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Foreword: Pathways to Transformation in 2026

This collection of stories emerges from a moment of genuine tension. We are living in 2026,
a time when the evidence for doing things differently is clear, yet systemic inertia, legacy
practices, and failures of imagination continue to hold us back. These stories sit at the
intersection between what is and what could be. They are a gift that I know you will enjoy.

Each story begins with a possible world of 2050, taking you into the soaring heights of
possibility. Then we are delivered back to earth with a thump. The realities of today’s world,
though, provide us with important links and research to widen our thinking. The writers leave
us with an open crack in the door through which hope emerges. The stories share dreams,
challenges and plausible next steps.

A number of powerful themes point toward new possibilities for how we learn, work, and
thrive together. Learning appears not as an isolated activity, but as something "woven into the
daily rhythm of community, work and home," responding to real-time needs and aspirational
futures.

In these scenarios, success is not a single destination but a mosaic, built from portfolios of
evidence, intergenerational knowledge, and lived experience. Equity, wellbeing, and ethics are
not aspirational add-ons; they are the foundation. Indigenous wisdom, interfaith practices, and
intergenerational support networks appear repeatedly as sources of strength that formal systems
have too often overlooked. Human-centred Al, digital equity, and tools built around empathy
and ethics point toward a future where connectivity and access are not privileges but shared
infrastructure. These stories share so many possibilities.

Having provided us with a wonderful sense of hope, each story then plunges us back into
today’s world of the ‘used future’, silos and inequities. The dominance of memorisation over
mastery in learning environments, combined with digital equity gaps in connectivity, access,
and confidence, creates ongoing obstacles to transformation. Engagement and wellbeing are
faltering for many, and pathways to genuine autonomy and purpose remain out of reach for too
many people.

But all is not lost! The stories ahead don’t ask us to wait for a perfect system. They offer
pockets of the future that already exist and provide an opportunity for change to peak through
a crack in the door. There is light, offering small, holistic steps as an antidote to inertia.
Pathways to thriving offer metaphor and language as a powerful lever for change. Imagine!
Fractional huddles, continuous learning ecosystems, constellation maps replacing timetables
and alumni as translators between worlds.

These stories remind us that transformation begins with recognising the abundance already
present in our communities and stewarding it well. The future we seek is not a distant
possibility but something we can begin creating through the choices we make today.

Dr Cheryl Doig
Futurist

Think Beyond



https://thinkbeyond.co.nz/

Editor’s Note

Sl caila I a1, 6,
“Every hopeful person continues seeking, and every fearful one runs away.”

(Ali ibn Abu Talib)
Hope...

Hope is the starting point for this collection of essays, and this quote speaks to the courage required
to keep moving forward even when the path is uncertain. Hope does not deny difficulty; it gives us
the strength to keep searching for meaning, possibility, and change. Fear makes us retreat, but hope
keeps us engaged with the future and open to what can still be built. And that is the intention of this
series of essays - to create hope.

This series of essays was inspired, in part, by Rob Hopkins’ From What Is to What If: Unleashing
the Power of Imagination to Create the Future We Want, a book that asks us to reclaim imagination
as a practical tool for change. Hopkins argues that when we get stuck describing problems, we lose
the ability to picture better futures. His response was simple but powerful: start with “what is,” then
move deliberately into “what if,” and use that shift to build longing for a different world. However,
along with the contributing authors Robin Sutton, Dr Justine Ferrer, Dr Michelle Shields and aimee
whitcroft, we have reversed that approach and begun with “what if” and then shared “what is”.

Hope acts as the fuel that makes “what if” questions possible and the courage to act on them by
exploring the current challenges and acting. Each essay begins with a clear “what if”” question that re-
frames the future followed with current realities for learning, business schools, employee engagement
and societies. Hopkins does not call for distant, abstract solutions; he asks what we can do where we
are, with what we have, and with the people around us. The essays mirror this approach by combining
evidence from various sector and research reports with future-oriented scenarios that feel
implementable such as inclusive learning systems, constellated business schools, workplace
ecosystems built on intrinsic motivation, and equitable societies.

Through the quote at the beginning of this note, I wanted to highlight that hope is not about naive
optimism, it is the kind of practical hope we create through imagination that generates longing, and
longing that fuels action. I hope the essays inspire you to keep asking “what if”” even when the present
feels heavy, and to see imagination as an approach for action rather than an escape. They invite us all
to move beyond describing problems and toward designing alternatives

Thank you for choosing to engage with them. If these pieces spark even a few new conversations,
certainties, or concrete actions, they will have done their work.

Ka nui te mihi
Dr Hafsa Ahmed MNZM

Unquiet ® [.td.



https://unquiet.online/

1.0 What if we reverse-engineered learning through

curiosity and possibility?
Robin Sutton & Dr Hafsa Ahmed MNZM

When learning is life — A future story

It is February 2050, and someone very dear to
you is excited yet contented as they describe
their life. Their voice carries steady enthusiasm,
describing daily routines, and you notice a sense
of confidence in their words. They live in a world
where learning is no longer confined to schools,
ages, or formal qualifications, but woven into the
daily rhythm of community, work, and home.
They tell you that they feel “at home” in their
life, their work sustains them financially, aligns
with their values, and still leaves time and energy
for family, friendships, and play. Success, for
them, is not a narrow ladder but a mosaic made
up of wellbeing, contribution, curiosity, and
connection.

