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The Trend Forecaster’s Handbook


Martin Raymond


LAURENCE KING PUBLISHING



> FOREWORD


As a long-time student of the future, I have learned one thing about predicting it: that whatever you predict is unlikely to happen. And if it does, it will probably happen along those lines that you least expect! All of which bodes ill for the job and lot of the forecaster.


Well, not quite. Forecasting – and I include strategic foresight, scenario planning and futures studies under this broad umbrella term – isn’t about predicting at all. (We’ll leave that task to the oracles, diviners and fortune tellers among us.) It’s about carefully considering a band of evidence and lines of possibility that are weighed, one against the other, with a view to determining possible, plausible, probable and preferable outcomes – the four Ps, as we sometimes call them. Those four divergent roads, along which many opportunities lie – and along which many others have been dashed due to ill preparedness. Forecasting, at its most basic, helps to readjust the balance and to rework the odds and opportunities once more in your favour. So, let these words – possible, plausible, probable and preferable – be your guides, guardians and aggregators of what forecasting is really about: not the future, but a range of futures plural. Futures from which you will be asked to select the one most useful and actionable for your client, or to consider futures that could see your client painted out of their picture entirely unless they adjust their current trajectory.


This edition of The Trend Forecaster’s Handbook has been updated to help you map these futures more accurately – not just to forecast trends, but to better understand and use those tools that allow you to engage with the future in meaningful, actionable and proactive ways.


But rather than segregate these things – and I know traditional forecasters from the many different disciplines covered in the following pages would rather it was done this way – I have, where possible, mixed and merged some techniques together. By doing so, I am taking a leaf from E.O. Wilson and his book Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge. In it he discussed the sciences and argued that, rather than dealing with different trees, as the more rigid exponents of each will have it, we are dealing with the same tree that has merely grown branches in slightly different directions.


Thus, while scenario planners are happy to argue their differences with trend forecasters, and strategic foresight specialists look down at the scenario planner (‘lacking in empirical underpinning’), and the futurist dismisses the lot of us for a failure of academic rigour, I have brought them all together. My sincere hope is that each will realise that the other has a lot to offer in terms of insight, technique and methodology. More importantly, I hope that I can encourage a shared view about how we can manage tomorrow, and collectively tackle the challenges that lurk there.


Each discipline and approach – trend forecasting, strategic foresight, three horizon scanning, causal layered analysis, scenario planning, the Delphi method and so on – is explained and explored in its own right. Where techniques are blurred to improve their ability to deliver results, this is likewise explained, and the branches they shoot from duly credited. AI, deep learning and predictive data mining have all been covered, but I have not allowed them to dominate. As sciences and methodologies for anticipating what’s new and next, they are still in their nascent stages, and have more glitches to iron out than they have useful answers to offer up. Amazon telling us what books we might want to choose based on those we have already chosen, or Google cross-indexing our previous choices to anticipate our next ones, isn’t really forecasting, but is merely a more trenchant analysis of data we have already provided. Until deep learning comes into its own (which is inevitable over the next five years), this is more or less how most predictive algorithms currently work – assuming what is known and captured online, and using this to arc forward into the future with suggestions of what we might buy, or do, or like, or desire.


But not everything is captured online, and not all of our thoughts are shared with our ever-present phones or keypads, which means that the true forecaster still has to use other faculties and senses to detect, decode and convert those ‘weak signals’ adrift in the culture into useful foresight and future possibilities.


On this basis alone, I have added sections on netnography (online ethnography) and on apps, platforms and tech products that can be used to capture data in more visual, emotional and sensorial ways. I have also paid attention to the increasingly dominant role of strategy and innovation in the forecasting process, with a greater emphasis on solutions-based and opportunity-driven forecasts, showcased throughout the book.


Finally, as we enter the age of disruption, transformation, and increased polarisation – all terms that have been embraced and recycled by forecasters themselves – the trend content of the book has been updated as well. Now familiar trends such as ‘Masstige’ (mass market + prestige), ‘Lifecasting’ (life + broadcasting) and ‘Freesumerism’ (free + consumerism) are giving way to others, such as ‘Anarconomy’ (anarchy + economy), ‘Bleisure’ (business + leisure), ‘The Focus Filter’ and ‘The New Value Economy’. Some are already popular with Early Majority consumers (those consumers that are happy to try new brands, products and services before they reach the mainstream), and all are explained elsewhere in the book, alongside at least 30 other emergent trends and behaviours.


If you are already familiar with them, however, and want to know more, don’t despair: you can find regular news on breaking trends and consumer behaviours on The Future Laboratory’s home page, www.thefuturelaboratory.com, or on the many websites namechecked throughout the book. My motto, as always, is Sapere aude (‘Dare to know’) – so if I have left something out, please e-mail me and The Future Laboratory team on martin@thefuturelaboratory.com and dare us to know!


Martin Raymond


Co-founder, The Future Laboratory, 2019



THE ANATOMY OF A TREND


CHAPTER ONE
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> UNDERSTANDING THE ORIGINS AND EVOLUTIONARY DEVELOPMENT OF A TREND


> EXAMINING THE ROLE MEMES AND ‘SOCIAL’ VIRUSES PLAY IN SPREADING AND DISSEMINATING TRENDS


> FAMILIARISING YOURSELF WITH THE DIFFUSION OF INNOVATION CURVE AND HOW IT WORKS


> USING THE CURVE TO CHART THE MOVEMENT OF TRENDS THROUGH KEY SOCIETAL GROUPS


> UNDERSTANDING THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN ‘OPEN’ AND ‘CLOSED’ LOOP THINKING PROCESSES


> DEVELOPING TECHNIQUES FOR ACTIVELY OPEN-MINDED THINKING AND TREND SPOTTING


The Kebne Outdoor Gym by Johan Kauppi Design, Sweden, celebrates the ‘Raw Movement’ trend for a more holistic and healthy approach to exercising.


‘The future is there... looking back at us. Trying to make sense of the fiction we will have become.’


William Gibson1


The future is a foreign country, they do things differently there. But the coming chapters will demonstrate that once you approach it with openness, curiousity, empathy and inquiry, the future, like any foreign country, can be anticipated, understood, explained and explored. To do this effectively, we will need the correct tools, the right maps and the best techniques to ‘read’ the many highways and byways our collective tomorrows will take us along.


