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[bookmark: _Toc228964176]Executive Summary 
The World Economic Forum (WEF)Global Risks Report 2026 identifies a rapidly deteriorating global risk landscape shaped by geopolitical fragmentation, economic instability, misinformation, and environmental strain. This report critically examines the two-year risk outlook to 2028, assessing its implications for global sustainable development and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals.
Key findings indicate that geoeconomic confrontation and state-based conflict represent the most severe short-term risks, undermining the cooperative frameworks essential for shared global progress. Rising inequality and K-shaped economic recovery are deepening structural vulnerabilities, particularly in developing economies. Meanwhile, the short-term neglect of environmental risks represents a concerning misalignment with scientific consensus, threatening long-term climate and ecological goals.
While the WEF report offers a comprehensive and methodologically mature analysis, it carries notable limitations, particularly its overrepresentation of perspectives from powerful global institutions at the expense of voices from the Global South.
This report recommends strengthening multilateral cooperation through issue-specific alliances, regulating AI and misinformation, implementing progressive economic policies, and closing the adaptation financing gap for vulnerable nations. Coordinated, forward-looking governance that balances immediate pressures with long-term sustainability is essential if global risks are to be meaningfully addressed.
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[bookmark: _Toc228964177]1.Introduction 
The World Economic Forum Global Risks Report 2026 (World Economic Forum, 2026) provides a critical assessment of the increasingly complex and interconnected risks shaping the contemporary global landscape. Situated within what the Forum characterises as an “age of competition,” the report draws on insights from over 1,300 experts across government, business, academia, and civil society to evaluate global risks across immediate, short-term, and long-term horizons. Its findings reveal a world marked by intensifying geopolitical fragmentation, economic volatility, technological disruption, and environmental strain, in which short-term crises are increasingly overshadowing long-term systemic threats.
This report critically engages with the two-year risk outlook to 2028 presented by the WEF, examining both the nature of the risks identified and their implications for global sustainable development. It argues that while the report accurately captures the growing importance of geopolitical and economic instability, it simultaneously reflects a concerning misalignment in global risk prioritisation, most notably in the short-term neglect of environmental risks despite overwhelming scientific evidence of their escalating severity. By analysing the implications of these trends for the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2015), this report contends that current global risk governance frameworks are structurally ill-equipped to reconcile immediate political pressures with long-term sustainability essentials. The discussion concludes by outlining potential pathways forward that emphasise adaptive governance, renewed multilateral cooperation, and the centrality of inequality reduction in mitigating compound global risks.














[bookmark: _Toc228964178]2. The Two-Year Risk Outlook To 2028
The two-year risk outlook presented by the World Economic Forum highlights a global environment characterised by deepening instability, fragmentation, and compounding crises (World Economic Forum, 2026). Survey responses indicate a marked deterioration in expectations for the near-term future, with the majority of experts anticipating a turbulent or unsettled global outlook. This reflects not only the presence of multiple risks, but their increasing interconnectedness. The following section examines the most significant risks expected to shape the global landscape to 2028, focusing on their drivers and implications.
[bookmark: _Toc228964179]2.1 Geoeconomic and Geopolitical Risks
Geoeconomic confrontation emerges as the most severe risk in the two-year horizon, reflecting the growing use of economic instruments as tools of geopolitical competition (World Economic Forum, 2026). Trade restrictions, sanctions, export controls, and the strategic weaponisation of supply chains are increasingly deployed by major powers, particularly accompanied by intensifying rivalry between the United States and China. This represents a structural shift away from the rules based liberal economic order that has underpinned globalisation for decades.
Closely linked is the continued prominence of state based armed conflict, ranked among the top global risks for 2026 (World Economic Forum, 2026). The coexistence of military confrontation and economic fragmentation highlights the mutually reinforcing nature of geopolitical instability. Moreover, the emergence of a fragmented multipolar global order signals a declining capacity for coordinated international governance.
This matters because geoeconomic fragmentation undermines global trade stability and reduces the ability of states to cooperate on shared challenges such as climate change, financial stability, and international security.

