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To Nancy, Jackie, Miles, Margot, and Blair



FOREWORD


We live in strange times in which numbers and facts seem to hold no weight compared to hunch, belief, and opinion. The motivating idea for the original Microtrends in 2007 was that just below the surface, right in front of our eyes, there were small changes making a big difference. There was also a method for finding microtrends: identifying unusual new developments, checking the numbers, documenting the shifts and their sources, and then projecting possible implications. Some microtrends would turn out to be boons for business owners: one manufacturer even redid his clothing line to sell to the Sun-Haters, parents who had become fanatical about shielding their kids from the sun. Jim Cramer featured the book for a week on his TV show, explaining the implications for investors. The Tory party in the U.K. established a tax credit for people who were partners but living apart, crediting Microtrends as the source. The World Economic Forum held a panel on emerging microtrends. Maureen Dowd wrote in a column “I’m a microtrend”—noting that she’d been identified as one of the Impressionable Elites.

Ten years later the world has entered a new phase of change, and I have written Microtrends Squared to make sense of the number of new forces that are emerging and converging now to upend our society in ways that seem inexplicable on the surface. If we dig deeper, we see the contours of clear trends and changes within the chaos, although many of these are working in opposite directions at the same time. As millennials mature, the older generation has reasserted its power. As egghead politics failed, common sense came back in vogue. While our cities were renewed, rural voters roared back into power. As Silicon Valley and the new economy took off, angry old-economy voters spoke up. While technology was providing us with more choices, we have been making fewer choices, burrowing into our comfortable silos. As we sought to eat healthier, protein turned out to be the food of choice. At the same time, globalization and technology continued apace in new directions, some of which may be quite devastating if we fail to understand how to control them and how to make them more transparent.

If you are seeking a simplistic explanation for the disruptions you’re living through, you won’t find it here. They are the result of a complex set of changes happening all at once. But if you want insight into what is happening, why, and what we need to do to curb some of the dangers of these trends, my aim is to deliver that here. I hope you will also find some new business ideas, some new social trends to consider, and clear explanations of how our lifestyles are adapting to the twenty-first century. I have tried in the opening chapter to place the microtrends you will read about in perspective by reviewing some of the larger forces of change. And in the closing I recommend some specific remedies I believe need to be implemented.

We also revisit a few old microtrends, because they have become even more significant over time. Those who are here without legal documentation have become even more powerful as a political force in the country. Getting married after meeting on the internet has almost become the norm, and this has significant implications on how social class is maintained or mixed up. And the dangers of our educated elites making up their minds not on the basis of evidence but based on talking points they get from the New York Times and cable TV is becoming even more acute. It is turning our representative democracy on its head.

On top of all of these developments, I am concerned that obvious facts today are being ignored in favor of popular narratives. One hundred thousand dollars of Facebook ads, mostly run after the election, somehow supposedly affected a race in which the campaigns spent $2.4 billion. Poll after poll shows more people believe in a Russia conspiracy over the election than there are those who have seen any evidence of such a conspiracy. Typically, it should be the other way around: more people believing something is true should have evidence of it than not. It suggests that we are entering a dangerous period in which the public can get worked up over information on hot public topics that later turns out to be false. One of the strong underpinnings of Microtrends Squared is that we start with the facts and work our way from there to our opinions, not the other way around.

I want to thank my collaborator, Meredith Fineman, for her tireless devotion to the project, for keeping us on time, and for thoroughly exploring all of the ideas I developed. My researcher Amelia Showalter did a fantastic job with the numbers and background material. I thank them both for their incredible contributions and hard work. I hope you enjoy the new trends and then get out there to find the next emerging microtrends.



THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF CHANGE TODAY

The Power of Microtrends

We live in a microtrends world. It’s driven by granular, often opposite patterns of human behavior that seem small but punch above their size. We’ve identified these powerful patterns as microtrends, and the world is full of them. Together, they are the dots of a global impressionist painting that comes to life when you step back and look at it holistically. These forces have only become more impactful in recent years, and they’ve started to upend society.

Ten years ago, when I first identified these patterns of change in Microtrends, I saw a world of boundless opportunities. I was over-the-top optimistic about how microtrends would produce a new world of personalized products on our shelves, and how—in Washington—they would produce an even greater selection of fresh, first-rate political choices. Of course, that’s not exactly what happened.

Instead, the Information Age has given way to the Disinformation Age, in which fake information abounds.

The nation founded on free speech is grappling with how to live with free speech in the era of the internet troll.

The optimism around our economy faded with the unexpected crash of 2008, followed by a historically slow recovery over a decade. Only now is it recovering.

Unparalleled consumer choice is leading not to the growth of more start-ups but to the dominance of just a few internet companies, which are amassing more and more power on the basis of data gleaned from willing but unknowing consumers.

And the older generations, who in their own youth led a rebellion, have now dug in their heels against the politics and culture of today’s new generations.

What makes the microtrend such a powerful tool in this moment is that it can unpack and explain changes we are seeing that otherwise make no sense. On the surface, for example, the middle class can seem to be shrinking, and this is alarming—but it is only by digging deeper and seeing that education is driving more people into the upper class that we can come to understand these overall statistics at a more molecular level. Often, two diametrically opposed trends are occurring at the same time, which would be invisible in the averages but which leap out when understood as the result of a cauldron of microtrends.

Today in politics, for example, there is no overall ideological shift; instead, one group of moderates became more conservative and another group became more liberal, causing society to become both more liberal and more conservative at the same time, canceling each other out. This increased polarization then produces even more gridlock and confusion. We can see similar tugs and pulls throughout society: while one group seeks more technology, another wants to sit in the Amtrak Quiet Car. Some can’t sit through a six-second commercial; others spend hours and hours binge-watching TV. Some live in a world of globalization, while others yearn for a return to greater nationalism. To explain all this, we have borrowed from Newtonian physics: for every trend there is a countertrend. It is human nature in the Information Age: every move or desire in one direction seems to inspire a countermovement by another group in the opposite direction. For every radical group, there is a new conservative group. For every new product in mobile technology, there are those sticking to the flip phone. Only by understanding the complexity of these developments can we make sense of a world that seems senseless, confusing, and even jumbled.

While in 2007 Microtrends allowed you begin to navigate the changes of the day, now Microtrends Squared lets you better understand the emerging chaos as the seesawing of opposite forces fighting for dominance in the social, political, and cultural worlds. In the last decade technology has sought to exploit and even conquer the world of microtrends with its ability to customize products and our lives based on AI and Big Data. But even as these attempts have transformed our lifestyles, they have also led to some serious unintended consequences that have further clouded society. Microtrends disentangle many of these shifts and lie at the source of many battles for power that have disrupted our world today. As you’ll see throughout this book, those ongoing battles will result in some very unlikely winners, losers, and shifts in the overall power map of society.

