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Small business advisor, Polly Mertens, presented her Top Trends for Small Business in 2018 

talk at the Small Business Mighty Impact event held by the Women’s Business Center of San 

Luis Obispo on February 1, 2018.  After compiling insights, facts and evidence from various 

authoritative business websites she also interviewed the Chamber of Commerce, the Downtown 

Association and the Economic Vitality Commission to get a very local perspective on trends 

impacting San Luis Obispo businesses specifically. 

This report is a simplified compilation and is not meant to be an exhaustive representation. In fact, 

at the end of the report you’ll find topics that were found to be relevant and important but did 

not make the top 10 list.   

Some of the trends presented have been around for years and others are emerging and could be 

important opportunities or threats for the short and long-term horizon. Most will affect both 

online and brick-and-mortar businesses in some way.  

Some of these trends can be as simple as a technology update, others will require business owners 

to consider possible changes to the high-level strategic direction of their companies. 

We hope you find this information valuable.  Our intent with presenting this is that you not only 

gain knowledge but gain traction to take action. We suggest you don’t just read this but create 

an immediate action plan thereafter. So, consider… 

What’s the ONE most important trend 

that can have the biggest positive or 

negative impact on your businesses’ 

future and what’s your plan to address 

it? 
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1. TEXT/INSTANT MESSAGING

Sending text messages is no longer the realm exclusively used by dentists and hairdressers. 

While appointment reminders are a common form of instant communication between 

businesses and their customers, other opportunities exist that you might consider. 

Texting is rapidly gaining advantage over emails in marketing. Recent studies indicate that: 

• 91% of people prefer receiving a text message to a voicemail

• 99% of all text messages are opened while only 33% emails are opened

• The average click-through rate (CTR) for email is 6-7%, but jumps to 36% for text

• Some marketers using automations in Instant Messenger are getting a 90%+ open rate!

In terms of customer service: 

• 44% of us would prefer to send a text immediately, rather than wait on hold to speak

with an agent

• 77% of millennials are likely to have a positive perception of a company that offers

texting capability

• 78% of people wish they could text a toll-free number for customer service and receive a

text reply

Think about how you can use text and instant messaging for sales follow-up, your latest 

promotions, asking for reviews, customer service, and customer loyalty programs (especially 

brick-and-mortar businesses).  

Consider setting up an automation series in Facebook with apps like ChatFuel or ManyChat and 

nurturing sales and customer service inquiries just as you do in email. This year, think text and 

IM automation to communicate and build relationships with your clients! 
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2. LIVE INTERACTIONS 

 

Online: Live streamed content allows for a more personal, real-time method for companies and 

experts to interact with their customers and followers. People prefer live over recorded video, 

when possible. Businesses that establish more human connections build better relationships, 

invite loyalty, and distinguish themselves as being involved in their customers’ lives. How can 

you start incorporating live streaming videos for your business? 

 

Offline: The “live interactions” trend in retail is towards shops that have a strong experiential 

value. The winning retailers today will also cultivate their customers’ self-expression and offer an 

escape from the intensifying pressures of daily life.  

 

We see stores bonding shoppers to new communities (or niche groups), by offering more than 

just the products in their stores. Consider holding classes, live events, and “meetups” as a way to 

connect to your community both on social media and in person.  

 

In San Luis Obispo, the big retail winners serve up what people here enjoy most - which is their 

connection to nature: hiking, biking, surfing, etc.  If you are a brick-and-mortar business, how 

can you create more live interactions between you and your clients, your followers and related 

audiences or for your followers to connect in person with each other? 

 

3. MICRO-INFLUENCERS: MORE TRUSTED AND ACCESSIBLE 

 

A micro-influencer is someone with 1,000 – 100,000 online fans or followers. Micro-influencers 

are usually local personalities, celebrities, or business people, but they can also be people of 

influence solely online like YouTubers, and outspoken bloggers or thought leaders.  

 

Influencer marketing is about focusing on people who influence the market, rather than 

targeting the market as a whole. It identifies people who have influence over potential buyers, 

and then builds a strategy and activities around these influencers.  An example is Oprah on the 

Weight Watchers program. 

