




In the first 2 weeks of April the UK consumer accelerated 5 years forward in their behaviour. Existing trends 
that were underway; more online transactions, more flexible working practices, valuing community, engaging 
with local and independent brands, sustainable lifestyles – all took a step-change forward after a period of 
gradual evolution. As a result we find ourselves in a new consumer reality. What you thought you knew about 
your consumers at the start of 2020 no longer stands; what they spend their money on, the amount they 
spend and how and where they spend it have all changed. 

This new consumer reality is here to stay and the impact will be significant and long-lasting. The impact is also 
unequal. It used to be the case that money bought you freedom of movement, it now brings you freedom 
to stay still. The most affluent are more likely to be working from home and staying local, whereas the least 
affluent are more mobile, working in frontline jobs and living in urban areas. The digital divide has been 
breached, with previously reluctant shoppers now embracing online. And above all else consumers value 
perception of safety. This has elevated some previously struggling suburban centres to new heights whilst 
reducing Central London and some city centre engagement to a fraction of previous levels. 

For commercial landlords the impact is resounding. Many retail portfolios have missed ¾ of rental income in 
2020, previously prime assets are struggling and city centre mixed-use schemes are no longer the perceived 
panacea they had become. Equally retail parks are rebounding and DIY, durable goods and grocery led assets 
are surging. In this climate it is imperative to know who your consumers are, how they are behaving and what 
their attitudes towards your space is. 

The coming 18 months will be challenging and uncertain, in this climate CACI can provide certainty of the 
consumer and guidance on how to navigate through these uncharted waters.

“ “What you thought 
you knew about your 
consumers at the start of 
2020 no longer stands; what 
they spend their money on, 
the amount they spend and 
how and where they spend 
it have all changed.

The new reality is one 
where consumers wish to 
stay local and invest in their 
communities, minimise 
travel, are seeking value, 
are more digitally savvy, and 
place greater emphasis on 
their trust in brands.

At the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, brands across the broader retail sector were in survival mode, 
reacting to an unprecedented set of circumstances. As market share was reset to zero, it has been the most 
resilient operators that have been able to function under the ongoing restrictions. However, simply functioning 
will no longer provide a successful platform for retailers that wish to adapt and keep pace with an evolving 
consumer reality. 

The new reality is one where consumers wish to stay local and invest in their communities, minimise travel, 
are seeking value, are more digitally savvy, and place greater emphasis on their trust in brands. Once readily 
accessible, workers and tourists are now a premium, home delivery will continue as a crucial revenue stream 
and local highstreets have an opportunity to maximise a resurgence in community.

For added complexity, the implications of this new consumer reality are ones with significant geographic 
variations across the sector – leaving retailers trying to fathom how they tailor their estate to maximise the 
local opportunity. This means store formats now need to convince shoppers of their safety, delivering better 
digital spaces that build brand equity and drive traffic through all their channels. 

At CACI we are working with brands across a range of sectors to drive location intelligence through their 
estate strategies. The result is a digital first strategy that which will quantity the true value of the estate, whilst 
optimising both format and product to maximise the opportunity of local markets. 
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Director, CACI Director, CACI



“It’s important to 
understand how your 
customers have changed 
– whether that’s new 
channels, new priorities, 
a shift in their financial 
status, or entirely new 
demographics engaging 
with your brand. 

For Marketing and Data leaders, knowing who your customer is and what drives them to engage with a brand, 
is more important than ever. The pandemic has led to a shift in consumer behaviour that is likely to be long-
lasting. 

Previously digitally adverse demographic groups have been forced to embrace online channels – whether that’s 
for banking, shopping, or new forms of entertainment as they spend more time at home. Your customers have 
changed, and so too should your marketing and communications strategies. 

Marketing leaders cannot do as they have always done. It’s important to understand how your customers 
have changed – whether that’s new channels, new priorities, a shift in their financial status, or entirely new 
demographics engaging with your brand. Your customers and their expectations of you have evolved. 

Brands need a coherent customer strategy that leverages technology and data to deliver communications and 
an experience for the new consumer reality.

Our experts can help you build out a data-driven strategy to engage customers, maximise technology ROI, and 
to grow your business in challenging times.

DAVID 
SEALEY
Director, CACI



THE 
STORY 
SO FAR: 
CONSUMERS 
AND 
COVID-19



In mid-March, before the original lockdown, we began studying consumer behaviour to quantify the growing 
impact on retail and consumer behaviour of the fast-evolving Covid-19 pandemic. We found that consumers 
had already begun to change their habits – particularly in London and other high-density urban areas. 

At the time, two-thirds of Londoners were avoiding crowds and half felt stores were high risk places. Shoppers 
in the East Midlands, East of England and North East were less likely to have adjusted their behaviours.

Younger, metropolitan consumers were the most likely to have changed behaviours as a result of the pandemic, 
and middle England baby boomers the least – despite growing understanding around their increased 
vulnerability to the virus.

