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There is an intriguing and largely unrecorded area of new language that lies somewhere between slang, jargon, 'psychobabble', the 'journalese' used by those writing in the press and the blizzard of current clichés and catchphrases promoted by the broadcast and print media. Some of these colourful terms are short-lived, swapped by a small group of those in the know before vanishing back into obscurity. Others form part of a technical vocabulary, only of real interest to specialists in the field - IT, medicine, underwriting, aerospace, and the rest.
And yet there remains a core of professional keywords that between them provide a fascinating snapshot of the work environments and lifestyles of the new millennium. Words that may seem frivolous actually embody new ideas and new attitudes that resonate far beyond their immediate surroundings.
Here are a few examples…
digital leader
meaning: a new breed of corporate boss, reinvented for a new global reality
In hoping to enlighten us, and to justify their fees into the bargain, management gurus and management consultants have generated a whole slew of buzzwords which aim to define models of leadership. Their latest quest is to chase down and name the ultimate winner; the mythical boss who can confront global uncertainty and dotcom meltdown and triumph. Among the categories recently touted by management strategists, we have had the Syndicating Chameleon, the Complement Magnet, the Land Grabber and the Fearless Maverick. But these and earlier models, we are told, are all now obsolete. Visionaries, Tribal Chiefs, Techno-Savants and the rest have failed to rescue businesses from economic turmoil, ethical malpractice and dot.cons. More and more old-style CEOs (sorry, CXOs is more fashionable these days) are going to the wall, defeated by market volatility and disorientated by Noise (defined as the overwhelming influx of 'essential' data that a manager has to process together with the mass of conflicting theories on how to do it).

PA Consulting Group's Peter Fisk has seen the future and, he claims, it works. Enter the Digital Leader, a super-being who 'surfs the edge of chaos', 'embraces disruptive technologies', 'actively seeks uncertainty' and 'relishes the management of paradox and ambiguity'. 

Wading through a similar jumble of labels for business enterprises themselves, two in particular stand out: Clever Old Dogs are outfits like Toys R Us, Walmart and Tesco who have successfully adapted to e-commerce. More progressive is the so-called Adaptive Enterprise, Cap Gemini Ernst and Young's name for the organisation which, like its Digital Leader, is willing to 'proactively search for self-transformation', 'immerse itself in complexity' and 'seek volatility'.
There's certainly some truth in the idea that traditional methods of leadership*[ -the 'command and control tactics' of the 'heroic' boss and the 'mechanical leadership' of the boss who simply does what has come to be expected -]*are failing, but does this juggling of labels really amount to convincing theory? Isn't it a circular, self-authenticating argument: the new CEO, whatever colourful name we choose for him or her, is not a model but simply an individual who, by luck or judgement, rides out the market cyclones and cyber-storms?
 

regulatory capture
meaning: the phenomenon whereby independent regulators turn into toothless stooges of industry or government
Some examples of specialist jargon cross over into mainstream use almost instantly - concepts like Guerrilla Marketing, or in its more pompous UK translation, Ambient Point-of-Sale - were no sooner thought of than everyone everywhere seemed to be using them. Not so surprising when they refer to a controversial in-your-face sales technique, but there's another kind of bizword that may lurk in obscurity for years before going public. Regulatory Capture was once a little-known technical term, but now seems to be cropping up everywhere. It describes what happens when an independent watchdog ends up serving the interests of the parties he or she is supposed to be policing. What has long been a problem for instance in North America, where powerful industry forces have succeeded in neutralising regulators in broadcasting, telecoms, food and drugs, etc. is now a key post-privatisation issue in developing countries, too. Nowadays the phrase is often shortened to Capture, as in 'As environmental lobbyists we must guard against capture by the agrochemical giants.' Or 'I've leaned on the editor of the Daily Spectre and I think we have capture.'

Other examples that I've come across recently of old jargon mutating into new buzzword include Forum-Shopping and Virement. Forum-shopping, sometimes known as Jurisdiction Abuse or Jurisdiction-Juggling, was originally a device of high-powered divorce lawyers who would scour the world for the most sympathetic legal system in which to defend their clients against alimony claims. Now the phrase has been extended to cover any attempt to move litigation to a more favourable setting: high profile recent examples include insurance claims and disputes over intellectual property, pirating and licensing of Internet providers. When, for instance, multinational oil companies start suing each other the cases can pop up in courts all over the planet.

