in most
other regions. It is the highest ranked risk in four
economies, and features in the top 10 in 67
countries (Figure 34).

While citizens have traditionally relied on
government institutions, academia and the media
to obtain and process information, widespread
use of social media is reshaping the ways in which
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information is accessed and interpreted. The
sharpest rises in the use of social media for news
consumption have been in the United States,

Latin America, Africa and some South-Eastern
Asian countries.?® In the United States, the share

of people who cite social media as their primary
source of news has grown sharply, from 4% in
2015 to 34% in 2025. For the first time, more
people in the United States now access news
through social media and video platforms than
through television or traditional news websites.?® In
addition, the use of Al tools for finding information
is also rising, from 11% in 2024 to 24% today.?’
The Reuters Institute survey also reveals concerns
among the general public that Al will make the news
less transparent, less accurate and significantly less
trustworthy.?®

A particular problem area is the proliferation

of deepfakes (digitally altered videos, images,

and audio recordings). Over the past five years,
deepfake creation has become easier, cheaper,
and more convincing.?®° While the use of deepfakes
during the 2024 “super election year”*® was still a
relatively new phenomenon, they have started to
proliferate and have a greater influence on politics
and electoral processes. The weaponization of
deepfakes can undermine trust in democratic
institutions, contributing to more political
polarization, and can lead to the incitement of
political violence or social upheaval.

Recent elections in the United States, Ireland, the
Netherlands, Pakistan, Japan, India and Argentina
have all had to contend with such fabricated
content on social media, depicting fictional events
or discrediting political candidates, blurring the line

between fact and fiction.®* As Al is used to make
such content more personalized and persuasive,
there is a risk of greater impact on elections.®? For
example, research has found that 87% of people
in the United Kingdom are concerned about
deepfakes affecting election results. But while
awareness is high, many lack confidence in their
abilities to identify when content is manipulated.3?

Increasing reliance on both social media and Al
tools enhances the impact of algorithmic bias,
which shapes what information users see online
and reinforces exposure of individuals to information
aligned with their views. This can create widely
divergent perspectives on real-world events and
developments. The impacts are starting to run

even deeper. How real-world events are interpreted
online combined with the growing circulation of
violent content on social media may be leading
citizens to become more emotionally and cognitively
detached and numbed to human tragedies.

There were 61 conflicts across 36 countries in
2024, making it the fourth-most deadly year since
the Cold War ended in 1989.34 With content about
these conflicts increasingly distributed through
algorithms, different perspectives are shared with
selected audiences, contributing to a hardening
of views. Additionally, repetition of violent content
being shared can over time lead to viewers
perceiving it as “normal”, generating apathy and
disinterest. Studies have shown that exposure to
high levels of violent content is linked to emotional
desensitization.*® In other words, the way people
increasingly consume news and analysis, coupled
with the nature of that content, is leading to a
disconnect from empathy for other human lives.
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