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It’s often said that monitoring and analysing trends in the USA 
can foretell what will happen in the UK.

So the fact that the American consumer is under pressure should 
worry us all.  The combination of rising long-term interest rates and 
higher oil prices is squeezing discretionary income.

Overly-indebted, savings-short US consumers remain chronically short 
of earned income – average family incomes fell 2.3% between 2001 
and 2004, pulled down by a sluggish recovery from the downturn and 
the sharp stock market drop.

Record numbers of lower-income Americans are finding 
themselves in a more precarious economic position that at any 
time in recent history.  The USA is often touted as the richest 
nation in the world, yet 13% of the population - 37 million people 
– live in poverty.

Here in the UK, officially one of the most expensive countries in 
Europe, it seems our cash is going out faster than it’s coming in. 

UK government figures show that real household disposable income 
continues to rise, albeit more slowly than in recent years.  Retail prices 
are increasing at a faster rate – more than three per cent over the past 
year.  Spending on housing, transport and alcohol were the biggest 
contributors.  British households spend over twice as much on alcohol 
and tobacco than on health.

Growth in the volume of retail sales is at its lowest for ten years, yet 
many people’s obsession with conspicuous consumption continues 
unabated, together with an apparent total lack of fear of debt. 

Industry analysts fear that as rising oil prices and higher utility 
bills begin to bite, we will see more of an effect on spending. 

USA financial squeeze worsens as rampant consumerism 
continues in UK
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Recent reports spoke of the high value of electrical goods that we now 
have in our homes, particularly home entertainment equipment. Home 
ownership of CD players, DVD players, computers, Internet access
and mobile phones has risen substantially over the last five or six 
years.  Later this year, BT plans to launch its pay-for-view TV and film 
service, enabling broadband users to download films via a set-top box 
to watch on their TVs. 

The financial squeeze is forcing Britons to spend less of their hard-
earned income on traditional pursuits such as going to the cinema and 
eating out, using instead their array of domestic technology to entertain 
themselves at home. 

As UK consumers curb their spending more, it’s likely that we 
can expect to see high-price goods hit hardest - perhaps 
communication products such as high-end mobile phones.

Source: FT.com, Money Week, news.bbc.co.uk, Bloomberg.com, Office for National 
Statistics, The Times, New York Times, Wall Street Journal, usatoday.com

Jobs for the boys?  No, just the girls

The differences between the sexes used to be clear-cut – men 
went out to work, women cleaned the house and raised the kids -
but of course it’s not so simple any more.  And in fact there’s 
increasing evidence that we don’t need men at all.  

Many modern women bemoan the lack of “tough, red-blooded 
males”, complaining that the era of “real” men ended with the 
demise of John Wayne, Lee Marvin and Steve McQueen. 

Maybe men have got the message and are trying to change.
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Survival and wilderness schools, where students learn team-building 
and leadership skills through building fires and foraging for food have 
been around for decades.  But new courses feature more extreme 
challenges and far-fetched experiences, populated not by hard-core 
adventurers but by everyday professionals, compensating for dull lives.

Participants can pay to be pursued by make-believe assailants, survive 
hypothetical plane crashes and car accidents, and hunt down 
guerrillas.  Michelle Barnes of the Outdoor Industry Association says 
the success of TV drama "Lost" has reignited interest in these schools.  

Harvey Mansfield, author of the recent book "Manliness" and a 
professor at Harvard Business School has a reputation as the 
campus's most outspoken conservative.

“It's odd,” he says, “that when we need real fighters all we get is 
pretend fighters." 

Young men sign up for extreme survival courses, he says, because
"they are as embarrassed about patriotism as they are about 
manliness, and to go into the military may seem too conventional.“

Mansfield asserts that men are more willing than women to stick 
out their necks for causes, ideas and people.  

''Men," Mansfield writes, ''have the highest offices, the leading 
reputations; they make the discoveries, conceive the theories, win the 
prizes, start the companies, score the touchdowns.“

He claims it is no accident that corporate boardrooms remain largely 
male, despite two generations of gender-neutral ideology.

Mansfield's definition of manliness is maddeningly imprecise.  
Basically, he says, you know it when you see it. Mansfield sees it in 
fire-fighters, warriors and great thinkers, but also, interestingly, in 
Margaret Thatcher.
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That men and women are programmed by evolution to behave 
differently from one another is now widely accepted. 

