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Vision 2050 Refresh: introduction, work-to-date and FAQs for Members (03.19) 
 

 

BACKGROUND  

 
Recap on Vision 2050  
Released in 2010, Vision 2050 was a landmark piece of work conducted by WBCSD which identified a 
pathway to a world in which nine billion people can live well, within the limits of the Planet by mid-
century. Created with 29 WBCSD members from 14 industries, and includingding insights from more 
than 200 companies and external stakeholders in some 20 countries, it declared that business as usual 
was not sustainable. Vision 2050 explored what a sustainable world would look like in mid-century, how 
such a world could be realized, and the role that business has to play in making that vision a reality.  
 
With it, WBCSD established a new agenda for business, identifying clear market opportunities, 
highlighting the need for a series of transformations, and providing nine action pathways laying out 
“must haves”, business opportunities, and measures of success to achieve the vision. Most importantly, 
Vision 2050 provided a strategic platform for dialogue – where, already 10 years ago, the highest 
value was considered to be in the narrative of the gap between the vision and a business-as-usual world 
and the queries and dilemmas it raised.  
 
A Vision 2050 Refresh  
Aware of the fact that no vision or strategy can remain relevant without being regularly revisited and 
revised, WBCSD is now starting a refresh of this work. As we approach the 10-year anniversary of the 
original Vision 2050 work, a revisit offers the opportunity to review significant social, economic and 
political shifts, to include critical elements either omitted or that had not existed, and to again 
provide business with the positive, opportunity-based, action agenda it needs for the decade to come 
and beyond. A final new challenge involves helping business to make sense of the multiple, sometimes 
conflicting, action agendas that have been developed over the last decade. 
 
A Vision 2050 Refresh project will: 

• Bring the Vision up to date: restating the baseline for business action from 2020-30. 

• Make systems transformation actionable: building inspiration and energy around a 
transformation agenda for sustainable business. 

• Making sense of an increasingly complex sustainability space: bringing together different 
global frameworks and initiatives. 

 
Benefits to members 

• A collective and comprehensive understanding of the necessary and urgent transformations the 
world needs and the challenges that lie ahead. 

• A common narrative, grounded in opportunity and business reality, that CEOs and business 
leaders can leverage (confident they are aligned with their peers). 

• A resource that companies can leverage to inform their own strategic and sustainability 
planning, and cascade to necessary partners. 

• A positive and inspiring platform around which businesses can come together to advance 
transformation and unlock opportunities. 
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WORK TO DATE 
 
How have we advanced this work so far?  
A team within WBCSD has undertaken planning efforts to lay the foundations of an extensive refresh 
project to be rolled out throughout 2019 - with a view to launching an updated Vision during the course 
of 2020. Preparatory work conducted to date has included the following:  
 

• Analysis of global trends. We conducted an extensive review of emerging global trends and 
developments, both in terms of sustainability and across the wider geo-political landscape, to 
inform a robust overview of the global setting in which the Vision 2050 Refresh will take place.  

 

• Collecting insights from WBCSD project leads. We performed an internal review of the Vision 
2050 work, tapping into the expertise that sits within WBCSD’s various programs to assess the 
extent to which the predictions made in the original Vision 2050 publication have played out 
and the progress that has been made so far.  

 

• External review of Vision2050. UK-based sustainability think tank SustainAbility was contracted 
to perform a high-level analysis of the degree to which the key elements of Vision 2050 have 
stood the test of time, what progress has been made along these pathways and what gaps a 
refresh project could focus on.  

 

• Analysis of interactions between Vision 2050, the Sustainable Development Goals and 
systems transformation. There has also been some exploration of how the Vision 2050 
narrative intersects with emerging thought-leadership around systems transformation, as well 
as the framework of targets that underpin the Sustainable Development Goals.  

 

• Activity timeline and project planning. Preparations have been made concerning the 
practicalities and logistics of rolling out of the Vision 2050 Refresh project. A timeline of key 
project milestones and an overview of the necessary resourcing requirements have been drawn 
up with a view to advancing a robust roll-out in 2019. 

