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				FOREWORD | David Kester

				As a design professional, I feel that the art and science of trend research is like a secret sauce. Designers often say that they are designing for our future selves. With every great breakthrough product or service, we are taking a leap into the great unknown. This cannot be done without spotting trends and identifying deep human insights. 

				At the end of the last century technologists at MIT forecasted the Internet of Things. By 2020 there will be over 20 billion connected devices. Today I shout at an inanimate plastic cylinder and it will play me some music or do my shopping. Leave aside whether this is a good or bad thing: what are the implications for people? And does it change my understanding, when I consider that the same algorithms can translate human voice instruction into “robotic” tasks that save lives? Voice control is now used in some hospitals for minimally invasive surgery and is proven to assist surgeons and nurses to achieve better health outcomes. 

				A few years ago, when I was running the UK Design Council, I commissioned a benchmarking survey across some of the world’s most innovative companies including Toyota, Google and Lego. We were looking for lessons in innovation and we found rich pickings. One finding was a model for innovation that has become an industry and academic norm. Another was that a systematic approach to innovation relies on powerful research insights. Stripping aside the techniques and the jargon, it means looking at the world with a fresh approach. To change the familiar you have to see it again for the first time. This is the foundation of how we decode the world around us and become agents rather than victims of change. 

				I am a big fan of ethnographic and observational techniques in research. My personal conversion came during a health project for the UK’s National Health Service. We were investigating new ways to combat infection. Our researchers camped out in hospitals watching, filming and observing. They came back with trends backed by very detailed insights. The outcome from this research led to a new wave of products and environments for hospitals. Without this research phase, we wouldn’t have a brilliant easy-to-clean commode as a standard product in most of our hospitals.

				I’ve been lucky enough to work with Els Dragt and hear her explain the practice and theory of research to many aspiring innovators. This book is a delight and much overdue. It demystifies one of the most important ways we turn human needs and challenges into innovation and new realities.

				David Kester

				David is a former CEO of the UK Design Council and founder of the Design Thinkers Academy London and the strategy studio DK&A. He is an Hon Professor at Warwick Business School and a Fellow of the Royal College of Art.
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				Why this book?

				Imagine you are at a dinner party where people ask you about your profession. You wipe your mouth, take a deep breath and tell them: “I’m a trend researcher”. Then you lean back and wait for the standard response to come: “Beg your pardon, you’re what?” “Well, I research trends.” “Ooooh so, you’re a trendwatcher! Can you tell me about the latest fashion trends and what colours to wear this summer?” Sigh!

				As this conversation illustrates, the profession of a trend researcher is still highly charged with stereotypes. Many think it is mainly about hip and trendy fashion styles or about hypes and fads. I fully understand this preconception, because it was mine too. But when I started to orientate myself some more on trend research the scales fell from eyes. I was amazed about the broader scope of this profession and how it includes so much more than just hypes, styles and the latest gadgets. It studies change and provides an analysis of emerging shifts in people’s needs and wants. These trend insights are essential during any innovation process as a foundation to create future proof concepts that improve people’s quality of life. I would like to take trend research to a next level where organisations perceive trend analysis as an ongoing dialogue rather than just a yearly purchase of a trend report as a nice little add on. I believe it is up to trend researchers to empower organisations to produce innovative policies, strategies, concepts, products and services that in turn empower people. 

				To detect, understand and create change, it is crucial to develop a solid research design and execute your trend research in a structured manner. But how? When I started out with trend research I could not find many books explaining the process of trend research. There are many inspiring books and reports presenting next year’s trends but they explain little about the research process behind them. There are also lots of interesting books on long-term futures studies, which have a more academic approach, but these are not so easy to use in an applied setting. Then there are insightful books written by trend agencies, showcasing their unique vision on the trend process but these are somewhat unilateral. So where is that book I was craving for as a beginner in trend research? The book that explains the process of trend research by showing multiple perspectives and brings this in an accessible and down to earth way for everyone to understand? I decided to write one myself. So here it is, in front of you.