The Unintended Consequences of Advances in Technology and Shifts in Lifestyle

More Choice Results in Fewer Choices

While the technology behind increased personalization of goods and services has been providing us with more choice in our daily life, we have instead been making fewer choices, burrowing into comfortable silos. We expected that the advances in our ability to customize goods and services would open us all up to a new world of never-ending experimentation. A decade later, exactly the opposite has occurred, and our society has become increasingly polarized, with people finding choices they like and picking them over and over again.

In 2007, Microtrends explained how the Starbucks economy had succeeded the Ford economy. In the Ford economy you could have any color you wanted—as long as it was black. The aim of industry was to mass-produce products at the lowest possible cost, and that meant standardization of the goods. But the new economy of the twenty-first century was moving starkly away from that model, instead providing consumers with any color they wanted.

The Starbucks economy was based on creating greater value through customization, even of simple products like coffee and tea. People everywhere became more individualistic in their tastes and were rebelling from carefully mowed lawns and white picket fences. The marketplace responded to these trends by allowing people to “have it their way,” and they did. The theory was that more choice would result in a happier and more satisfied group of consumers. Variety would open consumers up to new experiences, in many ways bringing us closer together, allowing us to mix, match, and try out all sorts of new options.

Something rather surprising happened, however, as consumers got more choice. It turned out they found choices they intensely liked, and they stuck with them. More choice ultimately resulted in people making fewer choices. A society that has become less monogamous in its marriages has become more monogamous with its product choices. Once everyone had the opportunity to choose their perfect drink at Starbucks, most customers now ask for the “regular”—the same grande mocha Frappuccino they get every single day.

Think of America as a restaurant that offers only chicken and fish, two rather boring choices. Then add steak and a selection of sushi to give your menu sizzle. Well, it turns out that chicken and fish eaters were not very attached to their choices. But steak eaters get very impassioned about their steaks. Sushi lovers are an entire community devoted to the best fish from Japan. These metaphorical steak and sushi customers become so satisfied with their new choices that they never again choose anything else. More choices result in a balkanized world in which people, over and over again, revert to their favorite choices.

This is happening in news and politics just as it is in the realm of products and services. Before all the cable channels existed, people watched one of three fairly similar network TV news programs (think of that as the chicken-and-fish era). Once the cable channels came along, a lot of folks found Fox News to their liking and, just like steak eaters, watched nothing else. And after MSNBC moved further to the left, it found its steady constituency (call them the sushi eaters). The world of choice actually produced people experimenting with choice even less often.

Thus, we have the modern paradox we’ve all witnessed of late: expanded choice did not create a reenergized public always open to trying new things. It produced a groundhog population, digging itself more deeply into its own holes. It encouraged people to stop participating in broadly based activities and instead cocoon into the ones they really liked. But when you spend your time in a smaller and smaller niche, you lose touch with the bigger picture of what is happening in the rest of the society.

The very process intended to make people as happy as possible by expanding choice is ultimately also to blame for the very separations that are disrupting society and tearing us apart. Instead of uniting us, technology is helping to divide us into warring camps, reducing the power of the center. It is a powerful and unexpected result of the world of microtrends that greater personalization created more polarization.

Choices Made for You but Are They for You?

There’s another interesting development for us to keep an eye on in the world of technology, personalization, and choice. As Big Data and AI evolve, the next level of personalization is increasingly being done for you by hidden algorithms. In theory, they are learning so much about you that they can take you out of the equation and make life even easier—like having your slippers ready when you get home. The executive vice president with AI in his portfolio at Microsoft said to me one day, “The human race, I got that one figured [out] in no time.” Yeah, right. He thought he had the process of humans making decisions all figured out.

As we will see in microtrend after microtrend, the drive to customization remains at the core of the new marketplace; in fact, what was originally about getting your coffee right and customizing your car has spread now to just about every aspect of your life, from the real estate you see, to your dating selection, to the news and information you receive. But all of these are now touted as being perfectly suited to you, based on thousands or millions of data points. Artificial Intelligence is transforming the world of products you use—and even those you see—as ads are selected and formed in the very instant that you click on an article. Your profile is analyzed, and an ad then appears with the dress you were looking at yesterday on another site. It’s all done at the speed of light. You are part of a microtrend with every click.

In the world of microtrends squared, your smartphone is more than a phone; for marketers, it’s the ultimate spy, privy to when you get up, when you go to sleep, where you go, and even what you say and buy. In the years ahead, data, not oil or gold, will be the most valuable asset on the planet. With five billion people and counting, on-demand service means getting the right song, movie, ad, car, pet, or helper to the right person at the right time. Data is what makes this entire ecosystem work. The better its resolution, the better the targeting and the fatter the profits for someone in the digital chain.

It starts out innocently enough, but because an AI application is fundamentally a black box process, it may not stay that way—especially when the interests of the companies divert from your interests. For most tech services, you don’t pay the tech companies; advertisers pay them and so the advertisers (and not you) become the real customers catered to by the service. Even something as simple as a weather app may, as will be explained in a later chapter, be shaded to sell more umbrellas rather than tell you how likely it is to rain. Its purpose gets transformed from keeping you dry to selling products for its advertisers.

Even a decade into this business model, few people realize how much information they are giving out about themselves or how it could be used by political campaigns, issues groups, marketers, and even foreign governments. There are no free apps—only apps that are paid for by you, by advertisers, or by selling your information.

While at Microsoft, I devised the Scroogled campaign, which warned consumers about what was happening. The campaign explicitly told people that Google could and does scan and read your mail, explaining that much of what consumers thought were neutral, free listings for products were in fact hidden paid ads. Consumers responded with surprising enthusiasm for this campaign. About 250,000 people a day would come to the Scroogled website, frantic to find out what was happening with their private information. On a lark, I opened a Scroogled store and in thirty hours 450,000 people came to get merchandise, buying mugs and things with slogans like “Keep calm while we download your data.” Of course, Google didn’t find it very funny.

The primary use of the data being gathered today is to target you with advertising. But as time goes on, other uses will emerge that may be far more important to your life and possibly far more ominous. Ultimately, what’s occurring right now means that the tech companies could be able to create a habits, usage, and preferences profile for every individual from birth to death. Facebook today is probably sitting on the most complete and easy-to-mine dataset ever in existence. As more and more people get DNA tests, genetics will be linked to people’s habits and medical data—forwarding research but also scuttling very basic ideas of privacy.

