


The global context is transforming. Structural trends are reshaping economies, societies, politics and 
expectations. We live in a hyper-connected and unrelentingly competitive world, with uneven growth, rising 
geopolitical risks and increasing volatility. It is a 2½-speed world, where the West is now in the slow lane, 
and technology and demographics are redefining the “drivers of success.”



How best to adapt to this “new global normal” is the key question. It will require more emphasis on 
creativity, agility and resiliency. In a demographically challenged and knowledge intensive world, talent and 
innovation are imperatives for competitiveness and growth.



Technology is at an inflexion point, and disruptive innovations are looming --- driven by big data, big computing 
power, big analytics and adaptive learning, the next technology revolution will drive competitiveness, affect 
comparative advantage, transform the nature of work, alter who does the work, and affect governing. In this 
“Second Machine Age”, we need to decide whether to be active “players” or wary “bystanders”.



The new competitiveness imperative is shaped by productivity and innovation. Higher wage, lower scale countries 
and firms cannot compete on standardized products and generic processes. But, they can compete with innovative 
products and services, using leading edge processes, and tapping new value-added markets. The problem: Canadian 
firms are lagging badly in innovation and productivity, and the education system must be part of the solution.



Innovation and entrepreneurship matter, greatly, for economic success. Innovation drives not only productivity 
growth and competitiveness but also living standards. Importantly, research is not the same as innovation, and 
serendipity is not an innovation strategy --- innovation takes a willingness to take risks, to embed change in 
management systems, and to encourage entrepreneurship. Innovation requires an “innovation ecosystem.”



Demographics affect simply everything and an aging society puts a premium on talent! Canada is aging, with 
consequences: Canadian potential growth will slow significantly; public finances will be strained from fewer revenues 
and more age-related expenditures; there will be less demand for education seats and more demand for hospital beds; 
housing needs will shift; pensions become a greater income source; and political priorities change. Everything 
rebalances, but the only “growth antidotes” to aging are immigration, education and labour market flexibility.



Tsunami of forces are reshaping higher education. Education is confronted by the vortexes of changing supply (declining 
enrollments in aging societies, expanding enrollments in many emerging economies), changing demand (different skill 
sets) and changing processes (technology led MOOCs). Society wants inclusivity, excellence, differentiation and 
improved outcomes; education systems too often want more of the same. The status quo is not a viable model for 
higher education tomorrow.



Good benchmarks are part of good management systems. Rankings are a form of benchmarking, with both 
strengths and weaknesses, and they can help shape brands in an uncertain marketplace. There are 
numerous international rankings of universities whose methods of measurement differ --- some use surveys, 
some quantifiable metrics and some a mixture. 



Education and employment are approaching a “disruption point.” The new technology revolution will set 
up a race between technology changing the nature of future jobs and an education system preparing 
graduates for future jobs. Canada will need graduates who can continually adapt and adjust, and an 
education system that can develop them.



A country’s brand is an asset, a “public good.” Branding matters for firms and for countries. In a changing 
world, for many firms a corporate brand is often partially defined by the country brand. In a world that 
values resources, well educated labour forces, research capacity and the rule of law, Canada has 
considerable unrealized global brand potential.



Leadership matters in transforming times. Change requires leadership not just “managership” --- in higher 
education, in business, in government. It is one thing to be surprised by unforeseeable events; it is 
inexcusable to be surprised by evident trends. We need leaders who are willing to challenge, not cling to, 
the status quo.


