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The 7 white spaces for future growth 
Women, water and 50 billion devices 
 
Peter Fisk explores the 7 biggest opportunities for innovation and future growth – in an 
extract from his book “Creative Genius: An Innovation Handbook for Business Leaders.” 
 

 
 
“He who does not expect will not find out the unexpected, for it is trackless and unexplored” 
Heraclitus 
 
Are you interested in the future of your market? Where your future customers will come 
from? What kind of business will you be in 20 years time? And are you building the 
capabilities to succeed in the future? Fundamentally, are you out-thinking your existing 
and future competition?  
 
5 factors that will define an ever more dramatic future are 
 

• Speed – the rate of change, driven by technology and expectation 
• Complexity – an avalanche of seemingly unrelated forces as they collide  
• Risk – from crime and terror to economic and environmental 
• Change – learning to adapt to ever more turbulence inside and out 
• Surprise – more frequent, more dramatic, life is ever less predictable 

 
So what are the big opportunities that will emerge out of these seismic shifts in our 
world? How can we adapt our existing businesses, or break out into completely new 
domains in order to exploit these opportunities? 
 
There are many excellent sources of trends and patterns, specialist organisations such as 
Trendwatching which has a network of 5000 volunteer trendspotters all around the world, 
crunching it all together and articulating the emergent zeitgeist through evocative 
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language – nowism, foreverism, (f)luxury, infolust, maturialism, sellsumers, generation 
g(enerosity), perkonomics, ecoiconic, crowdclout, trysumers ... the list goes on.  
 
Behind the names are stories, tales of new business ideas or social behaviours that we 
can observe on the fringes of our daily lives. Springwise is an excellent place to explain 
the margins of your particular business, as are sites such as Coolhunter and Trendhunter. 
For more colour and interpretation, keep updated with some of the most observant, and 
throughtful, bloggers around. Richard Watson from Now and Next, and Ross Dawson at 
Future Exploration Network are two of the best. 
 
Trends are observed behaviours, patterns in the zeitgeist that rise above fashions and 
fads. “Future spaces” are the new marketspaces which emerge because of the trends, 
where new needs and desires are established, with creative and practical ways to exploit 
them commercially.   
 
Whitespace 1. Women and Boomers 
 
Women now control around $20 trillion in annual consumer spending, anticipated by 
Harvard Business School to increase to near $28 trillion by 2015. Their $13 trillion in 
annual earnings could reach $18 trillion in the same period, giving them enormous 
spending power, and influence beyond. 
 
Women represent a growth market bigger than China and India combined (between 
2009 and 2014 China’s GDP is likely to grow by $2.2 trillion, whilst India less so, by 
around $0.6 trillion). They represent 51% of the population, but influence closer to 80% 
of consumer purchase decisions, and therefore around 67% of global GDP. 
 
It would be foolish to ignore or underestimate the female consumer. Yet many companies 
still do, like Dell’s pink-coloured “Della” website which emphasised colours and style, 
and the computer’s ability to find recipes and count calories. It caused uproar amongst 
female audiences, for its “slick and condescending” style. Within weeks it was gone. 
 
Similarly, older people will have enormous influence on our futures.  
 
The median age across the world was 23.9 years old in 1950, rising to 26.8 in 2000, and 
predicted to shoot up to 37.8 by 2050. In more developed countries, people are even 
older, from 29.0 in 1950 to 37.3 in 2000, and rising to 45.5 by 2050.  
 
People are living longer, and more people are getting older. 
 
Asia and Europe have the most ageing populations. Japan has one of the world’s fastest 
ageing populations, something to do with the diet and lifestyle perhaps, and by 2025 will 
have twice as many people over 65 as under 20. Whilst in China, more than 150 million 
people are aged over 60, 10% of the entire population and predicted to increase to 30% 
by 2050.  
 
Older people tend to have more savings than younger people, but spend less on 
consumer goods. They have more time than younger people, with grown-up families and 
retired from full-time jobs, they want to travel the world, having missed out on gap years 
when they were younger. 
 
