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Anthropocene:
proposed geological
epoch characterized by
the fundamental
impacts of human
activities at the
Earth-system level;
currently under review
for addition to the
Geological Time Scale
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Abstract

Great claims have been made about the benefits of dematerialization in a digital service economy.
However, digitalization has historically increased environmental impacts at local and planetary
scales, affecting labor markets, resource use, governance, and power relationships. Here we study
the past, present, and future of digitalization through the lens of three interdependent elements of
the Anthropocene: (a) planetary boundaries and stability, (b) equity within and between countries,
and (c) human agency and governance, mediated via (i) increasing resource efficiency, (ii) acceler-
ating consumption and scale effects, (iii) expanding political and economic control, and (iv) dete-
riorating social cohesion. While direct environmental impacts matter, the indirect and systemic
effects of digitalization are more profoundly reshaping the relationship between humans, tech-
nosphere and planet. We develop three scenarios: planetary instability, green but inhumane, and
deliberate for the good. We conclude with identifying leverage points that shift human–digital–
Earth interactions toward sustainability.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Human industrial activities are now the dominant influence on myriad Earth system parameters.
Their influence has proven so great that they have heralded a new epoch in geologic history:
the Anthropocene (1–4). Digitalization has changed and accelerated human influence, and
given its extraordinary enabling power, it will likely define the Anthropocene’s future path to a
considerable extent (5). Academic literature and the interested public increasingly focus on the
environmental footprint of digital devices, services, and infrastructures, epitomized by the case
of Bitcoin, a blockchain-based, decentralized cryptocurrency created by highly energy-intensive,
virtual mining operations (6). The direct energy impacts of these and other specific digital
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Digitalization:
megatrend changing
societies and
economies via use of
digital technologies

applications are important, but they should not obscure the wider question of how information
and communication technologies (ICTs) and digitalization have shaped and continue to shape
the coupled trajectory of human civilization and planetary states.

What do we mean by an ICT? Broadly defined, an ICT is any means of storing, processing, or
transmitting units of information. It could be anything from a Sumerian tablet in the distant past
to a supercomputing facility in the present. Digitization is a relatively recent form of information
storage, in which information is reduced to a sequence of zeroes and ones. Digitalization refers to
the widespread deployment of digital ICTs (7).

A comprehensive understanding of the role of ICTs and digitalization in the evolution of global
social and environmental dynamics is still missing. In this review, we help close that gap by inves-
tigating how ICT and digitalization have acted as major drivers of change throughout human
history, and how they shape our present and future trajectory in relation to three criteria for life in
the Anthropocene: environmental protection and planetary stability, human agency and its gov-
ernance, and equity and access.

First, we provide select historical examples of predigital ICTs to illustrate common themes
emerging from their development and use. These include (a) increased efficacy in monitoring,
measuring, and managing processes; (b) the enabling of expanded political or economic control
over both time and space; and (c) novel production and consumption opportunities associated
with an increase in resource consumption. Our premise is that early ICTs were precursors of
digitalization not only in terms of their technological history but also in terms of their role in
mobilizing ever larger societal and material systems—from ancient city-states to colonial empires
to the globally interconnected economy.

Second, we review the channels through which digitalization is currently influencing the nat-
ural environment and social systems, either directly, for example, through energy consumption
of server infrastructure, or indirectly, by affecting labor markets, the distribution of and access to
resources (i.e., inequality), social interaction, and systems of governance. We emphasize the long
tail of resource extraction in which ICTs require an increasingly diverse set of material resources
(such as rare earth elements), but we also consider the mechanisms and potentials for digital tech-
nologies to alleviate environmental impacts. We also examine how digitalization can be viewed
as a double-edged sword that affects the environment through new consumption opportunities
on the back of deeply problematic practices toward social and behavioral control in increasingly
surveilled online economies and networks.

Third, we turn to the future to explore three qualitative scenarios characterizing possible re-
lationships between observed digitalization trends and human–Earth system trajectories.We dis-
tinguish between different combinations of directed and undirected changes in technological ef-
ficiency and digital infrastructures.We conclude that if global cooperation succeeds in restricting
resource use and stabilizing Earth systems within planetary boundaries, then digitalization could
support a rapid transition to a low-impact, high–service level economy. But this depends critically
on strong convergence between hitherto divergent policy agendas around digitalization, climatic
stability, and biosphere protection and the transition to just and fair standards of living. The de-
sign of digital infrastructure and platforms will be equally important in shaping resource demands,
equity, and human agency in the Anthropocene.

2. THE PAST: INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION
TECHNOLOGIES AND THE ENVIRONMENT FROM
SELECT HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

The histories of ICTs are instructive not only for understanding their foundational role in trans-
forming societies and modes of social interaction but also for appraising their crucial function in
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Technosphere:
technological systems
with own networked
agency that impact the
earth system

IRRIGATION IN SUMER

As the first scriptural civilization, Sumer serves as a prime example of the relationships among ICTs, stratified so-
ciopolitical systems, efficient resource management, and environmental consequences (10). Sumer developed in the
southern part of fertile Mesopotamia, between the Euphrates and Tigris rivers. Statehood emerged in the third
millennium bce, characterized by a centralized government with the ability to collect taxes and draft men, women,
children, and slaves to work on the limited amount of fertile land controlled by an elite (11–13). The state man-
aged the collection and storage of abundant wheat, a surplus that in turn supported the introduction of cuneiform
scripts, an elaborate accounting system used for the economic and administrative records of an expanding state
administration. This information system emerged from the needs of a redistributive economy and later gave rise to
the development of a writing system capable of representing language (10, 14). Cuneiform script was also used to
keep, record, and manage larger irrigation systems through so-called farmers’ instructions. This was not the case
in smaller, local systems (15). According to Sumer records, the elite also used cuneiform script to convey messages
that could not be entrusted to verbal communication by messengers (16). This finding suggests that early commu-
nication technologies were relevant to the co-evolution of larger-scale projects that required informational records
to increase the productivity and governance of land use. Associated centrally organized canal projects helped make
resource provision more efficient and plentiful but were also instrumental in one of the first well-recorded incidents
of anthropogenic environmental destruction at ecosystem scale: the salinization of soil in southern Mesopotamia
(17).

the human-led modification and exploitation of the environment. The extraction, modification,
use, and disposal of natural resources have always been closely tied to, and mediated by, certain
forms of ICTs that were available at specific times and in specific cultures. Media technologies
altered human–environment interactions, forming a dominant part of the so-called technosphere:
the human-created fabric of industrial technologies, infrastructures, energy flows, and social in-
stitutions that increasingly interact with and function at a level equivalent to that of other Earth
system spheres (8, 9).Development and use of the first scripts in Sumer in the thirdmillennium bce
show that this very early ICT played an enabling role in the expansion of political and managerial
control over large-scale systems (agricultural irrigation), with associated gains in overall produc-
tivity and collective agency but also resource overexploitation (see the sidebar titled Irrigation in
Sumer).

