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The Big Impact of Smdl Forces
How 75 TrendsAre ShapingAmerican Society
Revew by StefhenWolter

ForcesBehird Tomorow's Big Changes author

Mark J. Penn declares to thereade tha heis a
trend-spdter, a memberof a lineagethat includesthe
likes of Alvin Toffler andJohnNaighitt, who respetive-
ly wrote two of the best-knevn booksof

I n the openingpagesof Microtrends: The Small

preceded thema quarter-centuy ago? Not accading to
Penn, who seesaworld changedin startling andpowerful
ways by the microtrerds taking shapetoday.

Naisbitt’s Megatendsexanined 10 major trendsthat
he bdieved, in the early 1980s were changing the face
of howwe lived. Consdering thatPennis

ry: TheThird Wave (1980)andMegatrends
(1982).Penncredts thos writers as beng

prognosication of the late-twentieth centu-
(!
amongthe earliest thinkersto consder the 3

socidal changedaking placeasthe United 12
Stakesand the world transitoned from an B AT
MICGT 0 trends

indugry-basedecanomyto one tha was H
information-basedAnd Pennalso fo
acknavledges that Toffler and Naishitt
werecorrectin their predictonsregading
the early-eralnformation Age.

But Pennis quick to distancehimséf
from fellow trend-potters Toffler and
Naigbitt in onecrucialarea,namely,the
size of thetrendsin question Both Toffler
andNaisbitt consderedthe large, sweeping
chargestrangorming societyasa result of
anemergng information economykFrom the
title of Penns book, it is obviouswhat kind
of change concerrhim. While his preds-
ces®rsin thetrendwatching business
exanined the dawvning of the Information
Age, Pennwritesthat the Information Age
chargedtheway trendsshouldbe examined.
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concerned with the micro, it's not surpris
ing tha he managesto include 75 sociey-
changingtrendsin his book,from Social
Geeks to Bourgeis and Bankrupt.

The Era of Unlimited
Choice

Penn’sintrodudion desaibes an
Americain which individud choice has
newer been greater — an*“exploson of
choic€’ as heputsit. The Starbucksecon
omy has conquerd the Ford economy and
by tha Penn meansthe Ford Motor
Company of theearly 1900s,whenevery
onecould own acar in the color of their
choice aslongasthat color wasblack.
From potato chipsto toothpate to coffee,
thevariety of choice avalable to con
sumes today has surpased ary previous
morment in history. The black carhas
given way to an endlessmenu of conmbina
tionsat the coffee bar.

Penn writes that the secret behind
Starbudks’ sucessis foundnotjustin a

Today, those big, sweepingchange are out,
ard for Pem, it's the small, hard-to-findchangesthatare
significart — the microtrends Penndefinesa microtrend
as“an interse idenity group,thatis growing,which has
needs andwarts unmetby the current crop of companies,
marketers,policymakersandotherswho would influence
saiety’s behavior.” But doestha meanthesetrendswiill
hawe lessof animpacton societythan the megatrendshat

goodcup of coffee, but alsowith the concept of choice:
the more choices peopk haw, the greater thar satsfac
tion. Subgitute the Starbudks name with that of anoter
company, produd or technobgy that providesa person
with as many choices aspossble, andyou're going to
havea primary ingredient for suaess

Think of theiPod,Penn writes Its amazing popukrity




doesn’t hingeonthefad that
it makes musc portable; the

A coordln-g to Walkmanprovidedthe free-
Penn, aslittle dom of portability in the
as1 pereent of early 1980s Instead, the
. secre to theiPod's suces is
the populatlon thatit allows usesto create
can attach their own persnal music

library, which just hgoppensto
be portable

Pasonalzaion and chdce
may beterrific for consunelrs,
but Pennsees unlimited choice
as anightmarefor trend-spot-

thenselvesto a
microtrend,and
if that number
seens too low

tohave a ting. More choicesmeanmore
significant and more groupsandstb-
imp act groupsattaching thenselves to

speeific needsand wants. A
greder number of groups
meansgreder analysisis
neededby anyonewho fol-

considerthat
1 percert of the

Amenc_an lows trends.The one-szeits-
popuation all menglity haspretty much
represents 3 expred, andmarketers or
million political-campagn advisors
who try and lumplarge popu-
people” lation groupsinto either/or

categories aredoonedto fail
when it comesto prediction
Think micro, Penn advses.