‘Many’, ‘collective’ and ‘tomorrows’ are the operative words here for, as we shall see, the future isn’t a fog-shrouded landscape with a single difficult-to-navigate road running through it. If anything, it resembles an endless archipelago of possible, plausible, probable and preferable islands of possibility – all being sculpted and shaped by those winds of change we refer to as trends.


> THE DEFINITION OF A TREND


In their simplest sense, trends are the direction (or vector) along which particular forces (or agents of change) travel. These forces can be products, processes, even people – consider the recent craze for fidget spinners, distilling ‘craft’ alcohols or lolcat memes. These forces can also be social movements, consumer tribes or a new kind of retail model – ‘Civic Brands’ such as Everytable and KINN (see page 11); ‘Millennial Hipsters’ (see page 12) and their love of beards, bikes and hair buns; or Amazon Go’s splicing of physical and digital formats to create an entirely new retail trend and category called ‘Phygital’ retailing (see page 222).


No matter how profound, trivial or everyday, trends such as these shape our futures, just as we shape trends. However, they are only one part – albeit a vital one – of the many methodologies, techniques and processes used to anticipate how these futures might look.


> THE FUTURE IMPERFECT


To determine the topology of our future archipelago, there are many alternatives to trend forecasting that need to be considered and navigated. These include:


pattern recognition – used by AI or groups of trained forecasters to identify and recognise hidden patterns in social and cultural exchanges


strategic foresight – a discipline that uses a range of quantitative, qualitative and intuitive skills to map out the many future possibilities tomorrow contains


futures studies – a combination of skills, methodologies and theoretical processes used to codify, contextualise and map the many future landscapes of tomorrow


scenario planning – a structured, multi-staged way used by global organisations to organise, unpack and script how possible scenarios will be played out over a pre-determined time frame


backcasting – where forecasters start from a point in the far future and work back through a series of steps to uncover how you got there
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Brands like Everytable (top left), KINN (top right), The Food Market (middle left), Freitag (middle right) and Not Just A Label (through its Care Label project, bottom) have spearheaded a movement and a trend that is called ‘Civic Brands’ for its ethical, social and environmentally aware activities.


THE MILLENNIAL HIPSTER


Arcane graphics, artisanal finishes, craft beers, fixie bikes, hair buns and hillbilly beards are just a few of the visual signs and signifiers we associate with the millennial hipster movement, which has become one of the defining tribes and trends of the twenty-first century.


Hipsters are now in their mid-thirties, but their power and position live on. Many of their legacies – locally grown foods, shared dining, specialist gins, Edison light bulbs, tongue-and-groove interiors – continue to fuel and define industries as diverse as food, fashion, hospitality, travel and interior design. Airbnb, Uber, Rent the Runway, Etsy and the gig economy can all be attributed to the hipsters pushing against traditional retail and how hotels should be managed, cars purchased and jobs configured and worked.


And yet within this countercultural radicalism sits a very clear sense that tradition, nostalgia, community, neighbourhood and a sense of fair play loom large in their philosophy and outlook – likewise a love of niche brands, artisanal products or old-school fashion labels.


The lesson? Contradictions in trends should be embraced, rather than sidestepped or ignored. Trend researchers observing the hipster as a tribe and social phenomenon were quick to note that many of the values exhibited by hipster millennials skipped their parents’ generation (where there were high levels of divorce, smaller families, more dispersed communities etc.) and mirrored more easily those of their grandparents, where a similar love of artisanal products, craft brands and closer communities and neighbourhoods could be found. From understanding this, marketers, brands and retailers were able to create more coherent offers that target a mindset and a philosophy rather than an age group – a far more lucrative and sustainable approach.
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The hipster has become one of the most powerful millennial tribes globally. Hipsters’ love of all things authentic, artisanal, organic and curated has led to the creation of vinyl listening lounges such as Potato Head’s music room in Hong Kong (top left), craft beers such as And Union (top right), Pür health food shop in Helsinki (bottom right) and even vegan diet plan boxes such as the E28 Reboot range from Euphebe (bottom left) that look gourmet and luxe.


imagineering – uses published texts (from fantasy, speculative fiction, science fiction, steam punk and so on), verbatim transcripts, role play and elements of scenario planning to ‘imagine’ a specific future in a more immersive and experiential way


superforecasting – combines crowd-source thinking and desk research with network theory and the more intuitive skills of the forecasters to make accurate and strategic ‘bets’ about the outcome of a specific future event


There are also artists, designers and futurenauts such as The Extrapolation Factory’s Elliott P. Montgomery and Superflux’s Anab Jain, who design and build objects from the future that challenge us to consider how they came into being.


To understand this broader field of forecasting and futures studies, it is important to understand how and why these approaches differ. Some, like scenario planning, intuitive forecasting and aspects of futures studies, use what behavioural economist Daniel Kahneman2 refers to as a more dominant, System 1 approach – one that is fast, intuitive and emotional. Other methodologies, such as trend forecasting, strategic foresight and pattern recognition, lean towards System 2 thinking – one that is slow, rational and logical.


In reality, however, a more whole system approach is used – and increasingly needed – when tackling questions both big and small about the future and how we read it.


Similarly, while practitioners who group themselves under the future studies or scenario planning banner talk about the future in terms of ‘possibilities’, ‘plausibilities’, ‘probabilities’ and ‘preferable outcomes’, trend forecasters, strategic foresight practitioners and those increasingly using AI or predictive algorithms tend to view it more pragmatically. They believe that their emphasis on data – on recognising patterns, tracking anomalies or placing trends at the heart of the forecasting process – allows them to be less speculative and more anticipatory in their explorations and forecasts.


Superforecasters take this process a step further, augmenting their knowledge with expert insight and cross-sector analysis that is updated constantly. This means that their forecasts change over time and are aggregated with fellow forecasters to develop a final, overall ‘superforecast’, a term coined by Philip E. Tetlock (see page 107).