Fast-forwarding to the extraction and use of coal during industrialization more than four mil-
lennia later demonstrates, again, that information control technologies enabled the design and
operation of large-scale systems, but with adverse impacts on both resource consumption and hu-
man agency. ICTs were integral to the industrialization of the British and then other European
economies in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, based on mechanization and the use of coal
for power. Early industrialization relied on literacy and an expansive knowledge economy enabled
by novel ICTs such as accounting and printing techniques, supporting further technological ad-
vances and the spread of technical literature (14, 18–20). While some scholars have argued that
innovation was the key ingredient of the Industrial Revolution (21), environmental historians re-
fute this argument, pointing to coal’s energy density, its relation to colonial expansion, and its role
in fueling recursive cycles of investment and the exploitation of labor (22–25). Coal was uniquely
positioned to break the “Malthusian deadlock” that constrained all kinds of growth before 1800,
including that of knowledge (26).

There is no simple relation between coal use and knowledge in any given industrializing so-
ciety. Recent historical statistical analyses have found that industrialization increased the literacy
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of a small section of the workforce, while a greater number of workers were seemingly deskilled
as a result of the mechanization of labor (27). Industrialization dynamics in England in the year
1800 reveal that while the presence of steam engines increased the share of skilled workers (in-
dicating migration as much as increased skills), in places it negatively affected primary education
and the literacy of women in particular (28). Over the longer term, however, coal-powered indus-
trialism increased the availability of wealth and created the conditions for more universal access
to education (28).

From a resource use perspective, coal-powered industrialism enabled the creation of infra-
structure ranging from road and rail networks to—most importantly—the electrical grid, which
was essential to the later development of digital infrastructure (29). These developments were in-
timately connected to the production of information. New information devices and metrological
processes enabled the efficient and balanced operation of power machinery (30). As an example,
indicator mechanisms were first patented by engineer John Southern (1758–1815) and used by
engineer James Watt (1736–1819) as a self-registering mechanism that allowed the pressure of
Watt’s newly invented rotary engines to quantify and display their recorded motive power. This
was vital to ensuring that the load (i.e., the machinery connected to an engine) was matched to
the power of the engine (31). Another information technology was the centrifugal steam engine
governor, which could be connected to a motive rotary engine to regulate its speed. Thanks to
a wind-driven reciprocal mechanism, at a certain speed the governor would cut off the supply of
steam to the engine. The governor was an early feedback mechanism regulating the rate of coal
combustion (32).

With electrification, the challenge of balancing power to load became ever more closely en-
twined with the generation of information.Calculations of voltage, current, and resistance enabled
the construction of electrical systems, but they could not ensure efficient operation. Load man-
agement, developed between 1880 and 1910, used information technology to ensure maximum
utilization of the system (33).Meters, indicators, and load diagrams (which recorded the variation
of electricity use over time) documented the economic state of the system and can be seen as a
feedback mechanism that informed supply management. These technologies and methods were
vital for the expansion of central stations into regional and national electric systems during the
period 1890–1920. Analog models of the electrical grid were even more important progenitors of
the modern computer. The MIT electrical engineering lab’s differential analyzer and the network
analyzer are key examples from the 1930s (34). Electricity meters also helped fund the intercon-
nection and spread of the grid (35) and later underpinned control engineering and the so-called
Second Industrial Revolution (36).

Coal, of course, is a major contributor to anthropogenic climate change. Information-based
control technologies of both devices (e.g., steam engine regulators) and production systems (e.g.,
manufacturing plants and industrial facilities) enabled strong productivity gains during industrial-
ization. However, from a resource use perspective, energy consumption increased as scale effects
more than offset efficiency improvements. In the 1930s, the resource economist Erich Zimmer-
mann (1888–1961) noted that increased efficiency in the amount of coal needed to generate a
kilowatt hour of electricity had not resulted in overall savings (37). It had reduced the growth rate
in coal consumption for each kilowatt of power, but it had increased the scale of national elec-
trical energy use by lowering the unit cost of a kilowatt hour—a demonstration of the efficiency
paradox (38). This key historical case shows that increased process efficiency enabled by digital
technologies will likely prove insufficient to ensure sustainable resource use (39).

The first half of the twentieth century saw increased activity in the creation of mechanical
computers (40), the legacy of more than a century of interest in the mechanization of mathe-
matical and statistical problems and their logical computation. Analog calculators and differential
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analyzers, which worked with mechanical relays, could be used only for specified and highly lim-
ited problems. A step change occurred in the second half of the 1940s, when logical computer
design, mathematical information theory based on binary digits, improved vacuum tube design
and, soon thereafter, semiconductor physics, as well as the formulation of cybernetics as a new
scientific paradigm, all converged onto the technological trajectory centered around electronic
(i.e., light-speed) computation.

Microelectronics spurred the rise of the digital age, encouraging decisive developments in the
military–industrial complex of the Cold War, in business, accounting, trade, planning, and mate-
rial design. Digital signal processing proved to be, according to retrospective economic analysis,
a general-purpose technology: widely used, capable of ongoing technical improvement, enabling
innovation in varied application sectors (41). All kinds of applications of these digital machines
ensued, from numerical meteorology to government statistics and aircraft design, forming even
a new rationality and governmentality (42, 43). Artificial intelligence (AI) was introduced in the
mid-1950s to extend the possibilities of representing and processing knowledge with machines.
The rise of computer networks—especially ARPANET (AdvancedResearch Projects AgencyNet-
work) and basic internet technologies such as packet switching and the TCP/IP protocol (44)—
gave rise to a new form of data-intensive networked intelligence.

This historical trajectory from the 1940s to today is part and parcel of the inherent dynam-
ics of the Great Acceleration (45). The computer revolution coincides with the inflection point
of the Great Acceleration around 1950, which—not coincidentally—is also considered to be the
geological beginning of the Anthropocene (46, 47). The relationship between electronic comput-
ing and a measurable impact on Earth strata is surprisingly direct. The Anthropocene Working
Group tasked with identifying the possible chronostratigraphic base of the Anthropocene con-
siders plutonium fallout from nuclear weapons testing as one of the most promising candidates
for demarcating the onset of the epoch of humankind. The design of the first atomic bomb and
then the hydrogen bomb would have been impossible without the aid of electronic computing
and the accurate simulation of fission reactions that computers allowed for (48). Therefore, one
of the most striking anthropogenic impacts on the global environment, directly indicative of the
Anthropocene epoch, was enabled by modern ICTs.

The direct economic impact of ICT was at first sporadic but then gained traction after the rev-
olution in consumer electronics in the 1970s and 1980s.While the effect of digitalization is diffi-
cult to assess with standard econometric analysis, the fundamental impact of the general-purpose
technology electronic computer on changing, multiplying, and globalizing economic activities
and markets—for both production and consumption—cannot be underestimated (40). Digital in-
frastructures have enabled scaling and network effects to spread across economic sectors, driv-
ing growth in both material and energetic turnover (4, 49). The introduction of digital means of
processing and circulating information accelerated the extraction and mobilization of natural re-
sources, the production of goods and their often wasteful consumption, the globalization of trade
and finance, and, in turn, the anthropogenic impacts of these activities on the Earth system (4, 50,
51).