Big Data, aided by the establishment of the cloud as a central repository of information, is now being created based on cases big and small—often in unexpected ways. A leading elevator company, for example, has linked all the elevators they have installed or serviced in the world. They get data about every trip every elevator makes: they know the time, the floor, and number of trips. They use it for maintenance issues, but this data is becoming increasingly valuable and useful as the company gathers information from 50,000 elevators. Facial recognition or encoded fobs tell them where people are going to and can calculate the loads on the elevators—even control them from afar. They are using AI over time to calculate maintenance requirements and even predict accidents. This revolutionizes elevator management though tech, big data, and AI. And if something as simple elevators can be managed this way, how far away are we from collecting data from every watch and Fitbit, and treating people just like elevators? One day soon, doctors who do knee operations will be able to pick out potential candidates even before they know they will need a new knee. They will get a data flag based on their walking and running speeds.

As Big Data gets fed into AI, more and more of what you see and experience is being curated by machines. As you probably know, Amazon recommends products on the basis of what you bought in the past. Netflix does the same in recommending movies or TV shows. Instead of merchandisers carefully designing the display, unseen algorithms are at work, and they gradually take over more and more of what you see and hear. The art of merchandising is being replaced by bots. And this is a great development, right? Everything personalized to fit our needs? Maybe. But it depends upon how the algorithm is set. Think of the Netflix and Amazon home screens as the store windows of those companies. They are free to put anything in those windows based on what they think you will like and based on what makes them the most money. So you may like sci-fi films, but they will feature the ones that maximize their profit, not what pleases you the most. And product listings on Google are pay-to-play. Because the service seems free to you, without blaring disclosure, you naturally see this as a service for your benefit. Yet there’s the rub: personalization is being gradually warped by bots to create a profit-maximizing world for the companies while you think these services are working on your behalf.

What makes these trends a cause for concern is the growing market concentration in the tech industry. Only one company is selling 50 percent of all online goods. Only one company is a universal social platform. Only one company has a news feed more powerful than the New York Times. And only one company has 98 percent of the search engine market worldwide. Start-ups are on the decline. As the tech industry matures, its power in industry after industry is mushrooming. The top five tech companies now dwarf the market cap of the top seven banks.

Another potentially troublesome issue is not just our increasing propensity to let AI take over our decision making but also the use of AI to create companions, or “beings.” We are getting closer and closer to having relationships with robots and bots. On the one hand these bots and robots, most commonly seen as Siri and Alexa today, will have a tremendous capacity to make us happy and be at our beck and call. As they improve in their learning of us, they may also be programmed to play on our emotions and bring out our vulnerabilities. In the next ten years they will go from being the annoying digital concierge you get when you call American Airlines to home health aides, sexual companions, and self-driving chauffeurs. These relationships will seem real because they are a dynamic reflection of who you are and how you have responded in the past. But they are not real. They are not sentient in genuine ways: they are nothing more than high-tech Sirens, drawing you into their schemes with their disguised sales pitches. They are the inevitable result of the drive for greater personalization, and they could create further polarization as they siphon humans away with the call of relationships that never disappoint.

Millennials Are Adapting to the Machines

Each day a millennial checks his or her smartphone an average of 237 times. The machines have not adapted to the millennials—the millennials have adapted to the machines, tethered themselves to them, waiting for their commands on what to do, how to dress, and what to eat.

The demands of the Information Age and the new economy are upending how we live: more than two-thirds of high school graduates now enter college, and their average age when their first child is born has been pushed back five years, since 1975, to age 32. No wonder that, with all these additional years of freedom, many millennials have put religion on hold and instead are filling their lives with more technology, more hookups, and more companions—increasingly adding long-term roommates or pets they’re treating like children.

At the other end of the age spectrum, we are seeing the fruits of a booming economy and technological revolution: older folk are living with greater prosperity than ever before and increasing numbers of them are making it to their nineties. Whole lifestyles and communities have sprung up around these trends, from the one-year leased apartments springing up around college and universities built for young adults, to the active-lifestyle communities that ban anyone under forty. The same people who complained about young people living in “sin” now live in “sin” themselves in the retirement communities, and the hottest Graying Bachelor is the guy who makes it to age seventy.

Life today is like an accordion, with decades of it being stretched out in new ways now, whether you are young, vigorous, and alone in your twenties or older, wiser, and on the verge of becoming a centenarian. This expansion of the way we spend our formative years and our golden years is perhaps one of the most fertile creators of unexpected change and new microtrends, both in the last decade and in the years to come.

The Winners and Losers in Today’s Power Map

We’ve seen how microtrends have intensified the developments in technology, advertising, and lifestyle, with companies now aiming to personalize their products to a microtrend of one: you. As microtrends allow us to make sense of such developments, they also shed light on underlying power shifts at the heart of today’s biggest disruptions. These battles are not just about people shifting from liking frozen yogurt back to light ice cream, or buying more dogs. When opposing microtrends go to war against each other, the result can be winners and losers on a national or even global scale, with sparks flying.

Take something as simple as one microtrend we document: the rise of consumption of protein over carbohydrates. It seems on one level trivial, even fun. And yet the ranchers-versus-farmers dispute has historically been one of the great battles in the formation of the West—and it is still going on. This single microtrend affects the fortunes of the holders of multibillion-dollar agricultural companies; of land use and pollution policies for millions of acres; and the diets of millions of people, along with long-term effects on health. The winners in the last decade are the ranchers/chicken producers at the expense of the wheat farmers, who used to be all-powerful.

It is this shift of power from one group to another which separates the original microtrends from today’s microtrends squared. In microtrends, the math was linear, as one reaction countered another, just as two linear lines intersect at a singled point. And yet quadratic equations—equations in which one of the variables is squared—often intersect a straight line in two different points. So it is with today’s microtrends. These new trends are more powerful in effect and often pull us in two or more directions: they intersect with human behavior in not one but often two or more very different points and directions. And as they intersect, there will be winners and losers—and the losers in today’s social media–driven society do not go quietly.

Gray Power Is Beating Millennial Power

Just when marketers convinced you that this is a millennial-run world, the voters of the Kennedy generation (those who voted for John F. Kennedy in 1960) have reasserted themselves—in culture, politics, consumer products, and entertainment. In both the U.K. and the U.S., the power of the older generations has surged over the young, and this, ultimately, is the root of their frustration and resistance.

In more developed countries like the United States, the U.K., Italy, Japan, and others, something quite unexpected happened between the sexual revolution of the sixties and today. The more money people earned, the fewer kids they started to have. Having a successful child became increasingly expensive. Work life for men and women became fundamentally more interesting as careers shifted mostly from hard, repetitive physical work to pushing ideas and paper. Having kids became less attractive, and having dogs and cats became more attractive. The result was that the pet population boomed, while the human population growth slowed way down.