 

https://www.faithpopcorn.com/trend-blog/retail-reinvention.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buyer
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Micro-influencers are more trusted, more accessible and more likely to respond to working with 

you than a bigger name.  These influencers might actually be more effective for your small 

business because people are more likely to trust them and can relate to them better than a 

larger-than-life star!  

 

Not many of us can afford to have a big-name influencer like Oprah promote our products or 

services. So, this year, consider focusing on micro-influencer marketing instead.  

 

Consider who influences your buyers – who are they following, who do they listen to and look 

up to?  You’re no longer just selling to a buyer, but also to the influencers whom they trust.  

 

What sorts of collaborations, partnerships, podcast interviews, sponsoring and showcasing could 

you create with your customers’ top influencers? 

 

4. CONNECTING TO COMMUNITY 

The Growing Importance of Social Influence and Social Responsibility 

 

Younger populations are demonstrating they’re more interested in a company’s social 

responsibility than previous generations.  This isn’t a new trend, but something you will want to 

keep in mind this year and well into the future because it’s not going away.  

 

Younger generations want to know that you care - not just about the dollars you make, but 

about the community you serve. This is especially true in a close-knit area like San Luis Obispo 

County. For some businesses, the community you are responsible for is entirely online or 

perhaps in another state or country, depending on the nature of your business. 

 

A good example of businesses connecting with their local community was the SLOcally Made 

collaboration of businesses in Fall of 2017. This “pop-up shop” opened only during the holiday 

shopping season on Monterey Street in San Luis Obispo and was a huge success. 

 

Area residents enthusiastically embrace entrepreneurial ventures like SLOcally Made.  Locals, 

especially younger generations, want to support local businesses that promote a strong sense of 

community, as well as the artists’ individual self-expression, creativity and uniqueness of their 
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products.  Millennials like the idea of one-of-a-kind items in a world that has gone so generic 

and is largely “Made in China.” 

 

THINK VALUES, NOT JUST BOTTOM LINE.  

 

As humans, we have a strong instinct to bond and belong, to create groups, and make 

connections. When we belong to a group that represents our shared feelings, causes, or ideals, it 

validates our belief system and gives us a sense of worth and security. It’s hardwired into us.  

 

Just look at REI’s #OptOutside campaign for Black Friday in 2016. They closed their stores and 

paid their employees to go outside instead and customers rewarded them for it. REI reported a 

9% increase in revenues and 23% increase in digital sales that day. Other large retailers followed 

their lead. Patagonia said it would donate all proceeds from Black Friday to charities that protect 

the environment and they, too, were rewarded for it. Patagonia reported following Black Friday 

they were donating $10 million to charities – more than five times what they expected! 

 

What’s driving this behavior?  

 

Shared values.  

 

In business, a shared value is a belief that the company and customer share the organization’s 

higher purpose or broad philosophy. It speaks to the customer on a more personal level, and 

helps to foster trust, loyalty, and…well, revenue! Values based business and marketing is a trend 

that will only continue to grow. 

 

A 2017 study, “The Meaningful Brands” by Havas Media, analyzed 1,500 brands in 15 industries, 

across 33 countries. 

 

Here’s what they found: 

• An individual’s values are a significant driver of who they do business with; people 

wouldn’t mind if 74% of the brands they use just disappeared 

• Meaningful Brands outperformed the stock market by a staggering 206% over the past 

ten years 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/simonmainwaring/2017/01/10/how-rei-launched-and-built-a-movement-far-larger-than-the-brand-itself/#5b2e7e4d6761
http://fortune.com/2016/11/29/black-friday-2016-patagonia/
http://dk.havas.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/37/2017/02/mb17_brochure_final_web.pdf
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• Meaningfulness in brand marketing has been seen to increase revenues by up to nine 

times 

• Shared values create relationships and loyalty, and we all know that keeping a loyal 

customer is far more cost effective than acquiring a new one 

 

Shared values have always been important to customers, but today’s customers expect you to 

understand what matters most to them. We are seeing an expectation and demand for these 

values grow as the millennial generation continues to mature. 

 

AN OPPORTUNITY TO DIFFERENTIATE – SHARE YOUR “WHY?” 