Today, human agency is scarcely conceivable without the myriad transistors that are pho-
tolithographed onto integrated circuits in order to switch between two basic electrical states. Such
basic manipulations at the micro level have massive effects at the macro level. The historical result
of this technological step change in ICTs—one might call it the Great Digitalization—is apparent
not only in economic output and growth but also in how culture, politics, and science have re-
oriented themselves to support the structural formation of a digitally orchestrated technosphere
(7).
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As realized in social networks,
digitalization communication
patterns hinder deliberations

and advance polarization.

Polarized societies find 
insufficient common 

ground to advance policies 
for the public good.

Inequality drives positional good 
consumption and hinders 

political processes that protect 
planetary stability.

Digitalization

Political agencyPlanetary stabilityEquity

Digitalization has relevant direct and 
indirect environmental footprints, but 

also substantial potentials for 
environmental impact reduction if 

directed by public policy.

Digitalization has relevant direct and 
indirect environmental footprints, but 

also substantial potentials for 
environmental impact reduction if 

directed by public policy.

In some cases, digitalization equalizes 
opportunities, but structurally it is 

increasing income inequality within 
and between countries.

Figure 1

Relationships among digitalization, equity, political agency, and planetary stability. Digitalization influences climate change and
planetary stability, for example via energy demand of data centers but also via digital and artificial intelligence applications that reduce
greenhouse gas emissions and environmental impact (see Table 1). Digitalization also influences social equity both within and between
countries. Algorithms are instrumental in creating polarization and in shaping political opinion in social media. High levels of inequity
and polarization reduce the feasibility of consensual climate policies and hence are indirectly relevant for planetary stability.

3. THE PRESENT: DIGITALIZATION AND ITS IMPLICATIONS FOR
ENVIRONMENT, AGENCY, AND EQUITY IN THE ANTHROPOCENE

Common themes from these historical accounts of ICTs persist into the current digital age. These
themes include efficiencies in the monitoring and managing of processes and systems, expanding
political or economic control, uneven distributional impacts on labor and agency, and novel forms
of production and consumption associated with increased aggregate resource use. In this section,
we examine digitalization through a present-day lens against our objectives for the Anthropocene:
equity (Section 3.1), human agency (Section 3.2), and the environment and associated planetary
stability (Section 3.3).These objectives are interrelated (Figure 1) and hence should be considered
part of the larger dynamics of the Anthropocene.

3.1. Equity and Distributional Effects

If digitalization in the Anthropocene should benefit humans and the environment, its socioeco-
nomic consequences also need to be understood, particularly through the lens of equity and in
low- and middle-income countries in the Global South, where growth margins in unsaturated
markets for digitalization are higher. Digitalization is developed unevenly both within and across
countries globally. A world map of the International Telecommunication Union’s ICT Develop-
ment Index (Figure 2) shows strong differences in digital development across low-, middle-, and
high-income economies. Countries in Africa and South America with lower incomes tend to have
lower digital development.

Digitalization also changes how value is added and distributed at different stages of the value
chain within and across economies (e.g., through increasing the value share of services relative
to physical products) and how trade patterns evolve (e.g., through decreasing transaction costs in
logistics) (52). The diffusion of digital technologies thus raises distributional concerns, given its
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IDI 2017 value

0–3 4–5 6–7 8–10 No data

Figure 2

The International Telecommunication Union’s 2017 ICT Development Index (IDI 2017). The index is
based on 10 indicators: landline subscriptions, international internet bandwidth, households with a
computer, households with internet access, individuals using the internet, fixed broadband subscriptions,
active mobile broadband subscriptions, mean years of schooling, secondary gross enrollment, and tertiary
gross enrollment. Figure adapted with permission from International Telecommunication Union data
(https://www.itu.int/net4/ITU-D/idi/2017/index.html#idi2017map-tab).

implications for labor demand and wages, the digital divide (inequality of access), and the unequal
burden of environmental degradation falling on low- and middle-income countries.

Is digitalization good or bad for developing countries? On the one hand, digitally enabled busi-
nesses are expected to create catch-up possibilities for low- and middle-income countries in the
global digitalized economy. The internet economy of the early 2000s, for instance, raised expec-
tations that the phenomenon of professional business services outsourcing (53, 54) would create
jobs in countries such as India with favorable business conditions (e.g., a large workforce with a
good command of the English language for programming tasks). Similar expectations now exist
around the gig economy, with small service jobs being done online by so-called click workers in
countries such as the Philippines (55). On the other hand, digitalization is labor saving through
automation in factories and more efficient organization of business processes (replicating pat-
terns observed during historical industrialization; see Section 2). This may create problems for
low- and middle-income countries seeking employment opportunities for young and growing
populations. Simultaneously, the decreasing importance of labor relative to capital weakens low-
and middle-income countries’ competitive advantage created through cheap and abundant labor
(56). Moreover, developed countries currently profit from digitalization. For instance, 83% of
ICT manufacturing value added is created in China, Taiwan, USA, South Korea, and Japan, and
74% of global robot installations are similarly concentrated in only five countries: USA, China,
Germany, South Korea, and Japan. None of the 10 biggest online platforms globally are from
South America, Africa, or other regions in the Global South.

Empirical evidence on how digitalization affects labor markets is still limited and focuses
largely on developed countries. Early studies focusing on computers, ICTs, and software appli-
cations suggest that their introduction has displaced some jobs but also created new ones (57). In
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theUSA, the recent stagnation of labor demand can be explained by an acceleration of automation,
particularly in manufacturing, and a deceleration in the creation of new tasks (58). Employment
in occupations requiring routine tasks as well as the number of workers with low computer lit-
eracy has declined, but workers whose more complex abstract and manual tasks cannot be easily
performed by machines have benefited. As a result, wages have polarized (57, 59, 60). Stagnation
or a drop in real wages in the lower two-thirds of income groups, especially among males, has
been documented, while the top one-third of workers experienced continued income growth (61).
These changes resulted in higher inequality within OECD countries, affecting predominantly
the middle class (62). Adoption of robots in the US local labor market has been found to displace
workers (63), but no strong evidence of a similar displacement effect has been found in preliminary
analyses of Europe, where robotization has had either a limited or zero impact on employment,
although it has affected the composition of the labor force in terms of skill (64–66). A potential ex-
planation for this difference may lie in labor market regulation,which differs significantly between
the two regions.