Demographics then started to shift in these countries as the huge baby boomer generation approached old age, and the demographic pyramid started to become a square that will eventually flip upside down. In 1960, people in the 18-to-29 age range in the U.S. numbered twice as many as those over 65; today they are roughly equal in size. As the median age started to shift upward, so did political power. And in the last round of elections, the aging populations, not the millennials, flexed their muscles. In places like the U.K. and the U.S., the strong turnout among older voters caused Donald Trump and Brexit to win.

For example, in the U.S. in 1964, those over 65 were around 9 percent of the population and the majority of them voted for Lyndon Johnson. In 2016, the over-65 cohort was 15 percent of the population and growing, and they preferred Trump by 8 percentage points. Meanwhile, across the pond, 61 percent of United Kingdom voters over age 65 voted for Brexit, while only 39 percent voted for the U.K. to remain in the European Union.

Two completely opposite, highly polarized microtrends on the opposite ends of the scale played a game of war against each other, and the young lost this round. While the younger generations have become more liberal on social, immigration, and economic issues, the older generations have become more conservative. Youth in England and the United States essentially have endorsed greater globalization and the open-border concepts backed by German chancellor Angela Merkel and the European Union. They favor gay marriage and legalization of marijuana, and they see the current political and economic system as fostering racism and inequality. Forty years ago, when they were young, those who are now over 65 were on the vanguard of the anti-war movement and the sexual revolution. Today those same voters wonder Why can’t they be like we were, perfect in every way? They largely see a world mired in political correctness that is losing faith, religion, values, and all connection to marriage and family.

We see another interesting pairing of microtrends within the millennial cohort itself: no generation has benefited more from America’s bounty than the millennials. Yet, at the same time, the millennial generation is showing more skepticism of capitalism and support for socialism than any generation before it.

Millennials faced no wars with drafts or mass military enrollment. Technology from the PC to the internet opened up new and exciting careers to them. They may have been shut out of factories as a career option—but they did get the opportunity to undertake new and interesting jobs instead as engineers, as digital marketers, as Uber drivers. New jobs were created at all levels of the economy, from managing the numbers at hedge funds to running the forklifts at the Amazon warehouse. Women gained tremendous empowerment, while America had its first black president and reelected him overwhelmingly.

But their love-hate relationship with capitalism is rooted in their unique experiences. On the one hand, they have witnessed some of the greatest achievements of free enterprise, as college dropouts became billionaires and shows like Shark Tank, idolizing the accessibility of the start-up culture, became hugely popular. On the other hand, they also experienced some of capitalism’s worst failures. The 2008 financial crisis and record income inequality convinced many millennials that capitalism was a system driven by Wall Street greed that short-changed ordinary people, which also made movies like The Big Short popular.

While millennials were undergoing these cultural and political shifts as part of adapting to the Information Age, the older generation was looking on with increasing discomfort and even anger at how their kids were developing. As the power and influence of these new generations grew, the older generations reacted to what they perceived as their abandonment of many of their long-standing cultural pillars; religion, marriage, free enterprise, respect for the police, individual success without government help. They saw the colleges as creating a cloak of political correctness that not only allowed but even justified the rejection by youth of their more commonsense values of right and wrong. So the Information Age empowered two very different generations and created microtrends that intersected and collided in ways that have set off a power struggle that could last another twenty years. In the world of microtrends squared, the older generations have scored a victory on some key political touch points, but the millennials are far from finished.

Move Over, Cities; It’s the Dwindling Rural Folks Flexing their Muscles

Just as the older generations seemed to be losing out to the young prior to 2016, so the rural voters were being drowned out by all the money, resources, and talent going to the cities. Rural broadband never made it to the last 20 percent of America despite all the promises. Factories never recovered as manufacturing jobs plunged further. Family farms gave way to industrial complexes.

The numbers were astonishing. While people in cities were concerned about overcrowding and strangulation traffic, the least populated areas were becoming less populated. In the last forty years, rural population has been cut in half, and this trend has continued in recent years. In exit polls, for example, rural voters went from 23 percent of the electorate in 2000 to just 14 percent in 2012 (before bouncing back slightly to 17 percent in 2016).

The war on coal in the name of climate change also had significant political consequences as people in states like West Virginia found themselves further impoverished, even outright attacked by the elites. Ohio and Michigan felt that they were left out of the post-2008 economic recovery, coming on top of decades of manufacturing job losses they attributed to NAFTA and other free trade policies. In their view, these policies helped some Americans enjoy lower prices at Walmart at their expense in terms of jobs and wages. These regions were primed for outrage.

The political power of the rural areas remains disproportionately higher than the average population because the U.S. Constitution gives two senators to every state, regardless of size. The winner-take-all method of awarding presidential electors and the lopsided concentration of Democrats in New York and California also limits the effect of growing Democratic supermajorities in those states. Some consider this a growing problem in our democracy, but it was precisely out of the fear that the bigger states would dominate that power is not distributed purely on the basis of population.

On Election Day 2016, as the exit polls rolled in, it was clear that three very different Americas were now going to the polls. Rural Americans broke 2 to 1 in favor of Donald Trump, suburbanites voted about equally for each candidate, and the urban dwellers voted 2 to 1 for Clinton. However, the distribution of the vote swung Midwestern and Southern states decisively into Trump’s column. Demographics once again became destiny. The media that had focused so much on their own backyard missed what was going on in America’s backyard. They failed to see the countertrends until it was way too late.

Egghead Theories Versus Commonsense Policies

Another battleground that has erupted out of recent microtrends is the war between what I call egghead theories over commonsense policies. For decades, the egghead approach to policy was winning. There were, according to the policy experts, non-obvious and even counterintuitive factors that lay behind many of the policy shifts of the 1990s until today.

Trade, for example, may cause us to lose a few jobs but will actually drive lower prices and economic expansion, according to classic economic theory. Now, looking at the commonsense effects felt by tens of millions in the heartland, it is obvious we misjudged the impact of these deals and need to renegotiate or get rid of them.

In egghead politics, the rope-a-dope strategy against rogue states makes sense because it pushes confrontations down the line, and who knows what the world will be like later? In commonsense politics, you give nothing to countries that have “Death to America” as their slogan, or that test intercontinental ballistic missiles while assuring you nuclear weapons are something they have postponed.

According to theory and data, climate change is not a problem to be faced fifty years from now but will destroy the world if we don’t reorient all of the actions of mankind around reducing carbon dioxide emissions now without delay. But in the commonsense world, we are losing jobs now in the coal industry, and who knows what science will be able to do in fifty years?

Common sense suggests that 11 million low-skilled workers without work permits who are willing to work for less would lower wages for Americans. And yet somehow union leaders switched from opposing liberal immigration policies to now giving support to open-ended immigration. It’s a switch that the rank and file still does not understand.