The study also asked respondents to share their short and medium-term spending plans, as it became clear 
Covid-19 was spreading across the UK, with much talk of movement restrictions. Half of those surveyed said 
they’d reduce spend, and one in four anticipated a shift to greater online shopping.

As we continued our research, we noticed that things had changed by the late spring. The country had been 
in lockdown for eight weeks. It outlined how a new consumer reality was now emerging. By then the true 
implications and associated timeframes of the situation had become clearer.

This study helped to confirm one of our early intuitions around the impact of the crisis – that it would 
accelerate and focus existing consumer trends which had, up until now, been slowly evolving.

We said that the typical consumer had moved forward five years, in terms of behaviour and habits, in the first 
two weeks of lockdown. The national psyche had shifted, and in many ways permanently.

Five years in two weeksThe story so far: consumers and Covid-19

“ “
WE ALSO NOTED THAT MANY PEOPLE EXPECTED TO REDUCE VISITS 
TO DESTINATION SHOPPING AND LEISURE CENTRES, AS WELL AS 
CORRESPONDINGLY HIGHER LEVELS OF SHOPPING LOCALLY.  THIS WAS 
DRIVEN BY MORE PEOPLE STARTING TO WORK FROM HOME, AND THE 
GROWING CONCERN FOR HEALTH RISK. 

THIS NEW CONSUMER WAS LED BY SEVEN KEY TRENDS, INCLUDING HOW 
SAFETY, VALUE AND SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY NOW PREOCCUPIED THE 
MIND OF THE SHOPPER. FLEXIBLE WORKING HAD ALSO BECOME A 
LONG-TERM CONSIDERATION FOR MANY WORKERS – WITH ALL THE 
ASSOCIATED IMPLICATIONS FOR OPERATORS, BRANDS AND LANDLORDS. 

At the time, nearly six in 10 respondents said they’d increase local shopping, and nearly nine out of 10 
expected their buying habits to return to normal ‘as the crisis lifts’, which was thought back then to occur 
sometime in the summer.

City centres became quiet and online shopping channels became vital, particularly for baby boomers who 
were, by then, well on the way to a fast-tracked position of digital comfort.



By late summer consumer priorities again shifted. People were increasingly likely to judge brands on their social 
responsibility credentials. For the first time, traceability and ethical brand attributes ranked above price and 
value. As expected, Covid safety measures and convenience also remained key factors.

The overall percentage of those expecting to have more disposable income rose slightly. Fewer, too, reported 
job losses and furloughing in the summer. However, this picture is still evolving with government support 
schemes changing, a new furlough scheme introduced with lockdown 2, and recessive economic conditions 
well underway.

Brands targeting the youngest consumers (18 to 24-year olds) should note that this group reports less 
disposable income, likely driven by the fact it continues to bear the brunt of redundancies, especially in the 
hospitality and service sectors, fewer entry level trainee roles and furloughing.

Data we collected in the early autumn revealed a consumer resolved to rolling localised, and even national, 
lockdown conditions being the norm for some time. We found that more people are visiting their high street 
than their workplace, and all groups are now travelling shorter distances than in the summer. This underscores 
the central role of local shopping, and solidifies its medium-term strategic importance. 

In addition, the recessive economic conditions have seen increasing job insecurity and a drop in perceived 
disposable income. Although furlough schemes have been extended, many of them feared job losses when 
they eventually ended.  The recent extension of furlough may prolong this anxiety into early next year. 
Unsurprisingly, price and value for money have crept back up consumer preference rankings. 

Longer-term trends emergingLooking outward

“ “THE RISE IN HOME WORKING HAS ALSO HAD A WIDELY PUBLICISED 
IMPACT. WEALTHIER CONSUMERS ARE ALSO STAYING ONLINE, COMPARED 
WITH THE YOUNGER AND LESS AFFLUENT WHO ARE MORE LIKELY TO 
DESIRE A PHYSICAL RETURN TO SHOPPING.

GOVERNMENT INITIATIVES HAVE ALSO EXERTED A TELLING INFLUENCE 
ON THE CONSUMER LANDSCAPE. ‘EAT OUT TO HELP OUT’ HELPED 
INCREASE CONSUMER COMFORT LEVELS AROUND HOSPITALITY VENUE 
VISITS. ALMOST HALF THE POPULATION PARTICIPATED AND SPENT AN 
AVERAGE OF £80 DURING AUGUST.

Our research also underlines how safety became vital to the emerging consumer. It ranked first in a list of 
factors that people felt were more important at this point than before.

Consumers also indicated they are most likely to support brands they trust, a factor which speaks to both the 
increased importance of social responsibility and safety amongst consumers.

The local factor maintained its growing importance in the new consumer landscape. Our mobility data has 
shown that in recent months local high streets and villages have been taking trade away from city centre 
locations. 

Furthermore, stamp duty relief brought other changes. For example, many people who had been tied to an 
urban commute, but now work from home, opted to move to more spacious rural locations, especially if they 
had a young family. In turn, this opened up space in urban areas for younger first-time buyers. 