ICTs’ material footprint also has major social implications (67, 68). Rare earth elements and
metals such as tantalum, tungsten, gold, tin, and cobalt are key ingredients of electronics compo-
nents such as batteries or semiconductors (69). These critical raw materials are extracted by work-
ers primarily in artisanalmines in theGlobal South, includingCongo,Ghana,Peru, andChile (67).
Communities near mines or disposal sites are adversely affected, as are local ecosystems through
air and river pollution as well as deforestation (70).Mining of both rare earth elements and metals,
as well as recycling processes, is characterized by hazardous and inhumane working conditions,
with a lack of health and safety equipment leading to high exposure of workers to mine dust and
toxic substances (69, 71). Mining workers are also placed at risk through exposure to hazardous
chemicals and injuries and deaths from falls, rockfalls, accidents involving machinery and mine
collapses, fatal mudslides, and landslides (72, 73). Mining operations servicing the ICT sector are
associated with forced labor practices, including child labor, excessive working hours, low wages,
lack of social protection, discrimination against migrant workers, humiliating disciplinary actions,
and (sexual) violence (73–77).

There are further equity considerations on the consumption side of digital products. The mo-
bile phone is already one of the most equitably accessible technologies globally, with a Gini co-
efficient of 0.20 (where 0 is perfect equality and 1 is perfect inequality), compared with the Gini
coefficients for GDP (0.43), TVs (0.49), electricity (0.50), cars (0.65), and the internet (0.66) (78).
Mobile phones as end-user ICTs provide access to information, networks, education, financial
services, and expertise that support livelihoods, social relationships, and basic need fulfillment.
Reliable, affordable, and accessible digital infrastructure is a basic requirement for life in the An-
thropocene. The digital divide currently falls along fault lines of geography, gender, age, and de-
velopment. Currently, 72% of the world’s urban population has internet access at home, com-
pared with 37% in rural areas (79). Just over half (51%) of the global population uses the internet,
but this percentage masks the disparity between developed regions (87%) and least-developed
countries (19%), as well as between males (55%) and females (48%). The COVID-19 pandemic
deepened the digital divide, marginalizing those without digital technologies, skills, mindsets, and
infrastructure access as public services and employment rapidly moved online (80).

Overall, digitalization is associated with a concentration of value creation in several hubs,
mostly in North America, Europe, and East Asia, and with a polarization of income within coun-
tries. Digitalization may still benefit countries in the Global South, but this will likely require
a continuation of the emancipation of countries from global structures of dependency. Shifts in
public policy are also required to counter within-country wage imbalances and social inequities
arising from digitalization and its material footprint.

www.annualreviews.org • Digitalization and the Anthropocene 487

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. E

nv
ir

on
. R

es
ou

r.
 2

02
2.

47
:4

79
-5

09
. D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 w

w
w

.a
nn

ua
lr

ev
ie

w
s.

or
g

 A
cc

es
s 

pr
ov

id
ed

 b
y 

W
IB

62
75

 -
 W

is
se

ns
ch

af
ts

pa
rk

s 
L

ib
ra

ry
 -

 P
ot

sd
am

 o
n 

11
/0

2/
22

. S
ee

 c
op

yr
ig

ht
 f

or
 a

pp
ro

ve
d 

us
e.

 



Collect more data
and refine algorithms

1

Exercise behavioral control

Provides data

Provides services

2

Influence political
digital agency

3

Monopolistic
data platforms User Political opinion

Figure 3

Three interrelated concerns regarding how monopolistic social media influence democratic processes:
(●1 ) monopolistic data accumulation, (●2 ) exercise of behavioral control, and (●3 ) influence on political agency.

3.2. Data, Democracy, and Governance

The current digital age is founded on a massive expansion in the generation, flow, processing, and
storage of data. Data accumulation by social media and other data-based internet firms enables
service provision while creating an important training resource for AI across many different ap-
plications. Social media platforms and digital services realize important social benefits, such as
(a) helping to form political and social organizations, (b) giving voice to identity communities,
(c) realizing and supporting local and community networks, (d) diffusing information (as well
as misinformation) rapidly, and (e) offering new opportunities for digital governance and pub-
lic service. However, data accumulation also raises significant concerns, including (a) unregulated
monopoly power of firms in data-based markets, (b) behavioral control networks designed to max-
imize profits (surveillance capitalism) or to maintain and increase state power, and (c) threats to
democracy through social media polarization of political opinion (Figure 3).

First, data are a resource, and their accumulation by a firm, especially if unshared, can lead
to monopoly power (81). Data and, more broadly, knowledge are by their nature nonrivalrous
goods that can be (re)used by many actors in creative and productive ways, leading to both in-
tended and unintended innovations. For instance, the microblogging service provider Twitter has
granted researchers frictionless and automated access to subsets of their data, enabling various
types of research with social benefit, such as rapid assessments of disaster damages of natural
catastrophes (82) or of relationships among weather, climate impacts, and expressed sentiment
(83). Social media data also contribute to research on solutions for urban sustainability (84, 85).
However, innovation is limited if access to data is restricted or monopolized (81, 86). Monopolis-
tic digital service providers maintain advantages of scale by acquiring niche innovators (supported
by the current venture capital system) and by investing heavily in research and development to
ensure competitive advantage over new entrants (87).

Second, commodification of accumulated data allows firms to exert behavioral control over
users under a new economic paradigm termed surveillance capitalism (88). Digitalization thus ex-
tends the expansion of political and social control observed with historical ICTs into the private
sphere through the social networks and digital devices that connect the globe. At its core, surveil-
lance capitalism is the ability to accurately predict the future behavior and personal attributes of
individuals by exploiting data that reveal their preferences, behavior, choices, and beliefs (89, 90).
Such predictions allow firms to nudge people into staying on their platforms, thus generating
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more data, as well as profits from the sale of both insights and data to other firms interested in
targeting individuals with personalized advertising (88). For the critical human agency dimension
of the Anthropocene, data surveillance and commodification can endanger democracy or increase
state power. For example, the introduction of a social credit system by governments demonstrates
how data surveillance is used to enable “data-informed economic and social planning on a national
scale” (91) in which individual behavior is controlled by tailored incentives and punishments.

Third, social media platforms threaten democratic governance (92). Over time, their algo-
rithms have learned that emotional messaging is most efficient in retaining users. Facebook users
are statistically likely to join polarized communities (echo chambers), seeking confirmation bias,
and ignoring dissenting information, thus reducing social trust across ethnic, political, or reli-
gious groups (93). Such echo chambers have unintended consequences, as emotional messaging
polarizes individuals, strongly reduces space for mutual understanding, and, as a result, negatively
affects the fundamental principles of democracy (92). Emotive and targeted messaging can also
influence elections (94) and reduce social trust in journalism (95).

3.3. Digitalization’s Environmental Footprint and Improvement Potential

Digitalization expands human control over the Earth system by reducing friction in communica-
tion and by enabling supervision of large-scale and complex technological systems, compounding
the dynamics of the Great Acceleration (45) and the impact of humanity on the Earth’s ecosys-
tems. Generally, ICTs’ impacts are grouped into direct effects, which result from the life cycle of
digital hardware and infrastructure, and indirect effects, which result from the repercussions of
certain uses of these technologies including behavioral and systemic effects (96–98).