They share that the community’s
understanding of learning has shifted from
“earning a credential” to “expanding capacity.”
In 2050, every neighbourhood, marae, co-
working space, library, and online hub functions
as anode in a living learning ecosystem — locally
and globally. Instead of enrolling in a single
institution, people connect to a personal learning
cloud - a dynamic profile that updates in real
time as they collaborate on projects, solve
problems, mentor others, and experiment with
new interests. Micro-credentials still exist, but
they are embedded in stories of practice with rich

portfolios of evidence rather than certificates.

When your loved one wanted to change
direction, they did not “go back” to education;
they simply tuned into a new stream of the
ecosystem. An Al-based learning companion
trained on local languages, cultural narratives,
and global knowledge helped them map their

strengths, curiosities, and community needs.
Together, they designed a learning pathway that
combined global seminars, local
apprenticeships, and service projects that
directly improved their neighbourhood. Instead
of being passively taught, they co-created
challenges with peers around the world, from
climate resilience to ethical AI, and could
immediately see how their learning improved

real lives and made an impact.

They tell you how intergenerational learning
has become normal with the establishment of
“Intergenerational Studios.” Retired engineers,
artists, and nurses host studio days where young
people and adults experiment side-by-side,
supported by that
languages and abilities in real time. Teenagers
teach older adults how to navigate new

tools translate across

technologies and platforms, while elders share
tacit wisdom about relationships, governance,
and long-term thinking. Learning credits flow in
both directions, recorded in a shared ledger that
values teaching, care, and community leadership
as much as technical expertise.

Workplaces, too, have transformed. Instead of
annual performance reviews, there are quarterly
learning councils where individuals, teams, and
community partners reflect on what they have
learned, what surprised them, and what they
want to explore next. Your dear one explains that
their employment contract includes protected
learning hours each week, access to mentors
across sectors, and the freedom to trial new roles
in short “learning sprints.” Their pay and
progression are tied not only to outputs, but also
to their contribution to collective learning by
documenting insights, mentoring others, and
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helping the ecosystem adapt. Importantly,
spiritual practices are seamlessly integrated
through workplace prayer spaces, learning hub
meditation pods, and faith-based circles, where

interfaith dialogue builds community cohesion.

They emphasise that this future did not arrive
through technology alone. The community
consciously chose to redefine success. Iwi,
government, local councils, and organisations
agreed on shared wellbeing indicators that track
belonging, ecological health, cultural vitality,
and learning equity alongside economic metrics.
Because of this, public investment flowed into
open learning infrastructure: ubiquitous
connectivity, shared maker spaces, accessible
digital tools, and community facilitators who
connect people rather than control them.

As they speak, you notice how energised they
are. There is still uncertainty in the world -
climate disruptions, technological shifts, and
political debates, but they do not feel lost. From
childhood, they were supported in becoming a
“learning person”; someone who knows how to
ask good questions, find and
information, collaborate across differences, and

evaluate

act with care. When a new challenge emerges,
they know that they can plug into the ecosystem,
find others wrestling with similar questions, and
design responses together.

They conclude that learning is no longer a
phase of life; it has become the shared
infrastructure of a thriving society. For them, the
greatest gift of this future is not just a secure job
or an impressive portfolio, but the confidence
that, whatever changes come, they will never
have to face them alone and they will always
have the tools, relationships, and spaces they
need to keep growing.

Costs of institutional inertia

However, this vibrant vision collides brutally
with the realities of 2026 where institutional

inertia grips education systems worldwide.
Universities and schools cling to century-old
models of seat-time lectures and standardized
credentials, resisting the ecosystem integration
that will probably define 2050 learning. Times
Higher Education reports institutional inertia as

higher education's greatest threat, not Al itself,
but the chronic failure of imagination and slow
adaptation to technological shifts. Brookings, an
external consulting agency, highlights how
established structures prioritize compliance over
innovation, leaving faculty and administrators
sceptical of new methodologies despite evidence
of declining student engagement. Many higher
education institutions exemplify this: policy-
driven  funding constraints and  rigid
administrative procedures stall service-learning
and experiential reforms, creating a Mobius strip
of personal and institutional barriers. The cost is
clear: enrolments drop as confidence in degree
value erodes, yet systems persist in legacy
practices rather than pivoting to adaptive
ecosystems.

This inertia manifests in assessment systems
that measure memorisation over mastery. Even
as 2050 envisions dynamic portfolios and
2026
fragmented silos, undervaluing
interdisciplinary skills. The entrenched routines

learning  sprints, curricula  remain

into

discourage experimentation, and educators are
hesitant to embrace change due to concerns

about stability. In the U.S., institutional
resistance compounds political challenges,
where funding shortages and localised

governance prevent unified reform. Therefore,
graduates enter the workforce with portfolios
misaligned with real needs, perpetuating a cycle
in which education lags societal evolution by
decades.

The trend towards increasing disengagement
between younger people and formal learning
began in the last decade and reached its peak


https://www.timeshighereducation.com/opinion/universities-risk-irrelevance-failing-engage-fully-ai
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/opinion/universities-risk-irrelevance-failing-engage-fully-ai
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/how-to-reimagine-education-for-the-21st-century/
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Chart 1: Falling school attendance
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While the pandemic accelerated the increase,
one frequently cited explanation for the general
trend is a failure of the system to recognise that
people are by their very nature curious. The
explosion in technology, and a more general
awareness of the possibilities that it enabled, was
realised during the pandemic and has allowed
younger people to more easily satisfy their
curiosity informally rather than through formal
educational experiences. The young (and
perhaps the not-so-young too) readily shuffled
off the systemic constraints that they perceive in
formal learning scenarios. Left to satisfy their
own curiosity they readily detach from the
system. While many can’t and don't voice it in
these terms, the rigid system of formal learning
stifles their creativity leaving them unfulfilled.
The challenge is that to function in the sort of
dynamic learning environment of 2025 people
still require the basic skills of literacy and

numeracy, albeit that the old nineteenth and
twentieth century definitions of these lack
sufficiency in the twenty first century world.

