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Society faces immense challenges and 
upheaval from climate change, and 

technological advances that will lead to 
the automation of many current jobs. But 
the outcome of these changes for the 

wellbeing of societies and economic 
inequality will be affected by the policy 
choices. Since economic reasoning 

influences current policy debates and 
choices, it is right to ask whether 
economics, as an academic discipline and 
a profession, cares about the future.  

The dominant view amongst the 
profession on the eve of the Global 
Financial Crisis suggests complacency 

about the future. An OECD report in 2007 
enthused that ‘the current economic 
situation is in many ways better than what 

we have experienced in years’. At the 
outbreak of the crisis, Nobel laureate 
Robert Lucas was skeptical that the 

subprime mortgage problem would affect 
wider economic outcomes stating that, 

“[i]f we have learned anything from the 
past 20 years it is that there is a lot of 
stability built into the real economy”.  

Economists, of course, cared about the 
future to the extent that they made 
forecasts on the basis of economic 

models, but these models could not 
anticipate big changes in the economy.  
The essential question is whether the 
assumptions and methods of mainstream 

economics are fit for purpose. 
Some economists try to forecast the 

future using models based on the 

individual as the most basic unit of 
analysis. Society and the economy are 
then understood as simple the sum of 

individuals’ self-interested behaviours. The 
assumption of rational behaviour and the 
static way in which these models are set 



up have come under considerable criticism 
in the wake of the crisis. Stiglitz (1986) 

argued that markets with incomplete 
information are incapable of making 
optimal decisions so there is no reason to 

believe the market will result in optimal 
decision-making. There has also been 
much focus on the apparent ‘irrationality’ 

of individual behaviour and lack of 
understanding of how behaviours change. 
The field of behavioural economics has 

come to the fore, incorporating insights 
from psychology in order to affect change 
through the influence of policies on 

individual behaviours. This informs us of 
how policies might be designed to orient 
the behaviour of individuals towards more 

sustainable consumption patterns for 
example.  

Another way in which economists 

make forecasts is by projecting the past 
into the future. Here, the idea is that 
future prices will follow the same average 

trajectory of the past.  The future is seen 
as a statistical reflection of the past:  
future economic outcomes are little more 

than averages of the past and are thus 

fairly predictable. Real uncertainty has no 
place: individuals are assumed to base 

their decisions on a rational analysis of the 
probabilities of different future scenarios.  
It is no wonder then why the financial 

crash was not predicted by forecasters of 
prices and other economic indicators. 

Post-Keynesian economists have 

developed a different perspective, where 
probability distributions are not the basis 
for comprehending real world behaviour. 

Following Keynes, Post-Keynesians 
understand that economic agents are 
operating in a context of uncertainty 

rather than calculable risk. There are 
things that “[w]e simply do not know … 
such as the price of copper and the rate of 
interest twenty years hence, or the 

obsolescence of a new invention” (Keynes 
1937) According to this analysis, there are 
many important situations where "true" 

uncertainty exists regarding future 
consequences of today's choices. In these 
cases, decision makers either avoid 

choosing between "real" alternatives 
because they "haven't got a clue" about 
the future, or follow their "animal spirits" 

for positive investment action in a "damn 
the torpedoes, full speed ahead" 
approach.  

If the economy and society does not 
remain uniform over time, these 
forecasting models are likely to be unable 

to cope with the upheaval the world is 
currently witnessing, be it climate disaster, 
political uprisings, or mass migration. 

Some economists have argued that the 
role of the economist should not be to 
make predictions, but rather to deal with 

crises as they occur (Caballero 2010). 
Others have presented alternative ways of 
understanding structures and structural in 

the economy such as complexity 
economics and econophysics as well as 
understanding our future in terms of our 

environmental limits such as in the ideas 
of the “doughnut economy” developed by 
Kate Raworth.  
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