When coupled with the fact that working from home is here to stay for the majority of previously-office based 
people, all these trends have significant implications for how we organise our cities and communities.

Safety factors continue to influence consumer preferences when visiting locations and stores. Social distancing, 
controlling visitor numbers and mask use all remain paramount.



YOUR 
QUESTIONS 
ANSWERED
What does this mean for your business? And 
how can this inform your future decisions?

We’ve answered some of the most pressing 
and frequent questions from our clients – 
from retailer, commercial property and brand 
perspectives. 

Our advice is designed to help you tackle 
difficult decisions head-on and move forward.



HOW WILL CHANGING 
SHOPPING HABITS AND 
BRAND PREFERENCES 
AFFECT MY BUSINESS? 

THE NEW CONSUMER 
SEEKS SOCIAL 
RESPONSIBILITY, SAFETY 
AND CONVENIENCE

Q&A

It may also be time to focus on updating and improving their click and collect technology. Brands with this 
existing capability have already been able to capitalise, with the lockdown surge in interior, garden and DIY 
sales serving as a prime example. With social distancing firmly in place, fulfilment on this scale would not have 
been possible for retailers without the right click and collect infrastructure.

Operators who truly understand the makeup of their native market will be at an advantage during the 
recovery. Established brands can create regional or even postcode-specific campaigns, while entrepreneurial 
independents and even pop-ups can make dynamic and agile decisions to get ahead of larger competitors.

Despite falling lower on the list of perceived safe locations, pubs, bars and restaurants benefit from the 
continued visits of consumers under 45 years. We are optimistic that restrictions such as earlier closing times 
for leisure establishments should not affect their ability to attract consumers to their location. The utilisation 
and promotion of any outside space will provide a further incentive for tentative visitors to come.

“WHILE IT’S IMPORTANT TO EXAMINE YOUR OWN AUDIENCE IN DETAIL 
AND UNDERSTAND THEIR CHANGING BEHAVIOUR, WE HAVE FOUND 
THAT THE GENERAL SHIFT TO ONLINE WHICH BEGAN DURING 
LOCKDOWN CONTINUES TO BE DRIVEN BY MORE AFFLUENT CONSUMER 
GROUPS.  YOUNGER AND LESS WEALTHY PEOPLE ARE MORE INTERESTED 
IN RETURNING TO PHYSICAL LOCATIONS.

80%
70%
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40%
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Feeling safe 
in the stores

How well they 
implement social 

distancing measures

How well 
they treat 
employees

None of 
these

Lockdown
Post Lockdown

How well 
they treat 
suppliers

Their contribution 
to overcoming the 
global challenge

76%

62%
70%

55% 57%

30%

9%
19%

42%

18%

38%

18%

Since non-essential shops reopened and lockdown restrictions have been eased, have 
any of the following impacted whether or not you shop at a certain brand or location?

Since non-essential shops reopened, have you 
visited any of the following locations?

Although there is clear demographic divergence around some factors, the majority of consumers we 
questioned said they will reward retailers and brands who can demonstrate socially responsible and Covid-safe 
operations. 

Middle-aged and older people are most focused on safety when making decisions, as well as more affluent 
consumers, who have likely been comfortably isolated for months.

When it comes to convenience, location is a big factor. The home-working consumer is looking to the high 
street for much of their immediate needs.

Ethical considerations have climbed up the consumer preference hierarchy, as value and price have dropped. 
Socially responsible consumers will scrutinise staff conditions, executive behaviour, supply chains, sourcing 
practices, environmental and sustainability credentials, and community impact. 

Although larger companies will have more variables to manage in this regard, shoppers will still hold smaller 
companies to account if they can’t measure up. The youngest consumers (18 to 24 years) are most likely to be 
concerned by a brand’s social responsibility level.

We summarised above just how important safety is to the emerging consumer. Businesses can grasp the opportunity 
to further differentiate themselves from competitors by maintaining excellent and consistent Covid safety 
procedures, including impeccable social distancing, specialised cleaning routines, correct use of PPE and beyond. 

Our figures indicate 
shoppers are up to 
four times more likely 
to spend locally than 
at a retail and leisure 
destination or a city 
centre location. Also, 
four in five customers 
who had stopped using 
their high street banking 
branch plan to return, 
post-pandemic.

55%
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51%

35%
31%

18% 16% 16% 14% 13% 12% 9% 7%

How do you think your working patterns will change in the next 3 months as 
lockdown restrictions continue to lift?
Working intentions %

I will continue to work from home at the same level that I did during lockdown 36%

I will combine working from home with working at my workplace 32%

I will revert to my previous working patterns before the pandemic began 19%

N/A – I was never in a position where I could work from home 10%

None of these 3%

Other (Please specify) 1%



HOW CAN I PROTECT 
MYSELF FROM THIS 
RECESSION AND TENTATIVE 
SPENDING HABITS?

