Tuesday, April 25, 2006
E-Interview: Mastering Trends That Resonate With Consumers
Another in a series of previews of the Food Marketing Institute
(FMI) Show…
Retailers often find themselves trying to figure out what the
next major trend will be, and then trying to gauge the
timing for when and how they should try to ride it. But
according to Robyn Waters, author of The Trendmaster's
Guide: Get a Jump on What Your Customer Wants Next,
that's an almost myopic approach because it ignores the real
opportunity – to connect consumer values to relevant
offerings in a transcendent way.
In an FMI Show Super Session, Waters will look not just to
point out coming trends to attendees, but to teach them how
to recognize these trends on their own and create or adapt
business strategies that capitalize on these insights. To get
a preview of some of what she will offer her audience, MNB
engaged Waters in this exclusive e-interview.
Waters is scheduled to share her insights at an FMI Show
Super Session on Sunday, May 7, from 3:45-5:00 pm.
MNB: Many good retailers seem to be dyed in the wool reactors,
believing that if they are on the leading edge they likely also will
be on the bleeding edge. How can retailers with such a high
sensitivity to cost become "Trendmasters"?
Robyn Waters: First of all, let me explain the difference
between a Trendmaster and a Trendspotter or Coolhunter.
Trendspotters and Coolhunters are always on the lookout for
what's next. They tend to furiously scavenge for "the next
big thing." A Trendmaster, on the other hand, is aware of all
of the trendy new options in the marketplace. BUT, and this
is a big BUT, they know how important it is to translate the
trends into something that resonates strongly with their
customers values. They know that trend for the sake of
trend isn't always a good strategy.
Instead, a Trendmaster is more concerned with what's
IMPORTANT, not just what's next. They care as much about
what's going on inside the customers' minds and lives as

they do about what's happening out in the marketplace. To
answer your question specifically, I believe that you have to
reframe the 'cost sensitivity' argument. I think that retailers
today can't afford NOT to become Trendmasters.
The most successful and innovative retailers today follow
many of the philosophies I outline in The Trendmaster's
Guide. For instance, they know how to listen to their
Instincts and Intuition. (Howard Schultz). They know how
to push customers' Magic Buttons. (Trader Joes.) They know
how to find and feature products with Soul (Whole Foods)
and do it with great integrity. They know how to connect to
the Hearts as well as the Head and Handbags of their
customers. (Target.) They see the Big Picture. (Costco).
They Keep it Simple. (Krispy Kreme). They Lighten Up and
don't take themselves too seriously (Cold Stone Creamery.)
They know how to make a trend, not just jump on a trend
bandwagon. They realize that by leveraging Grace and Guts
they can introduce a new concept and watch it take off
quickly (Pom Wonderful) as long as it Resonates with their
customers' values.
I believe there's no one formula or process for successful
trend merchandising. Trends are merely signposts and
indicators pointing to what's going on in the hearts and
minds of your customers. It's up to the Trendmaster to
translate the trends into meaningful products and strategies
that connect to their customers' hearts, lives, and desires.
MNB: How "at risk" in terms of image, money, sales, etc.- does
being a "trendmaster" make a retailer?
Robyn Waters: As long as you're looking to master the trends
(i.e. Translate them into products and experiences that are
meaningful to your guests lives and resonate with their
values), and not just follow them, I think there's no more
risk involved involved in being a Trendmaster than if you
just played the price game. In fact, I think you're more at
risk if you're NOT thinking like a Trendmaster.
These days you have to "differentiate or die." It's so easy in
today's marketplace to become a commodity. A strategy that
was revolutionary one moment can become mundane the
next. There are No Secrets. Anyone can pretty much figure
out what's next. Therefore, there is no one "next big thing."

There are so many Possibilities today in the marketplace.
The retailers that can Edit those possibilities to a meaningful
assortment and present them with Passion will have a big
edge over those that don't.

MNB: How do you separate a trend from a fad - recognizing the
difference so you can invest in one and merely capitalize on the
other? (Assuming you think I'm right about how I characterize
this....)
Robyn Waters: I think you are absolutely correct in your
point of view. Trends are things that make sense for a
reason. Fads tend not to have a lot of reason behind them-they are fun or odd or simply a novelty. Oftentimes they are
controversial. Fads tend to polarize, people either love or
hate them. You can still make money off of fads, you just
have to really keep your Antennae out and make very sure
you don't get stuck with something after the fad passes.
Trends, on the other hand, often Connect the Dots with
what's going on in the marketplace to what's going on in the
hearts and minds of your consumers. If handled properly, a
meaningful trend can grow and extend in many different
directions. The really big trends tend to Fuse with other
trends and become incredibly meaningful to your customers
lives. As a result, they tend to have a longer shelf life.
Starbucks, for instance, fuses the trend for small
indulgences, with our desire for convenience, with our need
to customize, all the while offering us a third place to
unwind and relax. That's a lot of power in a good cup of
coffee.
MNB: What is the big trend happening now that you think many
or most food retailers are missing? And why do you think they're
missing it?
Robyn Waters: We usually can't see the forest for the trees
because we are so close to the issue or the question. I think
that's the case these days with tracking and translating
trends. This may sound like heresy, but I think what people
are hungry for isn't more 'stuff.' They are looking for
balance, and for a little peace of mind. As Melinda Davis says
in The New Culture of Desire, "Peace of Mind is the new gold
standard." Many of us, faced with the 'claustrophobia of