In the original French Virement simply means a transfer from one bank account to another, but in English it refers to cleverly offsetting losses in one budget-system against profits in another - a practice that often stretches the limits of legality, to put it politely. In fact all these seemingly different terms have one thing in common; they define ways in which advanced capitalism bends its own rules - disempowering the small organisation or individual.
retrofuturist

meaning: imagining the future using the sci-fi imagery of the past. 
Not exactly a household word, but a key term in the lexicon of product developers, designers, multi-media specialists and architects at the dawn of the 21st century, retrofuturist defines a curious phenomenon: our ability to visualise the future seems to have stopped around the end of the 1960s. It is still the Sputnik, the Skylon, the comicbook space-explorers with their robot pals who dominate our imaginations. This results in the latest generation of wristwatches looking like accessories from Dan Dare, in the talented UK architect Nicholas Grimshaw unveiling his Eden project in Cornwall which turns out to be a network of geodesic domes, in websites using graphics from the fifties to evoke cyberspace. More tellingly, it means that designers are designing things that don't actually make sense, given new technology, but which bring to life the utopian visions of the past: among these are soon-to-be marketed domestic robots that resemble little human servants, wrist-mounted videophones and those intelligent synthetic body-suits that have been touted as the garment of the future since Jules Verne's day. Retrofuturism should not be confused with the related idea of the Retro-modern, a word used to describe a trend in interior design which has resulted in a decor of beige and orange hessian walls, pale suede sofas, teak table-lamps and sideboards going global.This look, with accessories in steel, stone and glass, is a recreation of the Scandinavian-modern trend which swept the UK in the very early sixties.This again is something different from mere retro - designing new products which recall an earlier age and shamelessly press the nostalgia-buttons, examples of which are the Rover 75, the Jaguar 'S-type and, even more glaringly, the latest offerings from US Ford and Chrysler which hark back to the roadsters and hotrods of the fifties. When these 50s gimmicks do work it isn't just on baby-boomers suffering from Technostalgia, as witness the success of the canine robot pet, last Christmas's hit toy product for the under-12s. We can be forgiven for relying on our cosy retrofuturist images -after all, a real future of virtuality, nanotechnology and subatomic cloning is beyond the ability of most of us to picture. But it has yet to be proven that mainstream consumers really want those retro-rehashes, any more than they need the humanoid robots and wrist-videos - and, sadly, it seems that the electronic dog is just for Christmas.

the pig in the python
meaning: the baby-boom generation and its effect on consumer retailing, product development, etc. 
 

The term, used typically by market analysts and product-planners, refers of course to the demographic blip caused by the high birthrate between 1945 and 1965. The Pig is the bulge in population moving slowly along the Python's alimentary canal -the horizontal time-line on the graph. The Boomers' potential spending power makes them an irresistible market, but their unpredictability and refusal to age gracefully have been a long-term headache for retailers, whose jaundiced take is reflected in a series of earlier buzzwords. .In the early 90s when acronyms still ruled it was all about the effects of recession; in the US less affluent homeowners from this same generation were labelled as a credit risk under the heading of Nebbies - 'Negative-Equity Baby-Boomers'; a couple of years later the feckless children of the sixties - supposedly as reluctant to put money aside as to take up flossing - were being dismissed as future Dumpies ('Destitute, Unprepared Mature People') by health-care specialists. An earlier wave of elderly consumers had tried to assert themselves as a force to be reckoned under the banner of Grey Power, but in private the marketing people still referred to those old-timers, with their essentially conservative tastes and habits and their modest savings as a Junk Population. Today's marketing-speak is more likely to recognise their free-spending forty- and fifty-something successors as a Splurge Generation. In analysing the post-1945-ers the biggest challenge is predicting their response to innovations - have they finally learned to floss?; will they ever start seriously clubbing? And in particular to new technology. Once again the pundits got it wrong, deciding in the mid-nineties that the soon-to-be-elderly would be left behind by the digital age. By the turn of the millennium, with 15% of personal on-line business coming from the over-55s, e-tailers started to refer more respectfully to them as the Silver Surfers. However you characterise them - us? - in the words of statistician Brent Michaels, "No-one knows how long the python is, but the pig isn't getting any smaller." As often the case with colourful jargon phrases, the component words may have more than surface significance: the pig is a renowned as a greedy, troublesome, self-willed animal, but we can be pretty sure that the python will digest its over-size meal in the end.
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