Direct impacts of digital technologies include greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, water con-
sumption, and material use associated with the production, use, and end of life of devices and
computer infrastructure (96, 99). For example, digitalization affects the environment through the
extraction and mining of raw materials for myriad ICT devices, ranging from laptops and smart-
phones to servers and networks (67). Electrical and electronic equipment accounts for a sizable
share of total global material flows in copper (30%), lead (85%), tin (47%), antimony (50%), and
rare earth metals including indium, gallium, germanium, and ruthenium (all >80%) (100). With
the growing number of devices in use and the increase of expectations regarding their processing
power, digital devices are designed to have short life spans, leading to a high amount of electronic
waste (e-waste). E-waste is the fastest growing waste stream globally. Only 17% of the estimated
53.6 Mt of e-waste produced globally in 2019 was collected and recycled (101). Sustainable pro-
curement practices, extended producer responsibility, and so-called circular electronics designed
for increased life span, repair, and reuse are potential solutions, yet they remain far from main-
stream (71).

Indirect impacts of digital technologies on energy and resource exploitation can also lead to
increased emissions and environmental effects (i.e., the scale effect) (97, 98, 102–104).Digital mar-
kets are intentionally designed to enable a convenient, frictionless purchasing process with strong
consumer appeal (7). This process increases aggregated consumption, echoing the efficiency para-
dox shown in historical accounts of ICT usage. As people spend more time using digital services,
they reveal information about their individual preferences that can be used to expand product
and service offerings. By matching heterogeneous consumer preferences to a broader range of
supply alternatives, digitalization helps create a market of niche, specialized products—a long-tail
effect—that further expands consumption opportunities.

Digitalization also holds a substantial but unrealized potential for stabilizing the planetary tra-
jectory. Routes for unlocking this potential include (a) efficiency improvements in computational
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infrastructure, (b) rapid innovation in data science and AI applied to sustainability challenges, and
(c) knowledge to inform strategies to manage the planet in a sustainable way.

The first route focuses on digitalization’s direct energy demand particularly in data centers (98).
Digital technologies consume large amounts of energy—more than 7 EJ in 2018 (97, 105). The
development of certain very large deep neural networks generated as much as 313 metric tons of
CO2 (106). The number of global data center workloads and compute instances (virtual machines
that run workloads) grew by 550% between 2010 and 2018 (107). Yet, data center providers coun-
tered this increasing demand by substantial efforts to increase efficiency.Resulting energy demand
increased only by around 6% from 2010 to 2018 and is now estimated at around 1% of global elec-
tricity consumption (107). Deliberate engineering efforts were undertaken to make data centers
more efficient, renewable energy sources are increasingly used for data center operation, and ap-
proaches for using waste heat for other purposes exist (108). If efficiency improvements can keep
pace with computing needs, and if data center operators employ a 24/7 renewable energy sup-
ply (109) and leverage their position to pioneer energy technologies (110), then the direct GHG
emission footprint of data centers could be contained.

The second route encompasses the application of digital technologies toward improving the
sustainability of engineering systems and exploiting an untapped efficiency potential (111). No-
tably, the fields of AI and machine learning (ML) are making a concerted effort to determine how
these techniques can contribute to the greater good, particularly sustainability goals (112) includ-
ing climate change mitigation and adaptation (104, 113). Table 1 summarizes relevant applica-
tions.Nonetheless, digitalization alone will be insufficient; complementary policy instruments, re-
search and development investments, and infrastructure provision will be needed to create strong
incentives for emission-reducing digital applications (104, 114).

The third route relates to the role of digitalization in providing knowledge to inform strategies
to manage the planet in a sustainable way (115). Digital technologies, data and computer science,
and ML play an important role in climate and Earth sciences, as well as in other sustainability
fields (116). They are also instrumental for informing policy and decision makers on how they
can address environmental challenges (113). Digital technologies enable raw data collection with
sensors, satellites, and the like at an unprecedented scale and granularity that are driving scientific
discovery. For example, remote sensing approaches combiningML techniques and satellite images
have been used to map and help plan the extension of solar photovoltaic installations at a global
scale (117).

4. THE FUTURE: PATHWAYS AND LEVERS

Turning to the future, we sketch three pathways for digitalization in the Anthropocene, varying
in their performance against our evaluation criteria of agency, equity, and planetary stability. We
then identify a set ofmeasures that provide tentative direction toward themost optimistic scenario.
Finally, we point to four system-level leverage points underpinning a transition toward a stabilized
planet with full human agency and social equity (Table 2).

4.1. Conceptualization and Scenarios

To the best of our knowledge, no current conceptualization of decarbonization pathways explic-
itly accounts for the impacts of digitalization in the Anthropocene. This is a major gap, because
digitalization clearly has stark consequences for (a) planetary stability (energy, GHG emission,
material use, and land demand), (b) social equity (the distribution of costs and benefits associated
with digital technologies, including through labor markets), and (c) political agency (participatory
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Table 2 Characteristics and outcomes of three pathways for digitalization in the Anthropocene

Scenario Characteristics Outcomes
Planetary destabilization High increase in automation/surveillance

High increase in consumption
High increase in extraction with limited
efficiency gains

Biodiversity destruction and climate change
High risks for well-being and habitat
High risks for democracy
Loss of social trust
Medium agency
High inequalities
Medium increase in knowledge

Green but inhumane High increase in automation/surveillance
High decrease in consumption
High decrease in extraction with high
efficiency gains

Resource and biodiversity preservation, climate
change mitigation: limited risks for well-being and
habitat

Limited agency: loss of democratic rights
High inequality in power (but equality in

consumption)
Limited increase in knowledge

Deliberate for the good Limited automation/surveillance
High decrease in consumption
High decrease in extraction with
medium-high efficiency gains

Resource and biodiversity preservation, climate
change mitigation: limited risks for well-being and
habitat

High agency: high social trust and participation
Healthy democracy
Medium inequalities
High increase in knowledge

control in digitalization). On a meta level, institutions, values, and social organization will shape
how digitalization influences the Anthropocene.

From this conceptualization of the interactions among the digital system, Earth system, and
human societies, we discuss three illustrative future pathways that span the possibility space for
digitalization and decarbonization in the Anthropocene, namely (a) planetary destabilization,
(b) green but inhumane, and (c) deliberate for the good.Figure 4 provides a stylized representation
of each pathway’s likely implication for GHG emissions. Planetary destabilization refers to a world
in which digital technologies increase efficiency but also result in system-level increases in energy
demand, runaway resource consumption and planetary destabilization, increased centralization of
knowledge and power incompatible with democratic deliberation, and increased inequality.Green
but inhumane refers to a world in which digital technologies such as AI and big data provide op-
portunities to steer and support technological change away from fossil fuels and toward the rapid
deployment of renewable and energy-efficient technologies, while avoiding overconsumption and
redeployment of technologies, but with human agency increasingly constrained.Deliberate for the
good refers to a world in which AI technologies alongside decentralized computing structures are
used efficiently and effectively, with trusted data practices and high levels of distributed agency.