				I learned by doing, I learned by watching others, I learned by experimenting, failing and adjusting. I have worked at several agencies applying trend research for various organisations and brands, from non-profit to profit, with a local and international scope, within a variety of sectors from finance to fashion and from telecom to food. The lessons I learned during this journey I am now sharing with my students at Fontys Academy for Creative Industries (ACI) in the Netherlands. My colleagues and 
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				I created a curriculum at bachelor level called International Lifestyle Studies (ILS) which has trend research at its heart. After years of experimenting, failing and adjusting I feel confident enough to share our perspective on how to learn the basics of trend research in a hands-on way. 

				For whom?

				Would you like to know if this book is interesting for you? If you are looking for vague trend guru talk, then walk away from this book. If you want a demystified, down-to-earth approach to trends, look no further. This book is written for anyone interested in human-centred innovation. Whether you are a student or teacher, beginner or professional, marketer or policy maker, designer or analyst, entrepreneur or executive, researcher or strategist. Understanding trends, the emerging values and needs of groups in society, provides you with a foundation to innovate and create change. 

				What’s inside?

				This book demystifies the world of trend watching and shatters the crystal ball stereotype. It gives you a candid and unbiased overview of the trend research process. It is practical, hands-on and offers multiple perspectives of professionals and (former) trend students around the globe on researching trends. It shows you that researching trends is a skill that combines the intuitive and the analytical. It brings a structured research approach to the table. You will learn in a hands-on way to scan your environment for signs of change, analyse your trend spots and apply your trend insights to kick start innovation. The book synthesises existing theories, concepts and ideas on trend research and the interviews with experts and students will guide you on your trend journey. This will help anyone who wants to innovate and create change for the short and long term to execute their own trend research. Yes, you can do it too!

				Researching trends is a journey and this book would like to be your guide. It has six chapters which allow you to time travel and immerse yourself in the process of trend research. These chapters are:

				#1 REWIND - looking back at looking forward 

				You will start in the past, yes really! In this chapter you will become familiar with the objectives of trend research, the history of researching the future, the way past, present and future are interconnected and the status quo of the trend profession. 

				#2 FRAMEWORK - learning the lingo

				To understand and communicate about a trend research process, you need to have a framework and know the basics about the vocabulary and theories used in trend research. In this chapter you will also be introduced to the three core phases of trend studies: scan, analyse and apply.

				#3 SCAN - the art of looking sideways

				The future is starting right now. How do you find manifestations of the future? In this chapter you will be updated on how to scan your surroundings for seeds of change. It includes loads of tips and tricks to conduct field and desk research in order to spot change. 

				#4 ANALYSE - connecting the dots

				One manifestation of change is not yet a trend. In this chapter you will learn how to analyse your findings and move from trend spots to really understanding patterns of change. You will also read about the importance of naming trends and visualising them in an inspiring way.
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				#5 APPLY - innovate or die

				How do you apply your trend insights during an innovation process? In this chapter you will define a trend scope and curate your trend research in a tailor-made way. You will complete the trend research process by translating your insights into future-proof ideas. 

				#6 FORWARD: the future unfolds

				What does the future of researching the future hold? This chapter looks forward and showcases visions of trend professionals on moving their own profession forward. It concludes with these experts helping you move forward too by sharing their essential advice. 

				Each chapter includes the following elements:

				Theoretical information regarding the subject at hand, collected, analysed and synthesised from various sources in combination with experience by practice.

				Questions to activate your brain and understand the theory even better.

				Suggestions for further reading, watching and clicking. This book cannot provide a complete overview on trend research. If you are interested in a specific subject it redirects you to related sources for you to dive into.

				Interviews, quotes and tips from trend professionals and (former) trend students across the globe. These make the chapters come to life and will give an insight into multiple perspectives on each of the topics in the six chapters. 

				What’s not inside?

				No numbers: this book does not shed light on the more quantitative approach of trend forecasting. It will not explain how to use Excel sheets and computer models to extrapolate numerical data from the past and present into the future.

