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Future Competitiveness

Originally launched in 2010 and endorsed 
by more than 30 national competitiveness 
organizations, the Global Federation of 
Competitiveness Council’s Global Com-
petitiveness Principles offer an overarch-
ing framework for national policies and 
programs designed to foster innovation, 
competitiveness, and prosperity in the 
21st century. The Principles emphasize 
key competitiveness drivers such as 
investment in research and development; 
education and training for all citizens; 
stewardship of natural resources; strong 
intellectual property rights; an environ-
ment that encourages business invest-
ment, formation, and growth; open trade; 
and enabling infrastructure.

Since its inception, the GFCC has 
reviewed its foundational Global Com-
petitiveness Principles annually to adapt 
to critical productivity and prosperity 
challenges—and opportunities—facing 
GFCC members. Over the past year, GFCC 
member nations have lived through the 
greatest economic disruption of our life-
times. They have struggled to contain the 
spread of COVID-19, cope with its devas-
tating pain and hardships, and mitigate its 
disruptive effects on the economy. How-
ever, as knowledge of the virus has rapidly 
accumulated and vaccines — developed 
miraculously at record speed — have 
begun to provide some protection to the 
population, many nations are beginning 
to set their sights on the future in a world 
that has transformed in a year’s time.

At this pivotal moment in human history, 
and ideally positioned to act as a catalyst 
and agent of change, the GFCC launched 
a global conversation on the challenges 
of renewal and opportunities for reinven-
tion that lie ahead. Since the onset of this 
plague on humanity, many important les-
sons have been learned that shine a light 
on new pathways for building more com-
petitive, agile, and inclusive economies. 

• Businesses, universities, and 
governments can innovate much 
faster than thought possible. 
Accelerating innovation is vital for 
a future that will be shaped by a 
whirlwind of change brought about by 
revolutionary technologies disrupting 
global markets and delivering new 
building blocks of prosperity for 
innovating nations.

• Businesses and institutions 
can transform manufacturing, 
organizations, and work processes, 
and deploy new technologies much 
faster than we have in the past. 
During the pandemic, organizations 
made changes at unprecedented 
speed. When hundreds of millions of 
workers suddenly moved to telework, 
companies quickly re-engineered 
work processes, rolled out new digital 
strategies, and altered supply chains, 
manufacturing, and modes of product 
and service delivery in response to 
dramatic demand shifts. Such agility 
is imperative for competitiveness in a 
world of rapid change. 

• There are many latent innovators 
and entrepreneurs who are not 
engaged in the innovation process 
and entrepreneurship. During the 
pandemic, many people from all walks 
of life stepped up with innovative 
solutions to cope with disruption in 
the economy and society. Greater 
democratization of innovation is 
possible through open innovation 
platforms, ecosystems to support 
independent innovators, low cost 
tools of production, and digital 
marketing channels. These models 
and tools are reducing barriers to 
entry for prospective innovators and 
entrepreneurs, and can be harnessed 
to create a more inclusive innovation 
ecosystem and more inclusive 
prosperity.

• Resilience is an important component 
of competitiveness and economic 
sustainability. All nations must ensure 
the integrity of supply chains for 
critical goods, and businesses must 
strengthen the resilience of their 
operations to withstand the greater 
levels of turbulence and disruption 
expected in the future.

• The digital divide is a digital disaster 
for many. During the pandemic, digital 
infrastructure, telework, and on-line 
shopping prevented the complete 
collapse of many economies and 
helped maintain social stability. But 
their potential benefits go well beyond 
that. The world is moving to online 
platforms—for knowledge, work, and 
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accessing job opportunities, health 
care, education, and services. Yet too 
many people in rural areas, low-income 
communities, and underdeveloped 
countries do not have such access. As 
a result, their economic opportunities 
are diminishing, and nations will not 
be able to fully leverage their human 
capital. New infrastructure must 
expand the footprint of economic 
opportunity.

Co-created by its members and embrac-
ing what we have learned, it is with 
great hope that we present the GFCC 
2021 Global Competitiveness Principles. 
They reflect the competitive realities 
of today, focus on the future state we 
hope to achieve, and point to potential 
pathways for progress toward revitalizing 
and expanding opportunities for growth, 
innovation, and prosperity worldwide. 

