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Why Trends Matter 
 

How do you help your client organizations operate at the forefront of their industry? Do you 
consistently add value for your clients? What do you provide to them to distinguish yourself from 
others in your field? We believe that everyone in business can increase their value to clients by 
becoming students of trends in business, economics, and society. Armed with current information 
about such trends can leverage our professional credibility, empower those who use our services, 
and help the organizations where we work stay ahead of their competitors. 
 
What are Trends? 
A trend is a pattern of gradual change in a condition, output, or process; a general direction in 
which something is developing or changing. If you spot a trend early enough, congratulations! 
You have identified a leading indicator. Whether leading or lagging, it is fair to say that most 
competent business people are aware of trends in their own industry. But how many of us look at 
trends with a broader lens and tie them in meaningful ways to the goals of the organizations 
where we work?  
 
As Performance Architects, we design performance systems with an eye on trends that will 
impact those systems and the results we want to achieve. For example, the use of English as the 
international language of business is a trend that continues to proliferate. Organizations that 
operate globally face the ongoing challenge of communicating clearly to customers, employees, 
and suppliers. The potential for misunderstanding, confusion, and error arises because English in 
the U.S., the U.K., India, or China is not exactly the same language. In the U.S., a “file” is 
commonly a folder of paper or electronic documents. In South Africa, a “file” is a notebook. Close, 
but not the same. The guidance here? Bring the trend down to the operational level and apply the 
implications to the results you seek. 
 
Business Trends 
Trends in business can be broad or narrow in scope, and as varied as the interests of the person 
exploring them. Here are two examples that have recently captured our attention. 
 

Religious Considerations 

We have observed an increase in organizations’ awareness of religious customs and a 
corresponding rise in actions favorable to a range of religious observances. Recently, one of us 
was In South Africa for a training and human resources conference that took place during 
Ramadan. During one session, a participant shared a considerate and creative example from a 
local business. He had received an email from a restaurant that he frequents explaining that their 
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hours would change in observance of Ramadan and inviting him to join them for dinner after 
sunset. So what are the implications of this restaurant’s action? How are suppliers affected by the 
change in operating hours? What might customers do in response? How is the email an example 
of wise marketing? 
 

Medical Devices 

The National Association for Homecare and Hospice estimates that approximately 7.6 million 
individuals in the U.S. receive home healthcare, and their numbers are increasing by 20% each 
year (NAHC). A growing trend in the medical field is the migration of medical devices from clinical 
settings to the home to support the needs of these patients. The procedures and processes 
designed to guide a medical professional in the use of devices such as a ventilator system or a 
defibrillator are very different from those needed for the typical home caregiver. She, by the way, 
is a “75-year-old woman caring for a 72-year-old spouse who has visual and auditory 
limitations…” (HE75:2009).  
 
This trend raises a number of questions for the engineers who modify equipment for home use, 
for the Human Factors professionals who test devices and recommend adjustments to 
accommodate a range of users with varying needs, and for the Performance Architects who write 
the user instructions. The takeaway? Procedures for a technical expert and procedures for a 
home user of unknown education and skills must necessarily be different. 
 
Economics 
The economy is constant in the workplace. Today, it is fair to say that issues and challenges 
related to the economy are not local, but global. Because no one is immune from the effects of 
world markets, we’ve observed a trend toward an increased awareness of all things economic 
among the population.  
 

Savings 

Finally, people in the U.S. are saving more money than they have in many years. And what about 
advertising? What do signs in retail establishments say these days? They emphasize value, 
investment dressing, savings.  
 
What are your client organizations doing in response to the economy? Are they promoting 
recycling? Investing in green solutions? Streamlining production? Sourcing local suppliers? Here 
in California, some supermarkets feature the names and photographs of nearby growers who 
supply produce to demonstrate that they buy locally. And by the way, are you competing with 
your supermarket or farmers’ market by growing some of your own produce? 
 

Hiring Demographics 

With the stock market’s steep losses and the resulting changes in retirement plans for many 
workers, the hiring demographic has been altered. People are working longer than originally 
planned, returning to work to supplement their retirement income, or starting businesses to meet 
their unanticipated financial needs. What do these changes mean to hiring and retirement trends 
in your client organizations? How has the employee profile changed in your workplace? What are 
the ramifications of these changes for younger workers? For supervisors and managers? For 
policies and procedures? 
 
Society 
Like it or not, we are becoming world citizens if only because of technology. While we understand 
that much of the world is not yet wired, we can safely say it is coming. As more people get online, 
we simultaneously shrink our world because it is so easy to reach out, and expand it because of 
the many places where we can connect. 
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Social Networking 

Do you know where your phone is right now? As the current key to communication, the mobile 
phone continues to evolve as a critical personal and business tool for staying connected. The 
explosive trend of social networking, from Facebook, to Twitter, to Yelp, to Wikipedia illustrates 
the strong growth in our desire to be heard and to share information. With the cell phone’s ability 
to take photos and make movies, anyone can report breaking news, provide evidence of 
wrongdoing, or document world-changing events.  
 
Do your client companies provide cell phones to their employees? Do they use social networking 
channels to communicate with customers? To source new hires? Do they have apps that 
customers can install on their phones? Do advertising and communication campaigns include 
social networking initiatives?  
 
Social networking opportunities are seemingly limitless. Did you know that 82 of the 100 largest 
companies in the U.S. are using Six Sigma? A professional association just tweeted one of us 
this information. 
 

Water Supply 

It is almost impossible to pass over the very frightening trend of diminishing water supply 
worldwide. Despite epic floods and rising sea levels in some locations, all indications are that 
water scarcity will be a fact of life. One of us visited the Arab Emirates and observed that 
desalinization plants were being constructed to produce potable water. As oil supplies diminish, 
some forward thinking oil-producing countries are considering becoming suppliers of water 
instead (Addison, Haig, Kearny, p. 122). 
 
What are the implications of life in a world where water is a precious commodity? How are the 
businesses we serve likely to be affected? What is your personal experience with drought, water 
rationing, impure water? How can you help your clients consider their water supply differently? 
 
Become Trend Savvy 
We don’t have to be visionaries or futurists to tune into trends. For every prescient writer like 
Malcolm Gladwell or Dan Pink, there are legions of us who can benefit from simply raising our 
awareness about trends and using our observations in our work. If you monitor the world’s news 
in addition to local events, read blogs of interest, follow thought leaders on Twitter, and the like, 
you can link your observations to your client organizations and their goals. By making 
connections between trends and the workplace, you will develop the habit of healthy speculation, 
and your curiosity will encourage discussion with your clients about how their organizations view 
various trends. Such interactions can make a critical difference in business results. 
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