abundance' in the marketplace, are searching for meaning.
It may feel like a big stretch, but I believe that marketers
need to give up looking for "the answer," and instead,
reframe how they present their stories (or products,
services/experiences) to the customers. Now that said, I
don't think that we're going to stop shopping, or needing
and wanting things. We just need to reframe how we
approach the question "what is the next big trend?" and
"what should we do about it?" There's a great story about
the London Metro (Underground). Awhile back, the city was
trying to encourage more people to take mass
transportation. The train cars had become dirty, the
timetables weren't always adhered to, and people just
preferred to drive their own cars. As parking became more
impossible, the cost of fuel rose, and the streets became
more crowded, the city realized it had been handed a unique
opportunity to 'start a new commuting trend' so to speak.
So, they revised the schedules, cleaned up the cars, polished
up the stations, and even installed wireless access in the
cars. Then, they announced it to the public with a great
campaign, stating "we get you to work faster." And nothing
happened. Then they decided to talk to commuters and
would be/should be commuters to figure out what they
really wanted. Sure, wireless was a big advantage, as was
improved efficiency. After talking with the customer they
came out with a new campaign: "We get you home faster."
And guess what happened? Rider-ship went up drastically.
Same cars. Same tracks. Same places. What was different, is
that they figured out what was IMPORTANT to their
customers....and that was getting home. I believe the idea
translates to something more meaningful. The new slogan is
symbolic of a desire to achieve balance in our lives, and our
wish to honor those things that are most meaningful to us.
MNB: What will be the next big trend that people in the food
industry need to start preparing for now?
Robyn Waters: You've probably figured out by now that I'm
not going to give you an example like "Wellness," or
"Glycemic Index" or "Convenience" or even "Spirituality."
So, let me give you a big idea instead. If you are looking for
the Next Big Thing, beware. Because for every Next Big
Thing out there, I can point to a countertrend at the
opposite of the trend spectrum, happening at the very same

time, that's just as important.
For instance, are cars getting bigger and more in your face
(the Hummer) or smaller and cuter (the Mini)? Both, right?
Is food getting more indulgent, or healthier? Why not both?
Healthy Indulgences. Vodka made from soy. Health by
Chocolate candy bars. Jelly Belly Sport Beans (jelly beans
that are really portable power), organic dorm food that
students consider a luxurious perk. My next book (due out
October from Portfolio, a division of Penguin USA) is about
the power of paradox, or trend/countertrend. It has to do
with the idea that oftentimes, the answers are not to be
found at one end of the spectrum (i.e. black or white), but
that instead, unique answers and opportunities can be found
in the middle ground, the grey area. Why paradox?
Psychologists tell us that at the heart of every consumer
there is a paradox. According to them, the two most basic of
human desires are:
1) the desire to be a part of something....a group, a
community, a religion, a club.
2) And 2) the desire to be perceived as an individual....just
me, one of a kind.
How do we resolve the paradoxes inherent in each of us,
and in the marketplace? We don't. Instead, we live with
them, and celebrate them. We need to reframe the way we
navigate the trend landscape. Some of the examples of
macro level trends I explore in The Hummer and The Mini
are: Mass Customization, Luxurious Commodities, Healthy
Indulgences, Everything Old is New Again, Extreme
Relaxation, Counterfeit Authenticity, and Social Capitalism,
ending with the paradox of success.
Charles Handy said: "The more turbulent the times, the
more complex the world, the more paradoxes there are." We
are definitely living in turbulent times, and the world has
certainly gotten incredibly complex. There are a lot of
paradoxes out there. I think that represents an incredible
opportunity for retailers and marketers that can figure out
how to deal with the paradoxes most creatively.
KC's View: This sounds like a fascinating presentation that will
look to move retailers away from the put-out-the-fires
approach that dominates so many of their lives, and look at the

bigger picture. We love the notion that there is an enormous
difference between a campaign that says "we get you to work
faster" and one that says "we get you home faster," and we
wonder how many of us would see that difference.
One other note. We think, and we suspect Waters would agree,
that that there are multiple answers to the question, "What's
the next big trend?" And it is critical that retailers and
manufacturers be able to sort through these various answers
and figure out which ones are appropriate to their businesses.
Probably the only thing worse than missing a trend would be
trying to focus on one that isn’t relevant to a store's consumer
base.
By the way, a reminder about the upcoming FMI Show. On
Sunday, May 7, we will be hanging out at the bar at one of our
favorite Chicago bistros, Bin 36, from 6-7:30 p.m. And if any
members of the MNB community would like to stop by, say
hello, and chat for a bit…well, the first couple of bottles of wine
will be on us.
It’ll be a great opportunity for all of us to put faces and voices
with the names and words that appear on MNB plus an excuse
to drink good wine. (Not that we need an excuse…)
(Bin 36 is located at 339 N Dearborn on the west side of Marina
City, between the river and Kinzie.)
We’ll see you in Chicago.

