
Year: 2026 | Edition: 17 |  
Cambodia | 29 May 2026 | 

 

  

INSIGHTS 
The Epoch of Intelligence: Navigating the Socio-Economic Trajectories of 

Artificial Intelligence Toward 2050 and 2100 

ROS Sayumphu1, PhD in Science and Technology Studies  

 

 
1 Ros Sayumphu is a Research Fellow at AI Forum  
 



Year: 2026 | Edition: 17 |  
Cambodia | 29 May 2026 | 

 

  

Introduction 

Humanity currently stands at a profound crossroads, where decisions regarding the governance and 

integration of technology will determine whether the next century is defined by sustainable 

abundance or systemic crisis. Artificial Intelligence (AI) has emerged as a general-purpose 

technology comparable in scale to electricity or the steam engine, possessing the inherent capacity 

to destabilize existing techno-economic paradigms and reshape every facet of the global economy 

(Larsson & Hatzigeorgiou, 2025). While many current economic forecasts focus on the 2030 and 

2050 horizons, the long-term implications suggest a world in 2100 that will be fundamentally 

unrecognizable to present observers. Current estimates indicate that AI implementation could add 

between USD 13 trillion and USD 15.7 trillion to the global economy by 2030 alone (Silitonga & 

Isbah, 2023). However, this evolution is not a predetermined path toward progress; it is a complex 

socio-political shift that introduces profound existential risks. As the world look toward 2050 and 

the turn of the next century, the divide between nations with advanced compute capabilities and 

those without threatens to trigger a "Next Great Divergence" in human development (UNDP, 

2025). This commentary explores the dualistic trends of AI, balancing its capacity for 

unprecedented productivity against systemic risks of inequality, and outlines the necessary 

preparations to transform these threats into opportunities for human-centric flourishing through 

2100. 

Trends Moving Ahead: The Trajectory Toward 2050 and 2100 

The trajectory of AI over the coming decades is marked by a tension between two distinct 

possibilities: "AI Abundance," characterized by global cooperation and high productivity, and 

"Digital Darwinism," where wealth and influence accrue only to a tech elite while others face 

precariousness (BCG Henderson Institute, 2026). Experts suggest that there is a 50% chance high-

level machine intelligence will be developed by 2050, rising to a 90% chance by 2075, with 

superintelligence likely established before 2100 (Silitonga & Isbah, 2023). 

The Good: Productivity, Health, and Climate Resilience  

On the positive side, AI offers innovative solutions to the world’s most pressing challenges. By 

2050, advanced economies could be dominated by autonomous "smart factories" where AI, 

robotics, and real-time data analytics handle the majority of production with minimal human 

oversight (UNIDO, 2025). This shift could yield annual labor productivity gains of up to 5.7% in 
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high-income nations, effectively tripling global GDP by mid-century (BCG Henderson Institute, 

2026). For the average worker, these efficiency gains could facilitate a 25% reduction in working 

hours, leading to a transition to four-day workweeks and a renewed focus on leisure and family 

(BCG Henderson Institute, 2026). 

In healthcare, AI systems are already reaching diagnostic precision levels that surpass human 

specialists. By 2100, the integration of AI with genomics and biotechnology could potentially 

eliminate many chronic diseases and extend healthy life expectancy significantly (Imamguluyev, 

2024). Furthermore, AI acts as a vital buffer against climate change; advanced temperature 

forecasting systems could reduce heat-related mortality by up to 25% by 2100 if optimal 

investments are made in observation networks (Shrader et al., 2026). AI-driven breakthroughs in 

materials science and battery technology are also anticipated to make cheap, renewable energy a 

global reality by 2050 (BCG Henderson Institute, 2026). 

The Bad: Displacement, Inequality, and the "Black Box"  

Conversely, the "dark side" of this development involves massive labor market disruption and a 

potential hollowing out of cognitive work. Projections suggest that automation could displace 

between 400 million and 800 million workers by 2030 (Silitonga & Isbah, 2023). Unlike previous 

industrial revolutions that primarily affected manual labor, the current AI wave targets cognitive 

tasks, making professionals like accountants, actuaries, and computer programmers vulnerable to 

replacement (Karger et al., 2026). This transition risks creating a "Next Great Divergence," where 

nations with advanced compute capabilities gain overwhelming leverage, leaving developing 

nations as mere passive consumers of foreign technology (UNDP, 2025). 