				No science: although I have used some academic sources in this book, it does not provide a scientific approach on exploring the future. It does not focus on the complete field of futures studies. It focuses on applied trend research that can be used in a day-to-day organisational context where deadlines and targets are a reality.

				No next year's trends: this book does not double as a trend report or showcase what is hot or not. That type of information is too volatile and trends do not appear or disappear yearly on the 31st of December. It does not include many trend descriptions because I would like you to keep an open mind and not get stuck too much on one specific way of reporting trends. You can find many free trend reports online for inspiration, which I will refer to throughout the book.

				Happy reading! 

				Trend research is a profession that is ever developing and this book is therefore also a work in progress, under construction and permanent in beta. You are more than welcome to contribute, add, suggest or ask anything. You can find more information and material at howtoresearchtrends.com. Okay, enough said, let’s start our journey. And if we ever meet at a dinner party, I hope you will ask me all sorts of questions besides which colour you should wear this summer.

				Els Dragt
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				looking back at looking forward

				In this chapter you will hit rewind and become familiar with the objectives of trend research and the history of researching the future. You will be brought up to date on the way past, present and future are interconnected and the status quo of the trend profession. This will help you to navigate the trend research domain and understand its roots.
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				 INTRO

				We are all futurists. We all try to think and plan ahead in some way or another. From checking the weather forecast and deciding on which activity to do in a couple of hours to thinking forward career-wise five years from now. This tendency to be curious about the future and trying to anticipate it is not a specific symptom of current modern times. For centuries there has been a constant search for ways to get a hold of uncertain futures. From the ancient Greeks visiting the oracle of Delphi to the current computer based algorithms trying to model and predict the future. 

				“You shouldn’t be afraid of the future but acknowledge there is a future and try to prepare for or influence that future. Working with trend research makes you more conscious of the future.”

				Carlijn Naber - Economic Psychologist and Senior Lecturer Trend Research at Fontys ILS

				Trend research is about detecting signs of change happening right now and the directions these indicate to possible futures. In this chapter you will take a first step into the world of trend research. You will read about the reasons to research trends and how past, present and future are interconnected. You will also be updated on the history of research into the future, read about predicting versus exploring futures and last but not least pick up on the status quo of the trend profession. 

				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				14

			

		

		
			
				REWIND

			

		

		
			
				WHY RESEARCH TRENDS?

				Research in general is aimed at finding new knowledge. It is the systematic investigation of a certain topic in order to establish facts and reach new conclusions. But when everything in our interconnected, complex world is in a state of flux and there is a lot of uncertainty to deal with daily, is it even possible to research this? In the context of an ever changing world, trend research can be used as a method to identify and understand change in a structured way in order to be aware of possible directions of change. It can be applied to social, public and commercial challenges. Trend insights can steer one towards a more consciously chosen future and provide input to influence the future. 

				“Trend research helps to identify and capitalise on opportunities to future proof business strategies.”

				Sam Shaw - Head of Insight at Canvas8

				A trend is a direction of change in values and needs which is driven by forces and already manifests itself in various ways within certain groups in society. Chapter two will give you more information on the definition of a trend and the framework of trend research. But why should you research trends anyway? Trend research has three main goals: detect change, understand change and act on change. 

				Detect

				Trend research is firstly about detecting manifestations of change happening right now. By involving yourself into trend research you will become more sensitive and open to change and you will be able to detect signs of change more easily and earlier. It helps you to develop outside-in thinking instead of inside-out. You can detect shifts in various ways, for instance by doing specific desk and field research activities, which you can read about in chapter three of this book. 

				“It is important to develop the delicate skill to spot early signals of change.”

				Laura Wolfs - Senior Research Consultant at Point Blank International
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				Understand

				Secondly, trend research is about understanding change. By analysing all manifestations of change and their underlying drivers you will understand these from a wider, transdisciplinary and holistic perspective. You can move beyond observations and really get a feel of what is lying beneath. Understanding change can also make you more open to change and willing to accept uncertainty. You can analyse change in various ways using clustering and validating tools, which you can read about in chapter four of this book. 