Each method has something to teach us, and all approaches are equally valid when matched against the ultimate unknowability of the future, but all too are influenced and infected by a virus that compels us to follow a trend and thus buy into a future possible pathway, whether we initially like it or not. We refer to this virus as a ‘meme’. And to understand it, we need to delve into the still controversial worlds of memetics and evolutionary biology and the work of philosophers and evolutionary biologists such as Daniel Dennett, Susan Blackmore and Richard Dawkins.


> MEMES AND TREND VIRUSES


As described by Dawkins in his book The Selfish Gene,3 a ‘meme’ is a cultural version of a gene in that it self-replicates in response to social, ethical, biological or environmental changes that might impact on its survival. The etymology of the word relates to the Greek word mimema, to ‘mime’ or ‘mimic’, but it is also similar to the French word même for ‘same’, also a vital component in the make-up of a meme. According to Dawkins, memes can be anything – ‘tunes, ideas, catch phrases, clothes, fashions, ways of making pots or building arches’. For Dennett, who sees them more in the vein of cultural marauders, they are segments of ‘an information-packet with attitude’,4 while for Blackmore, they are akin to ‘information copied with variation and selection’. 5
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The Hyundai Cooking Library, Seoul, exemplifies a trend that has been called ‘The Learning Economy’. Within its walls, credit-card brand Hyundai offers shoppers a chance to explore the world of cooking and learn about other cultures and global cuisines by eating, tasting and smelling their way around the globe.


And just as genes propagate themselves in the gene pool by migrating from one body to another via sperm or eggs, Dawkins, Dennett and Blackmore (and a growing number of social biologists) believe that memes propagate themselves in the meme pool by passing from brain to brain via a process called ‘imitation’, whereby one person imitates a behavioural characteristic of another because of the advantages in doing so.


We do this, Dawkins believes, because evolution has encoded us with certain traits that make it easier for us to survive socially, intellectually and culturally if we mirror or mimic the characteristics of others – especially if those characteristics offer us (and them) clear advantages in terms of being more competitive, beautiful, intellectual or culturally or socially advantaged. As Blackmore puts it, ‘the best imitators would thereby acquire higher social status, further improving their survival chances and helping to propagate the genes that made them talented imitators.’6 So, very like Darwinian theory. But note that memes still sit in the world of the theoretical, while Darwin sits firmly in the world of science and evolutionary biology. While research in the field is ongoing (with actual memes on the Internet playing a growing part in this journey), memes as a mechanism of cultural spread, or infection, are now very much an accepted part of the discourse on trend and trend theory.


And being a meme, the best kinds of trends infect us in much the same manner. We buy a Raf Simons on-the-knee T-shirt, Danish modern furniture or avocado on toast because we like them, but also because possessing them had at one point a certain social, cultural or psychological value attached to it. We were the first to be seen in it, the first home to ‘get the look’, the first to eat avocado on rye toast when it wasn’t quite the cliché of the millennial hipster’s plate that it has now become.


Similarly, we share memes or macros via Twitter, WhatsApp, WeChat, Tumblr or Facebook because they make us feel included, edgy, conservative, different, or, perhaps, more fulfilled. We do it to increase our ‘likes’, ramp up our followers or demonstrate our influence and social connectivity. Some of us do this consciously – bloggers, influencers, YouTuberati – but for many of us it can be an unconscious decision. We are merely going with the flow, with this foodgram, that cat gif, the other unboxing video. Or are we? Sociologists would say that we are not. Deep down in our subconscious, and around us in society, there are seen and unseen forces and subtle social, environmental and psychological pressures at work – from friends, family, the media, even total strangers – that cajole us into going with the flow more than we would like to think. These pressures or influences, all of them disguised memes, were first noted in 1962 by Everett M. Rogers, an American sociologist, when he started looking at why some farmers in a particular part of America were more innovative than others when it came to adopting new ideas.


> DIFFUSION OF INNOVATIONS


Everett M. Rogers called his theory the ‘Diffusion of Innovations’7 and identified it by studying the findings of previous research projects carried out by fellow sociologists, including Bryce Ryan and Neal Gross. Ryan and Gross studied the activities of farmers in Iowa and were specifically interested in how long it took them to adopt an innovation – in this case a hybrid corn seed designed to improve their annual crop yields.8 They measured the rate of adoption by noting the speed at which the innovation passed from farmer to farmer, and by identifying and isolating any factors that speeded up or slowed down this process.


Building on the work of Ryan and Gross, and on the findings of similar programmes of research throughout the state of Iowa, Rogers was able to determine that, regardless of the innovation, the pattern of diffusion through a particular group, community or social tribe was the same. Tellingly, despite the rise of social media and the speed at which we now communicate ideas, the same pattern holds today.


It starts with an idea, or with an ‘Innovator’ who has the idea. They in turn pass this idea on in its rawest, purest state on to a group called ‘Early Adopters’. Adjusting the idea slightly, our Early Adopters now pass it on to our ‘Early Majority’ group, who in turn transmit the idea in more user-friendly ways to yet another group, referred to in Rogers’ studies as the ‘Late Majority’. This group socialises the idea or new technology in ways that make it even more compelling (and less threatening or ‘future-faced’!) to members of a larger, less innovative group called ‘Laggards’.


This spread, or infection, in many ways apes the characteristics of how memes are transmitted from one person or group to another. Although Rogers focused his early studies on the adoption of hybrid corn, we now use this process to describe how all new ideas – whether scientific or social, technological or political – are created, communicated, enriched, adopted, diffused and finally dissipated throughout the culture.


These groups, which you will find in any community, remain more or less the same size in percentage terms regardless of where they are located, or whether you are measuring them on- or offline.


But in terms of race, gender, sexuality and cultural values, these groups have changed radically and are less likely to live in physically close proximity to each other than in Ryan and Gross’s day. Social media now enable our innovators to live continents apart, and our Early Adopters to sell ideas from one country, culture or social group into another. This is further enhanced by the fact that different age groups, genders or socially or sexually divergent people can and do inhabit the same virtual and social spaces – Facebook, Twitter, Tumblr, Instagram, Periscope or the plethora of message boards that stretch across the Web. All of this means that the speed of adoption of many ideas has increased substantially since the 1960s, while Rogers’ ‘types’ – Innovators, Early Adopters and so on – are now regarded as ‘archetypes’ rather than actual types, and their core characteristics now seen as ideal or indicative rather than actual and typical. That said, they are still useful typologies to understand how ideas boomerang through the culture, and for this reason they continue to be used by forecasters, viral marketers and innovators alike. So let’s spend a little time looking at them in more depth.