Ethically, many AI systems function as "black boxes," where decision-making processes remain 

opaque even to their developers. This lack of transparency can lead to algorithmic bias, where 

historical prejudices are codified into automated systems for hiring, lending, and law enforcement, 

systematically marginalizing vulnerable communities (UNDP, 2025). Additionally, the 

environmental cost of AI is immense; training a single large model consumes vast amounts of 

electricity and freshwater for cooling, creating a sustainability paradox for a technology often 

touted as a climate solution (BCG Henderson Institute, 2026). Geopolitically, the race for 

dominance could lead to a world of "Battling Blocs" by 2050, where national governments 

centralize power and control of critical resources, potentially leading to global instability (BCG 

Henderson Institute, 2026). 
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Preparing for the Shift: Turning Threats into Opportunities 

To ensure AI serves the common good and mitigates the risks of societal collapse, stakeholders 

must move beyond "techno-solutionism" and adopt proactive, human-centric strategies. 

1. Reimagining Skills and Lifelong Learning  

The most critical preparation involves a radical overhaul of education and vocational training. The 

future job market will demand a workforce that is adaptable and skilled in areas machines cannot 

replicate: empathy, leadership, and critical thinking (Larsson & Hatzigeorgiou, 2025). 

Governments must invest in inclusive reskilling initiatives, particularly for sectors like agriculture 

in developing regions, to ensure equitable participation in the future workforce (Kamugisha, 2025). 

Rather than viewing AI as a replacement, the goal should be "augmentation," a symbiotic 

relationship where humans work alongside AI to enhance their capabilities (Larsson & 

Hatzigeorgiou, 2025). 

2. Strengthening Global Governance and Ethical Frameworks  

Navigating the risks of weaponization and privacy erosion requires robust international 

frameworks. One proposed milestone is the "Compute Ledger Treaty," which by 2035 could set 

global standards for transparency, GPU usage, and energy intensity (BCG Henderson Institute, 

2026). International cooperation is essential to promote the equitable distribution of AI 

technologies and ensure they are used for peacebuilding and sustainable development (Silva, 

2025/2026). To turn the threat of power concentration into an opportunity for democracy, AI could 

be utilized to facilitate "collective deliberation" and more responsive public service delivery, 

provided it is governed as a "public good" (UNDP, 2025). 

3. Promoting Equitable Access and Infrastructure  

To prevent a deepening global divide, developed nations must provide technical and financial 

assistance to help the Global South build its own digital infrastructure (UNDP, 2025). 

Leapfrogging opportunities exist for developing countries; for instance, AI-driven telemedicine 

and virtual tutors can bridge gaps in access to services in remote regions (UNDP, 2025). 

Furthermore, addressing the "ghost work" phenomenon, where low-paid workers in developing 

regions perform essential data labeling for AI models, is vital for social justice (Anwar, 2025). 
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Ensuring these workers benefit equitably from the value they create is essential for a stable 21st-

century economy. 

4. Transitioning to "Economies of Data" and Circularity  

For businesses, preparation involves moving from rigid hierarchies toward fluid, skill-oriented 

networks that prioritize "intelligence" at their core (Larsson & Hatzigeorgiou, 2025). By embracing 

"economies of data," where every added data point increases organizational value exponentially, 

companies can create more service-oriented, customer-centric models. Additionally, integrating AI 

with circular economy principles, the "twin transition," can turn waste into a valuable resource, 

fostering community resilience and reducing environmental footprints through 2100 (Teigland et 

al., 2025). 

Conclusion 

AI is not an autonomous force that determines human’s destiny; it is a socio-political phenomenon 

that reflects our collective choices. The year 2050 represents a milestone for infrastructure and 

productivity, but the year 2100 will likely be the true test of humanity's ability to govern 

superintelligence. While the potential for AI to cause societal collapse or extreme inequality is real, 

its capacity to enhance human capabilities and solve global crises is equally vast. By intentionally 

distributing resources, safeguarding human rights, and prioritizing the well-being of individuals 

over short-term profit, we can harness AI as a benign force that improves the human condition. The 

true measure of our success in the coming century will not be the intelligence of our machines, but 

how much more empowered and freer our people have become. 
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