If we wish to re-engineer our learning systems,
some of the questions we need to ask are - How
do we engage younger learners, especially
adolescents, with the acquisition of these basics
without killing their curiosity, their creativity?
And how do we do this in ways that ensure
equity of access for all learners regardless of
their socioeconomic or cultural status?

While personalisation of learning driven by
Al promises equity but widens divides, turning
2050's inclusive learning clouds into a privilege
for the connected few. While visionary tools

offer real-time adaptation, 2026 sees
socioeconomic gaps amplifying exclusion in
rural areas, low-income households, and

underfunded institutions that lack high-speed


https://economics.infometrics.co.nz/article/2022-11-school-attendance-an-uphill-battle

internet, modern devices, and digital fluency.
Brookings notes that Al exacerbates divides, as
privileged students leverage tools productively
while disadvantaged students risk substitution
over augmentation. The British Educational
Research Association (BERA), a leading
authority on educational research in the UK, has
analysed generative Al revealed stark inequities
in 2025, and noted that wealthy schools have
access to cloud-based Education Technologies,
while rural and marginalised communities face
unreliable infrastructure and algorithmic bias
stemming from Western-centric training data. A
study published in the Journal of Information
Systems Engineering and Management by Vesna
et al. (2025) confirms that technological gaps,
literacy deficiencies, and policy constraints
disproportionately hit vulnerable groups,
limiting Al-enhanced learning. Globally,
UNESCO's 2024 digital divide data shows 2.6
billion people offline, with uneven access to
education even in OECD nations.

These access barriers compound for non-
traditional learners, adult rural
students, and those balancing jobs with
upskilling. Without subsidised devices or

workers,

inclusive policies, Al becomes a chasm-widener
rather than a bridge-builder. While public-
private partnerships in theory, but
implementation lags, leaving 2050's universal

exist

infrastructure a distant dream amid 2026's
fragmented reality.

Employers are also demanding T-shaped
expertise, i.e., deep specialisation plus broad
adaptability, while education systems fragment
learning, creating dangerous skills mismatches.
Tech firms report 35% fewer software developer

postings despite projected 25% growth through
2032, as candidates lack hybrid skills blending
technical depth with collaboration and Al ethics.
LinkedIn's 2025 Work Change Report reveals
73%

that of HR professionals receive

applications that meet fewer than half their
criteria, with rapid job evolution outpacing
training. The Open University 2023 survey finds

72% of employers note young workers' values
shifts due to pandemic experience gaps, yet 54%
of organisations lack youth-targeted skills
programs.

This mismatch stems from siloed curricula
that ignore employers' needs for "human-
centric" skills amid Al automation. In early
2025, The Conference Board, a global think tank
that provides industry insights, warned that
organisations prioritising upskilling avoid peril,
but TalentLMS data shows that 50% of
employees believe Al advances faster than their
company's training. Higher ed's credential
inflation exacerbates the crisis, as degrees signal
compliance rather than capability, while skills-
based hiring Without ecosystem
integration, 2026 learners and future learners

rises.

will be graduating into economies demanding
continuous adaptation, not static qualifications.

Policy lags also compound these tensions as
prioritise and fund legacy
infrastructure over open ecosystems, with
fragmented regulations hindering credential
portability and learning credits. The path from
2026's inertia to 2050's fluidity demands
confronting these intertwined barriers: inertia-
preserving silos, Al divides that entrench
inequality, and skills mismatches that erode trust.

governments

Therefore, by naming them, we can have hope of
clearly identifying strategic first steps.

Reversing for momentum

Fortunately, transformation begins with
accessible first steps that have already been
forward-thinking
organisations. Rather than inventing radical new
methods, we must recognise that 2050's seamless
learning

proven at scale across

ecosystems reverse-engineer
capabilities already demonstrated in pockets

such as skills inventories, internal academies,
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https://www.talentlms.com/research/learning-development-report-2026

and hybrid pilots. The methods have not
changed; we are going in reverse, scaling
existing successes to challenge institutional
inertia for the next generations.

A hybrid learning model offers much for the
21st century learner, albeit that it operates in an
environment running hot with adolescent
hormones that even in conventional past times
made the teacher’s job difficult. The challenge
for society rests in engaging adolescents
generally in not only the ‘really interesting’
aspects of learning that engage their curiosity
and creativity, but which also build those
essential skills of literacy and numeracy. Models
exist that offer some of the compromises that
might work. The work of Elwyn Richardson in
the 1950s and 1960s in which all learning was
approached through a creative lens shows what
might be achieved. Twenty-first-century
technology offers the opportunity to magnify the
impact of pedagogy in a way that might more
readily engage adolescents in this hybrid model
while still allowing the essential socialisation
that is significant for their growth and
development. It does however, require formal
schools to modify their models and the
pedagogies with which their teachers engage
learners.

The reversal starts by dismantling silos
through proven hybrid models. Universities like
those in UPCEA's 2026 predictions have piloted
with

stacks

micro-credential

integrated

employer needs, increasing completion rates by
25% by blending digital personalisation with
human facilitation. In addition, reversing the
trap by validating
learning, i.e., endorsing portfolios over degrees
via blockchain badges, creates non-traditional

credential experiential

pathways.