> DIFFUSION OF INNOVATION TYPES


INNOVATORS


Of the five Diffusion types, our Innovators, despite their percentage size in relative terms to the rest of the population – 2.5 per cent – are arguably one of the most important groups for fledgling forecasters or foresight strategists to focus on and familiarise themselves with. (The other is our Early Adopters.)


Innovators are our disruptors, change activists, risk-takers and authors of tomorrow. Their vision is a singular one, their ideas radical and their impact seldom short-lived. Consider for a moment how the Internet has changed the way we communicate, or the way platforms such as Airbnb, Uber, Amazon or Tinder have radically altered the way we holiday, travel, shop, date or have sex. In themselves, innovators don’t have to be creators or inventors – the first social media sites such as SixDegrees were created as far back as 1997, after all. What they do have to be are individuals who can simplify and hone an idea in such a way that it becomes compelling, sticky or viral – a social network we can all access and use. They do this by asking questions, observing, experimenting, networking, collaborating and being able to connect seemingly unrelated ideas in ways that generate ones that are completely different, perhaps even counter-intuitive. Consider how alien and unworkable the sharing economy seemed to old-school economists and corporations, how driverless cars (eh?) seemed like a lunatic idea, or why hiring clothes rather than buying them (really?) just couldn’t work. And yet all of these are now practical realities and refreshing reminders of why we should seek out the Innovators. In essence they are creators, visionaries and originators of those futures we are steadfastly trying to identify.


EARLY ADOPTERS


While Innovators are crucial to disruption, our Early Adopters are crucial to spreading the word about Innovators and their disruptive ideas. Unlike Innovators, who tend to be singular in outlook and insular in terms of their geographic spread, Early Adopters are culturally promiscuous and tend towards wider cross-media and cross-sector associations. They represent 13.5 per cent of the population and are influencers (see page 41) who use their curiosity, empathy, knowledge, experience and ability to connect people to ideas (and ideas to people!) in ways that attract our Innovators but which, crucially, also reassure and convince our Early Majority.


Without them, many new ideas or nascent trends become redundant, while more fall by the wayside as their creators fail to explain them clearly or to adapt them in ways that are readily needed or understood by our risk-averse Early Majority. Conversations and collaborations between Innovators and Early Adopters are crucial to spreading a trend, idea or innovation, because the latter ‘help trigger the critical mass when they adopt an innovation’.11 Forecasters use the term ‘critical mass’ to describe the point at which a trend becomes so infectious that few people can resist it. This is also known as the ‘tipping point’,12 as Canadian author Malcolm Gladwell explains in his book of the same name, this is the point at which the trend tips over from being a minority concern to a majority one that is highly visible and influential.


By nature, behaviour and temperament, Early Adopters can do this because they are communicators who regard new ideas as the best kind of social currency in terms of elevating their personal status, public profile or their overall social and cultural appeal. Rather than reading blogs or websites such as Tuts+ (for coders), Mashable, Smashing Magazine, Gizmodo, TechCrunch, HuffPost, they are writing for them, or starting their own newsfeeds.


Unlike celebrity influencers (who tend to be Early Majority familiars targeting Late Majority followers), Early Adopters tend to have high-value networks with a relatively low-volume following. Because many of them are highly influential bloggers, podcasters, authors, Instagrammers and Twitter users, they try to communicate their ideas succinctly, originally and visually, with the right balances of validation, illumination, criticism and creativity. This makes them very good trend ambassadors. It also makes them powerful cultural connectors because brands, businesses and organisations tend to use them for market-testing products, validating trends or honing prototypes in ways that makes it easy for them to cross the chasm (see page 20) that divides the risk takers from those individuals who are risk averse and wary of new ideas and innovations.


EARLY MAJORITY


Early Majority consumers are one such group. They make up a sizeable, and thus influential, 34 per cent of any overall market, sector or segment of the population. Although they are not opinion leaders in their own right, they nonetheless know many of the opinion leaders within the Early Adopters, and so act as a bridge of reassurance between them and the Late Majority, who are always more sceptical of new or emerging trends unless they can see direct benefits from buying into them.


Early Majority members are highly sociable and unusually active online, but they do not necessarily have thoughts or ideas designed to lead or to direct. They consume media they trust, follow experts who have a wide and proven reputation, and will buy into new ideas, brands or services only when they have a proven track record or are widely endorsed and used by peers. Early Adopters are competitive mavens who uplift their cultural positioning by being first among their peers to have the latest iPhone, the latest voice-recognition software or the latest Hard Soda gin mix. By contrast, Early Majority types want to be ‘one of many’ among their peers to have a Samsung phone, stream films or use contactless technologies. Volume and value reassurance is their guiding principle, and the endorsement and validation of trade blogs, magazines, conferences, academics, authors, journalists and other experts who are known, trusted and safe are the sources and people they seek out for such reassurance.


Forecasters, and their strategic foresight equivalents, tend to monitor the ideas or trends noticed by the Early Majority to determine which ones are likely to become more popular than others with the Late Majority. Unlike our Early Adopters, who will contribute to more specialist blogs and publications or attend events such as SXSW, Sónar, Future of Food and TEDx, our Early Majority are keen contributors to review platforms such as TripAdvisor, Yelp and Amazon, where many have developed substantial followings.


Because the Early Majority is so connected to the Late Majority group – and because both groups make up the largest number of people within the groups overall at 68 per cent – most market research organisations such as Mintel, Datamonitor, Ipsos, YouGov, Nielsen and Roy Morgan Research concentrate their research efforts here, because these are the areas where they can determine more precisely if the trend has gone viral and is now infecting the mainstream. For forecasters, and foresight and forecasting organisations such as The Future Laboratory, Kantar Futures, TrendWatching and JWT Intelligence, these groups are of less interest in terms of predicting trends, but are used increasingly to determine how a trend, idea or innovation has been modified, or morphed, as it enters its stage of critcal mass.