				“In trend research it is important to explain the change in underlying values and needs very clearly because it forms the core of any trend analysis.”

				Carlijn Naber - Economic Psychologist and Senior Lecturer Trend Research at Fontys ILS

				Act

				And last but not least, trend research serves as a foundation for vision building, strategy development and guides decision making. Trend research draws your attention to likely changes and challenges. This creates a sense of urgency and influences what is on the political, organisational or your personal agenda for following years. You can act on change to improve people’s quality of life (Felce, 1995) in various ways using communication and translation tools, which you can read about in chapter five of this book. 

				“Trend research helps to set out guidelines for the future in an open and valid manner so we can create prosperity by increasing our quality of life and increasing profits at the same time.”

				Carl Rohde - Culture Sociologist and founder of Science of the Time
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				FUTURES’ PAST

				To understand the domain of trend research you need to understand its roots. The desire to know the future emerged in many forms over the last centuries. From prophecy to philosophy to military strategy, many intellectual traditions have defined the current framework of thinking about the future and about trends. The timeline sheds some light on the genealogy of futures research and where it stands now. 

				TIMELINE | A history of futures studies

				(Son, 2015 & Asselt, 2010)

			

		

		
			
				3000 BC | Mesopotamia 

				The kings in ancient Mesopotamian areas tried predicting the future using the position of stars and sheep livers. These royal men attempted to build their empires on anticipating the future of economics and politics.

			

		

		
			
				600 BC | Oracle of Delphi 

				For hundreds of years people visited the Delphi site in Greece, relying on the oracle to help them choose the best course of action for the future. Questions varied from crop growth to love life to military strategies. The oracles given by the Delphi priestesses were rather cryptic and ambiguous. How the inquirers interpreted these divine communications shaped their future actions.

			

		

		
			
				500 | Rise of religions 

				In medieval times the focus on religion played a key role in peoples’ idea of the future. People’s behaviour and actions during their daily life concentrated on getting to an after-life. Many religions also claim that divine prophets have the power to see into the future and change it.

			

		

		
			
				1400 | Renaissance 

				Instead of the future being determined by the stars or a divine entity, philosophers like Machiavelli argued that humans have, to a certain extent, control over their lives. In his work ‘Il Principe’ he states that the ability to adapt to changing circumstances is important to succeed in life. In 1516 Thomas More publishes his book ‘Utopia’ that initiates a tradition of utopian stories in which ideal future societies are described.
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				1700 | Enlightenment 

				This period shows a rise, mainly in Europe, of reason, analysis and individualism rather than following traditional lines of authority. The concept of the future becomes more open ended and the general view is that people can plan or shape the future in line with their needs to create progress in society.

			

		

		
			
				1900 | Systematic futures thinking 

				In 1902 the article ‘The Discovery of the Future’ by writer H.G. Wells is published in the acclaimed scientific journal Nature. Wells promotes a future forward mind-set as being more creative, masterful and modern than the predominant historical way of thinking. His views are a catalyst for the discipline of futures studies and thinking about the future in a more systematic way.

			

		

		
			
				1950 | Planning with military precision 

				After the First and Second World War a period of recovery and rebuilding of nations began. Ideas about predictability and manipulability of societies became the norm. Think tanks and planning agencies popped up, like RAND, a renowned American think tank applying military techniques like scenario planning and the Delphi technique of brainstorming to think about the future.

			

		

		
			
				1960 | Futures institutes 

				During the sixties and seventies platforms and networks of futures studies emerged, like World Futures Studies Federation (WFSF) and the World Future Society (WFS). A period of awareness of the darker side of growing prosperity and consumerism began. In 1972 the Club of Rome published their famous report ‘Limits of Growth’ showing the possible future consequences of exponential economic and population growth in a world of finite natural resources.