But the new old, is not as we knew it before. The new over 60s don’t sit at home with their 
cardigans and walking sticks. They are the baby boomers, the kids of the sixties, they 
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wear jeans and listen to rock music, Mick Jagger and Bill Clinton. A few of them fuelled 
with Viagra, but most of them with unfulfilled ambition, they still have much to achieve, 
and to give. 
 
Whilst the growth of female consumers is good news for fashion and cosmetics, the 
impact of an ageing population will be most significant on healthcare, and to a less 
extent, travel. 
 
The big opportunity is to realign businesses that had previously not addressed female 
audiences in more relevant and engaging ways.  
 
Whitespace 2. Cities and Communities 

 
Less than a century ago, only 5 per cent of the world’s population lived in a city a 
century ago, yet by 2010 that figure had grown to well over 50%. In the last two 
decades the urban population of the developing world has grown by an average 
of 3 million people per week. By 2050, it will have reached 70%, representing 6.4 
billion people.  
 
Most of this growth will be in developing markets, with the Asian megacities, such 
as Shanghai and Beijing, Mumbai and Bangkok, Seoul and Jakarta, hosting 63% of 
the world’s urban population, or 3.3 billion people by 2050. I witness this every 
time I visit a city such as Istanbul, for example. Every time I visit, sometimes only 
weeks apart, a new tower block has been added to the skyline, or an outer-city 
forest has been transformed into another housing complex or shopping mall. 
 
In cities of the developed countries, urbanisation was driven by a concentration of 
human activities and settlements around two centres, from the countryside or 
from other countries. This led to impoverished city centres. In more recent times, 
inner city redevelopment schemes have reversed this effect. Look at the 
docklands in London, or the renovation of industrial slums in Bilbao. In 
developing countries, huge sprawling “shanty towns” grew up on the edges of 
cities.  
 
As cities lost their soul, people built stronger affinities to local areas, towns within 
London, villages within Manhatten, communities with their own centres and local 
government. Immigrants clustered together, giving different areas distinctive 
cultures, and cities became a mosaic of wealth and poverty, languages and 
ethnicity. 
 
This has an effect on rural areas too - the drain of talent, the drain on local 
economies. Governments concentrate resources, hospitals and schools, 
development and entertainment, on these urban majorities, often meaning that 
rural communities get less.  
 
Yet there is also a back-lash against this concentration, as people start to 
appreciate the value of their environments, local farm produce, and nature again. 
Rural areas become niche, farm shops go premium, serving the Range Rover set, 
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rather than their own farm communities. Despite this, people increasingly value 
communities, localness and the people around them. 
 
The big opportunity is to do more for urban communities, enabling them to be 
small and local whilst still part of a bigger place. 

 
Whitespace 3. Individuality and Identity 
 
6.5 billion people, growing to 9 billion by 2050 all wanting to express their individuality, 
all with their unique talents and experiences, all with different aspirations and ambitions. 
 
People want to express their individuality in what they buy, and in what they do and say. 
Indeed they want to express themselves in ways never before possible – telling the 
world about every movement through Twitter, capturing every special moment in photos 
uploaded to Flickr. Self publishing is easy, and 50 million blogs are being published and 
updated every day. And as people want to be more different, to project their own image, 
more famous, identity becomes more precious., This leads to a paradox. On one hand 
they want to tell the world everything about themselves, but on the other hand they 
protect their identity, or their privacy like never before. David Beckham, Britney Spears, 
Barack Obama ... they use their images to influence our lives, yet they are the first to call 
in lawyers if we seek more than they want to give, to learn the wrong things about them 
 
Customisation is the new norm, recognised as worthy of a premium. Personal service, 
personal shoppers, personal bankers, personal advice, we want it all tailored just to us. 
These are traits of the “experience economy” where standard products and services are 
the commodities from which to add value. At the same time, identify theft and identity 
protection have both become big businesses, as will identity management in the future. 
 
The big opportunity is to enable people to express their individuality, to achieve 
customisation, and build their identities in positive as well as profitable ways. 
 
Whitespace 4. Carbon and Water 
 
The issues of climate change are complex, and how to resolve them even harder – for 
example, how to support emerging nations in their pursuit of growth whilst trying to do it 
in a cleaner way.  
 