STAY RELEVANT 
TO STRUGGLING 
DEMOGRAPHICS

Q&A

“STAYING RELEVANT TO THOSE CONSUMER GROUPS WHO ARE NOW IN 
MORE UNCERTAIN FINANCIAL CIRCUMSTANCES IS BOTH A SHORT AND 
MEDIUM-TERM PRIORITY. OUR DATA SUGGESTS THAT THE YOUNGEST 
AND OLDEST CONSUMER GROUPS ARE NOW MORE LIKELY TO HAVE LESS 
DISPOSABLE INCOME. 

Adapting in as many ways as you can to the new landscape, both big and small, will help you keep pace in the 
short term. In order to do this, it’s important to develop a more detailed picture of how, and in what direction, 
your customers’ behaviour has shifted.

Consider sensitive and appropriate ways to engage them to give yourself the best possible chance of retaining 
their custom, even if their spending has become tentative. Thinking about your offering in this regard will also 
become increasingly important throughout this recession. This can be challenging, given the fact that many 
consumers fall into more than one of these new behaviour categories. 

Older consumers are more likely to have been among the wealthier segment of the population who had been 
able to isolate more comfortably – shopping online and spending on home deliveries. They are likely to have 
savings and will be selective about which locations they return to, and how they spend their money when they do.

Nevertheless, businesses can adapt by localising relevant in-store offers and promotions, in the understanding 
that safety remains important for this group.

Similarly, those targeting the youngest consumer group still have an opportunity to remain relevant to their 
spending considerations by understanding their evolved behaviour. They are more likely to want to return to 
in-store shopping, as well as spend on leisure. Retailers could consider teaming up with strategic or co-located 
leisure brands to create special or combined offerings for this demographic.

Finally, the age group in the middle – consumers aged 25 to 44 – will continue to play a positive role in driving 
both on and offline activity. They are more likely to be employed, and to retain more of their disposable 
income. 

This cohort is also more likely to be working from home and not spending on a commute, so can afford to 
shop online and use premium delivery services. However, this demographic will also go out and spend socially 
at restaurants, pubs and bars.

Business should use mobile location data, cut by demographic, to build an emerging picture of how the return 
to physical shopping is unfolding around their locations, and uncover new footfall patterns. This can be used to 
tailor localised offers and messaging.



WHAT PROPERTY TYPES 
SHOULD I FOCUS ON TO 
ENSURE MY PORTFOLIO IS 
SAFE FROM WIDE-SCALE 
DEVALUATION?

ADAPT TO DIVERSIFY 
YOUR SPACE AND 
REALISE YOUR MIXED-USE 
POTENTIAL

Q&A

“THE ABILITY TO ENGAGE WITH CONSUMERS ON DIFFERENT FRONTS 
WILL BE IMPORTANT TO ATTRACT CAUTIOUS GROUPS BACK TO 
PHYSICAL LOCATIONS. EVOLVING YOUR SPACE TO BECOME MORE 
FLEXIBLE, DIVERSE AND APPEALING IS EASIER IF YOU HAVE A CLEAR 
UNDERSTANDING OF YOUR LOCAL DEMOGRAPHICS.  

There’s no hiding from the fact that there’s already unoccupied retail, leisure and commercial properties as a 
result of the pandemic, and this is likely to continue as businesses close locations and consolidate through the 
recession.

Thinking about how easily you can adapt space, and your offering, to respond to the needs of your local 
consumers is the first step in building greater resilience and should feature in every consolidation plan.

Mixed-use is another important property trend for the recovery. Pre-Covid, mixed-use assets were once again 
on the rise in London, with over 130 schemes delivering more than 1.2m sq. ft of food & beverage and retail 
space to the capital since 2018, with the trend reflected in other cities across the UK. 

We believe that mixed-use assets remain important new placemaking elements, creating convenience and 
micro-communities. Appetite for developments of this type persists, as evidenced by Westminster City 
Council’s recent approval for Mayfair’s first ‘Covid-19 compliant’ mixed-use development at 82 Mount Street.

The typical configuration sees carefully selected, and often independent, eateries and retailers on the ground 
floor, above high-spec residential space. It aims to create an environment where people want to live, work and 
play. 

Although the context is different now, the typical mixed-use scheme strategy is still relevant. This is because the 
focus is generally on residents, workers, and the local community first. Our research also shows that over half 
of consumers plan to visit their high street bank branches post-pandemic, supporting the general consumer 
trend towards local services.

Finally, we’ve long called for an overhaul to the valuation system which for far too long rewarded landlords with 
established covenants and long-term deals, which was good for risk management but bad for innovation. The 
new landscape demands flexible leases, pop-up brands, increased localism and performance-related leases.

Encouragingly, there’s already evidence of landlords taking positive action with more flexible leasing agreements 
to maintain occupancy levels – they’re starting to ditch upwards-only rent reviews and exploring turnover-
based schemes and rent rebasing.

