7 TRENDS

TO FOLLOW IN

2015

by: David Silverstein

To navigate the future and
thrive, we have to keep an eye
on trends. With so many out
there, which ones should you
follow? Here are seven lessobvious trends you won’t want
to miss as they are certain to
have far-reaching effects on our
businesses and lives.
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Strategy is all about the future and the one thing we can be
certain about when it comes to the future is that it is, well…
uncertain.

What business—and strategy—are really all about is being better
at reducing uncertainty than our competitors. We begin most
things with a high degree of uncertainty and we must recognize
that we will never eliminate all future uncertainty. But if we can
make predictions about the future better than our competitors,
we will be able to navigate that future and thrive.
One way to go about such future prediction is to study future
trends. Trends provide us with insight into the general direction
things are heading. When we combine insight with trends we
know about and believe, we can do a better job of exploiting future
potential.
Of course, there are many trends out there and it can be difficult
to know which ones to focus on. The following highlights some of
the less obvious ones that you’ll see over the course of 2015 (and
beyond)—and will want to keep an eye on as their impact will have
far-reaching effects on our businesses and lives.
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GEOPOLITICAL

-1- COMPLEXITY AND RISK
The globe is becoming more and more complex every day. It’s next to impossible
to predict the future of geopolitical events because they are, for the most part,
driven by human emotion. For example, Russia’s relationship with Europe, the US
and China are all intertwined. We can look to logically evaluate what could—or
should—happen over the next year, yet what ultimately happens is decided by
a very small number of individuals who may or may not respond as our logical
analysis suggests. And any deviation from our logic has a ripple effect that
changes the course of geopolitics around the world.
Geopolitical reactions are primarily influenced by one factor: economics—and
we are living in highly volatile economic times. Accordingly, we live in highly
uncertain political times. The two go hand-in-hand.
Because global politics are so
uncertain, businesses need to
increase the weight they give to
political risk when conducting
a risk analysis. While everyone
talks about the effect of
declining oil prices on Russia
and Iran, what would happen
in South and Central America
if the Venezuelan government
collapsed? What about Nigeria?
What will Russia do next in
Ukraine and how will the US and
Europe react? What of ISIS in the
Middle East? When will the next
Israeli-Palestinian conflict erupt?
Tenuously peaceful relations can
blow up into small-scale conflicts
with little warning, and smallscale conflicts can blow up into
larger ones overnight. As long as
the global economy is uncertain,
geopolitical complexity and risk
will be high.

Geopolitical reactions are
primarily influenced by one
factor: economics—and we
are living in highly volatile
economic times.
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ECONOMIC

-2- SURPRISES AND STABILITY
There are glimmers of light in the US economy, and that’s about the only
place in the world that things look remotely positive right now. Even in
the US there are many signs that the recovery has run its course and the
country will start to struggle like the rest of the world. The predictability
of economic directions, however, has become severely disrupted by the
never-ending intervention of the world’s largest central banks. Financial
systems are not operating normally and, as such, our ability to predict the
future based on observations of the past has been severely diminished.
Without reliable predictive capability, the probability of surprises—big
surprises—is elevated.
In 2015 we will see the currency wars that have been feared for the last
several years begin to erupt. Japan is printing money at many times the
rate the U.S. Federal Reserve did at the height of its quantitative easing.
It looks like Europe is about to follow suit. China is trying to stimulate its
economy back to the unsustainable rates of growth it has experienced
over the last decade. And as of early January 2015, it looks like the
Federal Reserve might not be able to start raising interest rates this year
as it has planned. The result: easy money everywhere.
Easy money sounds good, but there are all kinds of problems associated
with it. It’s just that it takes time for those problems to manifest. The
concept of simple savings, for example, doesn’t even exist to younger
generations because they’ve never seen interest on savings accounts in
excess of half a percentage point. All the things older generations were
taught when they were younger—save money, compound your interest—
don’t even exist now. European governments that are deeply indebted
and have very high risks to lend to are still borrowing money with the
credit worthiness of Germany. The link between interest rates and risk
has broken down.
Expect many economic surprises in 2015
and expect this trend to continue for many
more years to come because the most
likely reactions to economic surprises are
government interventions that set the stage
for the follow-on surprise.

Financial systems
are not operating
normally and, as such,
our ability to predict
the future based
on observations of
the past has been
severely diminished.
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CYBER SECURITY

-3- SPOTLIGHT

The hack attacks this past year on eBay, Target, Sony, and others have
brought more attention to the threat of cyber-attack. The real story is the
constant theft of money, identity and intellectual property. We’re going
to see two competing trends in 2015.
First, we will see a significant uptick in cyber thefts along with more
attacks that look like terrorism of one kind or another. Both state actors
and criminal gangs will be testing their ability to penetrate infrastructure.
The state actors are not so interested in actually wreaking havoc—they
don’t want to start a war—but they feel a need to test their capabilities in
the event of future war. On the other hand, terrorists will certainly cause
as much pain as they can, as soon as they can.
On the flip side, we’ll see big improvements in security. Embedded chips
in credit cards, the increased use of biometrics, one-time use passwords
and double authentication systems will all become much more prevalent.
People will have to get used to new systems, but the good news is that,
for the most part, they work and really do improve security. You’ll
hear about these systems more and more from your banks, credit card
companies and merchants.
These technologies aren’t actually new; we’ve just been slow to adopt
them. In 2015, you’ll see that change. The first half of this trend in cyber
security is driving the second half.