In most intellectual areas, such as vocabulary and verbal reasoning, 
the differences between men and women are statistically insignificant.  
While women show less mathematical brilliance than men, their scores 
are better in some verbal skills.  

Technology seems to be undermining the usefulness of male skills.  
Ian Pearson, BT’s Futurologist, warns that machine intelligence is 
going to take over many traditionally male jobs over the next 10 or 20 
years. As computers become more sophisticated, many jobs will be
automated. Typically, Pearson argues, these are jobs that more men 
than women do, therefore the workplace of the future will be a more 
feminine place.

Studies have found that male dominated workplaces have more 
trouble with their performance than more gender balanced offices.  A 
positive correlation has been found between the numbers of women in 
an organisation's management team and its financial performance.

Nowadays modern professional life is dominated by 
management, which these days sets high store by emotional 
intelligence, empathy and communication – and thousands of 
studies have shown that these skills are more likely to be found
in women.

Sources: Economist, Wall Street Journal, Boston Globe, New York Times, The 
Register
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More technology but less gets done

Most US workers say they feel rushed on the job, but they are 
getting less done than a decade ago, according to new research.

The biggest culprit is technology that was supposed to make work
quicker and easier, experts say.  "Technology has sped everything 
up and, by speeding everything up, it's slowed everything down, 
paradoxically," says John Challenger of Chicago-based 
outplacement consultants Challenger, Gray & Christmas Inc.

Unlike a decade ago, US workers are bombarded with e-mail, 
computer messages, cell phone calls, voicemails and the like.  
Workers typically get 46 e-mails a day, nearly half of which are 
unsolicited.  So it’s no surprise that 60% of all absences from work 
are caused by stress.

"We never concentrate on one task anymore. You take a little 
chip out of it, and then you're on to the next thing," Challenger 
says. "It's harder to feel like you're accomplishing something.“

More than half of US workers say they always or frequently feel 
rushed.

Don Grimme of GHR Training Solutions says, "The irony is the very 
expectation of getting more done is getting in the way of getting 
more done.  People are stressed out."

Source: Reuters
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In the UK, the biggest increase in spending in recent times has 
been on communications.  The amount we spend on keeping in 
touch has trebled over the past 15 years.

Some observers see this surfeit of connectivity in modern day life as a 
curse, and there is now evidence that, despite our gabby tell-all 
culture, people in developed countries are becoming increasingly
socially isolated.

In a recent US survey, people reported an average of only two “core”
confidants with whom they “discuss important matters,” down from the 
mean of three close ties elicited by the same question in 1985.

In an era of constant communicating, we’re more plugged in than ever 
before to people who supply us with information, offer advice and keep 
us intermittent company.  But perhaps that’s why our standard of 
genuine closeness has become more exacting. It’s not just that we’re 
too busy for more than a select few confidants - we may be choosier 
too.

The problem may of course simply be one of ability.  Lack of 
social skills is a major difficulty for young people as they make 
the transition to the world of work.

In the restricted company of their friends, social skills may not be a 
problem.  Certainly, young people are flocking to sign up with 
MySpace.com, the social-networking sensation that’s home to the 
profiles of more than 100 million members, most of them teenagers.

But when confronted by the demands of the workplace the cracks 
begin to show.  For many young people this can result in reduced
empathy with other people, and a failure to appreciate the feelings of 
people in other generations or ethnic groups.

Does increasing social isolation mean we prefer pets to 
people? 
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The lack of loyalty in our fellow humans and inability to communicate 
clearly perhaps explains the excessive amounts we spend on our pets.

Last year, Americans bought their kids US$20 billion worth of toys - but 
showered their pets with US$36 billion worth of goods, services, food, 
shelter, health care and luxuries – more than double what was spent a 
decade ago. 

In a recent survey by the American Pet Products Manufacturers
Association, pet owners spoke of a special bond with their pet, and
said they see a pet as a best friend, a companion or like a child or
member of their family.  Almost a third of female pet owners spend 
more time with their pet than with their spouse.

There are signs that people increasingly see a pet as a cheaper and 
perhaps less troublesome substitute for a child.  Throughout the 
developed world birth rates are falling.  Many women are now reluctant 
to start a family until they reach their 30s or 40s, or simply unable to 
give up work to become mothers because their income is so essential 
to their adopted lifestyle.  With all the problems affecting the world 
today, perhaps there is another reason – people feel less optimistic 
about the future.  