Policy and infrastructure steps can also
reverse access divides. Governments can
subsidise device access through public-private
partnerships, mirroring the OECD's digital
equity initiatives, which boosted rural
connectivity by 15%. Communities can establish
shared maker spaces and open Wi-Fi hubs,
starting with libraries as ecosystem nodes. And
employers can commit to "protected learning
hours" for learning and experimentation. Such
reverse engineering could also lead to an
increase in facilitator roles emerging within
ecosystems, where experienced individuals
could act as "learning navigators" to connect
people across silos. By ensuring the presence of
spiritual and cultural integration, fragmentation
can be reduced and inclusive spaces can be
created where prayer rooms and meditation hubs
become the norm, allowing faith-based circles to
foster dialogue as well as support holistic
wellbeing for the future. Therefore, the future
needs reframing to see all learners as adaptive
agents, so individuals are equipped to navigate
uncertainty through continuous reinvention.


https://upcea.edu/upcea-releases-2026-predictions-for-higher-education/

2.0 What if constellating defined business schools'

transformation?

Dr Hafsa Ahmed MNZM and Dr Justine Ferrer

Business school degrees done differently

It is 2050 and on the first day of the new
academic year at a business school, Asha was
given a constellation map. It was not a timetable;
it was a live network. Asha’s learning pathway
connected a micro credential in ethical Al, a
local council resilience project, a finance lab
working on community wealth models, and a
studio on regenerative supply chains. Her
academic guide, who introduced herself not as a
lecturer but as a navigator said, “Your degree is
still here, but it’s no longer the container - it’s
one thread.”

Asha had chosen business because, like many
students before her, she wanted options. In the
past two decades preceding 2050, business
schools underwent a major change in their
approaches for offering degrees. This was
triggered by changing expectations from
learners, cost pressures, Al disruption, and a
labour market that wanted work-ready
graduates. Graduate demand was shifting toward
specialist master’s programs, lifelong learning,
and flexible pathways rather than the old prestige
architecture alone. The turning point had come
when university leaders stopped asking how to
preserve the business school and started asking
what it was for.

By 2050 the curriculum of business schools
had moved away from disciplinary silos and no
one at the university talked about “the” business
school as if it were a single building, a single
faculty, or a single pipeline of degrees. People
spoke about it as a constellation. It stretched
across city blocks and digital platforms, across
marae partnerships and public-sector labs, across

startup incubators, research studios, alumni
circles, and community enterprises. Finance was
still taught, but alongside ecological limits and
civic accountability. Marketing still existed, but
in conversation with trust, identity, and culture.
Operations had become inseparable from
Strategy was no longer about
competition alone; it was also about stewardship,

resilience.

ethics, and public value.

Employers no longer hovered at the edges of
campus waiting to recruit polished graduates.
They were inside the learning system, helping
frame problems, offering live data, mentoring
teams, and learning alongside students. Alumni
had changed too. They were no longer
remembered mainly at fundraising dinners. They
returned as translators between worlds, bringing
back signals from industry, government, and
community life. Some taught in short bursts,
some hosted field placements while others sat
with students and said, “This is what work
actually feels like when the spreadsheet meets
the street.”

Communities, too, had become co-authors of
the school. Once they had appeared only in case
studies, often flattened, anonymised, and
abstract. Now communities helped define what
counted as relevant business knowledge in the
first place. A neighbourhood cooperative might
shape a module on local procurement. An iwi
enterprise might challenge assumptions about
value and ownership. A city agency might bring
in a live housing or mobility problem and ask
students, researchers, and practitioners to tackle
it together. The business school had stopped
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treating society as an external stakeholder — the
community was in the room.

For years, business schools had been
important because they brought in students and
revenue to the universities, but now they
mattered because they taught the rest of the
institution how to weave different stakeholders
into the learning. More importantly, business
schools that had previously measured its
importance by enrolments, rankings, and surplus
were now measuring success through a different
set of questions: how well did it connect people,
ideas, and institutions in ways that made the

university useful to the world again?

The challenges facing business schools

Business schools remain among the most

visible and significant parts of modern
universities, yet they operate inside a system
increasingly strained by financial volatility,
shifting demographics, geopolitical disruption,
and declining confidence in traditional models as
per AACSB’s 2025 State of Business Education
Report'. The significance of business schools is
not only symbolic, as OECD data for New

Zealand shows that 18 percent of bachelor’s

graduates are in business, administration and
law, making it one of the country’s largest broad
fields of study. The data across OECD countries
more broadly highlights that bachelor’s
programs remain the dominant entry point to
tertiary education, accounting on average for 78

percent of new entrants, so the share going into
business-related study (approx. 25%) represents
a major slice of university participation and
future workforce formation. This scale helps
explain schools are so
consequential to universities. Business schools

why  business

and their programmes have lower costs as they

"The AACSB, Association to Advance Collegiate
Schools of Business, is the global standard-setting

are less asset heavy programmes compared to the
sciences.

AACSB’s report also noted that the average
operating budget of reporting accredited
business schools was about USD 34.9 million in
2023-24, with a median of USD 17.9 million.
Europe, the Middle East, and Africa schools,
which are experiencing robust growth, reported

especially high funding levels compared with
counterparts in the Americas and Asia Pacific.
Business schools are not peripheral academic
units, they are large, revenue-bearing units often
expected to subsidise innovation, contribute to
rankings, maintain employer relationships, and
carry a large share of student demand. Yet the
same report warns that traditional tuition-
dependent models are becoming increasingly
unsustainable, especially as cost pressures,
public funding uncertainty and international
student volatility intensify.