4.1.1. Planetary destabilization. The planetary destabilization scenario is conceptualized as a
continuation of current trends, with digitalization mostly ungoverned, increased consumption of
digital and physical services, resource extraction, and centralization of knowledge and power (134–
137). In this context, the digital system would exert indirect control over human societies (138) as
well as increased control of the Earth system through the expansion of resource extraction enabled
by highly automated (digital) technologies (139). The rebound and scale effects of digitalization
continue to dominate and increase in scale and magnitude (140). The likely environmental out-
comes of such a scenario are rapid resource exhaustion, high threats to biodiversity, and increases
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Figure 4

Three illustrative pathways for digitalization in the Anthropocene with divergent outcomes for planetary stability, social equity, and
political agency. (a) The funnels represent possible GHG emission ranges in each pathway, and the arrows indicate the main
determinants of GHG outcomes. (b) The icons and table depict positive (+) and negative (−) implications for planetary stability, social
equity, and political agency in each pathway. The GHG emission trajectories for the current planetary destabilization pathway (red)
follow baseline scenarios from the IPCC (118), while those for the deliberate for the good (green) and green but inhumane (blue)
pathways are speculative and should be interpreted only qualitatively. The outcomes of the three additional dimensions are qualitative
assessments by the authors based on the material provided in this review. Abbreviations: AI, artificial intelligence; GHG, greenhouse
gas.

in global CO2 emissions leading to severe climate change. Strong feedback loops causing high
risks to human well-being and habitat would also materialize. Other plausible social outcomes
of this scenario include increased inequalities induced by widespread automation of production
systems, loss of social trust, a deepening digital divide (unequal access to digital infrastructure),
and resulting high risks for liberal democracies. This possible future world is characterized by
low agency. While state control is limited, allowing for agency in principle, digitalization is not
used to increase citizen inclusion and participation in political affairs but rather to polarize opin-
ions, including via the spread of misinformation. Data accumulation and the resulting knowledge
generation increase across applications, including those that help accelerate the exploitation of
planetary resources. Social inequity balloons, driven by rent seeking in physical resources and by
data companies, while the vast majority have to endure climate change, rapid planetary environ-
mental degradation, biodiversity loss, and instrumentalization as data objects subject to behavioral
control. Given these outcomes, this scenario is clearly the most pessimistic and least desirable, as
it leads to destabilization of both the Earth system and human societies.

4.1.2. Green but inhumane. Instead of enabling growth in production and consumption, dig-
italization could in principle be used as a way to sharply reduce both. Realizing the green but
inhumane pathway means directing technical progress toward maximizing efficiency in terms
of resource use, including through rapid deployment of efficient technologies (107, 141, 142),
alongside strong social and political action to mitigate or avoid rebound effects. In terms of en-
ergy, this pathway benefits from Earth being an open thermodynamic system into which streams
175,000 TW of solar energy. Therefore, depending on how ICTs are configured and where the
energy used to power them comes from, it could be possible to impose thermodynamic order at
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the scale of the Earth system (143).This scenario also entails the use of digital technologies to cen-
trally control populations, and thus limit their resource consumption, through approaches such
as big data–driven surveillance and control (144). If directed toward high-efficiency gains, digi-
talization may provide a 10–20% reduction in GHGs while enabling high shares of intermittent
renewables in electricity networks and tackling the major control challenges integrating demand,
storage, and variable supply. Limitations on individual consumption may be operationalized by a
strong surveillance state through the widespread deployment of granular monitoring systems that
provide high-frequency data streams, which, together with AI technologies, could enable effective
and continuous population control (145).

Although such a pathway may dramatically reduce the human footprint on the Earth system,
the green but inhumane scenario comes with large adverse effects for human societies. Agency
would be highly constrained because of the loss of democratic rights and a lack of distributed in-
formation in a digital system focused mostly on controlling populations and processes as opposed
to fostering knowledge systems. Social inequity may be high, dominated by a small cyborg ruling
elite/dictatorship.

4.1.3. Deliberate for the good. Neither of the first two scenarios provides desirable outcomes
for human societies, highlighting the need for an explicit consideration of which kinds of digital
systems can enable and promote a high level of human agency while providing capacities to safe-
guard the Earth system. A pathway that could achieve such objectives would make efficient and
effective use of AI technologies, accompanied by decentralized computing structures, data trusts,
and high levels of distributed agency (146). The theory of change in this scenario posits decreas-
ing environmental impacts via both increased efficiency and reduced demand that would stem
not from population control but rather from self-determination in a context of effective knowl-
edge systems that foster empathy, accountability, and collaboration (147). The social outcome of
such a system would include high social trust and citizen participation within healthy democratic
processes (148).

4.2. Steering Digitalization Toward Public Purpose

To change the trajectory of digitalization and resource use from one of planetary destabilization
toward one that deliberates for the good, worldwide regulations and policies must take responsi-
bility, redirecting dynamics toward low levels of resource use and GHG emissions, social equity,
and digital agency. Currently, secular digitalization trends and global sustainability policy agendas
are largely disconnected. Their alignment is a major challenge for multilevel governance. This
implies activity from the local to the transnational scale through policies, regulations, coalitions,
initiatives, activist demands, consumer preference, corporate leadership, experiments, urban inno-
vations, and so on. Such redirection relies as much on prohibitions and boundaries as on desirable
action (149).

In the environmental domain, constraints on digitalization are warranted to limit accelerated
resource-intensive consumption. In economic analysis, efficient restraint is achieved by charging
current transactions with current and future environmental costs. Current estimates suggest a so-
cial cost of carbon of approximately $100–300 in 2030, with higher values for a 1.5°C climate
stabilization goal and little reliance on CO2-removal technologies (150, 151). At a 2020 level of
carbon intensity (152), this estimate would translate into a 1–3% increase in purchase price for
the average Amazon package (ignoring the costs of carbon embedded in the production of con-
sumption items and the non-CO2-related harms of planetary boundaries via mining, land use,
etc.). Fiscal instruments have been proposed to shift blockchain verification protocols away from
energy- and CO2-intensive proof of work (153). Altogether, carbon pricing alone, while necessary,
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will not suffice to maintain planetary stability. A larger-scale shift toward biosphere stewardship
is needed—a transformation of our relationship with nature to one that conserves, restores, and
enhances its benefits for people and planet (154), implying “a fundamental shift in governance
from reducing human pressures only, to managing nature actively to promote multigenerational
human wellbeing” (154). Inter alia, such a shift would translate into protecting irrecoverable car-
bon stocks in vulnerable terrestrial and coastal ecosystems. The protection of carbon stocks in
turn may prohibit mining of minerals, which would pose a material constraint on the expansion
of digital products.