LATE MAJORITY


The Late Majority are those who are conservative by nature and who require high levels of reassurance and explanation about how a new idea will work and how they can benefit from using it or buying into it. They represent about 34 per cent of any overall group, so in terms of influence they are a powerful body to deal with. Late Majority members tend to adopt things in watered-down forms and formats, and do so only after they have seen enough examples of it among the Early Majority or those people they respect and whose opinions they trust (such as celebrity bloggers, winners of reality television shows, etc.).


Because of this, the Late Majority are easier to target and their tastes easier to define. They are the greatest imitators of all the types: keen to go for the ‘look’, to kit their house out in the latest style, to buy that ‘must-have’ bag or to travel to that must-see holiday destination. For this reason, many of our global brands – Nestlé, Procter & Gamble, Ford, GlaxoSmithKline, PepsiCo – concentrate their efforts in servicing this group, because it is easier to pursue a course of incremental change, rather than continuous, disruptive innovation.


Above all others, the Late Majority is a group governed by ‘social norms’ (a set of moral, social and lifestyle rules to which the majority of their friends and associates subscribe) as much as they are by market or economic ones. Because of this, they are among the quickest to drop a trend or to fall out of love with a celebrity, a piece of clothing, a bag or a food brand if these brands are shunned by their peers or are no longer considered to be part of accepted public opinion or taste. Market studies are littered with the damage the Late Majority can exact on a brand when they believe it is likely to bring their sense of self into question. Examples of this over the past decade include J.Crew, Coach, Marks and Spencer, The Gap, Nokia, Cadbury and Heinz – brands, in other words, that were once popular, but which through online consumer commentary, adverse media coverage, falling sales and a perception among their core followers that they were less and less relevant and socially valuable in reading their needs, fell out of favour with their Late Majority heartland.


As this happens, it is important to map those brands or trends that are taking their place – trends, for example, such as Conscious Aftercare, Beyond the Label or upstream eating: once these were Innovator and Early Majority concerns, but now, as traceability, sustainability and conscious consumption become mainstream views, they are increasingly being sought out by Early Majority consumers keen to do good, and to be seen to do good so that their social cachet rises.


LAGGARDS


Laggards are the slowest to adopt the new idea, and make up about 16 per cent of any overall group. By nature, Laggards are conservative and err towards the path of most resistance when it comes to trying something new. Highly orthodox, they tend to cling to notions that are traditional, familiar and long tested. This is usually the case whether we are talking about technology, white goods, fashion or how they consume social media. Laggards, then, are reluctant to change, suspicious of the new and wary of ideas that are likely to challenge the status quo. However, when everybody else has finally settled into a trend and now regards it as the norm (gender-neutral pronouns, gay marriage, genetically modified food, climate change), Laggards at last begin to come around and tacitly subscribe to the idea, albeit in a more watered-down format. Eventually, they become the baseline or foundation against which the next set of radical ideas is judged.


Forecasters observing a trend being adopted by Laggards refer to it as a trend that has ‘flatlined’ – in other words, a trend that has reached the end of its usefulness as far as the forecaster is concerned. This does not mean, however, that you should be dismissive of this group or indifferent to its tastes and views. When Laggards embrace an idea, this also tips forecasters off to the fact that somewhere back along the Diffusion of Innovation curve, new ideas are once more emerging. Innovators and Laggards, then, are the bookends to the same journey – to observe and understand one, it is important to observe and understand the other.


These Diffusion of Innovation types can also be viewed as a series of interlocking circles that share characteristics in common where and when they overlap. It is easy to imagine an idea or a trend starting out among Innovators (using WhatsApp, eating ‘clean’ foods, consuming craft beer, using wireless headphones, etc.) and working its way through to the Early Adopters, Early Majority, Late Majority and Laggards.


But imagine for a moment mapping or plotting the progression of that journey as a flow chart, or as a set of figures or activities along an X/Y axis. How would it look? A bit like an ‘S’ that has been tripped up on its face (see page 26). The starting point of the ‘S’ would begin with the Innovators, then curve up to meet the Early Adopters, then on to the Early Majority, and so on as more and more people become ‘infected’ with an idea, until it hits the Laggards where it would begin to plateau and flatline.


This shape and phenomenon is referred to as the ‘S-shaped curve’ or, as it is better known to forecasters, futurists and innovation practitioners, the ‘Diffusion of Innovation curve’. Amongst Innovators and forecasters who work in the technology space, it is also used to describe and visualise the innovation life cycle of a product, category or software offer – all of which we will look at in more depth in the Foresight, Strategy and Sprint Innovation chapter.


This is usually broken down into five stages that correspond to each of our Diffusion of Innovation types – Innovators, Early Adopters and so on – and the core characteristics and activities we most associate with them: research and development (Innovators), introduction and promotion (Early Adopters), growth and adaption (Early Majority), maturity and saturation (Late Majority), decline and flatlining (Laggards). By overlaying these stages (see page 26) and understanding the timing of when, where and how each goes viral (with our Early Adopters), then explodes into the mainstream (Early Majority), peaks (Late Majority) and finally dies (Laggards), forecasters, futurists and strategic foresight planners can more accurately predict the birth, life, death and metamorphosis of a trend.


MEMES: ALL YOUR BASE ARE BELONG TO US


Although Richard Dawkins introduced the idea of a meme as the intellectual equivalent of biological evolution as far back as 1976, we had to wait for GIFs, social media and image boards such as 4chan for them to become the cultural phenomenon they are today. Now, few gatherings are complete without somebody taking out their phone to share the latest meme or viral video.


Bitesize, garish, ever-repeating images, Internet memes were noted as far back as 1993 by the author and Wired contributor Mike Goodwin. Then, as now, their premise is simple; reworked images of celebrities, animals or game graphics that are accompanied by repeatable, misspelt captions or humorous phrases.


As with ‘All your base are belong to us’ (an image and catchphrase meme that came from the 1989 video game Zero Wing), images are usually skimmed from other sources and reworked accordingly. This doctoring of imagery has led Dawkins himself to question their validity as authentic memes in that he believes memes are units of culture that mutate randomly according to Darwin’s law of natural selection, while Internet memes are changed deliberately. As he puts it, they are a ‘hijacking of the original idea’.