Enrolment patterns of 2025 also revealed
another tension, highlighting demand is real, but
commitment is changing shape. Another report
by the AACSB released at the end of 2025,
focusing on enrolment data, reported that
applications to undergraduate business programs
climbed 38 percent over five years, showing that
business education still carries strong labour-
market appeal, yet overall undergraduate
enrolment remained largely flat and regional
patterns diverged sharply. Women made up only
44 percent of undergraduate business enrolment
across the period, a figure that remained stable
rather than improving significantly. AACSB also
reported that MBA enrolments fell 6 percent
over five years, even as applications to master’s-
level business programs grew 25 percent and
specialist programs expanded faster than
generalist ones. The tension is clear, business
education remains attractive, but the traditional

body for business education, strengthening the
world’s business schools through accreditation.
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portfolio no longer captures demand in the same
way. Future graduates want to pursue degrees
with specialisations.

But the most significant tension relates to
purpose. For years, business schools have faced
criticism for teaching management as if it were
detachable from ethics, climate, inequality and
public responsibility. We conducted a workshop
at a leading conference for management
academics and found that a conflict exists
between the profit-driven nature of universities
and the expectation that they should serve the
broader good, while participants called for
business education to become more practical,
people-oriented, equitable and community-
linked (see Ahmed & Ferrer, 2024). This tension
persists in the latest sector reporting as well with
AACSB emphasising that future relevance
depends on impact, human-centred skills, ethical
leadership, interdisciplinary learning and
stronger ties between schools and the real
problems facing business and society. Business
schools are still enrolling large numbers of
students and  commanding  significant
institutional resources, but the social licence of

the model is increasingly questioned when
schools appear too inward-looking, too degree-
centric or too detached from the futures they
claim to prepare students for.

Finally, there is a structural tension between
autonomy and dependence as business schools
often appear entrepreneurial, yet most are deeply
entangled in university-wide budgeting models,
central administration decisions and cross-
subsidy expectations. A4CSB shows that central
administration = management remains the
dominant resource allocation model, though its
use is slowly declining as schools seek more
flexible arrangements. Business schools are
often asked to be agile and innovative while
operating inside governance systems designed
for stability and central control. Therefore,
without new forms of collaboration, business

schools’ risk being pulled in two directions at
once: expected to generate revenue like a market
actor but governed like a traditional faculty.

Taking the first steps

If constellating were to define business
schools’ transformation, the shift would begin by
abandoning the assumption that a business
school can renew itself alone. As the latest
AACSB reporting argues that the future business
school must become financially agile, globally
connected, industry-embedded, student-centred
and impact-driven, and it repeatedly identifies
collaboration across institutions, sectors, borders
and communities as a core condition for
resilience rather than a peripheral activity. In that
sense,  constellating organising
transformation through networks of learners,
employers, alumni, governments, researchers,

means

civic actors and technology partners, instead of
relying on the older model of the self-contained
faculty or siloed school.

Business schools sit at the strategic centre of
many universities and AACSB’s 2025 State of
Business Education Report shows that 85
percent of reporting business schools operate as
units within a parent university, which means
their viability shapes broader institutional
stability as well as their own futures. The same
report shows that tuition and fees still account for
52 percent of available operating funds among
reporting AACSB-accredited schools, even after
a slight decline from 55 percent six years earlier,
which confirms how central enrolment and
market relevance are to financial sustainability.
If business schools are this embedded in
university budgets and reputations, then their
transformation cannot be treated as a niche
educational reform; it is part of the wider
redesign of higher education itself.

Constellating offers a practical response to the
pressures now bearing down on business
education, not just a metaphor for inclusion or
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cooperation but as a financial and strategic
operating logic for schools that need to share
risk, combine capabilities and widen their
sources of value. A constellated model of
business schools also reframes curriculum,
rather than organising knowledge into isolated
disciplinary blocks, it would link management
education to sustainability, technology, ethics,
public policy and community impact. Scholarly
research (House, 2017) had already highlighted
the need for relevant management education;

however, the report by the largest global
standard-setting body for business education
strengthens that case by emphasising graduate
readiness, human-centred skills,
microcredentials, interdisciplinary programs and
closer engagement with employers as defining
features of the future landscape. In future, the
relevance of business schools comes not from
chasing trends but from designing learning as an
ecosystem of relationships.
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3.0 What if intrinsic motivation was a given in thriving

workplaces?
Dr Michelle Shields & Dr Hafsa Ahmed MNZM

Thriving Workplaces in 2050

In February 2050, Auckland's regenerative
co-working nexus beats with life as Zara, a
fractional Al ethicist and multi-generational pod
lead, engages in a fluid holo-conversation. The
real-time sentiment streams glow green across
AR interfaces, visualising team energy without
surveillance, while  purpose
constellations which are dynamic blends of gig,

intrusive

part-time, and lifelong roles foster collaboration.
This is employee engagement reimagined as an
organic ecosystem of emotional investment,
agility, and personal fulfilment, not chased
through fatigue-inducing surveys but cultivated
listening and empathetic

via continuous

leadership.
The presence of Universal Basic Income
provides security baselines, making incentives
that lead to perverse, unintended consequences
obsolete. A sufficient base salary, complemented
by regenerative wealth taxes that curb extremes
and fund public work enhancements like free
public transportation to and from workplaces,
echoing calls to move beyond GDP myths. The
organisations are thriving as adaptive systems,
guided by the pull of aspirational futures like
work-life harmony 3.0 and human-centred Al,
driven by the need to address hybrid realities
heroic
into

while
have

proactively,
hierarchies

past
dissolved

leadership
shared,
distributed, context-aware management. The
presence of holistic dashboards track true
progress, well-being rates, organisational
innovation velocity, and team cohesion scores,
replacing obsolete engagement percentages that
reflect everyone and no one at the same time.