[bookmark: _Toc228964180]2.2 Information and Societal Risks
Misinformation and deception rank among the most significant short-term risks, reflecting rapid transformation in the global information ecosystem (World Economic Forum, 2026). The rise of artificial intelligence has accelerated the production of synthetic content, while coordinated digital influence operations increasingly distort public discourse. Cyber insecurity further mixes these risks by threatening critical infrastructure and data systems.
These developments contribute directly to rising societal division, identified as a major short-term global risk (World Economic Forum, 2026). Political, cultural, and economic divisions are intensifying across many societies, often amplified by algorithm-driven platforms that reward overstatement over accuracy. The loss of trust in institutions and information systems further deepens these fractures.
This matters because the deterioration of the information environment weakens democratic governance, undermines evidence-based policymaking, and reduces societal willingness to support long-term strategies such as climate action and sustainable development.
[bookmark: _Toc228964181]2.3 Economic and Inequality Risk
Economic risks have increased sharply in significance, with concerns over economic downturns, inflation, and financial instability rising across multiple economies (World Economic Forum, 2026). These pressures are occurring in the context of high levels of debt and tightening financial constraints, particularly in developing countries, limiting governments capacity to respond effectively to shocks.
A significant structural concern linked to these pressures is the phenomenon of K-shaped recovery, in which economic shocks produce divergent paths across income groups and national economies (Dalton et al., 2021). While higher-income households, skilled workers, and wealthier nations tend to recover rapidly often consolidating their economic position, lower-income populations and developing economies face prolonged inactivity or continued decline, deepening pre-existing inequalities.
This matters because economic instability and inequality act as force multipliers, increasing the likelihood of social unrest, political polarisation, and reduced investment in essential public goods and sustainable development.

[bookmark: _Toc228964182]2.4 Environmental Risks ( Short-term vs Long-term Dynamics)
A notable feature of the two-year outlook is the relative decline in the prioritisation of environmental risks, including extreme weather events and biodiversity loss (World Economic Forum, 2026). This shift contrasts with previous assessments and appears increasingly misaligned with the scientific agreement on accelerating climate and ecological degradation.
However, in the long-term outlook, environmental risks maintain their dominance, with extreme weather, ecosystem collapse, and critical earth system changes ranking among the most severe global threats (World Economic Forum, 2026). This divergence highlights a critical mismatch between short-term political priorities and long-term environmental realities.
This matters because delaying meaningful environmental action increases the risk of irreversible ecological damage, raises future adaptation costs, and extremely impacts vulnerable populations, particularly in the Global South.
Taken together, these risks illustrate a global system under significant strain, in which short-term instability is increasingly interacting with deeper structural vulnerabilities. Their interconnected nature suggests that isolated policy responses will be insufficient, reinforcing the need for coordinated and forward-looking approaches to global risk governance.





[bookmark: _Toc228964183]3. Implications for Global Sustainable Development
The accumulating risks identified in the WEF report pose significant threats to progress across multiple Sustainable Development Goals,(SDG). Geoeconomic fragmentation disrupts financial flows, technology transfer, and multilateral cooperation, directly undermining SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals) and slowing progress on climate and development finance. Economic instability and widening inequality threaten SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being), and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities), particularly in low‑income countries facing constrained fiscal space and rising debt burdens (World Bank, 2024).
The declining prioritisation of environmental risks is especially concerning. Despite clear scientific evidence that emissions must fall sharply this decade (IPCC, 2023), short-term political and economic pressures risk delaying action on SDG 13 (Climate Action) and accelerating biodiversity loss under SDG 15 (Life on Land).
Finally, the rise of misinformation and institutional distrust weakens SDG 16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions) by reducing public support for evidence-based policymaking and coordinated global action.
Taken together, these dynamics suggest that global sustainable development is increasingly vulnerable to a convergence of geopolitical, economic, environmental, and informational risks that reinforce one another and threaten long-term progress.



