 

Small businesses will forever have one advantage over larger corporations: the ability to offer 

human, one-on-one, personalized service. This can be a huge asset especially in smaller, close-

knit communities like San Luis Obispo. 

 

Share the story of your why: the purpose and passion that built your business.  

 

Know who you are (and who you aren’t), why you’re in business, and what you have to offer.  

Write it down.  Share it with your team and literally run your business from those defined values.   

 

When you are clear about your values and make decisions aligned with your values, you will be 

congruent, and people will recognize and reward you for it. 

 

As an extension of your business philosophy and values-based management, start spreading the 

message of your values. Connect with your community at every opportunity, whether it’s online 

or face-to-face, by sharing how you’re operating according to your values. You don’t want to be 

as obvious as “Hey customer, here’s how we’re living according to our values...”   

 

Instead, by doing things that show your commitment to your values, and then sharing what 

you’re up to with your community, they will recognize what you are committed to. 

 

How can you define your values, and begin to incorporate them into what you do and how you 

interact as a corporate citizen (if you aren’t already)? 
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PEOPLE DO BUSINESS WITH PEOPLE 

 

Additionally, introduce the people behind your business to the world. People like doing business 

with people they like and can relate to, not a business they know nothing about. As a small 

business you have the ability to humanize your business where larger brands hire models and 

spokespeople to represent their image.   

 

Spotlight the people behind your business in customer-facing areas such as sales and customer 

service. Don’t forget to consider the less customer-facing areas of your business; explore all 

opportunities to make your business more personalized. 

 

What can you do this year to humanize your business and to connect the people in the 

company with your clients or future clients? 

 

5. SOCIAL MEDIA SHIFTS 

Think “Clanning”, Facebook Groups and App Specialization 

 

SOCIAL MEDIA PLATFORM SPECIALIZATION – PICK ONE AND FOCUS 

 

Some would say Instagram is becoming the new Facebook. Facebook is still the choice for mass 

visibility, where Instagram users are more engaged. (Link) 

 

In a statement in January 2018 by Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg, he revealed that the big 

focus for 2018 will be to encourage Facebook users to connect with loved ones. Zuckerberg sent 

a loud message to advertisers that Facebook was primarily designed to connect people and was 

not a platform for brand growth. (Link) 

 

In the last few years, Facebook has been encouraging people to spend less time on the app - 

and people have. But it’s not just Facebook. Most apps have seen a dip in activity. In general, 

people spent nearly half as much time on social media last year as they did in 2016. Perhaps the 

novelty of social media is wearing off; perhaps the political unrest and global environmental 

tragedies were too much.  Some people are recognizing the negative impacts that social media 

can have on self-esteem. 

https://www.dreamgrow.com/instagram-facebook-advertising/
https://www.facebook.com/zuck/posts/10104413015393571
https://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2018/01/12/577547920/facebook-rolls-out-new-plan-for-news-feed-more-posts-from-friends-and-family
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In addition to a decline in time spent on social media, users are self-selecting apps they prefer 

and sticking to them. As a business owner, if you haven’t already, pick a platform (or two) and 

focus. Don’t try to cover all platforms. Instead concentrate your efforts on the most attractive 

and effective, and spend your time cultivating those. 

 

FACEBOOK GROUPS 

 

While the number of Facebook users is leveling off, Facebook groups are growing! Over one 

billion users every month participate in a Facebook group. Consider setting up private or secret 

groups and developing offerings for them in a more focused way instead of or in addition to 

general communications on your wall. 

 

Spend some time researching your fans and followers and create groups that interest and 

support them. Remember “clanning” – the number one human need around the world is the 

need to feel like we belong, to connect with people like us. Test a few groups and gauge the 

response, then adjust your groups according to what your followers want and expect.  

 

Is this the year you become more focused with your social media, perhaps by setting up or 

joining a group to communicate in a more targeted and effective way? 

 

6. “IN PERSON” AND MORE PERSONAL INTERACTION 

 

The environmental devastation and suffering we saw in 2016 around the globe, along with a 

strained political climate, has taken a toll on many people. Some friendships and relationships 

have become strained, and many in our circles took a break from social media; some of whom 

have yet or may never return. 