Zara embodies this evolution, driven by
intrinsic  motivation  through  purposeful
autonomy over extrinsic rewards, meaningful,
strengths-driven and
opportunities  to of
performance. The daily fractional huddles made
up of multi-disciplinary team members who
bring unique expertise to the task at hand feature
emotionally intelligent managers tailoring
personalised Employee Value Propositions
(EVPs) via ethical AI nudges, ensuring
collaboration and trust. Additionally, the
presence of diverse matrix structures embraces
neurodiversity, elder expertise, and gig fluidity,
with blockchain-secured voice forums turning
feedback into visible strategy shifts. There are
growth constellations which offer VR learning
sprints and purposeful projects, rewarding
impact with equity shares and badges of

work
master

assignments

neéw  arcas

acknowledgement for a job well done.

Any disruptions like Al waves trigger instant
upskilling, burnout prompts tailored sabbaticals,
and four-day rhythms sustain balance in delivery.
There is reverse mentorship sparked by
intergenerational learning, boosting innovation
40%. Through the presence of empathetic
leaders who nurture human-centred agility
empowered by ethical A, employee engagement
is in workplaces unlocks the boundless human
potential.

The Crisis of Traditional Engagement in 2026
But, 2026’s workplace realities are far from this
vision of 2050 of thriving ecosystems. The
2026's workplace realities are where employee
engagement is affected by the pandemic of 2020,
cost of living increases without subsequent pay
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to keep up with basic needs, and the impact of
geopolitical interruptions to economic output
teeters at crisis levels. Gallup's State of the
Global Workplace: 2025 Report, surveying over

128,000 across 160 countries, reveals global
engagement plummeting to 21% in 2024.
Employee engagement was seen to be the lowest
since the pandemic, erasing prior gains and
costing $438 billion in lost productivity
annually, or 9% of global GDP. In Europe and
the UK, figures scrape 10-13%, blamed on poor
management (70% of variance), frayed team
cohesiveness, and purpose-in-work voids. New
Zealand mirrors this: small talent pools, low
survey participation (as low as 30%), and
feedback black holes breed cynicism about the
value of giving opinions that seem to fall on deaf
ears as workplace climate goes unchanged year
on year.

The traditional tools of measuring employee
satisfaction, engagement and wellbeing falter
amid hybrid shifts. Deloitte's Global Human
Capital Trends 2026 exposes survey fatigue,
vague designs, and defensiveness as employees
fear reprisals and see no action. Writing about
employee engagement in the new era, Society for
Human Resource Management the world's
largest HR association, notes burnout, quiet
quitting surges; and reactive quick fixes ignore
root causes like Return to Office (RTO)
mandates and lack of resources leading to
trust. Mercer highlights EVP
flexibility expected as it had
become the norm during Covid and fuel
shortages contribute to mistrust in management

eroding
mismatches:

because of ambiguous expectations.

Additionally, the push factors are intensifying
with AT rollouts sparking technostress, four-day
week pilots tease balance but scale unevenly
with only the most secure and well positioned in
their roles accessing these benefits. McKinsey
echoes workforce fragmentation such as gig,
multi-gen

straining hierarchies. Managers,

engagement's linchpin, are accounting for 70%
of variance in workforce scores, with burnout
highest within middle managers as they take the
biggest hit from whole layers being removed in
an effort to cut staffing costs.

Employee engagement is further pulled back
by the legacy surveys, top-down leadership, and
NZ-specific maturity gaps that resist foresight.
Moreover, major investments in technology
platforms SaaS contracts lock organisations into
maintaining the status quo. Inizio has warned
that performative initiatives such as incentives
for new ideas are failing as employees crave
impact and meaningful work, not campaigns.

According to Gallup, this is resulting in
approximately $8.9 trillion global drag through
stalled innovation.

Pathways to Intrinsic Thriving Today

The path from 2026's engagement crisis to
2050's intrinsic ecosystems lies not in distant
speculation but in immediate, evidence-based
actions that prioritise intrinsic motivation such
as autonomy, mastery, and purpose over extrinsic
band-aids like surveys or perks. Organisations
must first dismantle survey fatigue, as Culture
First's  Christchurch ~ workshop  exposed:
participation dips to 30% when feedback
vanishes into black holes, eroding trust. Gallup's
2025 report highlighting the critical role
immediate managers play in how employees feel
about their workplace and their employer
suggest that urgent investment in leadership (the
people side of management) needs investment
urgently including building skills in the art of a
regular 1:1s to understand enablers and barriers
of performance, coaching to unearth individual
key drivers of motivation and career aspirations,
emotional intelligence diagnostics and training
to raise self-awareness and foster higher levels
of empathy and distributed leadership
organisational structures that foster genuine
connections rather than top-down directives.
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perspective,
organisations need to replace annual one-off
snapshots of employee engagement with
continuous listening ecosystems, drawing from
Deloitte's 2026 Human Capital Trends: real-time
sentiment streams, open forums, and blockchain-
secured voice channels to ensure psychological

From a measurement

safety and visible action. Together and over
time, trust may be rebuilt by moving from
inaction to real-time actions to improve climates
in teams that have reported poor engagement
year after year. We could tailor the Employee
Value Propositions (EVPs) to focus more on
intrinsic needs through personalised learning
constellations for mastery, flex paths for
autonomy, and impact-linked projects for
purpose which mirror Mercer's call for work-life
harmony 3.0 and Bersin’s call for the next wave
of workplace well-being. In a New Zealand's
context, stem the outward flow of employees to
other countries that pay a living wage and
address talent scarcity by embracing gig fluidity,
where-needed as needed workforce structures,
scaling four-day week pilots that sustain
productivity while slashing burnout, and
undertaking global experiments to evaluate
morale surges without output loss.