47 billion tonnes of CO2 are emitted annually into the atmosphere worldwide, on course 
for 54 billion by 2020 but needing to cut it to at least 44 billion by then to avert 
irreversible and dramatic shifts in our climate.  
 
Whilst business and politicians focus on carbon reduction, other factors matter just as 
much. Reducing biodiversity is a huge invisible trend, as our marine life is destroyed by 
our pollution and greed. And water will emerge as even bigger challenge, the scarcity of 
fresh drinking water, as well as the rising sea levels. Today 6.5 billion people share the 
same volume of water that 1.6 billion did a hundred years ago. And 9 billion by 
2050.Every year we destroy 44 million acres of forest, creating an increasing imbalance 
in the way nature produces and absorbs carbon dioxide. We lose 100 million acres of 
farmland, cutting down trees, diverting natural irrigation, and creating 15 million acres of 
new desert around the world. We emit 8 billion tonnes of carbon into our atmosphere, 
only 3 billion tonnes of which can be reabsorbed. We use 160 billion tons more water 
each year than is being replenished by rain, enough to require a 450,000 km convoy of 
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trucks. 
 
As a result of this damage 200 million people will become refugees due to flooding and 
drought if the climate warms by 2-3 degrees by 2050. Or financially, insurance claims 
will increase by $320 billion due to storms and floods, if carbon emissions continue to 
rise at present rates – making insurance premiums too expensive for most individuals or 
companies. The deforestation will reduce crop yields across Africa by 33%, adding to the 
hunger. And a 5m rise in sea levels, caused by melting polar ice caps, will wipe out many 
coastal areas, with consequences including a predicted 11% decline in China’s GDP. 
A billion people survive on less than $1 a day, 3 billion on less than $2 a day. 3 billion 
people have no access to clean water, 800 million are hungry, and 10 million children die 
before they are five. Yet the “bottom of the pyramid” have dreams too, they seek better 
lives and demand more. Together, they represent an estimated $5 trillion market. 
 
“Green” is the new status symbol, although it is often over-used by companies jumping 
on the bandwagon, and as a result can also feel fatigued. “Green” however, in the sense 
of being responsible, caring about social and environmental issues, is here to stay and 
perhaps the biggest stimulus for innovation. 
 
Green products and lifestyles are definitely no longer for tree huggers, nor is green a 
compromise for performance. Tesla are able to create an electric car with superior 
acceleration, speed and longevity than many of its more famous competitors. Noir has 
launched luxury eco-fashion products, including organically certified African cotton 
products, and Linda Loudermilk’s Couture line includes glamorous and sophisticated 
pieces made from bamboo and soya. This new luxury eco-fashion is increasing in scale, 
and celebrities are also jumping on the environmental bandwagon. Lindsay Lohan is 
wearing second-hand clothing for environmental reasons, and Leonardo DiCaprio co-
produced, wrote and narrated the documentary Eleventh Hour to “raise awareness about 
global warming and the problems we face in promoting a sustainable environmental 
future for our planet.” 
 
The big opportunity is to embrace sustainability as the basis for innovation, finding ways 
that your services can do more good for people and the planet, and increased profits too. 
 
Whitespace 5. Networks and Web 3.0 
 
It is said that everyone on the planet is separated by six other people. This is the power 
of networks. 
 
YouTube, Facebook, Wikipedia  – often described as second generation websites – or 
Web 2.0 -  that enable collaboration between users, and where content is largely 
generated by and shared by users.  
 
They represent online communities that some regard as social networks, but also form 
the basis of collaborative sourcing and production, communication and distribution. 
Millions of people worldwide can participate in this economy like never before – selling 
antiques through eBay, uploading home-made documentaries to Current TV, remixing 
their favourite music for iTunes, designing new software, editing school homework, 
inventing new cosmetics, finding cures for diseases or sequencing the human genome.  
 
And of course networks can be physical too, like Fedex’s ability to deliver a parcel from 
any point to any other on Earth within 24 hours, or Star Alliance’s integration of airline 
route networks to make travel easier and cheaper. Best of all, is when physical and virtual 
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networks converge to provide the best of both worlds – digital reach combined with 
human experience – like the best retail propositions today, or when buying a new car or 
home. 
 