Empty buildings and units – and even partially empty ones – provide landlords and entrepreneurs with ample 
opportunity to adapt to the new consumer. Unoccupied spaces in a traditional mall can be reclaimed as 
socially distanced community breakout and seating areas, which provide the feeling of space and safety now 
desired in our public realm.

Cater to local entrepreneurs, of which there will be higher numbers during a recession, by providing affordable 
space for pop-ups and offering flexible leases. This is a chance to create a more unique location format, away 
from the ‘clone town’ mindset. 

Consider how your neighbourhood demographics could support this, in terms of its particular blend of ages, 
needs and profiles. It’s important to use reliable data to tailor your offering to encourage high-quality footfall.



WHAT KEY MESSAGES 
SHOULD WE USE FOR 
DIFFERENT CUSTOMER 
GROUPS?

COMBINE CONSISTENT 
ANCHOR MESSAGES WITH 
TAILORED DEMOGRAPHIC 
CAMPAIGNS

Q&A

An evolving and dynamic situation like this demands careful and intelligence-based messaging. The new 
landscape requires specific communications and positioning – delivered sensitively and in the right tone of 
voice. That said, the age-old principle of targeting the right consumer with the right message at the right time 
remains constant.

Stress authentic, socially responsible operations

Our research shows that consumer preferences, and particularly for younger people, are now more firmly 
centred around ethics and social responsibility. Perhaps more than ever before, it’s vital that your actions and 
behaviour are consistent with your messaging. 

Consumers want to see action rather than words in this regard, driven by authentic company values. There are 
many recent examples – often shared widely through social media channels – of the consequences of brands 
falling short of their promises. Consumer judgement is typically swift and harsh.

It pays to spend time to review your communications protocols to ensure they are still relevant to the current 
situation. If unexpected mistakes occur, any related messaging should focus on explaining what went wrong and 
taking responsibility.

Doing this correctly helps to build and maintain trust – particularly when consumers have become more 
outward-looking and socially responsible, as our figures suggest.

Remain safety focused

Demonstrating your commitment to safety and social distancing remains important for almost every consumer, 
and particularly so amongst the older and more affluent demographics. 

Indeed, consistent and compelling safety messaging will be key in welcoming wealthier consumers back to 
physical locations, since they’ve been the most comfortably isolated to date.

Consider what else you can say beyond how you’ve changed your layout to increase social distancing, and 
the way you are managing facemask use. How are you going above and beyond the government’s minimum 
requirements? 

What’s different about your own, carefully considered, approach to providing a safe experience? This is an 
opportunity to communicate (and demonstrate) exactly how you are putting customer health and wellbeing 
above short-term commercial gain by controlling the volume of people in your location.

Finally, retail operators can take confidence from the fact that despite the almost daily headlines around 
closures and difficulties, our study showed that shopping is still seen as safer than leisure.

Below are the key priotirties for various affluence groups when returning to shops, which will end up being a 
deciding factor in when these groups decide to return to more regular shopping

Now that lockdown restrictions are easing and non-essential shops have re-opened, what makes you feel safe in the store?

Acorn 
Category

Plenty of space 
in the store

Reducing the 
number of 
people in the 
store

Customers and 
staff wearing 
face masks

Staff doing 
extra cleaning

Knowing 
that other 
customers are 
following social 
distancing 
guidelines

Nothing, I 
already feel 
safe

Affluent 
Achievers

73% 76% 59% 58% 71% 9%

Rising 
Prosperity

60% 63% 58% 55% 60% 10%

Comfortable 
Communities

74% 77% 53% 58% 70% 6%

Financially 
Stretched

67% 72% 54% 63% 68% 6%

Urban 
Adversity

73% 67% 53% 61% 60% 8%



“CONVEY A SENSE OF TRANSPARENCY, AGILITY AND REALISM ABOUT 
WHAT YOU EXPECT YOUR CUSTOMER GROUPS TO DO, AND HOW  YOU 
CAN SUPPORT THEM TO MAKE IT EASIER AND SAFER. COVID-SAFE, 
SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE AND COMMUNITY FOCUSED MESSAGING (AND 
ACTION) SHOULD BE A PRIORITY FOR ALL.

Leverage sociability and reconnection

Our data reveals a yearning, particularly amongst those under 45, to continue to reconnect socially through 
shopping and leisure activities. This appears to be true regardless of the changes to disposable income from 
the pandemic. 

The willingness to socialise in person and also return to gyms also skews towards London-based respondents 
in our study, which is encouraging news for related city-centre businesses and landlords. 

It’s also good for the economy in general, given that London accounts for 33% of UK worker retail and food 
and beverage spend, and tells an intensified picture of what’s happening across the country. 

The more you can understand how your local demographic mix is composed, the better you can tailor 
messaging and offers around social opportunities to different consumer groups in your area. Again, it’s 
important to consider all groups in your strategy – not just those we’ve highlighted who have retained their 
disposable income.