[bookmark: _Toc228964184]4.Critical Assessment of the WEF Report 
The WEF Global Risks Report 2026 represents a significant contribution to global risk analysis, yet it is not without important limitations. A balanced assessment requires acknowledging both its methodological strengths and its structural blind spots.
Among its most notable strengths is the report's comprehensive scope. Drawing on responses from over 1,300 experts across government, business, academia, and civil society, it captures a genuinely broad range of perspectives on global risk. Its multi-time horizon approach distinguishing between immediate, two-year, and ten-year outlooks is particularly valuable, enabling policymakers to differentiate between critical crises and deeper structural threats. Furthermore, the report’s explicit recognition of risk interconnectedness reflects a level of methodological maturity that moves beyond analysing risks in isolation. reflecting the complex, falling nature of contemporary global challenges.
However, the report carries significant weaknesses that merit scrutiny. Most fundamentally, its reliance on expert perception introduces systematic bias. The surveyed population weighs heavily towards individuals surrounded within global economic and political institutions, raising questions about whose risks are being measured and prioritised. Perspectives from the Global South where climate vulnerability, debt distress, and conflict exposure are most acute remain structurally underrepresented, resulting in a risk landscape that may reflect the anxieties of the globally powerful rather than the globally vulnerable.
This chosen orientation has consequential implications. The report's framing of geoeconomic competition as an inevitable feature of the contemporary order risks normalising geopolitical fragmentation rather than challenging it as a governance failure. Rather than interrogating the structural conditions that produce such competition, the report largely accepts them as a backdrop, potentially narrowing the imaginative space available to policymakers seeking transformative solutions.
Perhaps most critically, the short-term neglect of environmental risks, despite overwhelming scientific consensus suggests that the report's findings are shaped as much by occurring political sentiment as by objective threat assessment. This represents a meaningful limitation for a document that carries significant influence over global policy discourse.







[bookmark: _Toc228964185]5. Possible ways forward and recommendations 
Strengthening Global Cooperation
Rebuilding the global infrastructure that fragmentation is undermining is the most basic solution to the concerns noted in the WEF report. In a competitive geopolitical environment, cooperation on climate, health, and development financing can be sustained through issue-specific alliances or multi-party arrangements, without waiting for universal agreement.(Naim, 2009). The legitimacy and efficacy of international organisations would also be strengthened by reforming them to better reflect rising economies and respond to the concerns of the Global South.
Regulating Technology and Misinformation
Addressing the misinformation pandemic demands coordinated, multi-actor intervention. At the regulatory level, this requires algorithmic accountability measures, cross-border information, integrity standards, and mandatory transparency requirements for AI-generated content,(European Commission, 2022). The Digital Services Act of the European Union offers a partial model, but international frameworks that go beyond local regulatory authorities will be necessary for successful global administration of AI and information ecosystems. In addition to public funding for independent journalism and reliable civic information infrastructure, sustained investment in digital media literacy is crucial, especially for younger populations.
Sustainable Economic Policies
Deliberate distributive action at the national and international levels is necessary to address inequality, which has been highlighted as the most interrelated global danger. This includes fair access to high-quality healthcare and education, improved social protection systems, and progressive budgetary reform (Bartels, 2016). Genuine debt relief for highly indebted low-income nations would provide financial resources for long-term investment on a global scale. Economic and environmental risks would be concurrently addressed by increasing green public investment and coordinating private financial flows with sustainability goals through carbon price, required climate transparency, and sustainable finance regulation.
Risk Resilience and Preparedness
Building adaptive capacity is as least as critical as risk prevention, given the scope of compounding hazards that the WEF highlights (WEF, 2026). This entails making investments in adaptable governance structures, diverse supply chains, and strong infrastructure. Access to affordable adaptation financing is a requirement, not an option, for nations in the Global South. It is both a moral duty and a structural requirement for maintaining global stability to close the adaptation financing gap, which is anticipated to be hundreds of billions of dollars each year (United Nations Environment Programme [UNEP], 2023). The resilience agenda also includes coordinated crisis response planning, early warning systems for climatic shocks, and pandemic preparedness procedures.




[bookmark: _Toc228964186]Conclusion 
The World Economic Forum Global Risk Report 2026 presents a concerning overview of a world facing compounding and deeply interconnected risks. Geoeconomic fragmentation, misinformation, rising inequality, and the short-term neglect of environmental threats collectively represent a significant challenge to global stability and sustainable development. Together, they signal not merely a collection of isolated crises, but a systemic erosion of the cooperative foundations upon which long-term global progress depends.
The most pressing concern emerging from this analysis is the fragmentation of global cooperation at precisely the moment when coordinated action is most urgently needed. Without meaningful multilateral engagement, progress towards the United Nations sustainable development goals risk stalling, particularly for the world’s most vulnerable populations. The opportunity for meaningful climate action is narrowing, inequality is deepening, and institutional trust is declining.
Addressing these challenges demands a fundamental shift in how global risks are governed. It should involve one that prioritises long-term sustainability over short-term political pressures, centres the voices of the global south, and rebuilds the multilateral frameworks that fragmentation is steadily undermining. The risks are significant, but so too is the capacity for collective action if the political will exists to pursue it.
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