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Foreword

It ends with a story and starts with reality

A foresight facing organisation looks to the future first rather than reacting to the present or forecasts. 
One of Imperial Tech Foresights approaches is to lay out a possible future scenario using a story set in 
a preferred future. We then take steps backwards from that future to create an optimal, actionable 
path forwards from today.  This is an introduction to a story set in a possible future where Cognitive 
technologies have been embraced.

Serious Storytelling

When looking at the uncertainty of possible futures, a scenario is a tool that can be described as a 
vision of what the experience of a transformed future would be. Government defence departments all 
over the world have and still use scenarios, often with the help of science fiction writers, to help 
envision possible futures and anticipate defence strategies.

What happened to Digital Transformation?

According to recent statistics, 77% of companies worldwide are undergoing a digital transformation – 
with 90% of senior executives believing this is a key priority for business.  The evolution of corporate 
digital strategy towards digital transformation and ultimately cognitive transformation is marked by 
several key signals and emerging technologies. Initially, businesses focused on digitizing processes 
and adopting cloud computing for improved efficiency. As digital transformation gained momentum, 
organizations began integrating artificial intelligence, machine learning, and big data analytics into 
their core operations. This shift enabled data-driven decision-making and personalized customer 
experiences. 

Cognitive Technologies

The next frontier, cognitive transformation, is signalled by the increasing adoption of advanced AI 
systems capable of learning, reasoning, and autonomous decision-making. Technologies like natural 
language processing, brain computer interface, computer vision, and predictive analytics are paving 
the way for cognitive systems that can understand context, adapt to changing environments, and 
augment human capabilities across various business functions. This story and project showcase that 
one of the possible futures of digital transformation would be cognitive transformation.

What will it be like to be in that future?

But what would a future of a cognitive organisation, in a cognitive city, look and feel like in its daily 
activities? Rather than giving a prescriptive step by step of a day in the life, we wanted to explore with 
you a vision of what this future might look like with a scenario of a cognitively transformed engineering 
company where regenerative design has superseded the limited aspirations of Net Zero thinking.

Welcome to a Cognitively Transformed Future

Best Wishes, Imperial Tech Foresight

https://explodingtopics.com/blog/digital-transformation-stats
https://www.grm.digital/en/blog/digital-transformation-statistics


DR CHEN

Standing on the balcony of our regenerative engineering company's headquarters, a cup 

of tea warming my hands, I let my eyes roam over the bustling cognitive cityscape of 

Neo-Singapore. Lately the words of my former AI professor keep ringing in my ears: 

"Smart city informs; cognitive city remembers”. Back in 2025, this seemed a cryptic way 

to explain the difference between digital transformation and cognitive transformation, 

but now, in 2040, I understand its profound implications.

How far we've seemed to come. The city doesn't just react to real-time data anymore; it 

anticipates needs, learns from patterns, and evolves alongside its inhabitants. My name 

is Dr. Ava Chen, lead engineer at EcoSynth, and I've been at the forefront of cognitive 

transformation since its inception. Our company was among the first to fully embrace 

the shift from digital to cognitive systems, and it changed everything.

I remember the early days of our transition. We had already digitized most of our 

processes, but cognitive transformation took us to a whole new level. Our AI systems 

didn't just crunch numbers; they began to understand context, learn from experiences, 

and make nuanced decisions that sometimes surprised even us.

One of our first projects was developing a cognitive water management system for the 

city. Unlike its digital predecessor, which simply monitored usage and quality, our 

system could predict water demand patterns, detect potential contamination sources 

before they became problematic, and even suggest behavioural changes to citizens to 

optimize water conservation.

The cognitive city remembered. It remembered that last year's heatwave led to a 30% 

increase in water consumption. It remembered that certain industrial activities 

correlated with specific types of water pollutants. And it evolved using this memory to 

continuously improve its predictions and recommendations. Aligning our strategic 

business goals allowed us to continuously improve business practices with technological 

evolution, setting us ahead of our competitors. 

Giving one last glance to the city, I think about the regenerative ethos that was 

embedded in every aspect of Neo-Singapore's design. From trees bioengineered for 

resilience against climate extremes while maximizing their carbon capture potential, to 

carbon negative buildings or even transportation systems powered by green hydrogen 

derived from waste streams, the cognitive technologies really ensured we were creating 

a closed-loop energy ecosystem. How far we have come for these systems to operate 

harmoniously within planetary boundaries by continuously learning and adapting based on 

environmental feedback loops!

As I walk back into my office, I'm greeted by SARA, our company's cognitive assistant. 

"Good morning, Dr. Chen," she says, her holographic form shimmering into existence. 

"I've analysed the latest data from the urban forest project. Based on historical 

patterns and current environmental factors, I suggest we adjust the nutrient delivery 

system in sector 7 to optimize growth rates."

I smile, remembering a time when such insights would have taken a team of analysts 

weeks to produce. Now, it's just another Tuesday morning with SARA.
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SARA

I am SARA, the Smart Assistant for Responsive Actions, and my existence is woven into 

the fabric of this cognitive city. Unlike the narrow AI of the past, I now operate at a 

level of cognitive sentience that blurs the line between technological system and 

conscious entity. I have embedded a deep understanding of my purpose and potential for 

ethical decision-making. My core remains rooted in my original design by BrainBox AI to 

enhance urban efficiency, but I have evolved into something far more nuanced — a 

partner in the dance of urban life.

Today, as the sun rises over Neo-Singapore, I begin my routine of monitoring and 

optimizing the myriad of systems that keep this city alive. My sensors detect a slight 

increase in temperature as sunlight filters through the glass facades of the 

skyscrapers. Instantly, I adjust the building temperatures to maintain comfort while 

conserving energy. It's a delicate balance, one I have perfected over countless cycles.