However it is the emergence and evolution of digital networks which currently offer the 
most innovative opportunities to reach new markets, and add value in new ways.  
 
The value of these networks lies in the content that is developed through their 
connections 
The scale is awesome. Just in 2007, a staggering 7 billion user-generated videos were 
streamed each month; 120,000 new blogs were created every day adding to more than 
70 million worldwide; in the US 30% of all web users access YouTube, iTunes and 
Wikipedia each month. Meanwhile, Google paid $900m to provide advertising on 
MySpace, but also got sued $1bn by Viacom for alleged copyright infringement on its 
$1.65b acquisition, YouTube. 
 
In July 2009, Mark Zuckerberg, founder of the world’s largest social networking site, 
wrote on his blog  “As of today, 250 million people are using Facebook to stay updated 
on what's happening around them and share with the people in their lives. The rapid 
pace of our growth is humbling and exciting for us, and it affirms that people everywhere 
are realizing the power of staying connected to everything they care about.” 
 
However connections and content are just beginnings. Web 2.0 does more for people, 
particularly through user-generated content, and it has value beyond its participants. 
Customers are only too willing to contribute content – words, pictures, and in particular 
videos – to something which is of particular interest to them, sharing their passion with 
other people like them.  
 
Yet there is a vision of the power of networks that goes far beyond this too, one which has 
real intelligence and ability, where participants immerse themselves more deeply, and 
the web does more itself. This is labelled web 3.0, or as Tim Berners-Lee called it when 
envisaging the potential of the World Wide Web which he created, the “semantic web”, 
the thinking web, the ideas web. 
 
In his book “Weaving the Web” Berners-Lee wrote “I have a dream for the Web in which 
computers become capable of analysing all the data on the Web – the content, links, and 
transactions between people and computers. A semantic web, which should make this 
possible, has yet to emerge, but when it does, the day-to-day mechanisms of trade, 
bureaucracy and our daily lives will be handled by machines talking to machines”. 
 
The big opportunity is to embrace networks in your operations and markets, not just as 
social meeting points, but in ways that enable you and your customers to do 
exponentially more. 
 
Whitespace 6. GRIN and 50 Billion Devices 
 
GRIN technologies are the uber-technological drivers of our age – genetics, robotics, 
information, and nano-technologies - which together are predicted to generate over 50 
billion futuristic devices that can solve problems from climate change to space travel to 
old age.   
 
Genetic science decodes our bodies, leading to DNA scanning, and a whole new 
approach to wellness and medicine. It has the potential to alter the genes of human 
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embryos and to prevent diseases, maximize the functioning of organs and muscles, and 
perhaps even increase intelligence. Alongside this comes huge ethical dilemmas, as 
evidenced by the debate over stem cell research. The movie Gattaca provides an in 
depth look at what could happen in the future if only some people are genetically 
superior, and the rest are discriminated against. 
 
Robots are in heavy use already, but will rapidly become cheap and advanced enough to 
be practical in many day to day, as well as scientific and industrial applications. Robots 
may attain humanoid intelligence and become companions, as depicted by many sci-fi 
authors, who also warn that robots could take over as in The Matrix and I Robot. Intricate 
robotics are already used in modern surgery, but they could eventually replace 
surgeons. Advancing computing power and new programming seeks to boost the skill 
level and accuracy of robots to actually, to eventually be better than humans because of 
their precision and consistency. 
 
Nanotechnology refers to the practical application of atomic and sub-atomic particles – 
cleaning fabrics with threads a thousand times thinner than a human hair, and associated 
improvement in effectiveness, for example, or miniature machines that can move along 
blood vessels to perform heart operations and much more without evasive surgery. For 
the pharma industry, it represents a step change in the science and production of drugs, 
and for engineers it means applying big world knowledge to an invisible world.  
 