			

		

		
			
				1970 | Profitable futures 

				Studies into trends and futures became more attuned to generate input for business strategies. Oil company Shell, for instance, used scenario planning techniques to prepare for possible futures like a resources crisis. When in 1973 an oil crisis became reality, Shell had already prepared for this possible future and was able to rapidly change their business strategy to become a world player in the oil industry.

			

		

		
			
				1980 | Getting with the gurus 

				From the nineties onwards the trend gurus entered the scene. These charismatic individuals monitored mainly short term future signals. They presented these in a visual and engaging way. They inspired many business leaders with fast paced trend talks and stimulated them to be more open to change.

			

		

		
			
				2000 | The power of trends 

				World-wide terrorism attacks and economic recessions pave the way for a more open and innovative mind-set in society: if the old ways don’t work, then try new ones. Trend researchers are joining innovation teams and providing input for innovation strategies. Educational programs integrating trend research in their curriculum are on the rise.
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				PAST, PRESENT, FUTURE

				Researching trends means that you are dealing with people’s notions of the past, the present and the future. Time is a social construct; it is something we, as humans, make up ourselves. We use the past to guide our present-day behaviour, which in turn influences the way we build images of the future. How you reflect on the past and are behaving in the present influences how you perceive your future. Your thoughts on the future in turn shape your actions (Bell, 2003 & Bishop, 2012). As a trend researcher it is important to be aware of your own beliefs and perceptions of the past, present and future because this influences the way you observe the world. When researching trends it is therefore essential to understand how the past, present and future are interconnected.

				Past

				You probably had to learn all kinds of historical dates and events by heart during history classes. Most of the time these lessons depict stories about the past as if they are factual information. But these historical accounts are often subjective and reflected upon from a specific cultural angle. Take, for instance, colonialism. The way history is portrayed varies strongly from colonisers’ perspectives to the perspectives of the suppressed and the invaded. History is often the story people tell themselves about who they want to be. Because history is a mystery, you should not see the past as the most reliable guide into the future, although it can help to put shifts and changes into perspective. Information about the past is mainly used to understand our present day behaviour. If you would rely on the past too much you would be, as media professor Marshall McLuhan (1967) once wrote, ‘driving into the future looking in a rear view mirror’.

				“No single ‘right’ projection can be deduced from past behaviour. The better approach, I believe, is to accept uncertainty, try to understand it, and make it part of our reasoning”.

				P. Wack - 1985
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				Present

				Just as your reflection on the past guides your current behaviour, your behaviour in the present influences the future. Signs of change already manifest themselves right now and these can be researched. The present holds a collection of turning points which create trails into a variety of possible futures. The flipside of leaning too much on the present is that it can make you too narrow minded in seeing a variety of alternative futures. We are more open to evidence reinforcing our beliefs, than to anything contradicting them. People tend to project the present and current issues onto the future as if nothing else might change along the way: as if it is a linear, continuous storyline, while many unexpected events can change our present day reality within the blink of an eye.

				“The present is no more than material for the future.”

				H.G. Wells - 1913

				Future

				As the above mentioned shows, the future should not be seen as a linear continuation of the past and present. Just like time, the future is a social construct. It is shaped by people’s perceptions of the past and present and by their expectations of the future. The future is in the making right now, it is being created, as we speak, by ourselves as a society. As a trend researcher you can investigate manifestations of these changes and use these as input to explore alternative futures. 

				“If men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences.”

				W.I. Thomas - 1928
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					QUESTION 

					Are you a past, present or future oriented person?The way you look at the future is defined by your own time orientation. What type of orientation do you have? Read the questions below to get an indication which type of person you might be.*

					Do you often look at your personal photographs? Are you keeping a diary? And do you love to tell people your life story? Do vintage, retro and dust turn you on? Then you must be the nostalgic type and oriented towards the past.

					Can you get into the flow easily while working on a project? Do you often do something in the spur of the moment? Are you feeling totally zen and in the now most of the time? It seems like you are a modern day Buddha and mainly present-oriented.