The 2021 Principles incorporate a new 
focus on building the resilience of econo-
mies and the agility of businesses and 
institutions in an era of rapid change, 
accelerating innovation and extending 
its reach to complex societal challenges, 
making the innovation economy more 
inclusive by empowering all citizens to be 
potential innovators and entrepreneurs, 
to ensure physical and digital infrastruc-
ture supports economic opportunity 
for all, and to forge the public-private 
partnerships that will be needed to realize 
these goals.

We urge businesses, governments, 
universities, researchers, innovators, and 
thinkers around the world to be guided  
by these Principles as they envision a new 
future state, and embrace what has been 
learned as you develop new policies and 
strategies, plan for new investments, and 
adopt new business models and organi-
zational forms to bring that new vision to 
reality. 

Charles O. Holliday, Jr.
Chairman, Global Federation of 
Competitiveness Councils

Former Chairman of Royal Dutch Shell, 
Bank of America, and DuPont

Chairman Emeritus, Council  
on Competitiveness

https://www.facebook.com/thegfcc/
https://twitter.com/thegfcc
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1. Make public-private 
partnerships an essential 
component of any strategy 
or initiative to address 
sustainable development 
and build future economies 
and societies.

Building innovative, sustainable, inclusive, and resilient economies and 
societies requires risk-taking, cross-sector collaboration, pooling of 
resources, and circulation of ideas, capital, people, IP, and other assets 
beyond organizational and sectoral boundaries. Public-private partner-
ships (PPPs) are an important tool to enable that and should be aimed at 
building the future, not simply accomplishing objectives for which one 
sector alone has the resources to address. The more complex chal-
lenges and innovative solutions are, the more society may benefit from 
public-private partnerships, cross-sector collaboration, and the circula-
tion of resources. Regulatory frameworks should recognize that public-
private collaboration may be needed when R&D costs and risks are high, 
speed in problem-solving is required, and solutions to challenges may 
otherwise not be developed in a timely manner or at all.

2. Build a future edge via 
purposeful innovation 
efforts that engage 
stakeholders across sectors 
and industries, focus on 
complex societal issues, 
and leverage the potential of 
novel models and tools for 
innovating.

Building more sustainable, productive, inclusive, and resilient econo-
mies and societies requires innovation and entrepreneurial behaviors 
in business and policy. Countries and regions need to boost and update 
their innovation capabilities, policies, and initiatives, using and promot-
ing the use in industry of the best available models and techniques, 
such as new agile methods. They should also address the need for 
legal frameworks that allow and reward public-private collaboration, 
experimentation, and risk-taking. Fundamental changes in business, 
the economy, and society will happen only if leaders make purposeful 
efforts to engage all citizens in the innovation economy and approach 
today’s critical challenges from a design perspective. 

3. Make talent and skills 
development efforts more 
inclusive, leveraging real-
world problems, data, and 
partnerships to build the 
human capital needed for 
future competitiveness.

Economies would benefit from the inclusion of all social and demo-
graphic groups into the innovation economy. That can happen only 
through intentional and continued efforts to develop talent pools across 
the globe. Skills and competencies are fundamental for any economy to 
thrive, be resilient, and tackle the complex issues related to sustainable 
development. Providing skills and competencies at speed and scale has 
become critical in a time of rapid change. However, no single entity can 
address future talent needs alone; national and local multi-stakeholder 
groups, public-private alliances, and coalitions must act. Changes in 
technology, society, organizations, and management have increased 
the demand for complex problem-solving capabilities, and new ways to 
engage people in work, the workforce, and education, including greater 
personalization. These needs can be addressed only through more 
diverse and flexible talent development approaches including new deliv-
ery models, extensive use of digital technologies, experimentation, and 
involvement from a broader set of stakeholders.

Global Competitiveness Principles
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4. Drive global change toward 
more innovative, sustainable, 
resilient, and inclusive 
economies and societies at 
the local and regional levels.