Human-centred ethical Al can accelerate this
shift, per Deloitte's "symbiotic" vision of ethical
tools augmenting creativity such as AR for
collaborative sprints, Al for routine delegation
without the Big Brother surveillance, training
workforces for augmentation over replacement.
Embedding a focus on aspirational futures
focused on fulfilment, driven by identifying
disruptions and reducing past inertia due to
hierarchies would allow surfacing of blind spots
and building shared ownership for both success
and failure of experimentation. Additionally,
establishing growth cultures mindsets where

rewards are present for purposeful contribution
could unlock the speed at which organisations
are able to innovate and adapt to changing
economic and generation-bound human forces.
The presence of leadership accountability which
anchors progress through holistic dashboards
that track intrinsic metrics, wellbeing rates,
agility indices, and not obsolete percentages
would change how employee engagement is
examined. If done right, intentional hybrid
designs could yield $8.9 trillion in unlocked
global productivity.
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4.0 What if equity drove thriving and distributive

communities?

Dr Hafsa Ahmed MNZM; contributed to by aimee whitcroft

Societies in 2050

It is February 2050; Jordan lives free from
economic survival stress in a society where
distributive thriving has replaced GDP-driven
concentration. As a community coordinator in a
diverse neighbourhood, Jordan experiences
equity, which forms the foundation of daily life
through the presence of Universal Basic Income
(UBI), which flows as standard infrastructure.
Progressive global taxation caps extreme
fortunes, channelling wealth into public goods
via "abundance stewards" through the presence
of managing trusts organisations. Billionaires
and other super-wealthy people and agendas no
longer proliferate and dominate; resources
circulate, embodying Doughnut Economics-like
balances between social foundations and
ecological ceilings.

Government systems have prioritised well-
being over GDP. Healthcare human-centred and
culturally sensitive and is delivered through
ethical and  technologically  advanced
community clinics as well as widely available
and accessible specialist services. Education
ecosystems are driven by lifelong learning
frameworks where Jordan's children blend
mentorships and knowledge exchanges which
are all funded and debt-free. Equity metrics auto-
allocate resources when disparities emerge for
human flourishing and regeneration.

Jordan's neighbourhood thrives through
"distributive circles", weekly gatherings co-
designing  solutions
community. There is

to problems in the
presence of holistic
wellbeing — physical, economic, social and
mental. Mental health outcomes are supported

with the presence of mental wellbeing centres
which integrate spiritual practices such as
meditation and prayer spaces, acknowledgement
of interfaith practices and intergenerational
support networks. Any challenges communities
face are navigated through the presence of
collective community resilience networks,
which blend indigenous wisdom, spiritual
practices and use of ethical technological
solutions. Life reflects the abundance of the
human spirit, and wealth is distributive and
regenerative.

The barriers in 2026

This 2050 vision collides brutally with 2026
realities, where widespread GDP obsession and
neoliberal sociopolitical / economic paradigms
perpetuate inequity, social fracture and vast
environmental damage. Governments overfocus
on GDP and businesses overfocus on profit
margin growth as the primary metric of
prosperity  and creation, ignoring
alternative frameworks such as the Doughnut
Economics framework or the Wellbeing
economics model, which expose the flaws
behind these flattening, mono-dimensional
metrics. Contemporary approaches to measuring

value

prosperity focus on measuring money flows
while remaining blind to human deprivation and
ecological overshoot. Fanning and Raworth’s
2025 article published in Nature reveals global
GDP has doubled since 2000, yet social
shortfalls and inequality persist and are, in many
cases, worsening. To meet basic human needs by
2030 requires a fivefold acceleration of GDP,

while we continue to breach planetary
boundaries and accelerate over tipping points.
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UBI remains on the experimental fringe
despite evidence. The HudsonUP UBI pilot
trials, for example, show that UBI enhances
human needs satisfaction such as subsistence,

affection and creativity, but systemic resistance
prevails. Politicians fear "work disincentives"
(that is, that people won’t want to work
anymore), which ignores scholarly research
findings indicating that cash transfers cut
anxiety/depression cases (see Lesser, Matalon,
and Clauss-Fhlers (2024); Wollburg, Steinhart,
Reeves & Nye (2023)). Further, many people
continue to stay busy and even thrive when their
ability to survive and work on initiatives they
find valuable is disentangled. GDP-centric
policies, on the other hand, equate only certain

forms of activity with value, scorning leisure,
community and creative work as non-valuable.
GDP is all about numbers, which are simple to

measure, while not accounting for value
extraction and destruction — social failure,
environmental failure, democratic failure

(Gaukroger, 2022).

