
The now, next, beyond consumer

We’ve been tracking the impact of COVID-19 since April to understand what consumer shifts are here to stay. Over 
time, consumers have gone from extreme spending cuts early on in the pandemic to accepting their current 
circumstances and showcasing a readiness to get back to normal.

In the fourth edition of the EY Future Consumer Index (the Index), the jump in consumer confidence from last 
month has leveled off as many states in the US renew stay-at-home and quarantine restrictions and parents await 
decisions on what school looks like for the fall. What are US consumers’ main concerns this month that are an omen 
for the season of spending? Price, transparency, safety and service.

How long will consumers be forgiving of retailers and brands for the unforeseen, unintended and sometimes 
uncontrollable consequences of a global pandemic? As we embark on the seasons where consumer do the bulk of 
their shopping and buying, perhaps some of the most interesting findings from the Index this month have called 
service levels into question. 

Only 21% of consumers are currently forgiving brands and stores whose service has been disrupted by COVID-19. 
Another 43% say quality of service has become a bigger priority for them compared with a month ago. In other 
words, consumers are no longer accepting of the pandemic as an excuse. 

Retailers’ systems have been fatigued by the inventory challenges, the disruptions in transportation and logistics 
networks and the accelerated shift to online. To combat these challenges in an environment where the consumer 
is no longer forgiving, you have to think about the touchpoints across their end-to-end journey.

Convenience: Do you have the agility to get consumers what they 
need when they need it?

Accessibility: Do you have the right quality, assortment and supply 
at the right price to satisfy the next and beyond consumer?

In the aftermath of a crisis, whether that be health, economic or social, accessibility to basic needs becomes 
paramount. It’s no different today, and that accessibility in the current environment is dependent on price and 
availability of products. It’s evident in our beyond segments, where “Affordability first” is the priority for the 
future. And it’s evident in the 60% of consumers who say product availability is a bigger priority now compared 
with a month ago and the 52% who say the same about price — both higher than any other priority. Accessibility 
requires brands and retailers to take a hard look at their SKU rationalization, product assortment on the shelves, 
demand planning and pricing models to maximize growth.

Despite more consumers showing up in the “normal” now and next segments, there’s still a hesitance to do many 
pre-pandemic activities due to health and safety concerns. Today, more than half of consumers say they are still 
uncomfortable eating in a restaurant (53%), going to a mall (52%) and trying on clothes in a store (58%).

Safety will change how consumers engage with retailers and brands both in person and online. 

Assurance: How can you instill confidence that your products, 
processes and footprint are safe?

Over the past four months, the Index has shown that trust and transparency are paramount. When asked about the 
most important factors when making a buying decision, authenticity and honesty (44%), clear labeling (44%), 
transparent source or product origin (32%) and guarantee of origin (32%) have been the top responses for four 
months running. 

The actions required to maintain trust and transparency that I discussed in the second edition still ring true. 
Reinforce the authenticity of your message. Consider what parts of your value chain are brought near or onshore. 
Develop a shorter, more transparent and diversified supply chain. This becomes even more important in food, where 
consumers are hyperaware of their food sources and transitioning to buying more fresh food to eat at home.

In the looming season of the consumer, retailers and brands would be well served to continue to track consumer 
expectations in this new environment. Winning companies know that they need to figure out now how to meet the 
evolving and amplified human needs in the next and beyond, or sacrifice consumer loyalty in this 
less-than-forgiving time.

Clarity: When consumers want to know where their products come 
from, can your value chain help you tell them?

In the now, trends from last month remain, but they did stabilize, as an almost equal number of consumers are 
currently stockpiling (32%) as are staying calm (34%).

Human needs define the way forward

The shifts in consumer behaviors and preferences have only exacerbated the challenges consumer-facing 
companies were already grappling with across supply and demand, sourcing, channels, prices and portfolios. This is 
highlighted by certain human needs that have intensified with the crisis — clarity, assurance, accessibility and 
convenience — and will be the new expectation in the next and beyond. 

How do these human needs translate for retailers and brands trying to meet them?

Beyond the pandemic, a 
majority of consumers will 
prioritize price and the health 
and safety of themselves and 
their families. The third edition 
of the Index outlines the 
preferences and behaviors of 
the beyond consumer segments 
in greater detail. 

The “next” segments may be where we se e the biggest indicator for what’s to come in the fall and winter 
months. The good news is that while we still see a quarter of consumers expressing caution and continued 
frugality, many are planning for a return to normal (43%).
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This fourth edition of the EY Future Consumer Index is based on a 
survey of respondents in the US, Canada, Brazil, the UK, France, 
Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Finland, Norway, India, UAE, Saudi 
Arabia, China, Indonesia, Japan, Australia and New Zealand during 
the week of 20 July 2020. Of those, the article above focuses on 
the 1,001 US respondents. The survey questionnaire covered 
current behaviors, sentiment and intent. The data reported here 
relates to US respondents only.
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