If choieeis akey elenmentin delermining present-dga
trends thenanequaly import@antfador is thatthese
trendsare often counerintuitive to the observe Penn
writes tha microtrendscanbe hidden from the public
andthe media,not only because®f therelatively small
groupsthatattachthemsebesto specific trends,but
becau® trendsare countrintditive by naure.

Oneexample Pem usesto il lustrae the counterintu
itive dilemmais whenthe mediafocusesits coverageon
largeorganizel religions,to the excluson of newer,
smaler seds thatcurrentlyhawe faster growthratesin
memberkip. Another exampleof atrendbeng counte-
intuitive involvesterrorism. Poverty is often cited asa
root caue of terrorism, but weathy, educaedterrorists
areoftenthedriving force behindterror attadks.

Penn also seescontradctions evaywhere whenhe
studies trends:Americansareeaing moreheathy meals
thaneverbefore, evenasobesityratesrise.We havea
growing elderly popultion, but advetisersdired their
markeing campaigngowardthe country’s youth. With
their courterintuitive andcontadidory natures, andthe
numeousdisparategroupstha help definethem, Penn
bdievesthatmanyof today’simportanttrendscan easi-
ly get lost in the shadows.
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Looking for Trends: the Birth
of the ‘SoccerMom’

No onecan deny the computer’s impact on sociey in
thelad 25 years. WhenJohnNaisbitt described the
compute as an instrunent that would smash down bar
riers ereded by an industial-based economy hewas
describing a trend, onethat grabshold of an extraordi
nary numbe of people

But jus how many people doesit requirefor atrend
to exist? According to Penn, aslittle as1 percentof the
popuktion can attach themselves to a microtrend,andif
tha number seans too low to hawe a significantimpact,
condder that1 percent of the American popuation rep-
resents 3 million people Whaewer ther size, Penn
stresses that microtrendsare largdy ignored. But what
bushessor politicd party can afford to ignore agroup
of people with a minimummembership of 3 million?

To illudrate theimportane of the groupslinkedto
trends Penndesaibes hisrole in identifying a previous
ly overlooked groupthat was partof a microtrendback
in 1996,when he wasworking as a pollster for
President Bill Clinton’s reelection campaign. At the
time, conventiond wisdomhdd that, for the mostpart,
mde voters deerminedhow a houséold voted.

Accordingto Penn,in 1996 mostmale voters had
areadymade up ther mindsaboutwhich presidential
canddate theywere supporing by the start of the cam
pagn. This left a newgroupof voters tha could con
ceivably bewon over — the suburba mom, whose
responsbilitiesincludedbothwork and raising a family.
Thenewly christenal “ Soacer Moms” became critical
swing voters.

More than a de@de later, political candidateseagery
sek thevote of the Socwer Moms, athoughasPenn
points out, trendsmove fast Thekids of thoseSoccer
Moms are now in college and many of the mons are
divorced. Today, other issus — sud aspersonalfinan
cial securty — are as important to theformer Soccer
Moms as raising their children was a decade ago.

Looking back on wha hgppenedin 1996,Pennfinds
the story of the Soccer Moms a perfect example for
identifying a newmicrotrend. Finding whatthe trendis
and who's following it isn’t necessaily simple, andthe
old conventiond wisdomrarely hdps."We needthe
equivalentof magnifying glasse and microsopes,
which in sodological terms are polls, surveys andstatis-
tics” hewrites. When it comes to trend-gotting, he has
little use for the advice of “fol low your gut” Numbers
hold the key to dismvering trendsin his view, andfor
ewvery oneof the 75 trendsPenn desaibes hecomes
armedwith stdistics to back up his condusons.

Penn’s statistics and ample research indicate that
Americais not moving in two or three big directions,




butrather,it's healedin hundrels of smdl directions.
Pennwritesthatthereis no oneAmerica anymare, not
eventwo or threeAmericas.Instead therearehundreds;
hundrels of nichescomprisedf peoplesharing com-
moninterests. And theseniches are forming andevolw-
ing at anincrediblyrapidrate.