Action at the city and regional levels is fundamental to building 
more innovative, sustainable, and resilient economies and societ-
ies with opportunities for all citizens. Infrastructure, talent, capital, 
and demand for resources are concentrated in cities and exurban 
regions, and these areas serve as critical gateways for the innova-
tion and trade that drive the global economy. These population 
centers are being affected by climate change and need to adapt, 
reduce their resource consumption and greenhouse gas emissions, 
and build resilience by design. Focusing on innovation to solve these 
challenges can create new economic opportunities. Global cases 
and best practices show that cities and regions can transform 
their economies but need to develop talent pools, invest in critical 
infrastructure, provide low friction business environments, nurture 
future industries, and connect globally. Cities and regions need 
strategies to build future prosperity through public-private part-
nerships, and relentless efforts to weave together the assets and 
capabilities of diverse stakeholders into local or regional innovation 
ecosystems.

5. Make intellectual property 
systems functional, adaptable, 
data-centric, easy to use, 
and accessible to all social 
segments. 

Making businesses and economies environmentally sustainable at 
scale requires new technologies and innovative business models. IP 
regimes need to reward innovation and investments worldwide, and 
protect against IP infringement and theft. As the economic land-
scape becomes increasingly complex and dynamic due to digitaliza-
tion, datafication of human activity, the rise of artificial intelligence, 
and the expanding flow of data they generate, data stewardship will 
gain importance and must be integrated into IP systems and poli-
cies. New organizational models, open innovation platforms, and 
open-source technologies present new opportunities for innova-
tion, are increasingly part of corporate strategies, and need to be 
considered when updating IP systems. IP offices must recognize 
this evolving landscape, embrace experimentation and institutional 
learning, consult stakeholders in adapting IP processes, and empha-
size the use of data. Globally, there is a need for a single, verifiable, 
reliable, enforceable, one-stop IP protection regime that could lower 
costs for entrepreneurs and boost innovation. Across geographies, 
efforts are required to prepare and support people to access and 
use IP systems.

https://www.facebook.com/thegfcc/
https://twitter.com/thegfcc
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6. Accelerate the deployment 
of sustainable and resilient 
infrastructure, creating 
opportunities for inclusion, 
sustainable growth, and 
prosperity, locally and globally.

Building a more prosperous future across nations will require both 
investment, to close the global infrastructure gap, and efforts to 
build new and different types of infrastructure and reduce green-
house gases (GHGs) in the atmosphere. Cities and nations should 
create sustainability and resiliency by design, adopting innovative 
technologies and business, finance, regulatory, trade, and public-
private partnership models. Enhancing resiliency requires using 
new technologies to make infrastructure adaptable and reconfigu-
rable, capable of performing under stress and in the face of extreme 
climate, sanitary, and social shocks. Financial incentives should 
encourage deployment of infrastructure that contributes to reduc-
ing GHG emissions. In the digital economy, inclusiveness depends 
on closing the cyberinfrastructure gap, and connecting all citizens 
and businesses to the digitalized economy. Cities and nations need 
public-private partnerships to close the digital divide.

7. Establish regulatory 
frameworks that are clear and 
transparent, highly adaptable, 
focused on risk, and that 
keep pace with technological 
change. 

Regulation must draw a balance between the protection of citizens 
and the benefits of technological progress. New revolutionary tech-
nologies are reshaping the business landscape and society, blurring 
the boundaries of industries, and changing consumer behaviors. 
Future-proof regulatory frameworks must be able to adapt to rapid 
change, experiment with new approaches, foster speedy institu-
tional and business learning, and implement timely updates. Regula-
tors must operate across siloed areas of policy and policymaking 
expertise to ensure they have an integrated view when weighing the 
costs and benefits of regulation. Governments should also shift the 
focus of regulation from process compliance to risk assessment. 
Cities and nations that succeed in this task will be better prepared 
to address future challenges, crises, and emerging economic 
opportunities, and can gain a competitive edge. New regulatory 
regimes should catalyze energy transition toward net-zero green-
house gas emissions, and be coupled with policies to tackle the 
social and economic downsides of the transition to cleaner energy.
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8. Reimagine the economy 
and business from a 
systems perspective, and 
leverage technology to 
boost the productivity of 
natural resources, preserve 
biodiversity, advance 
sustainability, and build 
resilience.