 
Initial Findings 
The original Vision 2050 document remains a valuable resource for business. Its pathway and nine 
elements accurately predicted the key “action areas” for progress from 2010-2020 including new 
subjects at the time, such as circular economy, it identified the importance of systems-transformation 
and the factors that would drive us towards this, and it coined the phrase Turbulent Teens to describe 
the current decade – turbulence that seems highly likely to continue into the next decade. 
 
In the 10 years that have followed Vision 2050’s publication, plenty of progress has been made. There is 
no denying that advances have occurred across a range of sustainability challenges, and many building 
blocks for future action, from international agreements to alliances and frameworks, have been laid 
down. Nonetheless, progress has not been at the scale and speed necessary to usher in “transformation 
time” as envisioned in the original Vision. Furthermore, Vision 2050 identified a number of risks that 
could slow progress and nearly all of these have materialized. Not only have they materialized, they are 
proving far more difficult to navigate than was foreseen. Finally, several topics have increased in 
importance or emerged as new areas within the sustainable development landscape since Vision 2050 
was released in 2010. We need to develop and incorporate a collective understanding of these areas. 
 
Executive Committee (ExCo) buy-in 
The concept of a Vision 2050 Refresh was presented to ExCo initially in October 2018, and an initial 
exploration was approved. A detailed proposal for the refresh was presented to ExCo in March 2019, 
which was also approved, with Council Members agreeing to join and lead the project.  
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FAQS ON THR VISION 2050 REFRESH 
 
How much will it cost members to take part in the project?  

• Project membership is set at 20k CHF for a period of 18 months. 
 
What is the timeframe for the project? 

• The project will officially get underway in April 2019 and the refreshed Vision will be launched at 
the 2020 Council Meeting. 

 
How many companies are we looking to recruit for the project? 

• We would like to attract at least 30 companies as project members, representing a good level of 
geographic and industrial diversity. 

 
Will we be changing our topline vision of 9 billion people living well within the boundaries of the planet? 

• This high-level vison will not change. We may alter some of the visions that head up the various 
pathways that make up Vision 2050 and we will certainly explore how we can scale efforts to 
help us realize our overarching Vision but this vision itself will not change. 

• 9+ billion people living well, within the boundaries of the planet remains WBCSD’s Vision 2050. 

 
Will we be changing Vision 2050’s “Pathway” and its elements? 

• The pathway and its elements will not be recreated: only revised and updated where necessary. 
We may also feel it necessary to add elements to the pathway. We will focus our efforts on 
exploring how we can enable and scale transformation efforts to help us realize our Vision. 

 
How does this Vision 2050 Refresh link to the SDGs? 

• The SDGs lay out a comprehensive intergovernmental framework which established common 
consensus for where humanity needs to be by 2030. The SDGs will certainly be factored into our 
thinking on the Vision 2050 Refresh. The Vision 2050 Refresh work will focus more on how the 
transformation needed to realize the SDGs will actually be achieved. Furthermore, precisely the 
value of this piece of work will be to synthesize the various frameworks and concepts (such as 
the SDG, science-based targets, etc.) into a common narrative. 

 
How does this all link to WBCSD’s Action 2020 work? 

• Action 2020 was WBCSD’s strategic approach to realizing the ambitions of Vision 2050. It helped 
to translate the long-term concepts contained within the Vision 2050 into tangible actions for 
business and for WBCSD itself. We made great progress on the Action 2020 agenda and it has 
helped to shape our work in recent years. As we approach a new decade it will be useful to have 
a refreshed Vision that can inform and guide WBCSD’s strategy where it is needed most today – 
we believe the greatest value and need will be found in creating a better understanding of the 
enablers of system transformation and the way the interact between key systems. 

 
What will the governance of the project be? 

• We will recruit co-chairs for the project in line with WBCSD’s standard approach. WBCSD’s 
existing program governance will inform and advise the leadership of the refresh. 

 
Where can I find more information? 

• The Vision 2050 document itself is available via WBCSD’s website. We have also set up an area 
within the member portal (username: WBCSD password: wbcsd4members) which will contain all 
of the project materials that we have developed so far and that you can use to promote the 
project to your wider networks. Materials that can be used will be here and here along. 
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