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Figure 9: Overview of four scenarios from the EPO’s “Scenarios for the Future”
71

 

 

In sum, our systematic literature review reveals that the present thinking on the future of 

intellectual property involves one or more of four distinct characteristics. First, the future 

is rarely the primary focus of IP scholarship and is often ancillary to another analysis. 

Second, the future is often addressed in the context of discrete events or singular 

incidents. Third, while scholars and practitioners often consider what will affect or drive 

the future of IP, they rarely look at the effect of forces outside IP on IP. Fourth, an 

emerging group of work creates stories, or scenarios, as a means of understanding 

different alternate futures and the factors that will create them. These results provide a 

useful building block upon which further qualitative research can be conducted. For 

example, future work may consider exploring if there are any future scenarios that tend to 

reappear among various studies, or what percentage of foresight research at large 

considers IP issues. 

 

                                                        
71 Ibid. 
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Identification of these characteristics helped to shape the scenario-building work of the 

Open AIR network, referenced above, between 2011 and 2014. Having completed this 

literature review and analysis while in the early and middle stages of that project’s 

scenarios exercise, Open AIR researchers took special care to avoid common problems 

and adopt best practices in respect of future-focused IP research. Consequently, the Open 

AIR network produced three distinct and challenging but equally plausible scenarios for 

the future of knowledge and innovation systems—including but not limited to IP law—on 

the African continent. One of these scenarios envisions a world of “Wireless 

Engagement”, which is a world where African enterprise is interconnected with the 

global service-oriented economy, young business leaders form a vocal middle class, and 

citizens hold governments accountable. In contrast, in Open AIR’s scenario of “Informal 

– the New Normal”, dynamic informalities cross every aspect of African societies, and 

ideas constantly recombine within communities built upon interpersonal trust, triggering 

innovations adapted to relentless change. And finally, in the third scenario of “Sincerely 

Africa”, African communities ensure sustainability by reinterpreting traditional 

knowledge systems, and tapping human and natural resource riches in response to global 

instabilities and external pressures. Any of these three scenarios could result from 

unpredictable interactions among a number of key drivers of change: global relationships, 

statehood and governance, identities and differences, infrastructure and technology, and 

employment and livelihoods. Facilitated in part by the insights generated through this 

literature review, these drivers of change and future scenarios are juxtaposed against one 

another and the backdrop of the continent’s rich historical legacies in Knowledge and 

Innovation in Africa: Scenarios for the Future.
72

 This is the sort of methodical forward 

looking research we hope other scholars might consider engaging in vis-à-vis other IP-

related issues. 

 

5. Discussion 

 

Our analysis reveals that the characteristics of the literature on the future of IP may be 

interpreted as recognising two distinct ways of thinking about the future. 

 

The first three clusters of scholarship, when taken together, are indicative of a linear way 

of thinking about the future. By failing to consider the future of intellectual property in its 

own right, the body of literature on the future of IP remains restricted and 

underdeveloped. Further, this insular way of thinking about the future, results in a 

piecemeal view of the future, which explores discrete pockets of IP systems and rights 

but lacks an overarching understanding of the different forces that may drive future 

                                                        
72 S Elahi and J de Beer, “Knowledge and Innovation in Africa: Scenarios for the Future” (2013) available 

at www.OpenAIR.org.za (last accessed 2 Apr 14). 
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