A Trend for Everyone

Thebulk of Penns bookis comprised of relatively
brief analses,four or five pagesn length, of each of
the 75 microtrendsThetrendsare groupel into 15
broad categoris andarepresentd in sucha straightfor
ward mannerthatthe book almostresembles a one-
volumeercydopedia.

Otherthanthe device of groupingby largecategories,
thereis virtually no overlapbetween onetrendand
anotherA readercould easly dip into thetext at any
pointin thebook, readaboutthe trendsthatinteresthim
or her and skip thosethatdon’t — without losing any of
Microtrends’underling messae

The 15 broad caegoriesareworth notinghere andare
arangedin the book asfollows: Love, Sexand
Reldaionships Work Life; Raceand Religion; Healthand
Wellness;Famiy Life; Politics; Teens; Food, Drink and
Diet; Lifestyle; Money andClass; Looksand Fashian;
Techndogy; Leisure andEntertanment; Educdion; ard
Internaional Trends. It's not muchof a strett to saythat
Pen providesjust abou somehing for everyone

Whetherhe’s writing aboutoffice romances, college
dropouts retireeworkers,or the nonproft sector, every
topic that Penn discussess smat andconcise.He toss
esin agraphhereandthere,whichis largdy unnees
sary buttherealstrengh in Penns writing is his predse
ddfinition andhistay of eachtrend, coupled with an
explangion of atrend’s potential effect on sockty.

For example in the chaper concening the microtrend
of workplacerelationshps (apty titled “Office
Romancers”), Pennprovidesstdistics indicating a rise
in romantic liaisors in the workplace, long-tem and
short-tem explanatons of why thesenumbersaretrend
ing upward, and whatthis meandor the future. For the
record, between2003and2006,therewasa 13 percent
increag in office romances.

The reasmsfor this aredueto a steadily closinggap
betweenthe sexesin thewaork force (long-tam explana
tion) andarisein the numberof working singles (short-
term exdanaion). Whatthis trendmeansto employers
includesthefoll owing issuescreating revisedHR policies
aswell asdealng with thefact tha romanticallylinked
cdleaguesmay share similar interests aboutther work,
which coud be agoodthing. In any case, each of Penn’s
desciiptions of a microtrendin the bookfollows this basc
patem of aralysis.

Comparing theimpactof a microtrendlik e office

romanesto a megatrend such
astherise of the informaton-
basd economy might seem
ontheorde of putting anlvy
Leaguefootball teamon the
sane field as the Pittsburgh
Steelers. Simply stated, they
just don’t match up. But Pem
makes corvincing arguments
asto why his microtrerdsare

“Penn’s
statistics and
ample resaarch
indicate that
Americais not
moving in two

worthy of consideration, ard or three b'g
howtheyredly will affea directions, but
sodety in powerful ways rather it's
Will offi ce romances lead headcdil"l hun-
to more married couples
working in the same profes- dredsof small
sion, in turn creating more directions.
postionsfor doubleentry .
candidaies?As Penn notes Penn writes
universties havebeen work- that there is no
ing to encouraye doubk-entry :
jobsfor de@des, so wha's to SEAIT
prevent it from spreading to anymore, not
the business sedor? even two or
Or consider the microtrerd threeAmeicas.
of older Ameiicars staying in
the work force longe — Instead there
wha Pem dubs asthe are hundreds”

“working retired” Onehuge

implication of thisis the

potertial savingsin Social

Security berefits. As Pennputs it, there won’t be 10
current workers for every retiree. The numbe will be
less because theretireeswill beworking too. Could a
bunch of retireeswho aren’t really retired sawe the
country hilli ons of dollars?If sq, that’s atrend worth
paying attertion to.

The strength of Penn’s arguments liesin the nunbers
he usesto back them up. In his bibliographyat theend
of the book, Pennprovidessour@ notes on everyoneof
his 75 microtrends “Numberswill almostawaystake
you whereyou want to go if you know how to read
them” hewrites, which is exadly the sort of thing you
would exped a professond pollste to say. Thenagain,
how many businesses operde solely on the gutinstnct
that Penn disdains, when there are hard numbersfrom
which conclusionscan be drawn?