Digitalization efforts should be concentrated where they bring the highest value (see also
Section 3).There are many practical examples of shifting rules, regulations, practices andmindsets
to ensure a healthy contribution of digitalization in the Anthropocene (Table 3). First, regula-
tions and circular economy practices can limit ICT product obsolescence, reduce e-waste, ensure
end-of-life producer responsibility, and increase mineral recovery and recycling rates to dramat-
ically reduce extractive activity (155). Second, an energy proportionality test can be applied to
new digital applications to embed planetary stewardship principles in digital product and service
development as well as to guide regulators toward constraining excess (156). Third, regulators
managing access to urban space (e.g., city authorities), energy infrastructure (e.g., national util-
ities), and public services (e.g., e-health, e-education) can extract open data commitments from
digital service providers as part of their social license to operate. Such commitments should in-
clude data on the direct and indirect behavioral impacts of digital services. This way, rebound
and intensification effects can be measured and managed. Open data can also support agile zero-
carbon urban planning practices (125). Digital technology has already contributed significantly to
reducing the casualties/impacts of natural or other hazards/disasters, such as floods (157). Fourth,
methodologies linking digital applications to emission impacts can normalize carbon labeling of
ICT use and digital services such as video streaming (158). Google’s inclusion of carbon emission
rankings in search results and travel recommendations is a powerful example of aligning choice
architectures with sustainability goals. But standardizing carbon labeling of end-user services also
enables informed regulation, such as discriminatory incentives (feebates) and dynamically improv-
ing best-in-class standards (e.g., the Japanese Top Runner Programme for energy efficiency).

In the social equity domain, a key direction is regulating the data-based monopoly power of big
tech companies. This could be achieved by mandating data sharing as a function of market power
(81). Related but not identical is taxing away the data rents obtained in particular by multinational
businesses that rely on national infrastructures for their platform solutions, obtaining (eventu-
ally global) (quasi-)rents from data-based transactions while avoiding taxes by shifting nominal
revenues to low-tax destinations.

The introduction of market-based digital service taxes (DSTs) is an appropriate and adequate
tool for more efficient and fair distribution (159) as well as an adequate tool to reduce the digital
divide and expand universal digital access. DSTs aim to ensure that countries obtain taxing rights
over the profits of data-based multinational companies that locally sell products, collect data, and
target advertisements at local consumers. A DST-based redistribution complements a resource
use–based redistribution, such as national redistribution of carbon pricing revenues as climate
dividends, a progressive redistribution that will reduce the global poverty head count by six million
in 2030 (160), and international support of climatemitigation and biosphere stewardship programs
by transferring funds intended both to support the introduction of local carbon pricing and to
reduce the capital costs of low-carbon investments in developing countries (161, 162).

Strategic public and private investment in infrastructure development can rapidly increase the
57% share of the global population able to access the internet on a daily basis, thus addressing
the inequities described in Section 3.2. Alongside access to digital infrastructure, digital skills and
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ESTONIA’S DIGITAL GOVERNMENT

Estonia is a front-runner in providing digital government services. Its data exchange infrastructure, X-Road, allows
citizens to access all public and private services via one infrastructure while keeping specific data distributed in a
noncentralized way across diverse servers and ensuring data exchange via distributed ledgers (165, 166). The digital
government builds on central institutions that are committed to the digital infrastructure.A core task is the provision
of the Estonian eID.Overall, this design not only saves substantial administrative resources but also increases social
trust (165, 167).

literacy should be embedded in school curricula worldwide as central to human capital devel-
opment in the Anthropocene. An understanding of data, control, algorithms, programming, and
rights in the technosphere should sit alongside critical awareness of ideas, arguments, perspectives,
and media as basic tenets of good citizenship. Monopolistic digital platforms should be regulated
as such, with clear public purpose goals and structures defined to ensure that their activity
serves collective goals, fosters participatory governance, strengthens democratic institutions, and
improves digital governance.

In the agency domain, the current trend toward a total data-based control mechanism, pro-
vided by ubiquitous location-based tracking and control of all messenger content (e.g., the EU
e-Privacy Derogation, which allows providers of email and messaging services to automatically
search all personal messages of each citizen), requires counterbalancing and specific policies that
make keeping private data private the default. While the EU General Data Protection Regula-
tion is well motivated, it fails to make digital subjects active agents of their data. A specific goal is
to shift extreme data-based power and control from a few multinational enterprises and agencies
back to users and individual data providers.

One way forward would be to redesign data infrastructures via data cooperatives that collec-
tively organize and manage users’ data both for the public good and, subject to active agreement,
for commercial usage (163, 164). Another way forward would be to provide data exchange in-
frastructures like Estonia’s X-Road, which keeps private data decentralized and secure (see the
sidebar titled Estonia’s Digital Government). Cities like Barcelona, Boston, and Paris; communi-
ties of interest (e.g., open source movements, citizen science); and coalitions and pressure groups
(e.g., Sustainability in the Digital Age) also exemplify the increasing effort to take control of dig-
italization for public purposes.

4.3. The How: Digitalization and System Change

Digitalization has the ability to influence whatMeadows (177) highlighted as some of the strongest
leverage points over system dynamics: those that alter information flows and controls, rules of
the system, the power structures and dynamics that uphold existing rules, and the mindsets that
define them.The societal transformations driven by digitalization demonstrate the power of these
levers, as digitalization has radically altered information flows and controls throughout society,
influencing consumption, political and economic influence, equity, and trust. Digitalization has
also created opportunities to push the most influential set of levers of system change highlighted
by Meadows: rules, structures, goals, and mindsets (Figure 5).

The first leverage point is the reformalization of rules and feedback, as discussed in the preced-
ing section. Important options include mandatory data sharing in big tech and with urban/local
administrations as condition for license; default data management as data commons or data trusts;
a requirement for circular electronics designed for increased life span, repair, and reuse; and the
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Planet

System

RULES AND FEEDBACK

STRUCTURE AND
INFORMATION FLOW

GOALS

MINDSETS

Data sharing mandates,
circularity requirements,

monetary signals

Epistemic web to
support holistic

Earth system
understanding

Rechannel material
aspiration toward the
management of the

commons

Understand participation in
different systems synthetically as
operating in the Anthropocene,

supported by digital information
flows and identities

Figure 5

Leverage points of digitalization to steer the coupled human–technological/digital–planetary system toward planetary stability, equity,
and maintenance of political agency, as seen through the lens of digitalization. Figure adapted and expanded from Reference 149.

use of tax incentives and price signals as feedback to steer digital use cases toward low environ-
mental impact.