Despite this, and due to the fact that they can be traceable, they have become very effective ways for researchers to study consumer networks, viral marketing (in terms of visual phenomena) and the nature and patterns of how trends themselves spread out into the culture. Meme types include: macros – doctored GIFs containing a humorous piece of text; photo memes – where the subject appears on different backgrounds, in different contexts, or carrying out an activity like planking; video memes – which usually involve a flash mob, or group executing a particular manoeuvre; or word memes where turns of phrase are tracked and altered online.


A 2013 study from Michele Coscia at Harvard University uses a mapping process shaped like a tree with many branches, or vectors, that allows you to map out a course of action or test and validate a question that may have a number of alternative answers, to explain how and why some memes go viral while others are short-lived fads.9 Not surprisingly, his research indicates that in order for some memes to do well, others need to do badly, while memes that travel in clusters are more competitive than those that travel alone – which is very similar to how trends work in the real world. Likewise, when spreading memes, or trends, it is important to consider the following: 
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Artist Nicholas Courdy’s mixing and merging of digital effects and ancient art forms have become memes in their own right, as well as elegant and artistic ‘telegrams’ that transport us into a world of playful soundscapes and mixed media pyrotechnics (opposite). Combining humour, classical imagery and sly, carefully applied digital layers to his collaged landscapes, he has created the kind of ‘sticky’ hashtag art that compels you to pass it on – for its visual ‘edibility’, but also for content that demands multiple viewing.


In contrast, lolcat and Donald Trump memes (below) are collaborative efforts that involve fractional, sometimes minute changes to an original photograph, artwork or newspaper clipping that serve to make them satirical, mischievous, memorable and compelling to pass on. While Courdy’s work is a ‘single’ voice entity, these are community efforts that have their origins in the world of 4chan, where the aim is to debunk, destabilise and discombobulate.


fidelity – where the original idea contains a certain element of truth, or aspects of the original meme when it is being passed on or altered


fecundity – where the idea must be communicated to a minimum number of people, at least 13.5 per cent of your network (within our Early Adopter banding), who likewise have a high following online


longevity – a lone meme will take longer to go viral, but if it is part of a cluster or an existing meme pool, it will have a better chance of being picked up, passed on and ultimately competing for position and space in your brain.


The fact that memes compete, and that the ubiquity of one rising forces another down, has led to the establishment of meme clearing houses (such as Know Your Meme, Reddit Memes, Me.me), meme trading, the meme economy, even a meme stock exchange, where memes are bought, sold, hedged against or invested in.


Memes have also become a marketing vehicle in their own right, with many PR, advertising and brand agencies using them to drive value, visibility and brand cachet. Brands such as Red Bull, Dunkin’ Donuts, Visa and Wonderful Pistachios have all created highly rated, liked and retweeted memes. The Wonderful Pistachio meme, for instance, generated 32 million views on YouTube, pushing sales up by 134 per cent, while Red Bull’s take on the Harlem Shake in the sky had 7.3 million views and a 72 per cent week-on-week growth in views for their YouTube channel.


Okay, but what can memes teach us about trends? Quite a lot actually. By virtue of the fact that they are a trend and can be mapped back to their origin, we can start identifying and unpacking those elements that make them sticky by analysing why people send them in the first place.


While this is a field still under investigation, early indicators suggest that memes appeal because they provide us with a ready social currency for trading, which elevates our likes and thus our own value; that making them emotional (happy, sad, fearful, shocked), as opposed to logical, plays a decisive role in making them sticky or viral; that they need to tell a story, encapsulate an idea or carry a compelling message; and that they need to be part of the zeitgeist, or helping to define it.


Finally, for forecasters at least, memes are tangible proof that the Diffusion of Innovation Curve (the stages of adoption an emerging trend or idea moves through before it becomes a familiar and everyday concept) is real, and that memes can be boosted or prolonged, but that in the end it dips and flatlines because incoming ideas or shifts in the culture compete for our time, our wardrobe or our headspace. Once this happens, the value or kudos of a meme drops and is replaced, challenged or cannibalised by another. The same happens with trends. A trend exchange, anybody?
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CROSSING THE CHASM


‘Crossing the chasm’ is a phrase coined by marketer and author Geoffrey Moore to describe the gap, or ‘chasm’, that sometimes exists when an idea, product or trend that is being shared by innovators takes longer than it should do to cross over into the Early Adopter mind-space.


To fellow Innovators, the product can seem amazing or the trend an easy one to understand and digest, but for his or her Early Adopter counterparts, imagine that the opposite is the case. Why? According to Moore, as an Innovator, or the originator of the product, you probably haven’t completed it, or described the trend you are promoting, in the best way you think.


Innovators, he argues, are more than used to making conceptual jumps about a product or about embracing a trend, while the rest of the population, especially our Early Adopters, needs to be better informed and intellectually and emotionally equipped to embrace it.


So, it is important to fully articulate and realise the brand, product or trend idea in ways that are simple, clear, unequivocal and easy to explain in a single sentence or paragraph descriptor. It is also important to locate the idea or product within a specific market or cultural context, and to explain why it is different from its competitors in very strategic and benefit-specific terms.


More importantly, because Early Adopters are heterophilous in outlook, they will want to comment on your idea or product, improve it, adapt it and, more importantly, be seen to be part of how it can be improved or simplified. Feedback mechanisms are thus vital to the future success of your idea or product at this crucial stage of its life cycle: they offer our Early Adopters a chance to share in the product’s success at an early stage of its development. This in itself makes it sticky, says Moore: ‘people who have a vested interest in something are very keen that a) it shouldn’t fail, and b) that others should know about it, so that they can discuss their part in the product’s or idea’s early doors sucesss.’ 10


In other words, while some trends and products are naturally viral or contain high levels of ‘stickiness’ (as in characteristics or memetic qualities that make them easy and compelling to imitate), for those that are a little more difficult to comprehend, a more proactive, strategic and targeted approach may work – but only if the trend or product is good in itself. As viral marketers or trend seeders have discovered to their cost, the initial boost and buy-in can be artificially stimulated and inflated, but if the idea or trend isn’t part of the zeitgeist, then ultimately it will fail to ignite.


