
 

 
OBSERVATIONS ON TOYS AND TRENDS 

 
In addition to providing updates on toy trends in the marketplace, Toy Industry Association (TIA) staff is monitoring 
trends in other industries that can influence future toys and games. Brief reports and observations are provided 
periodically to members; questions can be directed to TIA’s toy trends team.   
 

 
South By Southwest (SXSW) Recap 

 
SXSW recently (March 7-16, 2014) wrapped up in Austin, Texas. The event, which includes conferences and 
festivals, offers the unique convergence of original music, independent films and emerging technologies. 
Organizers describe the event as “the premier destination for discovery” and CNN reported that “it’s where trends 
crystallize and where nascent startups take flight.” TIA trend-spotters compiled some of the trends and buzzwords 
coming out of SXSW this year that may be of interest to the toy industry: 
 
Privacy 
In keeping with recent newspaper headlines, privacy issues were front and center at SXSW. The show secured 
sessions with three big names in the privacy debate: Edward Snowden, Glenn Greenwald and Julian Assange. 
Huffington Post reported:  “A key learning for brands is how these actions and arguments have accelerated the 
lack of trust in the Establishment and its desire/ability to do the right thing. You don't want to be perceived as an 
Establishment brand, particularly among millennials, whose social tendency is, ironically, to communicate and 
share.”  Privacy and transparency are definitely areas that are important to those in the youth space, given our 
communication with children and families, and are topics that just about every brand in every space needs to think 
about.  
 
“Making” it Social 
Custom Built was a trend that TIA spoke about this year at Toy Fair, referring to how kids can now create and 
personalize their playthings. This toy aisle trend actually relates closely to the “making” trend at SXSW. Huffington 
Post pointed out that making is evolving from being a solitary activity to taking on social aspects, with the focus 
shifting from the “you” in DIY to “community.” It’s a trend that can even be seen in Kickstarter-style funding, which 
is allowing many people to be involved directly or indirectly in development of products and ideas (and which a lot 
of start-up toy companies have recently turned to for funding).  The key takeaway is that audiences are becoming 
more collaborative — they’re buying as well as sharing, and consuming as well as producing (think: kids designing 
and making a toy themselves with a 3D printer, and then sharing that toy with friends).  
 
Gazillions of Gadgets 
The SXSW Interactive Festival has historically been all about cutting-edge innovations that exist mainly in the 
virtual sphere. This year, however, interactivity took on a more physical presence with inventive gadgets, from 3D 
printers to virtual reality headsets. This trend is a good one for the youth industry, pointing to the importance of 
physical products and the fact that innovation isn’t reserved for just apps and the web.  
 
Music Trends 
Hip Hop was high on the list of musical trends at the show this year, with performers such as Kayne West, Jay Z, Lil 
Wayne, ScHoolboy Q and Kendrick Lamar taking the stage. This speaks to the importance of the hip hop genre and 
the continued and growing influence it has on pop-culture. In addition, retro was alive and well with the grunge 
band Soundgarden performing “Superunknown” back to front for the first time to celebrate the album’s 20th 
anniversary.  And speaking of retro — music distribution and retail executives converged in Austin to discuss the 
marked revival of record stores. These destination music shops are returning to popularity with a niche audience, 
bringing the music-buying experience back to being “social”.  
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We hope this serves as inspiration for your next big idea! 
 
Adrienne 
 
 
 
 

About the Author 
Adrienne Appell is the Toy Industry Association’s (TIA) leading trend specialist. She maintains 
close communication with TIA members to stay abreast of what’s new, next and cutting-edge in 
the toy industry and is constantly on the lookout for trends in other industries that will cross over 
to influence future playthings. 
 
Adrienne can be reached at 646.520.4863 or via e-mail at aappell@toyassociation.org.  
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