For example, a restaurant and bar can best engage its local 18 to 24-year-old population, by combining offers 
around price, value and the chance to meet friends. This is despite the fact that this age group is more likely to 
report reduced levels of disposable income.

Alternatively, the same business can turn its attention to older and more affluent consumers with messaging 
around reconnection, but this time delivered with safety specific overtones, to reassure a more cautious and 
hesitant group.

In addition, many in this older and more affluent demographic have been shielding and isolating for a significant 
period – their reconnection needs may well centre around family and grandchildren. You need to present 
yourself as a safe, responsible and inviting location for such an occasion.

Acknowledge some things just can’t be done online

Of course, everybody knows there are limits to an indoor, digital-only lifestyle. Some things just don’t work 
as well (or at all) online, and there are obviously wellbeing and health considerations from a quality of life 
perspective.

Your messaging can reflect these realities. Our data shows that consumer perceptions of safety favour the 
open air. Perhaps your offering or location has elements that are already outdoors, or aspects that can be 
adjusted to make use of available outdoor space?

Finally, opportunity exists for those who can demonstrate an awareness of local consumer struggles and 
concerns. Your tone of voice is vitally important. A patient and understanding demeanour across all channels 
will pay dividends.



ARE THESE CHANGES 
TEMPORARY OR HAS THE 
CONSUMER LANDSCAPE 
CHANGED FOREVER?

PREVIOUSLY NASCENT 
TRENDS HAVE ARRIVED 
FOR THE LONG HAUL

Q&A

Life from a retail, property and consumer behaviour perspective is much changed – and will remain so for a 
significant period. It’s also only logical to expect that we won’t suddenly abandon behaviours embedded by the 
pandemic, particularly since many of them were underway before Covid-19 struck. 

Despite the fact that some forward-thinking brands may have begun to address – or at least forecast – the 
arrival of some of these changes, nobody could have predicted the events of recent months, or how they 
would unfold.

“THE MAJORITY OF RETAIL AND LEISURE BUSINESSES, AND THEIR 
LANDLORDS HAVE BEEN STRUGGLING, UNDERSTANDABLY,  TO DEAL 
WITH SO MANY CHANGES COMING ALL AT ONCE. IN THE FACE OF ALL 
OF THIS DISRUPTION, NEW OPPORTUNITIES STILL EXIST FOR THOSE 
WHOSE OPERATIONS CAN FLEX TO SURVIVE THIS UNCERTAINTY, BEFORE 
ADJUSTING TO ACCOMMODATE THE MORE ENDURING CHANGES. 

Some things won’t change, so much as gradually evolve for the better. Take the concept of a ‘town centre’, 
which has remained meaningful for centuries. No pandemic will change the fact that every community needs a 
hub in which to concentrate its unique combination of commercial, retail, leisure and social activities.

The greater local emphasis we now see as a result of Covid-19 will likely only strengthen this instinct, and the 
trend towards so called ‘hyper-localisation’ which was already underway before the pandemic. 

The modernisation of typical town centre locations, and regional mall formats have also been debated for 
some years now. Many recognise that these traditional spaces are out of date for the needs of the typical digital 
consumer, and the businesses which cater to them.

In parallel, the industry has struggled with regulatory infrastructure surrounding the historical store network 
model, which has long required attention to bring it back in step with the reality of the market.

Given that several stakeholders in this area – policymakers, property owners and operators – began to think 
about changes in this area before the pandemic, it’s important that the conversations continue. 

Genuine realignment to the new consumer landscape still requires constructive agreements around leasing, tax, 
planning and pricing. Collaboration and mutual understanding between owners and occupiers based on reliable 
and transparent consumer data, is vital for improved clarity and resilience in the coming months, as well as 
longer-term progress.

With that said, we also found proof that some consumer habits are more enduring. Over a million consumers 
would rather hold off on financial decisions until they can visit their high street banking branch again, rather 
than adopt alternative channels. 

Also, over a quarter (28%) plan to revert to their previous branch behaviour. Consumers who paused their 
banking activities in this way, and those that switched to telephone services, are most likely to resume using 
branches as before, as are older customers.

For example, consider the way that members of the baby boomer generation were forced by isolation and 
lockdown to embrace a wider range of digital behaviours and channels. There are already signs that this rapid 
digital upskilling has begun to change the habits of these older consumers.

The ‘silver surfer’ is by no means a new concept, but the scope for brands to engage with this more financially 
stable demographic has rapidly grown. In addition, it also delivers a signal to brands to review and adjust the 
tone of their messages and their offers for this demographic in light of its new digital sophistication and avoid 
any risk of sounding patronising.



SHOULD I FOCUS ALL 
MY EFFORTS ON DIGITAL 
CHANNELS?