It’s hard to fault him for holding up a se of statitics
in orde to prove a point. Granted, statistics canbe cher
ry-picked with prgudice in supportof any idea,even
nutty ones.But Penn’s soures are solid and he doesa
congientiousjob of doaumenting themfor thereadey
even thereaderwho doesn’t usudly perusebibliogra
phies Thecritics that Pennwill surdy enmunterwould
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do well to providesomestrong dataof their own when
presenting the inevitablecouneraguments.

The Splintered Society

Penn describesthe cental thesis of his booklike this:
“Sodety is changingin waysthatfew are redly appreg-
atingor understandig.” He hasa problemwhentrend-
spottes focusonly on majortrends thereby missingthe
ideathd trendsno longerhaveto reach a “tipping
point’ to hawe a vastimpacton society.

The notion of Americasplinteringinto hundredf
tiny groupsthatcanpotentally affect large numbes of
the populaion may be disquietingto some butit isn't
to Penn.He believesthatin geneal al this splintering
will begoodnews,for both our country andthe world.
Addresing theissuethatAmericais nolonger“one
America,” Penn wondersif asingle, unified America
has redly everexisted,or if tha is just wishful thinking
by those who mythologizehistory.

Consgdering everyhing from the numeousethnic
groupswho sdtled this county, to a civil war fought
overtheissueof slavery to padarizing socid issuesof
today suchasaborton andgun control, the concept of
oneAmericadoesseemto rely moreon imaginaion
thanhistorical fact

Pem doesrit beieve thatthe pathaheal will necesarily
be easy.Desjite whatpoliticians promise, thereareno
simpe national solutionsthatwill apped to relatively
large majoiities Therewill be moreadionsbagdon51-
percentcoalitions becausashe putsit, increased person
al choicesterd to pull individualsin oppositedirections.
But Pennseeghe opportunityrising from all thatchoice.

Prdicting thefutureis a ratherhaphaard undetak-
ing, and somethingof a thankkess task. Onecouldfill
the shdvesof a smal librarywith the moldeing vol-
umes aboutthe “nottoo-disaint” future. Sometimes we
have troubleseparatig the seriousmindedfrom the
charlabnswhenit comesto forecasting beausethe
seriousmindedcan be just aswrongasthe phonies.

But you hawe to believethatPenn is oneof thoseindi-

The authors: Mark J. Pennhas been called“the mog pow-
erful manin Washingtonyou've never heardof” by The
WashingtorPostandis widely consideed oneof the mog
percegive pollstasin U.S. politics. He is the CEO of
Burson-Mastdl er andcurrently the chief advisorto
SenatoHillary Clinton’s presdentialcampagn. Penn also

viduak genuindy concerned andcuriousaboutthe
shae of thingsto come. As to which of his microtrends
will makea big impact on sodety, andwhich might be
tosedinto the dugbin with silly forecasts, it’s still any
body’s guess,even with all tha data backing him up.

“Thefuturerarely turnsout as predicted,” hewritesin
thebooKs condusion.Yes, even Pennis hedging his
bets, if only alittle bit. m

Five Fascinating
Microtrends

Penn offers his readers 75 different microtrends
filed under 15 specific groups. Here are five of
some of the most fascinating he has to offer —
they may surprise you:

* Extreme Commuters. Those dedicated individ-
uals who travel at least 90 minutes one way (for a
roundtrip total of 180 minutes, or three hours) to
get to work.

* Do It Yourself (DIY) Doctors. As people become
more involved in their personal health, Web sites like
WebMD allow for potential self-diagnosing while
over-the-counter drug sales soar. No more going to
your general practitioner and paying a hefty co-pay
when you have the sniffles.

* High School Moguls. Because of Web sites such
as eBay, entrepreneurship for teenagers is easier and
more profitable than babysitting.

» Caffeine Crazies. According to Penn, No-Doz
(often used by college students to stay awake longer)
has 100 mg of caffeine per pill, whereas some energy
drinks have three times that amount in one serving.

* New Luddites. These aren’t just the people who
lack computers or access to the Internet because of
age, geography or income. These are the people who
simply put their collective feet down and say “No” to
technology.

act asadvisor to numerousFortune500 companiesandto
25 foreign heals of state. E. Kinney Zalesneservedasa
White HouseFellow, counl to U.S.Attorney General
JanetReno andexecutive vice presdentand presidenpf
two naional social-changeorganizaions.
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