The second leverage point is the modification of structures and the creation of new ones.Digi-
talization can play a crucial role by offering a holistic data-based Earth system understanding (116),
which would translate into an informational governance that leverages the use of information to
drive innovations in governance mechanisms and institutions (149, 178). The World Wide Web
has become an important medium for driving digitally enabled social change and activism. It has
considerably lowered the cost and changed the form of participation in collective social actions,
which no longer demand the copresence of its protagonists in time and space. The Web has also
enabled fundamentally new forms of social interaction, in particular new ways of spontaneously
organizing and coordinating collective actions and ways of reacting to their results. The Web’s
impact on the ability of collective action to address the global challenges of the Anthropocene,
however, will critically depend not only on the social opportunities that the new technologies
afford but also on the knowledge it makes available to these actions. In other words, the Web’s
impact will depend less on its agility as a social web than on its qualities as an epistemic one. An
epistemic web would be characterized by balanced ownership and control of knowledge; public
access provides content, connectivity, and themeans of controlling the quality and reliability of the
represented knowledge. Here, existing public knowledge infrastructures and representations are
not only realized as a common good (necessary for survival in the Anthropocene) but also further
developed into a web offering coproduction, open sharing, and public appropriation of knowl-
edge, shifting agency toward the users of the system (149). Crucial examples include, technically,
carbon labeling methodologies and reporting and, procedurally, the closing of the digital divide
not only as an equity-respecting goal but also to include the voices of the previously marginalized,
ranging from information housing to indigenous communities, within the global epistemic web.

The third leverage point is the resetting of goals, at both individual and societal levels, away
from aspirational resource-intensive consumption (e.g., private cars, mansions) toward positive
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INFORMATION AND ENERGY: A MUTUAL RELATIONSHIP

It is possible to imagine a machine that uses information to generate power (called Szilard’s engine). Information
storage is a reduction in a given system’s disorder (entropy) that requires the provision of external energy. This
means that the intervention of an intelligent being, an information processor, in a closed thermodynamic system
could never decrease the entropy in that system without subverting the second law of thermodynamics (182). From
this perspective, human knowledge creation can give rise to “local and temporary islands of decreasing entropy,” but
this has an associated energy requirement (183). The result is Szilard’s Paradox, the idea that within a closed ther-
modynamic system, information-driven ordering processes will always consume more energy than they save (184).
Similarly, human memory systems require sufficient energy to encode information (and hence encode no more in-
formation than needed to tackle evolutionary tasks) (185, 186). Although Szilard’s Paradox usefully highlights the
energetic requirements of digitalization, its relevance is limited because the Earth system is not thermodynami-
cally closed, with many orders of magnitude more incoming solar radiation than is currently appropriated by the
biosphere and technosphere. On a planetary scale, the principle of maximum entropy production suggests that suf-
ficiently complex (Earth) systems consume useful energy as quickly as possible to maximize entropy, as exemplified
by heat transport between tropical and polar regions (187). Hypothetically, technological and digital systems that
evolve toward greater complexity could also follow the principle of maximum entropy production and increasingly
appropriate useful energy (188), potentially in competition to useful energy required for human well-being (8).

outcomes for the commons and society. The process of forming societal goals needs to be
informed by a clear understanding of the current state, trends, and plausible futures of digital-
ization and its impacts, and mobilized by a socially equitable and participatory process to reflect
diverse norms, worldviews, and value systems (179). This process includes, for example, explicit
reexamination and integration of digitalization in line with the UN Sustainable Development
Goals and developing a perspective for repurposing digitalization toward achieving those goals.
Technically, this could translate into utilizing digitalization for realizing a high–service level,
low–resource use society, drawing on demand-side options (180).

The fourth and broadest leverage point is a mindset paradigm shift away from disjointed eco-
nomic, legal, natural, or cultural systems toward a synthetic consideration, as captured by the
notion of the Anthropocene (14). Paradigm shifts crystallize at the level of education and human
capital and may range from a novel understanding of digital citizenship (see the sidebar titled In-
formation and Energy: A Mutual Relationship) to interpreting knowledge (including the results
of applying AI on massive data sets) as a common rather than a private good. A synthetic sys-
tem understanding may also enable a shift in the design of economic control instruments, such as
the possibility of not only considering the control of damages (e.g., pricing externalities though
the concept will remain important) but also resetting the goals of the system in alignment with
planetary stability (e.g., redirecting multilevel governance toward biosphere stewardship) (181).

5. CONCLUSIONS

Digital trajectories will increasingly influence the Anthropocene. Currently, popular attention is
focused on specific case studies, like the energy consumption of Bitcoin. While these are impor-
tant exemplary issues, our overarching analysis suggests that the real influence on digitalization
in the Anthropocene is revealed on a system level. Throughout history, ICTs and digital tech-
nologies have demonstrated the ability to increase the efficiency of processes, sometimes leading
to a quantum leap in technological change, an associated opportunity for expanded control and
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power in time and space, and regularly associated (though not strictly necessitated) ecological
disasters. Maintaining planetary stability will depend on global cooperation to restrict environ-
mental overuse of atmospheric sinks, land, and other natural resources and to make wise use of
digital technologies. Digitalization’s impact on humanity will depend on the choice of computing
architecture and associated collective decisions, including the design of new institutions such as
data trusts. By advancing political agency, enabling more equitable societies, and reducing GHG
emissions to net zero in a few decades, digitalization has the potential to positively shape the future
of humanity and the only livable planet we know.

SUMMARY POINTS

1. Digitalization and its precursor, information and communication technologies, are en-
tangled with political control and resource exploitation systems.

2. Historically, communication technologies and feedback systems were key for water man-
agement, state building, and coal-based industrialization.

3. Digital technologies and artificial intelligence directly increase energy demand, scale
up resource consumption, for example via targeted advertising, and increase marginal
efficiency in resource use.

4. Digitalization impacts labor markets via various channels and—under current political
and economic boundary conditions—increases inequality.

5. Current applications in social media polarize societies.

6. Via inequality and polarization, digitalization and artificial intelligence render deliber-
ate policy making and stabilization of planetary dynamics, for example climate change
mitigation, more difficult.

7. Current trajectories suggest a contribution of digitalization to further planetary desta-
bilization but—with public policy—digitalization can support planetary health without
or together with equity and political agency.

8. Key leverage points redirecting digitalization toward stabilization of human and plan-
etary systems include the control of digitalization effects with rules and negative feed-
back loops, generation and shaping of new digital knowledge structures, the setting of
new goals that align individual interests with social and planetary stability, and associated
paradigm shifts.

FUTURE ISSUES

1. Future work will need to research the history of digitalization, its role in efficiency gains,
and its impact on consumption culture.

2. Researchers will aim to identify strategies to reduce the environmental impact and scaled
resource consumption of digitalization.

3. Applying digital knowledge systems, such as big data approaches on the built environ-
ment, to accelerate climate change mitigation and sustainability strategies, such as low-
carbon urban planning, will become an increasingly important arena for research.
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4. Studying the co-evolution of digital knowledge and communication systems with
equitable, deliberative and sustainable societies is a key task for interdisciplinary
investigations.

5. Modeling the co-evolution of knowledge (for example, including the role of cognitive
artifacts) and technology systems (for example, automobility), as shaped by digitalization,
and their joined impact on the environment becomes an important area for collaborative
research between humanities and (data) engineers.

6. Operationalizing leverage points of the coupled digital-human-planetary system within
dynamic system models is a high-level task for researchers of the Anthropocene.
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