BALANCE SHORT-TERM 
SURVIVAL WITH THE 
CHANCE TO REALISE 
THE BRAND SHOWCASE 
FORMAT 

Q&A

“THERE’S ALSO RELIABLE DATA  TO SUGGEST THAT OPENING NEW 
STORES INCREASES WEB TRAFFIC BY 37% ON AVERAGE, AND THAT NEW 
AND LESSER-KNOWN BRANDS ENJOY AN EVEN LARGER BOOST.  THE 
STUDY ALSO FOUND THAT CLOSURE HAS AN ADVERSE EFFECT ON 
ONLINE TRAFFIC OF UP TO 16%. 

The prospect of location closure is a difficult reality for many businesses, and several well-known brands have 
already taken action in this regard. Each business has its own funding and revenue model, financial structure, 
overheads and debt profile. 

Closing locations to guard against insolvency may be unavoidable for those under immediate and serious 
pressure. However, all businesses should try to keep a longer-term perspective present in any discussions of 
this kind – particularly around the way that digital channels and physical assets interrelate.

In 2019 we published research into the way that stores benefit sales through online channels. Our data 
suggests that the presence of a bricks and mortar location increases internet sales locally by 106%. This halo 
effect quantifies the impact and importance of maintaining a physical brand presence in strategic locations.

There is no doubt that online channels allowed some operators and brands to survive in the early stages of 
the pandemic. Also, in recent months over nine million customers replaced high street bank visits with digital 
banking. Not all will make the switch permanent, but if they did it would accelerate channel migration trends 
by around five years. Our research suggests around half of these new digital users will stay away from branches, 
post-pandemic.

However, there are clear opportunities to reimagine existing physical spaces. For some time now, forward-
thinking retailers have ceased to regard the bricks and mortar location as a purely transactional, stock-shifting, 
overhead. Rather a place to differentiate, build loyalty and tell the brand story. A physical hub to delight, engage 
and immerse customers which feeds directly into online sales.

Although pre-pandemic in origin, it underscores the fact that in-store and online channels will always be 
symbiotic. The increase in click and collect service use over recent months also requires a physical location of 
some kind – whether it’s your own or that of a partner organisation.

Some assets may need to close for the sake of short-term survival, but others can be evolved into ‘shop 
windows’ for the brand, and as such occupy a more nuanced position along the customer journey.

Our data shows that consumers seek a safe and socially distanced shopping experience. Nothing is safer than 
buying online, but the research reveals that people still want to visit stores, which are perceived as less risky than 
leisure destinations.  

This intelligence, when combined with insights from our halo effect study provides operators with a basis from 
which to make positive decisions about their bricks and mortar assets. 

Larger and more established businesses can use this information to better diversify their fitout and format, 
which was a lingering pre-Covid issue. A good example of this in action is how IKEA uses three different 
location styles within London - Order & Collection Point, Planning Studio and a sustainable brand showcase 
location in Greenwich.



FOCUS ON 
THE WOOD 
AND THE 
TREES: 
NAVIGATING 
THE NEXT 
FEW YEARS



Since regional, and even national, lockdown restrictions are set to be part of everyday life for the next few 
months it’s important to see the wood from the trees and focus on longer-term trends. Thankfully, the longer-
term perspective also reveals some positives for brands, landlords and operators.

For example, one thing remains clear – the principles of place and space endure. The popularity of the ‘Eat Out 
to Help Out’ scheme, the flocks of socially distanced drinkers returning to pubs and bars, long retail reopening 
queues, and crowded summer parks and public spaces proved that despite everything, people still need places.

Furthermore, the UK consumer has also demonstrated a remarkable adaptability to the constant change, 
varying restrictions and multiple social challenges of the pandemic. By now, most people seem to heed the 
latest guidance and swiftly change their behaviour. 

This knowledge should be encouraging for brands and venues around the country – if your business can keep 
pace with these changes, then your customers will likely follow.

Safety, relevance, accessibility and convenience are all playing roles in redefining the customer relationship with 
space – right now and in the coming months. We’ve organised our predictions and recommendations along a 
timeframe: the short (up to six months from now), medium (one year), and longer-term (three years).

By now, many businesses have at least some idea of what they need to do, short term, to maximise trading 
potential. The right intelligence will help you navigate your particular version of the new reality, and understand 
how consumers are re-connecting with, and valuing, different spaces. As well as using more sophisticated 
analysis tools, it’s also important to speak to your customers to find out what’s driving them and how their 
priorities have shifted.

As the colder weather approaches, indoor areas must blend optimal safety measures with targeted 
engagement for key demographics. The same companies must also work to understand how channel and 
behaviour shifts described earlier apply to their customers. Can you identify, for example, which customer 
demographics have come back, who has stayed away, and how your catchment area has adjusted?

Customer messaging should acknowledge the general uncertainty, both in terms of the government restrictions 
and anxieties around known or expected unemployment – particularly in the run up to Christmas. 

The other challenge for many operators and landlords is to agree realistic expectations around valuations, 
leases and rates – as well as payment and arrears schedules. New agreements must reflect how customer 
behaviour has evolved and its ongoing impact on store turnover – particularly in city centres.