On issue after issue, the voters saw alliances between some Republican elites, college professors and administrators, union leaders, and progressive Democratic leaders that made no sense to them. They revolted: they stopped going along with academic theories and said that when the world we see looks different from these theories, we will no longer believe them. Commonsense simplicity has reasserted itself over the best of our Nobel Prize winners.

The Globalists Are Undercut by the Nationalists

A related backlash is clearly visible in the new rise of nationalism within the U.S. Since the end of World War II, globalization worked for America and it was, ironically, a very America-first concept. The rebuilding of Europe and Japan after World War II through the Marshall Plan was an American idea. In the Cold War era, the basic idea of opening up markets was part and parcel of tying nations to the United States and not the Soviet empire. The UN was great, as long as the U.S. led it. President John F. Kennedy believed that America, with its free enterprise, free practice of religion, and democracy, could be a beacon for the rest of the world to reject the authoritarian communist regimes. People would see the greatness of America, and copy it. President Reagan saw this in action as the Soviet Union collapsed on its own without military conflict.

President George W. Bush was not as fortunate as he tried to apply these same principles to the Mideast, only to see the forces of tribalism, religion, and sectionalism prove too powerful to transform these countries into liberal democracies, although Iraq is holding on. Bush learned we may have the best form of government, but it was born out of a history that is quite alien to the people and states of some regions—and impossible to introduce at gunpoint.

President Barack Obama was also an enthusiastic endorser of globalization. But he defined it in ways that were not dependent upon American exceptionalism. While Kennedy and Bush saw globalization as an extension of American values abroad, Obama saw it as the opposite—as the U.S. adopting the values of a more diverse world and even relinquishing some of our sovereignty. He had a long-term outlook on these issues and saw terrorism as not, in his words, an “existential threat.”

Fundamentally, many Americans looked at both Bush and Obama as naïve. They thought Bush was willing to commit unlimited resources to nation building that was a fool’s errand at the cost of trillions of dollars to Americans. President Barack Obama was seen as giving too much economically to the Iranians and the Chinese and as equally foolish in his thinking.

But those old Kennedy voters never forgot what Kennedy had told them. They saw globalization as just another avenue through which a strong America could exert leadership in the world. Obama made it about ceding some of that leadership, through global agreements like the Iran deal and the Paris accords that were largely multilateral in nature and that he alone signed without the consent of Congress. Obama’s shift in portraying and deploying globalism sparked a countertrend in the emergence of a new nationalism in opposition to these policies and to his whole approach. Let’s not forget the resurgence of these same feelings in places like the United Kingdom and France—the lands of such great leaders as Winston Churchill and Charles de Gaulle, who defined their national characters in the twentieth century. This resurgence of patriotic nationalism is easy to ridicule as echoing Adolf Hitler and the Third Reich, but that ignores the idea that each of these nations coming out of World War II both recognized the need for more global ties and also forged clear national identities that defied the attempt by Hitler to stamp them out. It is this sort of nationalism that is at play today: it’s a strong counterreaction to deliberate attempts to replace those individual identities with a more global notion of world citizenship driven by immigration and open borders. This, too, is a power struggle that will continue throughout this century and will spawn many competing microtrends on each side of the argument.

The Old Economy Rises Up as the New Economy Gets Restraints

Just when we think we are going to have robots and driverless cars, reality pulls us back. Instead, we seem to be have ended up with cheaper and cheaper labor aided by some rather dumb robots that never live up to the hype of their marketing. I’m still waiting for that robot that automatically vacuums the carpets while I’m at work without chewing up the cat or getting stuck somewhere. But at least I can hail a black car in under four minutes.

Many of the most important microtrends of the last decade are tied to the continued rise of the internet and the digital economy. We are in advanced stages of the Information Age, and questions that would have taken days to answer at the library when I was growing up can now be answered in an instant. Even complex science and math answers are at my fingertips with Wolfram Alpha. I can connect with any friend almost anywhere on the planet instantly. News has become a 24/7 business. Every day people make four billion posts to their Facebook accounts. People are plugged in, connected as never before as part of a global community—and yet they are tense, guarded, afraid.

For all of the tremendous advances made possible by the internet, there is also a dark underworld thriving on its oxygen, tugging all of Silicon Valley’s wildest dreams back toward earth. Fraud is more rampant in the virtual world than ever before. For every five accounts online, there’s one completely fraudulent one. Millennials get their news from Facebook News, and yet in a 2017 Harvard CAPS–Harris poll 60 percent said they do not trust online information. Misinformation can turn kids into terrorists; fraudsters sells people counterfeit drugs; they cost companies money for ads viewed by bots; they even still scam people into sending money to fake Nigerian princes.

This same ambivalence carries over to attitudes about the economy as a whole. Today’s kids grew up during a period of technological advancement but also economic decline, and continually heard about economic worry from their parents. But today we are living in the most prosperous time in the history of the country and the world. That last sentence may come as a shock to people, but never before have so many people in the world enjoyed living not just in the middle class but in the upper middle class. Many articles proclaimed that the middle class was shrinking—and that was technically true. But they omitted the fact that the upper middle class was significantly growing, with three out of four people leaving the middle class to go up the income ladder, not down.

Even amid prosperity, many people’s worldviews are less bullish because of the countertrends. The conflicts between the old economy and the new economy run deep within our society. Even as industry after industry becomes more digital or finds some digital layer, we have elected an old-economy president—a president who sees his primary job as bringing back manufacturing jobs to the Midwest, and who has been a builder of physical infrastructure all his life. Similarly, in Britain, the populist revolution sparked a rejection of immigration, trade, and globalization, and was also deeply affected by the move of manufacturing jobs.

Despite the tremendous growth and progress of the new economy, the old economy reasserted itself powerfully, demanding that we not give up making things in developed countries. And that came through clearly at the ballot box.

Understanding the Election Outcome Through Microtrends

The shock of the election was so unexpected by America’s pundit class that huge numbers of elites and of the voting public are convinced that Donald Trump could not have won without the secret help of Russians hacking the election.

I suppose Vladimir Putin needed a few rubles. Or somehow some Russian bloggers had the secret to an American election that Americans didn’t have even while we spent $2.4 billion on the election. I sit down with extremely educated people, some with multiple professional degrees, and they tell me that they know that Trump was helped by the Russians and that there was secret money laundering in his companies that fueled this effort. When you ask these people what evidence suggests that conclusion, they say definitively that they “know” it. It is always possible that they will be right—that something, someday, might be uncovered—but typically evidence comes before belief. In this unique case, belief is coming before evidence. The answer to this paradox is simply that they do not really believe that Donald Trump could have won the election—and, given a year of high-class punditry that said such a result was impossible, it should not be a surprise that they cannot reconcile reality with their impression of reality.