Cities and nations that strive to dramatically increase the productiv-
ity of natural resources, and preserve nature and biodiversity can 
unleash value creation and gain a competitive edge. The oppor-
tunities for investment, industrial transformation, new business 
formation, jobs, and economic growth associated with such efforts 
are enormous. Science, technology, and innovation can provide a 
diversity of ways to expand the productivity of natural resources, 
lower humanity ’s footprint on the planet, fight climate change, and 
preserve nature. However, realizing the full potential presented by 
technology and breaking the trade-off between natural resource 
use and sustainability require systemic changes in value chains and 
the economy. System design must be emphasized and coupled with 
new incentives for deploying new business models and technologies 
that improve sustainability.

9. Take advantage of existing 
networks across all sectors to 
build trust and expand global 
engagement based on shared 
values.

Public and private stakeholders need to acknowledge that public 
support for global trade has eroded. They should act locally to uplift 
and transition to new opportunities segments of the economy and 
society negatively affected by globalization, regaining trust and 
buy-in. Negotiators should seek to develop fully functional global and 
multilateral frameworks that address economic and social chal-
lenges, create new value, and build momentum toward a renewed 
global trading system. In an evolving global landscape in which trade, 
data, technology, and internet policies are increasingly intertwined, 
countries need to update their foreign commercial, trade, and service 
institutions with new expertise and keep pace with rapid change. The 
need for trust-building and international institutions that can enable 
global collaboration, trade, and investment calls for concrete actions 
to address asymmetries in industry and government capabilities and 
performance across nations, but also a renewed commitment to 
transparency and respect for the rule of law.

10. Invest in benchmarking and 
institutional learning to 
prepare cities and nations to 
cope with uncertainty and 
disruption, and build future 
competitiveness.

The world is living through a time of accelerated transformation, 
uncertainty, and rising global risks in which competitiveness will 
be increasingly defined by the capacity to respond and adapt to 
extreme economic, business, societal, and natural shocks and 
disruption. Benchmarking and institutional learning are the corner-
stone of competitiveness and must include a focus on best prac-
tices in crisis response and recovery. To prepare for future shock 
and disruption, cities and countries should begin now to develop 
platforms for sharing crisis data and information, co-creating 
resilience capabilities, and strengthening cross-sector and cross-
border relationships. Perspectives must shift and see investments 
in preparedness as drivers for future resilience, global competitive-
ness, and value creation. At a global level, nations should collaborate 
in developing a facility to accelerate learning and fill persisting gaps 
in capabilities across nations.

https://www.facebook.com/thegfcc/
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United Nations Sustainable  
Development Goals

End poverty in all its forms 
everywhere

End hunger, achieve food secu-
rity and improved nutrition and 
promote sustainable agriculture

Ensure healthy lives and promote 
well-being for all at all ages

Ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities 
for all

Achieve gender equality and 
empower all women and girls

Ensure availability and sustainable 
management of water and sanita-
tion for all

Ensure access to affordable, 
reliable, sustainable and modern 
energy for all

Promote sustained, inclusive and 
sustain-able economic growth, 
full and productive employment 
and decent work for all

Build resilient infrastructure, 
promote inclusive and sustain-
able industrialization and foster 
innovation

Reduce inequality within and 
among countries

Make cities and human settle-
ments inclusive, safe, resilient 
and sustainable

Ensure sustainable consumption 
and production patterns

Take urgent action to combat 
climate change and its 
impacts*

Conserve and sustainably use 
the oceans, seas and marine 
resources for sustainable 
development

Protect, restore and promote 
sustainable use of terrestrial 
ecosystems, sustainably manage 
forests, combat desertification, 
and halt and reverse land degra-
dation and halt biodiversity loss

Promote peaceful and inclusive 
societies for sustainable 
development, provide access 
to justice for all and build effec-
tive, accountable and inclusive 
institutions at all levels

Strengthen the means of 
implementation and revital-
ize the global partnership for 
sustainable development

The 10 Principles of Competitiveness align with the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (UN SDGs) launched in 2015. To learn more, visit 
sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgs.

http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgs
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