THE RAW MOVEMENT


Trends reflect the bigger changes taking place in our culture. A trend like ‘The Raw Movement’, for instance, echoes the fact that consumers are tired of a quick-fix approach to exercise. Instead, their current focus is on wellness, overall body health and achieving this in less ‘muscular’ and more spiritually inspiring environments.


Tapping into this, designers are reworking graphics, interiors and exercise technology to become more poetic and aesthetically pleasing. At Blok London, for instance, animal movement and the inspiration we draw from it is referenced in a gigantic steel canine skeleton by Arran Gregory, which dominates the studio’s entrance.


At Ace Hotel, London, design studio Patternity has also created a climbing wall that replicates the visual patterns of geological formations and a cavelike structure that mimics the act of climbing itself. Even gym equipment is being made over – Augustas Serapinas has designed a humorous two-headed bench press, Johan Kauppi a sculptural outdoor work area, while bar-bells with marble wheels and skipping ropes made from ash and jute have been created by Ali Safa to comment on the trend’s ‘raw’ material and natural roots. The lesson? Artists, designers and graphics brands are key Innovators and Early Adopters to look to, for early signs of a new trend emerging.
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‘The Raw Movement’ is a trend about health, wellness and re-interpreting ways we can make ourselves emotionally and physically fitter. By avoiding the usual tropes of the body beautiful, it allows brands such as Femton by Ali Safa (right), Patternity at Ace Hotel (below, right) or Design Academy Eindhoven graduate Charlotte Therre (below, left) to draw on references from performance art, body sculpture and sound installations to encourage us to exercise our mind and spirit as well as our physical bodies.


FEMININITY REBRANDED


As gender and notions of femininity and femaleness continue to morph and change, forecasters look for these shifts to be reflected in core areas that female consumers buy into on a daily basis. Specifically female health, mental health and physical wellbeing, which have become some of the most discussed, debated and challenged sectors, as a new generation of female entrepreneurs and sector innovators challenge the hopelessly outmoded language, imagery and graphics that have very little to do with the realities of their lives, as 86 per cent of women said in a survey carried out by the Engine Group.


Addressing this gap, brands such as Love Wellness, Rituals, Sustain Natural and Monki have all developed products, graphic offers, packaging and imagery that tap into a no-nonsense, pared-down, tell-it-as-it-is aesthetic and tone of voice that reflects the values defined in trends such as ‘Womenomics’ and ‘Athena Woman’, both of which were trends coined by The Economist and LS:N Global to describe the changing state of women, and subsequent shifts in how we define gender and sexuality in a wider cultural context.


Again, brand strategists, creative directors such as Leta Sobierajski and Wade Jeffree, and brands themselves have been quick to sense this trend and to reflect it visually, tonally and graphically. For example, in marketing its range of condoms, lubricants and vaginal wipes, Sustain Natural avoids clichéd notions of femininity and soft visuals by replacing them with two silhouetted faces in contrasting colours set against a white background. As its co-founder Meika Hollender says: ‘I have yet to meet a human who feels like running through a field of flowers in white jeans while on their period.’


This directness and humour are core characteristics of the trend, along with its more confrontational aspects as exhibited in campaigns from brands such as THINX, where eggs in various poses are used to represent the different stages or mensutruation. The lesson? Forecasters need to dig deep into a trend to understand its signs, signifiers and tonal values, as well as its surface characteristics.


[image: ]


As debates about gender equality, neutrality and difference challenge media stereotypes, a new generation of products targeting women is coming to the fore. Dubbed ‘Femininity Rebranded’, this is a design-based trend that uses a refined colour palette like Leta Sobierajski and Wade Jeffree’s branding work for Beth Comstock (bottom, left and bottom, centre), or neutral, scientific and artisanal style packaging like Sustain Natural (bottom, right), and talks to women in a more equitable, gender-positive manner like Knours skincare line (below).


THE DIFFUSION OF INNOVATION CURVE


The Diffusion of Innovation curve seen here is a simplified version of the mapping process used by Bryce Ryan and Neal Gross to describe how an idea, innovation or product development passes from the fringes of our culture into the Late Majority mainstream. It does so in the form of an S-shaped curve, the lower part of the S being occupied by our Innovators and Early Adopters, the upper parts by our Early Majority, Late Majority and Laggards. Forecasters refer to the turn in the lower curve as the tipping point (where the trend is about to go viral, or big), and the top tip of the upper S as the flatline, or Laggard’s Leap, when the trend is effectively burnt out or dead.
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> THE DIFFUSION OF INNOVATION CURVE


The Diffusion of Innovation curve is a pathway or trajectory that allows you to do this in a fairly precise and measurable way. The ‘S’ shape describes the curve or line you get when you statistically plot the rate at which something is adopted (the X axis) against the length of time it takes for a particular group to adopt an idea or trend (the Y axis).


The time of this diffusion is dependent on many factors – technology, access to the Internet, use of social media, income, education, geographic location, and even your gender, race and levels (or otherwise) of sociability, connectivity and mobility, and whether or not you are homophilous or heterophilous in outlook (more on these later). But one thing is certain: the ‘shape’ of this curve remains constant regardless of the cultures, groups or genders it passes through.


As a curve, it was first noted by Jean-Gabriel de Tarde (Gabriel Tarde), a French nineteenth-century lawyer and judge, who analysed a wide range of trends he identified through the court cases over which he adjudicated. As Rogers reports it, Tarde observed that ‘the rate of adoption of a new idea usually followed an S-shaped curve over time.’13


Rogers and Tarde also recognised that ‘the take-off in the S-shaped curve of adoption begins to occur when opinion leaders in a system use a new idea.’14 This is why, when you are identifying or tracking a new trend, you will spend a lot of time with opinion leaders among the Early Adopters, or in identifying Innovators within a group who are never far away from the Early Adopters. But there is another, more vital reason why ideas or trends spread the way they do.