					Are you thinking about what might happen a lot? Do you keep an agenda everywhere you go? Do you love horizons, horoscopes and the next and new? You might just have a future-forward personality.

					Do you feel you do not belong in any of the above categories? Take caution: when you are neither in the past, present or future, you might be stuck in a time warp! 

					*Of course this is not a certified psychological test, but you probably feel attracted to one of these categories more than the others and this can influence how you perceive the future yourself.
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				PREDICTION OR EXPLORATION?

				A prevailing image of trend researchers is that they claim to predict the future. Statements like “In 2030 we will all have self-sustaining lifestyles, transport ourselves via self-driving cars and 3D print our food.” are very common in presentations by trend gurus. On the other hand if you type in ‘predictions gone wrong’ in an online search engine you can find a lot of examples of experts predicting future events which never came true. Is prediction of the future possible at all? That depends mainly on how you look at the future in a philosophical kind of way. There are many different ways of looking at the future depending on your cultural background and roots. The following three approaches of the future (Asselt, 2010) are widely used:

				The future is determined. This approach sees the future as fixed and determined by fate and destiny. 

				The future is open but not empty. This approach sees our future as open but not totally empty because it is partly shaped by our actions in the past and present.

				The future is open. This approach believes that the future is open and can be completely influenced by human beings.

				As a researcher of trends it is important to be aware of your own beliefs and perceptions regarding the future because it will influence the way you analyse signs of change. 

				
					QUESTION 

					What are your thoughts on the future?What are your ideas about the future? How uncertain or how determined do you feel it is? Ask yourself the following questions:

					To which degree do you think the future is determined? Do you believe in fate and destiny?

					To which degree do you think the future is open? Do you believe anything can happen? 

					To which degree do you think the future can be shaped? Do you believe you have the power to influence your future?
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			Many trend researchers do not see the future as an open and empty black hole but not as a fixed and upfront written storyline either. Most of them agree upon the notion that the future is uncertain and open within limits. Maybe a trend guru here or there will tell you that they can give a one hundred percent accurate forecast of the coming years. But most trend researchers take the point of view that it is impossible to accurately predict the future. There is just too much uncertainty in predicting the outcome of a process involving human beings combined with elements of nature. Next to that, information about the future cannot be verified in a classic scientific manner, because the future has not happened yet and is not seen as observable in a traditional academic way. Therefore it is not possible for anyone (yet) to predict the future with one hundred percent accuracy (Bell, 2003 & Hines, 2012).

			“Due to unexpected events, the so-called black swans, I feel that no method or person can predict trends and the future.”

			Nelson Pinheiro - Assistant Professor of Trends Studies and Cultural Management at the University of Lisbon

			As a trend researcher you may not be able to predict the future, but you can definitely use your trend insights to explore various futures. You can make an educated guess about how trends might play out in different ways in the nearby future. The domain of trend research provides a framework for systematic exploration of change in the future. Mind you, exploring various futures does not mean that you are merely fantasising about the future. Trend professionals will always back their trend findings with a solid analysis. And let’s face it, is it not better to at least try to explore the future than to ignore it altogether?

			“I talk about the future in ways of the past, present and the possible. There is not one singular future. I talk in plural and potential instead of singularity.”

			Kristina Dryža - Global Director of Trends and Futures at House of Brand Group

			A PROFESSION

			The domain of trend research is fairly new and some wonder if it is a legitimate profession at all. While many other professions have manifestos, codes of conduct and ethical guidelines, anyone can call themselves a trend researcher. There is not a specific stamp of approval needed from a trend inspector. The field is still very much under construction and in the midst of building a shared body of knowledge. Literature studies that try to create an overview, for example Foundations of Futures Studies by Wendell Bell, are very helpful in finding common ground. On the other hand, should a domain focused on understanding and embracing change need a rigid framework or structure at all? As Bell (2002) states, you can find examples of both good and bad work in any type of field and no field, unless it is stagnant, is free of controversy.
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