Embedded chips
in credit cards, the
increased use of
biometrics, one-time
use passwords and
double authentication
systems will all
become much more
prevalent.
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NEW DIMENSIONS

-4- OF DIGITIZATION AND CONNECTIVITY
It was only two years ago when people first heard the words the “Internet of
things,” referring to the interconnection of embedded computing devices with
the Internet infrastructure. The IoT, as it’s abbreviated, holds the promise
of billions of devices being connected in the coming years. Whether the
estimations and timelines are exaggerated or not, one thing is certain: This
trend is happening.
In 2013 we saw lots of press as big companies from GE to Cisco started to
stake out their territory. In 2014 we saw an explosion of low-cost home
automation systems allowing you to remotely (or programmatically) turn your
lights on and off, check if your doors are locked, and even water your plants.
This year we’re going to see much more integration into other systems like
home appliances and cars. Early adopters will be playing around with robots
in the home, and more and more cars will feature some form of automation,
whether it’s self-parking or following of other cars.
What has been the domain of techies will become much more mainstream in
2015 as people start with simple things like Wi-Fi enabled smoke detectors.
Within a couple of years, having every electrical device in the house somehow
controlled wirelessly will simply seem like it’s always been that way.

Whether the
estimations and
timelines are
exaggerated or
not, one thing is
certain: This trend is
happening.
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INCREASING FOCUS

-5- ON HEALTH AND WELLNESS

Remember when eggs were bad for us—before they became good for
us again? Today much of what we know about health and wellness is
being challenged, and we are learning at a remarkable pace. This year
will yield a great deal of new research, new books, and many more news
stories that tell us what we should and shouldn’t be doing to take care of
ourselves—all with an emphasis on living longer lives.
A relatively new influence on health and wellness is nutritional
neuroscience and the effects of various components of our diet on
our brain. The implications are both immediate and long-ranging,
including neurological functioning and disorders such as Alzheimer’s and
Parkinson’s diseases.
For now, this trend will manifest mostly as new information. Similar to
research on nutrition in the 18th and 19th centuries (though nutrition
labeling wasn’t mandated until the 1990s), this information will start
to shape our approach to health and wellness. It will take several more
years, but by 2020 we are going to start seeing much of the new research
actually affecting what the population as a whole consumes, which in turn
will have a dramatic effect on agriculture. In short, our eating habits—as
a society—are going to change dramatically, and while you won’t see big
change this year, you will see the seeds of that change.

A relatively new
influence on health
and wellness
is nutritional
neuroscience and
the effects of various
components of our
diets on our brain.
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GENERATIONAL

-6- “CHANGING OF THE GUARD”
The average tenure of a CEO is on the rise, which might surprise you.
CEO tenure took a hit during the financial crisis, dropping from an
average of about 10 years down to eight. As things have stabilized, that
number has started rising again. But even with CEOs staying in their roles
longer, we are starting to see another round of turnover and companies
are looking to replace their CEOs—but not in the same way.
Companies now are looking toward CEOs from a younger generation—
and not necessarily ones holding a graduate degree or already groomed
by the company. The need for maturity and stability in tough financial
times is giving way to the need for CEOs who can drive more innovation
and connect with younger people—employees and customers alike.
Many of today’s retiring CEOs and senior executives grew up in the prePC and pre-Internet eras. In contrast, if you consider that the Internet
really came of age in about 1994, a 42-year-old CEO has had access to
the Internet for his or her entire career. The convergence of the baby
boom generation retiring, post-crisis executive turnover, and a growth
mind-set is leading to a sort of generational changing of the guard that
will continue for several more years.

Companies now
are looking toward
CEOs from a younger
generation—and
not necessarily ones
holding a graduate
degree or already
groomed by the
company.
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CHALLENGES

-7- TO DEMOCRATIC SYSTEMS
Democracy is on the defensive in a number of different ways. Not only
are extremists trying to destroy democracy, but also the withdrawal of
the US and its allies from Iraq and Afghanistan, and the entire region
more generally, is begging the question, “Is democracy really right for
everyone and everywhere?” The answer used to be a simple “yes.” Now
it’s not so clear.
At the same time, China’s system of “capitalism with Chinese
characteristics” has much of the world still enthralled by its success thus
far. And the lack of demand for more democracy by the Chinese people
(other than in Hong Kong) has many scratching their heads.
Winston Churchill famously once said, “Democracy is the worst form of
government except for all those other forms that have been tried from
time-to-time.” (Churchill was actually quoting someone else when he said
it in the House of Commons). Over the next few years democracy is going
to increasingly come under attack as some try to claim other systems are
working as well or better.

Democracy is on the
defensive in a number
of different ways.
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AN EYE TOWARDS TRENDS
These are just a few of the trends to keep your eye on in the coming year.
Depending on your business and personal interests, there are likely many
more trends that will apply. So another trend for the coming year should be
your goal to keep an eye on trends. That’s how you will be able to make better
predictions than your competitors so you can navigate the future and thrive.
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