Rogers noted, for example, that some Innovators or Early Adopters were more outgoing and gregarious than others, while some had fewer friends and smaller social networks. He likewise observed that Innovators and Early Adopters overall had larger social networks than the Late Majority and Laggards, and that their social networks contained more people within them who were socially diverse and culturally different in one way or another from the majority of people within the overall Innovator or Early Adopter groups. This is not as common as you think. If you look at a group of friends, work colleagues or people who frequent the same club, you will find that they tend to have the same social backgrounds, ethnic origins and similar social, cultural or gender references. People, in other words, tend to hang out with people who most resemble themselves. This is known as a group with high levels of ‘homophily’.


HOMOPHILY


‘Homophily’ is a term that was coined by sociologists in the 1950s to describe processes and activities that they referred to as ‘love of the same’. It is a word, and an idea, that denotes the bonds, similarities and social activities that tie groups of people together in a way that makes them similar in terms of how they think, look, act and engage with other people. According to sociologists, ‘sameness’ – or the desire to be similar to others – makes most people feel comfortable and secure. Because of this, homophily is more common among groups like the Late Majority and Laggards, who by nature are more conservative and less open to newness or change in their day-to-day lives.


We can see proof of this in how the majority of us use social networks. Add up the overall number of friends we converse with regularly (as opposed to merely liking), and most of us will find that we have about 130–150 close or casual friends online (very close to the Dunbar number15). Despite our potential for global reach, if you look at the Facebook connections you converse with daily, you will find that they live quite close to you, and share similar ideas.


In fact, research indicates that fewer than 18 of these friends will live overseas, while the vast majority of our close friends reflect our own social biases, as well as our likes and recommendations.


> THE FILTER BUBBLE


This edited, curated, narrowcast view of the world within which many of us live has been called the filter bubble by author and Internet activist Eli Pariser, who describes it as ‘that personal eco-system of information that has been catered for by algorithms’.16 Algorithms that show what other people similar to us (such as friends, family, business associates and other customers) are thinking. Or, as Bill Gates told online media outlet Quartz, ‘it lets you go off with like-minded people, so you’re not mixing and sharing and understanding other points of view...’17 For forecasters, this can be either a useful piece of insight to know and harness, or it can be a bind.


It can be useful in the following sense: since the majority of social media users can be found on Google, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat and WhatsApp, both forecasters and brands targeting Early Majority, Late Majority and Laggard consumers can use Google Trend alerts and similar offers from Reddit, Mashable, BuzzFeed and BuzzSumo to monitor what’s trending. They can then use these insights in their marketing, sales or retail campaigns.


Brand analytics software packages such as Klout and Keyhole can also be used to identify more wide-ranging sentiments, or populist trends from social media.


> THE OVERTON WINDOW


The bind, of course, is the fact that many of these social shifts are taking place within existing filter bubbles, meaning that they are measuring majority sentiment, and focusing on topics or areas that are already in the mainstream or within the frame of the so-called Overton window.18 This is the range of those ideas that are accepted and known in the public realm. In other words, brand analytics are useful tools for monitoring the mainstream as it is, but they are limited, and limiting, in how they help you forecast what is next from the Innovator’s perspective


To do this, you will need a different set of tools and to speak to a different cohort of people, many of whom naturally possess the characteristics of professional forecasters. These are people with high levels of heterophilia.


HETEROPHILY


‘Heterophilous’ groups are the polar opposite to homophilous ones. If the latter is about having smaller networks and fewer social, intellectual and philosophical encounters that are different or challenging, the former is about having these in abundance. Heterophilous people and groups tend to be more open, keener on change and have larger and more ethnically and socially diverse networks. Because of this, they encounter new ideas, attitudes and outlooks more frequently than their homophilous counterparts. As a consequence, they are more likely to embrace, disseminate and dispense with the ideas or experiences in a shorter and more concentrated period of time as new ones fight for their attention. Forecasters and foresight strategists tend to spend a lot of time studying heterophilous groups and using the observations and insight gleaned from doing this to inform their decisions about what is likely to be new or next in terms of trends among the Early Majority, Late Majority and Laggards.
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Connectivity binds, but it also distracts. Consequently, more of us are looking for ways to switch off or focus more effectively – and designers and brands are helping us to do this, as ‘The Focus Filter’ trend suggests. Today, by Accept and Proceed (above, left and above, right), demands we focus on the ‘now’, Skylar Jessen’s Decompressed Design project (left) deepens our digital experience, while Anxy magazine (below, left and below, right) offers us a single editorial topic to consider. All want us to focus, to filter out the noise of competing ideas.


> ACTIVELY OPEN-MINDED THINKING


The more heterophilous people you find in a group, the more likelihood it is that this group will be an Early Adopter group with the kinds of skills and characteristics found, not surprisingly, among the best kind of future gazers and forecasters. They will be effective and proactive networkers – at conferences, at festivals, during TED Talks, via LinkedIn, or on Facebook, Twitter or Periscope – and seek out connections, experiences and ideas that take them outside their comfort zone in terms of knowledge. But they also do this in terms of their social, cultural and political sense of safety and familiarity. So while the more homophilous among us may be calling for speakers we dislike to be no-platformed, for safe spaces or for trigger warnings to be issued about a dizzying array of books, films, blogs or lecture notes, heterophilous types are happy to have their biases challenged, their views updated and their reach out into the world extended – across cultures, disciplines, ideas and, above all, the people who define and drive them. In short – and we shall explore this further in our chapter on networks (see page 102) – the size, scope and diversity of their networks exposes them to more memes, or viruses, than their homophilous counterparts.


But it also exposes them to more viruses that are new, different and ready to infect the rest of us. Some people, as we shall see in our next chapter, are born ‘heterophiliacs’, or engage in actively open-minded thinking (AOT), as the University of Pennsylvania psychologist Jonathan Baron describes it,19 while the rest of us – perhaps more reluctant to burst that filter bubble – need guidance and support as well as those tools and techniques with which good forecasters and strategic foresight specialists have learned to equip themselves.


That said, these are natural traits that sit within us all – when travelling, the desire to see new landscapes, try a new bar, eat street food, or explore a different part of town. As children, natural explorers as we are, we do this without thinking; as adults, we have to relearn and re-nurture these things on a daily basis. Like the Queen in Alice in Wonderland, we have to believe, and indeed try out or visit, six impossible things before breakfast!
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