 

People are looking for ways to “check out” after a year of so much stress and chaos. They want 

to connect with others through enjoyable experiences, and some just want to do less and focus 

on enjoying each moment more. We see humans doing what they crave most – cultivating real 

human connection again. 

 

https://www.usatoday.com/story/tech/news/2016/01/27/facebook-groups-reaches-1-billion-users/79414710/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/tech/news/2016/01/27/facebook-groups-reaches-1-billion-users/79414710/
https://www.faithpopcorn.com/about-us/trendbank.html
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In 2018, businesses will want to consider ways to increase face-to-face time. In-person meetings 

will take back the attention from social media, in-classroom learning will replace distance 

education, and “Meetup” groups will regain popularity. Think less traditional “networking,” and 

more personal interaction and relationship-building. 

 

We’re also seeing people indulging in affordable luxuries by seeking new ways to reward and 

recharge themselves. Today’s professionals want to find ways to get relief from the stresses of 

everyday life. While social media once filled this need, people are finding that all the troubles of 

the world are being put front and center by the constant barrage of social media. Many of us are 

turning off and tuning out, in exchange for closer human interactions. 

 

How can you capitalize, create, and engage with people who want to connect in person? 

 

7. GENERATIONAL SHIFTS: EMPLOYEE & BUYER BEHAVIORS 

 

Hiring will remain competitive in the near future, as some say this is the strongest job market in 

25 years. From an employer's perspective, management will need to move more quickly and be 

more aggressive with job offers, as talent will be in high demand. We’ll see higher wages and 

lower unemployment, but a rapidly increasing cost of living is creating a workforce housing crisis 

that affects many younger workers in San Luis Obispo County. 

 

GEN Z AND MILLENNIALS  

 

Many experts suggest that a mantra for our younger generations could be "Less Crap - More 

Me!" They want to cut through the frustrations of daily life, the stuff that robs them of joy.  They 

instead put their focus on the activities that are most meaningful to them and enhance their 

lives. Younger generations are already more nomadic, less inclined than their parents to save or 

invest in the future, less likely to buy a home and put down roots, and they want more flexibility 

and specialized training. 

 

Savvy businesses will need to take a long look at how the changing generational shifts will 

impact marketing strategies, buying behavior and product offerings. Consider the changing 

buying habits of these newer generations, as well as what our aging population will be 

https://www.morganstanley.com/ideas/millennial-boomer-spending
https://www.wordstream.com/blog/ws/2016/09/28/generational-marketing-tactics
http://www.v12data.com/blog/retail-generations-how-market-baby-boomers-gen-x-and-millennials/


12 

 

purchasing in the future, as more and more Baby Boomers are exiting the workforce and 

entering full-time retirement. 

 

Business owners with employees will want to study the differences in the generations of workers 

and how they will impact management, communication, hiring and retention, training and 

operational strategies. Don’t expect newer, younger recruits to think, act, and do business the 

same way you do. Adjusting your expectations and learning about generational differences will 

help you be more successful at retaining top talent. 

 

Remind yourself to lift your head up from the daily operations of your business and consider 

how these generational shifts will impact your business this year and in the next 3-5 years. 

 

8. THE NEW GREEN ECONOMY  

Cannabis Tourism and Secondary Level Opportunities 

 

As you probably know, cannabis is now legal in California, and it’s not hard to see why so many 

are in favor of legalization. Last year, tax revenue from cannabis totaled $256 million in 

Washington state and $60 million in Oregon.  

 

Colorado brought in $200 million while the marijuana industry had a $2.39 Billion impact on 

their state’s economy last year.  The cannabis industry is the fastest-growing business sector in 

Colorado, funding more than 18,000 direct and secondary full-time jobs. (Link) 

 

This picture is of the new Flow Cannabis Institute. A cannabis company recently purchased the 

former 80-acre Fetzer Vineyard in Mendocino County, with plans to turn it into a cannabis 

processing and manufacturing hub.  

 

However, their plans don’t stop at just manufacturing. This operation is being designed much in 

the same way as the region's wineries, with tours, tastings, seminars, dinners and a bed and 

breakfast. The Flow Cannabis Institute is the first of its kind in California and signifies a growing 

market opportunity for marijuana tourism.  