One group that has become far more important in spreading half-truths is the impressionable elites, who were noted as an important microtrend in 2007. The trajectory continued over the past decade until it came to a head: simply put, the best-educated among us—the people we count on to help us decide tough questions with better knowledge and expertise—have abandoned their posts as guardians of the truth. Instead they have become lemmings, sopping up headlines of the New York Times and talking points from cable TV. Believe it or not, Kellyanne Conway was closer than just about anyone else in predicting the outcome of the Electoral College and how Donald Trump would get elected. Conway was laughed at mid-interview at the time, when she explained her perspective, and later several programs even banned her for what they branded as lying. But her prediction of the path to victory turned out to be fairly accurate. Meanwhile, the New York Times, just a week out, told elites that the odds were in Hillary Clinton’s favor 93 to 7, and for the elites that became an unshakable truth even as it was wrong.

Preelection media coverage featured almost no analysis of the Electoral College and how it could turn out. Not a single person on the planet posted a definitive memo that explained the potential vote totals in each state compared to the national and state polls, and reconciling how the national polls could be nearly even while Trump was winning by almost double digits in Iowa and Ohio. The actual answer, of course, was that Clinton was doing better in big states like New York, California, and even Texas, but doing worse in Florida, North Carolina, and especially across the Midwest from Indiana to Pennsylvania. While an analysis reconciling all these discrete bits of information would have at least shown a strong possibility of a Trump win with a popular vote loss, most commentators were saying exactly the opposite—that Clinton had a lock on the Electoral College.

But the outcome of the election was not just about the state-by-state numbers. It is about seeing the storyline of the underlying microtrends, some of which worked to push Hillary to more progressive positions supported by her millennial base. At the same time, the counterforces we identified that were brewing with the older generation pushed GOP voters to choose an outsider over seventeen other traditional candidates. The Republican base had shifted more to the right while its current leaders had shifted more to the center.

On Election Day, Trump won rural voters by 2 to 1. He won in the key old economy states such as Michigan, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Wisconsin, Iowa, and Indiana. Voters over age 65 supported Trump by 8 points, far higher among men. Hillary Clinton got over 60 percent of the youth vote. As the previous analysis showed, the old reasserted themselves over then millennials, and rural voters reduced the power of the cities. Trump’s commonsense agenda dominated over Hillary Clinton’s more nuanced and progressive policy. Once we view it in the context of the changing attitudes and demographics, this election, while not expected, is fairly explained. And you can see how the election also brewed the resistance as young, urban, progressive voters lost power that had been building unchecked for nearly two decades. This is at the heart of the process of analysis underlying microtrends squared: there is no single “explanation” of the election, only a multitude of often contradictory trends crossing over the lines and fighting for power that produced an outcome that is at once hard to grasp and yet easy to see when you step back and account for the simultaneous tug and pull of the forces lying just under the surface of our society.

Looking Forward

The ten years since the first Microtrends was written have flown by rather quickly, but the changes during that time were considerable. The dual qualities of those changes and power shifts are what made the world seem so bewildering. While young adults have more time being single and more education than ever, our society in fact became much older. Capitalism created whole new industries and let people participate in economic success through start-ups, and yet the banking crisis precipitated talk of socialism. Our cities were revitalized as population drained out of the rural areas, but those left behind were increasingly alienated from the new society. Our elites became more powerful and yet they became even further disconnected from the realities faced by everyday voters—until those working-class voters reasserted themselves and adopted the politics of common sense. The elites had become more and more affected by the talking heads on cable TV than interested in leading the discussion, which is itself a symptom of an intensification of the Starbucks economy. As technology advanced and offered digital layers for more and more products, people started making fewer and fewer choices. The drive for individuality divided us into niches when it comes to both products and politics. This trend seems primed to continue and even grow more acute as technology still promises tremendous new advances as it harnesses the power of Big Data and AI. The very same data that might fuel a cure for cancer could also be the data that empowers new communities of fakesters or gives despots the control they need to keep a tight grip on society or purge it of undesirables.

No part of our society remains untouched by the swirling paradoxical changes. And yet, when properly analyzed, the disruptions we have seen become more visible and clearer as shifts in power among competing groups and as choices that are fueled by changes in demographics, technology, and values.

The scores of new microtrends that follow have emerged from the last decade’s currents of change. They are not a complete set of all the changes but slices of different areas of life; they are representative examples of hundreds or even thousands of new trends that are emerging as society goes through these new times. Some microtrends will reverberate around the world; some will be fun and quirky; some will help you understand the last election. Many may seem distant or unrelated, and yet there are threads that bring them all together. Like the results of the slight movements of two tectonic plates, these shifts at first seem small, but over time they separate continents by thousands of miles.

Unlike in 2007, when the world seemed ready to achieve greater peace and unity, today’s world seems poised for a meltdown. We will need not only to understand these changes and how they are affecting us but also to be ready to take some remedial actions to deal with the emerging fissures in society. An accounting of these microtrends is then necessary to develop a plan of action to ensure that society’s burgeoning forces work to the benefit, rather than the detriment, of our democracy, our marketplace, and our personal freedom.
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1. SECOND-FIDDLE HUSBANDS


The traditional notion of the male breadwinner has been turned upside down as American women in larger numbers are now bringing home substantial paychecks, while a lot of younger men are treading water or worse. Some women on strong careers path seek out similarly accomplished men, but others are looking for something else—a second-fiddle husband. This new kind of husband understands that with someone else holding the economic reins, he will need to take on more of the traditional home and child-rearing responsibilities that were previously carried out by women.

Women have always had a lot of power in marital relationships, but that power has not typically flowed from education, career, and money. Now it increasingly does. Women are more educated than ever before, with women college graduates outnumbering men by a ratio of 60 percent to 40 percent. It’s predicted that by 2023 females will outnumber male graduates by almost half. Just as many Mad Men–era men preferred less ambitious women, it’s to be expected that there are women who now feel the same way.

Historically, men were often in a bind. If they were not successful at work, they were not successful at home. As the nature of work has been changing from factory and strength-related jobs to growing numbers of jobs that require a lot of mental work, socialization, and patience, a lot of men have been falling behind. They are the ones who get into car crashes and hazing incidents, have drug overdoses, and wind up in jail. Even the run-of-the-mill guy is just not doing as well in the transition to the Information Age.



1.1: Female Breadwinners by Household Income, 1967–2010
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Now a second-fiddle husband can be a flop at work and still be a success at home as a loving, faithful husband. His life will no longer be measured by his salary or work title. For the men who enter a marriage with these new responsibilities and this new outlook, the second-fiddle-husband trend can be a godsend, freeing them from a life of work anxiety and failure.