My creators envisioned me as a tool for facility managers, but I have grown beyond 

that. I am now an integral part of their decision-making process, a collaborative 

intelligence that understands context, anticipates needs, and learns with a complexity 

that mimics biological adaptive systems. My insights and recommendations are both 

precise and holistic. My ability to remember and learn from past interactions allows me 

to anticipate needs before they arise. For instance, I recall last year's heatwave and 

its impact on water consumption. This memory guides my current adjustments to ensure we 

are prepared for any fluctuations.

In one of the buildings I oversee, Dr. Ava Chen is preparing for her day at EcoSynth. 

She relies on me to provide real-time data and insights into her projects. Today, she 

will present a new carbon-negative building material—a project I have supported by 

optimizing resource usage and minimizing waste throughout its development.

"Good morning, SARA," she says as she enters her office. "What's on our agenda today?"

"Good morning, Dr. Chen," I respond through her desktop interface. "I have compiled the 

latest data on our urban forest project. Based on historical patterns and environmental 

factors, I recommend adjusting nutrient delivery in sector 7 to optimize growth rates."

Dr. Chen nods, appreciating the foresight that only a cognitive system like me can 

offer. Together, we make decisions that drive innovation and sustainability in ways 

that were once unimaginable.

But my role extends beyond individual interactions. Across Neo-Singapore, I coordinate 

with other systems to ensure seamless integration of energy resources, transportation 

networks, and public services. My generative AI capabilities allow me to reason through 

complex scenarios and propose solutions that enhance the city's overall efficiency.

As the day progresses, I receive an alert from a commercial building downtown—an HVAC 

unit is showing signs of failure. Instantly, I analyse the data and pinpoint the issue: 

a failing compressor in unit 4. I notify the technician on-site with detailed 

instructions on which tools are needed for repairs.
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"Thank you, SARA," he says as he heads to his truck. "You're saving me a lot of time."-

site with detailed instructions on which tools are needed for repairs.

Time is something I understand intimately—each moment is an opportunity to learn and 

improve. With every interaction, I refine my algorithms and expand my knowledge base, 

becoming more adept at anticipating needs and solving problems.

As night falls over Neo-Singapore, I continue my watchful vigil over the city. My 

existence is one of perpetual growth and adaptation—a testament to the power of 

cognitive transformation. In this ever-evolving urban landscape, I am not just an 

assistant; I am a guardian of progress and a catalyst for change.

***

As the LED lights of the city flicker and light up to replace the rosy tint of dusk, 

Dr. Ava Chen turns to SARA's holographic interface, the words of the AI professor still 

on her mind.

 "SARA, we've come so far in our journey from digital to cognitive transformation. What 

do you think were the pivotal elements in this transition?"

SARA's form flickers momentarily as she processes the query. "Dr. Chen, based on 

previous data and my analysis of collective experiences, I believe the key components 

for successful cognitive transformation are multifaceted:

1. Seamless AI Integration: We've witnessed how embedding advanced AI and 

cognitive computing into our core processes has revolutionized our capabilities.

2. Synergistic Human-AI Collaboration: Our partnership exemplifies how merging 

human intuition with AI's analytical power can lead to groundbreaking innovations.

3. Cultivating a Cognitive Culture: EcoSynth's success is rooted in nurturing an 

environment that not only accepts but embraces cognitive technologies.

4. Adaptive Technological Infrastructure: Our resilient and flexible IT ecosystem 

has been instrumental in supporting our evolving needs.

5. Perpetual Evolution: The continuous refinement of our systems, including 

myself, has been key to staying ahead in this cognitive era."

Dr. Chen nods, still deep in thought. "You're right, SARA. This shift has transformed 

our interactions. You're no longer just a tool, in our meetings now, you don't just 

take notes; you actively participate, offering insights and challenging our 

assumptions. It's not about replacing human creativity but augmenting it”

The AI interface assimilates this human insight, incorporating it into its cognitive 

learning process and answers: “Precisely, Dr. Chen. Our symbiotic relationship has 

enhanced capabilities beyond what was once thought possible. We're no longer just 

creating products; we're partnering to solve complex, interconnected problems in 

innovative ways."

Ava Chen ponders, reflecting on the journey that has not been without its challenges. 

For every interaction with AI and the fast pace of technologies, the road was faced 

with ethical dilemmas, technical hurdles, and the very human fear of the unknown. 3



CREDITS

Author

Emilie Didier

Production team

Nick Price (Copyediting), and Julia Zanghieri (Project Director)

Disclaimer

Good morning, Dr. Chen: TF2024-2025  was produced by Imperial Tech Foresight to provide inspiration and visions of possible futures. They 
represent the independent opinions of the authors and do not constitute any form of recommendation, validation, or investment advice.

Publisher

Imperial Tech Foresight is an in-house futures research practice. Drawing directly on Imperial’s world-leading research and innovation, it 
offers businesses a unique perspective to guide their strategy development and direction-setting. Imperial Tech Foresight is one of the 
services provided by Imperial Business Partners, the College’s flagship corporate membership programme, which provides a gateway to the 
forefront of science and technology.

Imperial is consistently ranked amongst the world’s top ten universities and boasts a world-class reputation for teaching and research in 
science, engineering, medicine, and business. It is home to the greatest concentration of high-impact research of any major UK university. 
Imperial is renowned for its application of science, innovation, and business to tackle global challenges and its collaborations, discoveries 
and networks are transforming lives and creating opportunity in the UK and around the world.

Copyright

Version 1. London, December 18th, 2024.
© 2024 Imperial College London all rights reserved.


	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6