Also, when considering their locations and portfolio, brands and operators should remember that the 
presence of a bricks and mortar location increases internet sales locally by 106%. Refocusing some stores on 
showrooming, rather than transaction, should be considered in strategic locations.

Focus on the wood and the trees: navigating the next few years

Six months: regroup, reappraise and react



Moving forward another six months, we believe consumer comfort with the prevailing conditions will have 
increased, with many now in new routines. As a result, businesses must ensure they can truly align with how 
spaces have evolved and their current use and importance to consumers – both operationally and through 
leases and rental agreements.

This period should also present an improved opportunity for businesses to build longer-term asset strategies, 
given that consumer behaviour should be somewhat more settled, with analytics trends becoming clearer.

The changed physical landscape, particularly in urban centres, will present new opportunities. The ongoing 
blend of home and office-based working habits should give rise to further flexible working locations, as well as 
new business incubators – both of which will present fresh footfall drivers to account for. We will begin to see 
the reimagining of city centres, as they become less dominated by high-density office spaces. 

Despite some store closures, operators should be able to negotiate more sustainable lease models, with lower 
occupancy costs. Turnover-based models should be discarded for more nuanced measures which better reflect 
store performance and value to the occupier.

This is critical to encourage entrepreneurs by lowering some of the barriers to entry. Evolved footfall 
patterns, visits to purely ‘showrooming’ locations, the halo effect, as well as click and collect and returns must 
all be factored into valuations. Businesses can use banking and mobile tracking data to accurately measure 
engagement and demonstrate value for this purpose, as well as inform ongoing marketing focus and messaging.

Since many consumers will continue to work from home, online and local spend will remain strong, although 
we also expect to see a gradual return to public transport use and destination visits. Innovation should focus 
on meeting evolved consumer preferences through improved digital and multichannel experiences. Messaging, 
meanwhile, should stress the different ways to interact with your brand.

What can we say about the mid-decade period at this point?

Firstly, although there will be a significant return to pre-pandemic behaviours – the consumer landscape of the 
mid 2020s will reflect longer term changes to the way we work, shop and spend our leisure time.

Centres will have become more flexible and diverse in their offer, integrating commercial, residential and retail 
spaces. Expect a resurgence of local amenities focused on community needs and interests – building upon the, 
by now, established reliance on a stronger neighbourhood provision. 

The high street’s evolution will have been ongoing for some years by this point, with innovations reviving the 
suburban daytime economy. It will be home to operators that have focused on, and refined, their multichannel 
offerings – as well as others successfully experimenting with lower-risk local store formats. Retail centres will be 
smaller, not in terms of impact, but in terms of store size, consolidating a decade-old problem with overspaced 
city centres.

Finally, by understanding local behaviours and preferences, businesses can grasp new opportunities to create 
value through diverse use of space. Designs should enable communities to benefit from tailored and convenient 
experiences close to home, with multi-purpose all-day engagement for workers, shoppers and visitors. 

Valuation judgements for these new spaces will also be more holistic and connected to their purpose. For 
example, while some may maintain a more traditional transactional existence, many others will generate 
revenue by better connecting brands with customers and providing fulfilment services.

Keep pace with trends, but understand enduring consumer needs

If nothing else, our research provides evidence that change is now even more of a constant for brands, 
operators and landlords. Keeping pace with the ups and downs of social restrictions, governmental assistance 
initiatives, and consumer preferences as they emerge is vital to survive. 

The consumer has proven themselves adaptable, and you can too by using the right information, both 
qualitative and quantitative, to help build the agility required to navigate the next few years. Securing your 
short-term position in this way buys you the time you need to think more clearly about the future, and your 
place in a reimagined consumer landscape. 

Hopefully our research has also revealed how the more primal drivers of consumer behaviour remain, despite 
intermittent pauses in their intensity. They must be factored into medium and longer-term strategies. There remains 
significant opportunity for businesses who can move with the tide today, but also think of tomorrow in their ambitions.

One year: rolling out the new operating reality Three years: adapted spaces with flexible uses

“THE ONGOING BLEND OF HOME AND OFFICE-BASED WORKING 
HABITS SHOULD GIVE RISE TO FURTHER FLEXIBLE WORKING 
LOCATIONS, AS WELL AS NEW BUSINESS INCUBATORS – BOTH OF 
WHICH WILL PRESENT FRESH FOOTFALL DRIVERS TO ACCOUNT FOR. 

“THE HIGH STREET’S EVOLUTION WILL HAVE BEEN ONGOING FOR SOME 
YEARS BY THIS POINT, WITH INNOVATIONS REVIVING THE SUBURBAN 
DAYTIME ECONOMY. IT WILL BE HOME TO OPERATORS THAT HAVE 
FOCUSED ON, AND REFINED, THEIR MULTICHANNEL OFFERINGS



CHANGE 
IS THE NEW 
CONSTANT. 
OPPORTUNITIES 
ARE THERE 
FOR THOSE 
THAT ADAPT 
QUICKLY
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