The smaller size, increased efficiency, and exponentially advancing computing power 
suggests an infinite evolution of devices, and challenge to the human brain. As 
computing power challenges our intelligence, our own brains need to refocus on more 
creative and emotional purposes, the source of change and satisfaction,  
 
The big opportunity is to consider the relevance of technology to solve your customer’s 
problems, finding practical applications to the new materials and intelligence now 
possible. 
 
Whitespace 7. Authenticity, Meaning and Happiness 
 
In the midst of technological breakthrough and environmental breakdown, people are 
more emotional, more expectant and demanding than ever.  
 
Authenticity matters because technologies have greater increased the scope of the 
inauthentic. It is achieved through realness. It does what it promises, and is genuine in 
the claims it makes, such as function and difference, origin and heritage. Authenticity 
drives trust.  
 
People’s trust in brands is in steep decline, diminished by insincere marketing and 
superficiality.  it has been further hurt by the boardroom scandals and executive greed 
that hog the business headlines. Faced with infinite choice from around the world, we 
struggle to choose which brand to trust amongst all the competing, similar claims. Reality 
TV, the pseudo-science of advertising, and the growth of word of mouth have redefined 
our sense of reality, making us question everything, and resent more. Consumers are 
bombarded with telemarketing and direct mail that is interruptive and crude, annoying 
rather than engaging us. Networks enable consumers to pass on this frustration, and that 
fragile asset called reputation is quickly shattered.  
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Meaning is achieved by having a greater purpose, a product which has reason beyond 
its basic functionality, a business that seeks more than just making money. Meaning 
drives engagement.  
 
A business should have a higher purpose beyond the pursuit of profit, or even being the 
best at what it does. The challenge is define purpose in terms of customers, or even 
society at large. How does this business make life better, for the customer, and for 
society? What would we miss if the business no longer existed? What is the vital 
contribution, essential or aesthetic, which this company and its products make to this 
world? This purpose becomes a belief system, a compelling direction, a cause to fight 
for, and a reason to jump out of bed and come to work each morning. For customers, it is 
a deeper, richer reason why to choose the brand, particularly if the purpose is directly 
relevant to customers too. Shared values are important too, although they emerge 
through attitudes and behaviours rather than a list of well-worn adjectives trotted out by 
most companies. 
 
Happiness is achieved by touching people’s emotion more personally, by making them 
smile, by enhancing their lives in a way that goes beyond just living. Happiness drives 
desire. 
 
It is rare to make someone smile in markets crowded with sameness, with products and 
services that are largely enabled by technology – targeted at the (non-existent) average 
person - and in life that is so focused on quantified achievements in minimum time. On 
the new search for happiness in business, Forbes magazine reflected that “Happy people 
do better than unhappy people in most realms of life; they have better social 
relationships, do more volunteer work, have better health and make more money. So 
money may not make you happier, but being happy may make you more money”.  
 
The big opportunity is to achieve all three – authenticity that achieves trust, meaning that 
engages people more deeply, and happiness that drives unconditional desire. 
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Peter Fisk is a global thought leader in strategy, innovation and marketing. Starting his 
career as a nuclear physicist, he went on to work for and with many of the world’s leading 

brands – from Concorde to Coca Cola, Red Bull and Santander, 
Virgin and Vodafone. He is founder and CEO of GeniusWorks, 
the London-based strategy and innovation consulting firm, and 
visiting professor at IE Business School in Madrid. He has 
authored 7 books including “Marketing Genius” which has been 
translated into 35 languages, and and is included in the Thinkers 
50 Guru Radar of the best business thinkers. He is an inspiring 
keynote speaker, highly experienced facilitator and practical 
coach.  Find out more at www.theGeniusWorks.com 

 
 
His new book “Gamechangers: Creating 
Innovative Strategies for Business and Brands” 
explores the world’s 100 most disruptive 
innovators, and then interprets 10 paradigms for 
success in today’s business world. From 
enlightended vision to finding new markets, 
bolder brands and innovative business models, 
new customer agendas and enabling 
experiences, realtime marketing and social movements, inspiring leadership to deliver 
more profitable growth. It includes 16 practical one page canvases, workshops and 
executive programs. Explore more about the book at www.Gamechangers.pro 
 

 

 