 

https://birkman.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Generational-Differences-PDF.pdf
http://time.com/4003262/colorado-pot-revenue/
http://time.com/4546522/colorado-marijuana-industry-economic-impact/
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Image courtesy of BusinessInsider.com 

 

The social and political environment for cannabis businesses in SLO County is relatively cautious, 

especially compared to Mendocino and Humboldt counties. Locally we have yet to see how this 

new market opportunity will drive entrepreneurship.  

 

Business owners will want to consider how they can offer new products or services or how they 

might crossover from existing businesses to serve this huge new opportunity. Will you be the 

first green millionaire in our county? 

 

9. POSITIVE (BULLISH) BUSINESS CLIMATE & BUYER CONFIDENCE 

 

All signs point to a solid economy in 2018, with tax cuts helping stimulate growth and a pro-

business advocate in the White House. Successful business leaders will take full advantage of the 

strong economy while they can. Why? The current economic expansion is eight and a half years 

old and this spring it becomes the second longest on record.  

 

How can you prepare yourself and your business for a possible downturn in the next 18-24 

months? Explore ways to reap the rewards of this strong economy, while preparing for a 

potential economic contraction. 
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10. 2018 – THE YEAR FOR WOMEN  

WOMEN'S POLITICAL POWER IS GROWING 

 

The word "feminism" was named as Merriam-

Webster's word of the year in 2017 because it 

was the year's most-searched word on the 

dictionary's website. This year looks to follow 

that as the year for women leaders, politicians, 

and entrepreneurs. Articles in Inc. Magazine, 

CNN, The Huffington Post, and others, are all 

pointing to 2018 being the year for women. 

 

Photo courtesy Variety.com 

We’ve all been witness to the sizable grassroots movement that could change the balance of 

gender equality in American politics. Women are running for office in record numbers. There has 

been a dramatic increase of women donors funding campaigns, and more strong women 

leaders continue to emerge. 

 

Call it payback, call it a revolution, or call it the Pink Wave, there is an unprecedented surge of 

first-time female candidates running for offices big and small from local school boards and state 

legislatures, to the U.S. Senate. The need for women's input and voices in government has never 

been clearer or louder! 

 

CHANGES TAKING PLACE FOR WOMEN IN THE WORKPLACE  

 

In response to some attempts to diminish women’s power and silence their voices, women are 

harnessing their outrage. They are more engaged, energized, and resolute than ever. Long-

ignored issues are finally coming to the surface, and women are beginning to speak up and use 

their voices and influence to demand real change. 

 

The #MeToo movement has caused an abrupt shift in acceptable workplace behavior. More and 

more negative behavior is being brought to light, and many experts believe 2018 will mark a 

turning point for women in the workplace. Stay tuned as we watch more women use their 

voices, take courageous stands, and ask for or fight for what they want. 

https://www.inc.com/james-kerr/will-2018-be-year-of-woman.html
https://www.cnn.com/2017/12/14/opinions/2018-will-be-the-year-of-women-schnall/index.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/why-i-think-2018-will-be-the-year-of-the-woman_us_59cd2d79e4b08c75a3fa4370
http://time.com/5107499/record-number-of-women-are-running-for-office/
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INCREASED AVAILABILITY OF CAPITAL FOR WOMEN-LED BUSINESSES (LINK) 

 

Women business owners typically start with, and raise, less capital than their male counterparts. 

The under-capitalization of women-owned firms places significant limits on their growth.  The 

surprising thing is the credit risk of women-owned firms that are six or more years old are the 

same as their male counterparts. 

 

Have you heard of CNote?  CNote is a woman-founded business that enables people who set up 

savings accounts with them to earn 40X greater return than a traditional saving account by 

investing in women- and minority-owned businesses. 

 

The company SheEO’s provides women entrepreneurs with larger interest-free loans. Investors 

not only become financiers but, similar to angel investors, they share their expertise, 

connections and marketing support to help grow the companies they help finance.    

 

With crowdfunding sites like Indiegogo, women are now able to use their ability to market 

themselves and rally a community to support and create momentum to start their businesses.  

 

Women have always been angel investors. A fund called Golden Seeds was started to specifically 

invest in women-led companies. There are now dozens of women led and funding focused 

angel or venture capital firms. Between 2005 and 2016 the percentage of women angels 

nearly tripled. 