However, billionaire = dominance and
powerful industry lobby groups block
distributive systems. Oxfam's 2026 report

reveals that Australia's 48 billionaires hold more
wealth than the bottom 40%, growing their
wealth by half a million Australian dollars daily
while 3.7 million people live in poverty. The
World Inequity Database's analysis shows multi-

millionaires pay ~20% effective rates, while
ordinary households pay ~40%. Oxfam’s report
argued that a 5% billionaire tax, with rates
increasing in accordance with wealth, could have
yielded AUDS$17.4B for delivering cheaper
childcare for all families or increased support for
families needing relief. But powerful lobbying
stalls any reforms. Health and education
inequities compound and are also partly rooted
in GDP and the stock market's blindness. Social
cohesion frays under concentrating wealth;
conversely, the Wellbeing Economic Alliance's

UBI research shows that financial security
fosters  participation.  Nonetheless,  fear
narratives are being pushed and currently
dominate — for example, UBI is branded as
"handouts," while corporate subsidies flow

unchecked.

Taking the first steps

Fortunately, transformation can begin with
accessible steps that reverse GDP tyranny
through proven pilots such as Stockton's USD
$500 per month UBI, which cut unemployment
by 12% and boosted full-time work 28%; cities
like Amsterdam have operationalised Doughnut
model indicators tracking social foundations and
ecological ceilings, replacing GDP dashboards.
From such pilots, alternative models to GDP

could emerge where economic growth is needing
as a means for reaching social goals within
ecological limits.

There has also been a steady stream of
arguments from Oxfam over the past decade,
highlighting the global inequality crisis, with the
richest 1% holding more wealth than the rest of
the world and continuing to grow their wealth by
skewing economic systems through power and
privilege. According to the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) , the presence of
inequalities undermines progress in health and
education, causes and accelerates instability
(political and economic), erodes social cohesion
and lowers economic growth. Reducing
inequalities through wealth redistribution have
been suggested by the IMF and the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD), with redistribution leading to positive
economic growth (Want to see how this works
out? This video by the Stone Centre for
Inequality Dynamics explains.).

A single solution will not be sufficient,
Closing tax  loopholes  for
organisations, trusts and individuals, and taxing
multi-millionaires / billionaires is also an

however.
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important way to increase wealth distribution
and generation. (It is worth noting that it is only
in the last few decades that top rates have fallen
as low internationally as they have — they
reached over 90% in 1944, and robber barons
themselves spoke of the importance of
inheritance taxes and contributing wealth back
into the economies from which they’d generated
it). Oxfam's suggested 5% wealth tax blueprint
could generate billions for services in supporting
for economies towards initiatives
education and reduction of

progress
around health,
inequalities; money not required by those
people, and a way to give back to the planet and
people who actually generated that wealth

through resources and work. Governments can
also focus on strategies to promote greater
equality by spending on programs that foster
continued (and, in many countries like Aotearoa,
increased) employment. While the UBI may take
time to operationalise across nations, minimum
wage laws which reflect actual living costs can
help improve equity in the distribution of
earnings and tend to help alleviate social
tensions by expanding economic opportunities.
The future demands reframing prosperity as
distributive, regenerative thriving. Our systems
are not inevitable, nor unchangeable; all we need
to do it imagine and design something different,
and better. And it’s something we can do today.

19



About Dr Hafsa Ahmed MNZM

Dr Hafsa Ahmed, MNZM, can trace her origins to Hyderabad, India, and her journey brought her
to Aotearoa, New Zealand, in 2007. Hafsa has over two decades of experience across private, public
and not-for-profit sectors. She holds a PhD in stakeholder engagement and change management.

As a strategic foresight practitioner and a leadership guide, she helps individuals and organisations
examine their narratives to create purpose-driven change and intentional futures through Unquiet ®
Ltd.

She is an appointed member of the Association of Futurists, Global Women New Zealand and the
Institute of Directors New Zealand. Hafsa currently serves on the boards of various organisations
across Australia and New Zealand, offering her expertise in strategic foresight and managing change.

Connect with her on LinkedIn.

About Unquiet ® Ltd.

At Unquiet ® Ltd., we curate leadership development, strategic foresight, and change management
workshops tailored to your requirements. Our work equips both individuals and organisations with
leadership tools and foresight frameworks to navigate change.

Why Choose Unquiet ® Ltd.?

- Our frameworks are grounded in research, rigour, and proven globally.
- Our work is inclusive of all sectors as we customise the delivery to your context and audience.

- Our work is action-oriented as we begin with insights and lead towards implementation.

Find out more about our clients and our offerings by visiting - https://unquiet.online/

All reports and research papers cited in these essays have been hyperlinked

20


https://www.linkedin.com/in/drhafsaahmed/
https://unquiet.online/

	Table of Content
	Table of Content 2
	Foreword: Pathways to Transformation in 2026 3
	Editor’s Note 4
	1.0 What if we reverse-engineered learning through curiosity and possibility? 5
	2.0 What if constellating defined business schools' transformation? 10
	3.0 What if intrinsic motivation was a given in thriving workplaces? 14
	4.0 What if equity drove thriving and distributive communities? 17
	About Dr Hafsa Ahmed MNZM 20
	About Unquiet ® Ltd. 20
	Foreword: Pathways to Transformation in 2026
	Editor’s Note
	1.0 What if we reverse-engineered learning through curiosity and possibility?
	When learning is life – A future story
	Costs of institutional inertia
	Reversing for momentum

	2.0 What if constellating defined business schools' transformation?
	Business school degrees done differently
	The challenges facing business schools
	Taking the first steps

	3.0 What if intrinsic motivation was a given in thriving workplaces?
	Thriving Workplaces in 2050
	The Crisis of Traditional Engagement in 2026
	Pathways to Intrinsic Thriving Today

	4.0 What if equity drove thriving and distributive communities?
	Societies in 2050
	The barriers in 2026
	Taking the first steps

	About Dr Hafsa Ahmed MNZM
	About Unquiet ® Ltd.