Japanese women are grappling with a choice between traditional roles 
and modern freedoms.  As a result women are having children much
later, if at all. Japan's birth rate has dropped to just 1.29 children per 
woman, one of the lowest in the developed world.  Increasing numbers 
of Japanese women are turning to dogs for company instead.

Social relationships are changing – now it seems many of us 
would rather have our pets than other people in our lives.

Sources: Life, New York Times, Marketing Week, news.bbc.co.uk
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We’ve never been healthier, wealthier, wiser – or angrier.  What’s 
our problem?  

Technology has become a bane of modern life. People juggle a 
mountain of electronic equipment to store their most important records 
and intimate secrets. But the complicated nature of their machines 
means a breakdown is almost inevitable. The loss of a computer, 
phone or other gadget is fuelling the rise of what some psychologists 
call "computer rage.“

Half of PC users have reacted to computer problems by hitting 
the machine, hurling parts of it around, screaming, shouting or 
abusing colleagues.  One worker was reported to have ripped his 
computer out and dumped it in a skip.  

And anger is not confined to the workplace.  Research has found that 
more than half of UK shoppers have stormed out of a shop due to bad 
service and frustration.  But shopworkers are on the front line when 
shoppers have temper tantrums at the checkouts - last year there were 
20,000 physical assaults on shop staff. 

UK shopworker union Usdaw’s annual survey showed a 35% 
increase in verbal abuse of shop staff, and found that middle-
aged women are the shoppers most likely to yell abuse. 

What causes these random and extreme breakdowns? 

Social psychologist Arthur Cassidy claims the “Big Brother” show is 
built around deliberately-manufactured confrontations.  

"What we're watching is very constructed,” he asserts.  “If you put 
vulnerable and marginalised people in such acute situations, they will 
perform in a way they think the producers want.''

Are we becoming addicted to confrontation?
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And he believes this has a knock-on effect for the audience, 
normalising destructive behaviour.  "We learn from watching others. If 
people see that it's acceptable to scream, argue, become 
confrontational, then they think: why can't I? People can start to 
believe this is the way forward." 

Across the globe, it’s easy to see how anger can erupt into full-
blown aggression.  In China, for instance, violent local protests 
are convulsing the Chinese countryside with ever greater 
frequency - and Beijing is unable to quell the unrest.

Chinese government figures show there were more than nine times as 
many “public order disturbances” in 2005 than ten years ago.  

In one recent incident, more than 1,000 villagers, brandishing 
pitchforks and blocking a highway, gathered to protest against the local 
government's decision to seize communal farmland and lease it to a 
foreign investor. 

The government’s focus remains on generating foreign investment 
rather than supplying basic services, leaving much of rural China, 
where 70% of the population lives, in a dire condition. Millions live on 
the edge of destitution, without access to sustainable jobs or medical 
care.

Writing in “Time” magazine recently, Hannah Beech reported that 
China’s leaders believe rural unrest could spark political 
mayhem, “especially when cell phones and the Internet can 
connect unruly citizens with the click of a button.”

Sources: news.bbc.co.uk, Time, washingtonpost.com, www.timesonline.co.uk, British 
Association of Anger Management, livescience.com, New York Times



Recom Research Trends                                           +44 (0)20 8560 0808 11www.recomresearch.com

Capitalising on trends is the secret of success

A Harvard Business School team compiling data on the leading US 
business figures of the past 100 years has identified the single
most important trait they share – the ability to understand and 
exploit the sweeping trends influencing the marketplace of their
time.

They call this key insight "contextual intelligence" - the ability to 
grasp epochal trends, and the opportunities and constraints that
arise from them.

Professors Anthony J. Mayo and Nitin Nohria say business masters 
such as Henry Ford, Ray Kroc, Estee Lauder, Jack Welch and Lee 
Iacocca had an innate ability to read the forces that shaped the
times in which they lived - and to seize on the resulting 
opportunities.

They possessed an acute sensitivity to the social, political, 
technological and demographic contexts that came to define their
eras. And they adapted their enterprises to best respond to those 
forces.

Sources: Boston Globe, Fast Company
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Recom has developed a social and economic monitor with
particular focus on the communications industry.  If you are 
interested in a particular area or if you would like 
us to see what we have on our database, please contact 
Dan Philips E-mail: dan.philips@recomresearch.com


