The Connected Consumer
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On the Mother of all Black Swans

Why is it so important that brands and
retailers understand what they're in the
business of?

The simple answer is that in an
instant we now face a historic global
health and economic challenge. It's a
once-in-a-century Black Swan, where
quarantines, social distancing, shelter-
in-place orders, travel restrictions, store
adaptations serving new needs, and re-
source-preserving closures have required
massive societal and business-planning
adjustments not seen in generations.

We do not know how deep the dis-
ruption will be or how long it will last. It is now
clear, however, that any meaningful recovery
can only follow a significant up-tick in consumer
confidence, built on data, suggesting a sustained
“flattening of the curve.”

We don’t know for certain how the economy
of the future will be different, only that it will
be different.

Leaders must begin to revisit today’s business
models, which were already under review, asking
questions in preparation for a tomorrow now
shaping up to look quite different:

. What do we think we are in the business of?
The answer might be surprising!

. Going beyond survive to thrive, what can/must
we change?

. Of our precious resources — human and
knowledge capital, financial liquidity, infra-
structure and brand equity — how might we
better leverage these to align with rapidly
changing customer needs and customer
preferences?

. What's the forecasted cost, and expected ROI,
for the change requirement?

. In the absence of an agreed new remit, what
are the probable costs if we do not aggres-
sively seek and enable change?

Has our current reality already changed shopper

behaviors?

Most certainly. But answering the question

runs deeper, because there are times in his-
tory when change that might occur over a decade
suddenly gets compressed into a much shorter
time frame — a year or two — and this is one of
those times.

Note how click and collect, frictionless com-
merce, direct-to-consumer and other digitally
enabled initiatives have been accelerated in the
quest to satisfy a sequestered shopper. Emerging
technology had already begun to alter brand, re-
tailer and consumer dynamics, with 5G, Al/ML AR/
VR devices prepared for expanded deployment.
Marketers forecast that 75% of Americans and
Canadians expect to switch to 5G devices by 2025.
All are catalysts that support the requirements for,
and dynamics driving, behavioral change.

The consequences? In the technology lifecycle,
the “Early Adopter” part of the growth curve now
morphs even quicker into the next phase — Early
Majority. Brand, retailer and consumer, all be-
ing influenced while influencing, are irrevocably
altered, with connected, better informed shoppers

controlling the relationship, while changing faster
than some brands may be prepared for. In the
next 18 months we’ll see both a falling out and a
settling in with the most capable and adaptable
standing taller than ever.

Watch for apps moving to platforms. A fast, fric-
tionless experience model emerging and quickly
maturing, moving beyond just digital as a strictly
e-commerce channel. A range of content-rich con-
sumer experience capabilities enhanced by ML
data insights being offered and rapidly adapting.

Speaking of frictionless commerce, exactly

how might this upend our ideas of what a retail

transaction is versus what it could be?

Technology has already shifted consumer
buying habits. But, according to OuterBox
research, with 79% of smartphone users making
purchases online using their mobile device in the
last six months, and with 80% of shoppers using
a mobile phone inside a physical store to either
look up product reviews, compare prices or find
alternative store locations, the stage has been set
for a big step-change which will happen faster
than many are prepared for.

Think on it: handheld devices allow buyers to
get quick, often free, product deliveries in as little
as a day, increasingly within hours. Consum-
ers can access reviews, visualize how a product
would look or fit, get answers to questions, even
returns are reasonably effortless — all making it
simpler for consumers to easily and confidently
complete transactions. Want more?

According to April 2020 survey results from
Prosper Insights & Analytics, 65.9% of respon-
dents shopped at Amazon and 64.6% of survey
respondents say they shopped at Walmart in
the last 90 days. This survey also indicates, as a
testament to the e-commerce trend, that 69% of
U.S. households now use Amazon most often for
buying products online with Walmart, at number
two, closing the gap.

Yet something is missing in the digital/retail
transaction experience — the tactile and sensory
experience with a product or place. Engaging con-
sumer senses has always had a significant and
persuasive impact, creating a bonding moment. A
positively perceived sensory experience becomes
both a powerful motivator and loyalty builder.
Can digital fully substitute for that? By observa-
tion and through my own personal experience,
I’'ve never been convinced it could.

Assuming you agree, here are the sharpest
questions, and best opportunities, for brands and
retailers: If current channel sales of traditional
products and services drop by just 10% over the
next 3-5 years, do brands or affected retailers
have enough initiatives in place to discover, test,
and expand future revenue sources? Which new
assets, products or services could a retailer or
brand exploit? Getting out in front with the right
answers may hold the keys to a new future
emerging: one with fresh meaning, tied to vast
new value creation.

Why is it so important that brands and retailers
understand what they’re in the business of? Now
might be a good time to start thinking about that.

All hail the consumer!
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