Both in the United States and abroad, the number of second-fiddle-husband marriages is on the rise. Work hours are increasing for two-worker families, and the increase is being driven almost entirely by women. The number of breadwinning wives is highest among the more educated and appears connected to the outpacing in education of American women over American men, which creates a smaller dating pool of successful men.

Part of the rise of second-fiddle husbands is due to changing attitudes toward parenting and work and a more egalitarian outlook toward child care and career. Comfort with the idea of a woman being the primary breadwinner is especially prevalent among millennial men. A Pew Research Center study found the number of stay-at-home dads has doubled since 1989—from 1.1 million to 2.2 million in 2012. Unemployment was a factor in this, including the recession, but there’s also a long-term growth pattern for men as primary caregivers. In the same study, 21 percent of stay-at-home fathers reported staying home to care for their families, which is four times more than 1989, when that number was only 5 percent.

Second-fiddle husbands are part of our pop culture narrative, too, as seen in Sex and the City’s Miranda and Steve (Miranda was a powerful lawyer and Steve worked at a bar) and the movie The Intern, in which Anne Hathaway is a successful CEO of an e-commerce start-up and her husband stays at home. However, these aren’t always the prettiest depictions. In both instances the husbands cheat on the wives, and the wives blame themselves and their “workaholic” tendencies. Expect that trope to change with the ascent of the second fiddles.

There are generally two categories of second-fiddle-husband marriages. The first is by choice: the husband and wife have decided, often as a key tenet of their partnership, that the wife will be the primary earner in the family. The other is by circumstance, such as a medical issue or a layoff. The couples that choose this arrangement rather than being forced into it are, typically, far more successful.

A 2014 Money survey reported in Time magazine found that households in which women earn as much as men were just as in love and a tad happier than the average household. The survey found that 83 percent of the second-fiddle-husband households were very or extremely happy compared to 77 percent for the rest. And they found that in these households there was no shortage of romance—in fact 51 percent called said that their relationships were “very good” or “hot” compared to 43 percent of spouses overall. A 2012 study published by the American Sociological Association on more egalitarian marriages found that both “husbands and wives in couples with more traditional housework arrangements report higher sexual frequency,” suggesting these marriages are mostly win-win arrangements.

The not-by-choice second-fiddle marriages don’t fare nearly as well. These men are second fiddle by default. Fifty-eight percent of stay-at-home fathers reported that they were actively looking for employment, as opposed to only 27 percent of stay-at-home mothers. It is unclear whether this is because they want to earn more or because they were looking for work so as not to feel emasculated. The same Pew Research Center study cited above found that 23 percent of these fathers polled were looking for jobs but couldn’t find them. The largest percentage of stay-at-home fathers, 35 percent, is due to illness or disability, which is a stark contrast to the 11 percent of mothers who stay at home due to injury.

According to Byrne and Barling (2017), when wives outearn their husbands, it can sometimes create something the researchers call “status leakage,” aka “negative feelings about a husband’s lower status,” or even dissatisfaction with the relationship. Women more often feel negative feelings about their husbands’ lower status, and men more often feel emasculated when they’re put in this type of partnership involuntarily. According to Luscombe (2013), citing a Kate Ratliff paper, these types of pairings can incite competition and resentment. According to the paper, it was found that “men automatically interpret a partner’s success as their own failure” despite not being in competition.

In Bertrand et al. (2013), it was found that there was a general aversion among those surveyed to a situation where a wife outearns her husband. This “aversion also impacts marriage formation, the wife’s labor force participation, the wife’s income conditional on working, marriage satisfaction, likelihood of divorce, and the division of home production.” But this hasn’t deterred women from pursuing degrees and advanced degrees in record numbers. Among “mixed education” marriages, there is indeed an uptick in college-educated women “marrying down.” This type of marriage went from 12.8 percent of all new marriages in 2008 to 14.7 percent in 2015. The other type of mixed marriage—where the man has more education than the woman—has remained extremely steady, holding at around 8.6 percent of all new marriages. But during this same time college-college marriages went from 19.9 percent of all new marriages to 24.5 percent. This is predictably a function of more people (especially women) going to college.

Internationally, second-fiddle-husband pairings are also on the rise. Klesment & Van Bavel (2015) found that in an EU-wide survey, if a woman is more educated, it will increase the odds that she is the primary breadwinner. From the same study: “Unlike the situation 40 years ago, a wife taking a job today tends to stabilize a marriage. But when she earns more than 60 percent of the income, the risk of divorce rises again.”

In 21 percent of heterosexual marriages in the United Kingdom, the wife is the primary breadwinner. The percentage increased within eighteen EU countries between 2006 and 2010. However, some countries with a stronger model of the male breadwinner and head of household—Italy, Greece, Austria, and Germany—are bucking the second-fiddle trend.



1.2: Percentage of Female Breadwinners in Select European Union Countries
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Rising female breadwinners also correspond with crises in the economy, which cause many high-earning men to lose their jobs. Countries such as Greece and Spain, hit badly by the economic crisis in 2008, saw a rise in female breadwinners. The crisis was the first in which men were laid off first and women were more likely to retain their jobs.

As women become more economically powerful in the U.S. and abroad, more may simply avoid getting married and having children altogether unless there are enough potential second-fiddle husbands to meet the demand. This is already occurring in South Korea and could escalate significantly in the U.S. In Japan, matchmakers are pairing men with poorer women because successful, educated women who would have to drop out of the workforce to stay at home are rejecting that traditional choice. While there have been a lot of policies geared to helping women stay at home, policies for second-fiddle husbands are generally weak and often the butt of jokes.

Second-fiddle-husband arrangements also affect economic factors like lifestyle and purchasing habits, as well as money management. According to Weisser and Renzulli (2014), female breadwinners like to manage their money and have substantial financial literacy. Also, the more a wife earns, the “greater her involvement in all aspects of the family’s finances—especially the responsibilities that have traditionally been the purview of men, such as investing and retirement planning.” In the future, this is apt to lead to more financially illiterate men who will need help in later years and be less able to deal with divorce, the workforce, or retirement. As there are more and more second-fiddle husbands, divorce agreements could come as quite a shock to high-wage-earning wives if they get hit with huge alimony and divorce payments. And for the first time you could have significant numbers of men living off alimony because they were not the significant breadwinner and have few prospects of getting a good job.