 

And if the activism inspired by the #MeToo movement is any indication, funding for women-

owned businesses is only getting started. In the major investment channels of angels and 

venture capitalists, women are stepping up. 

 

How will you help or be helped by this movement? 

 

FEMALE ENTREPRENEUR ROLE MODELS & MENTORS 

 

In 2017, there were a record number of female CEO’s in Fortune 500 Companies. While this is 

encouraging, the lack of role models and mentors is often cited as a barrier to women starting 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/geristengel/2018/01/03/a-rising-tide-of-women-fund-women-entrepreneurs-in-2018-and-beyond/#6a4c9e4d3efe
https://www.mycnote.com/
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businesses or achieving senior roles in the workplace. This is a common phenomenon in our 

culture. If women don’t see other strong women leading by example, it shapes their view of 

what is possible.  

 

Women leaders reading this are encouraged to consider stepping up as a mentor or finding a 

mentor or coach to help support the future you want to create for yourself.  

 

NOW IT’S YOUR TURN 

How do these trends get you thinking about changes in your business?  

 

Which trends do you keep up with? Are you relying on something that no longer works? How 

will these trends affect your company?  

 

It’s a personal question only you can answer. And the stakes have never been higher. 

 

So where do you start? 

 

You can start with the changes taking place right now, this year. Start with one trend and focus 

on it for a month, a quarter or the rest of the year. Making the right decision is easier when 

you’re aware of what’s happening around you. With that in mind, consider these top 10 trends 

and reflect on what one trend could hold the greatest opportunity or threat and create a plan to 

manage it. 
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TRENDS FOR 2018 THAT DIDN’T MAKE THE LOCAL SHORT LIST 

• Cyber Security 

• Artificial Intelligence (AI) – Chatbots, Driverless Trucks 

• Diablo Canyon Decommissioning Plan (local to SLO County) 

• Automation 

• Cryptocurrency and Blockchain 

• Outsourcing, Virtual Teams (Overseas) 

• Health Insurance Costs 

• The Brick and Mortar Apocalypse 

• Subscription services (monthly boxes) 

 

 

Additional Links/Resource Information 

https://neilpatel.com/blog/entrepreneurship-trends/ 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/ianaltman/2017/12/05/the-top-business-trends-that-will-drive-success-

in-2018/#5a5d4855701a 

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/10-small-business-trends-to-watch-out-for-in-

2018_us_5a5e5637e4b092c0b60ed515 

https://www.workzone.com/blog/business-trends-2018/ 

http://fortune.com/2018/01/02/five-big-business-trends-to-watch-in-2018/ 

https://www.business2community.com/infographics/prediction-top-business-trends-2018-infographic-

01981457 

https://www.trendhunter.com/slideshow/2017-new-ventures 

https://www.faithpopcorn.com  

https://www.forbes.com/sites/ianaltman/2017/12/05/the-top-business-trends-that-will-drive-success-

in-2018/#36983ec9701a  

 

https://neilpatel.com/blog/entrepreneurship-trends/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ianaltman/2017/12/05/the-top-business-trends-that-will-drive-success-in-2018/#5a5d4855701a
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ianaltman/2017/12/05/the-top-business-trends-that-will-drive-success-in-2018/#5a5d4855701a
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/10-small-business-trends-to-watch-out-for-in-2018_us_5a5e5637e4b092c0b60ed515
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/10-small-business-trends-to-watch-out-for-in-2018_us_5a5e5637e4b092c0b60ed515
https://www.workzone.com/blog/business-trends-2018/
http://fortune.com/2018/01/02/five-big-business-trends-to-watch-in-2018/
https://www.business2community.com/infographics/prediction-top-business-trends-2018-infographic-01981457
https://www.business2community.com/infographics/prediction-top-business-trends-2018-infographic-01981457
https://www.trendhunter.com/slideshow/2017-new-ventures
https://www.faithpopcorn.com/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ianaltman/2017/12/05/the-top-business-trends-that-will-drive-success-in-2018/#36983ec9701a
https://www.forbes.com/sites/ianaltman/2017/12/05/the-top-business-trends-that-will-drive-success-in-2018/#36983ec9701a