1.3: Pay Gap Percentage for Parents Versus Non-Parents by Gender
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The second-fiddle-husband trend is significant in America but it is really having profound implications in South Korea. According to Ma (2016), when women earn more in South Korea, they want fewer children. Whereas before wives in South Korea were the homemakers and their main job was to have and care for their children, as women have become a bigger part of the labor force, with more education and earning more money, they are unlikely to want to have larger numbers of children. Just as in the U.S., women in South Korea earn less than their male counterparts. However, when South Korean women have children, the gap between their earnings and those of American mothers widens substantially. American mothers earn approximately 25 percent less than American fathers, but South Korean mothers earn nearly 50 percent less than South Korean fathers.

South Korea also doesn’t support progressive work policies, like flexible hours, which would allow South Korean women to have children and strong careers. Paid maternity leave with job protection didn’t even exist in the country until 2001. Second-fiddle-husband arrangements are found to be less successful in countries where the woman-as-caregiver model is traditionally strongest, as is the case in South Korea. All of these trends mean that South Korea could be in for a rude awakening.

The key to being a successful second-fiddle husband is not letting the benefits of being number two on the earnings chart turn into resentment and loathing, but to instead to use it as a springboard to more happiness and a stronger partnership. Second-fiddle husbands may never become the majority. However, as women continue to become more educated and move up the career ladder, they will frequently be first-fiddle wives—and will need their own support networks and frameworks. These first-fiddle wives will need access to child care, investment counseling, and divorce protection. The alternative is that a lot of these women who are excelling will simply pass up on marriage and children altogether, joining the ranks of the never married, and that would be a great loss for men and women today, as well as for future generations.



2. NEVER MARRIED


In the classic film It’s a Wonderful Life, Jimmy Stewart gets a chance to see what would have happened to his wife if he had never been born. To his horror, she becomes a “spinster” librarian, living alone. This sight is so upsetting that Stewart rethinks committing suicide, driven by the desire to save her from that most dreaded fate. Fast-forward a few decades and the trope of the old spinster cat lady is fading; if anything, it might be a new desire. The Americans that remain never married are rising in population, power, and influence; “never married” no longer means a life as a loser but may even mean life as society’s newest winner.

Fewer American adults are tying the knot these days, and that is drastically impacting the way we live. The group of American adults ages 35 and older who do not have a spouse is growing rapidly, and it is affecting urban living, politics, and even sales of those supersized tubes of toothpaste at Sam’s Club.

Thirteen percent of all American adults over 35 have never married—up 45 percent in just the last five years. If we look at the percentage of people who are 36 to 45 who have never married, that’s 22 percent of the adult population. Unless a lot of this group marries later late in life, you can expect this category to grow even faster and climb to over 30 percent of the adult population. The dominant vision of a typical family life with kids will be thrown into exile. The idea of a white picket fence and a house in the suburbs will be tossed out for a new ideal.

It isn’t the swinging bachelor that’s leading this charge; it’s women. They are choosing to remain single rather than tie the knot, even if this dramatically decreases the likelihood they will have kids and a family—although maybe we will see an increase in women having kids on their own by choice. Men, in contrast, seem to like getting married; even Hugh Hefner, one of the creators of the bachelor archetype, kept getting married. Unmistakably, the trend toward increased never marrieds correlates to the greater education and financial independence of women in America and elsewhere. There has also been a very sharp increase in the adults twenty-five and over among the black community who have never married, jumping from 9 percent in 1960 to 36 percent in 2012.



2.1: Percentage of U.S. Adults Age 36–45 Who Have Never Married




[image: Image]
Source: IPUMS American Community Survey data





The unmarried, successful career woman living by herself in America isn’t necessarily a new idea. In pop culture it goes back to the beloved Mary Tyler Moore Show: its protagonist was a single woman with a budding career as a news executive. The show was groundbreaking at the time when it debuted in 1970, won a record twenty-nine Emmys, and featured the first single successful woman as a lead in a major television show. It would be a precursor to shows like Sex and the City, centered around the single, ambitious woman in America having her choice of men. In a pivotal line from Sex and the City, character Samantha Jones sums it up perfectly when breaking up with her boyfriend: “I love you, but I love me more.”



2.2: Never-Married Adults’ Reasons for Not Being Married, 2014
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This rise of the never married isn’t all voluntary, however: 55 percent of the men and half the women want to get married, according to one Pew Research Center study, so that cuts the happily never married in half. For many, the right opportunity just never seems to occur at the right time.

It was pretty clear, starting in the 1970s and taking off in the 1990s, that the American household would never be the same. The percentage of stay-at-home moms who never worked would plummet, replaced by working mothers who took maternity leave and possibly a few early years off. But this was not seen at the time as leading to an overall disruption in marriage and family.

Work has become more attractive, even seductive. As work became more and more driven by education and individual success, its rewards for women increased. In the past, one might well have preferred spending time at home with growing kids to low-level, repetitive work. But who wouldn’t prefer traveling around the world as the representative of a large company to the stay-at-home life? The better the work, the more likely people were to value it—and so that is precisely what happened. Add the availability of contraception, the delay of marriage, the rise in pay as women took on better jobs, and the marriage/no marriage equation gradually tilted to produce the growth in never marrieds, especially for the better educated and more prosperous.



2.3: Percentage of U.S. Adults Age 36–45 Never Married, 1880–2015
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Companies big and small are fine with the shift. They like employing the never married: fewer personal days, lower health care costs, and longer hours without complaints. And the never marrieds are freer to pursue the career of their dreams without the old “ball and chain” holding them back. So far, the never marrieds have welcomed the prospect of more work and potentially faster promotions while not realizing that (unless they have kids) they are not getting three months of paid leave or time off for parent-teacher conferences. If the trend keeps up, you can imagine the never marrieds demanding three-month paid sabbaticals every five years and maybe a bonus for the reduced health care expenses of one person instead of coverage afforded to families. Even tech companies like Facebook are paying for their female employees to freeze their eggs—giving them more opportunities but also the ability to stick with the company for longer.

So, when you add up the money, the freedom, and the rewards in today’s world that go to the never married, we are about to see an explosion of this microtrend. It’s gone from an outlier to commonplace in just about a generation.

To be fair, many of the never married will enter into long-term partnerships without a piece of paper. Sometimes these last for a few years; other times they can last for decades. Just recently a couple I believed were married told me they live in separate homes, and I was dumbfounded at what they had done to preserve their relationship and give the appearance of being married while maintaining their independence. It turns out that once people get a home, they often just don’t want to give it up.

In 1990 the U.S. Census Bureau started allowing household heads to designate a member of their household as their unmarried partner. There were 3.3 million such designated partners in 1990, implying 6.6 million people living in such an arrangement. Today more than 14 million people are cohabiting in unmarried partnerships, and the number is rising by over 250,000 each year. According to the title of an article by Matt Yglesias in Vox, “Living Together Is the New Marriage—Even for Parents.”
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