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Where consumers are right now
With new COVID-19 variants still arriving, the term “post-pandemic” is admittedly 
optimistic, but for lack of something better, we decided to use the term to 
characterize the present state of the consumer. And we wanted to ask: How have 
shopper attitudes and expectations changed as a result of the challenging and, in 
many cases, traumatic experiences of the last two years? 

For one thing — and it’s a big thing — e-commerce experienced its most dramatic 
growth spasm since the dot-com boom twenty years ago. The decades-long 
speculation about when and how consumers would become accustomed to online 

shopping is now pretty much a moot point — consumers figured it out, and retailers 
had to figure out how to satisfy the surging demand in short order.

Now that the smoke has cleared and retailers have to a great degree beefed up 
operations to accommodate orders, they’re turning to the softer side of the equation 
— marketing, branding and merchandising.

In this set of stories, you’ll find a common thread in the striving of brands and 
retailers to reposition in ways that will put them more in sync with this quickly 
evolving — and of course, still perplexingly diverse — consumer market. 
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Walmart puts its fashion 
storytelling skills to the test
TAGS: APPAREL RETAIL, BRAND IMAGE, CONSUMER MARKETING, DISCOUNT CHANNEL
PRIVATE LABEL, PRODUCTS/BRANDS, WALMART

By George Anderson Published: Feb. 23, 2022

Celebrities such as Michelle Obama and Lady Gaga have worn Brandon Maxwell’s 
designs. Now the question is whether Walmart’s customers will do the same — and 
maybe even some of Target’s.

Walmart has announced the debut of spring 2022 collections under its Free 
Assembly and Scoop brands. It marks the first full collections to be released under 
Mr. Maxwell, who serves as creative director for the two private labels.

Mr. Maxwell called working with Walmart the realization of a personal dream when 
his deal with the retailer was made public last March. The designer, who was born 
and grew up in Longview, TX, said the local Walmart “was the destination for 
everything.”

The celebrity designer said he worked with Walmart’s design team and its partners 
to create a single “design story” for each collection. He said, “The storytelling that 
surrounds any brand is just as important as the product.”

The Free Assembly collection includes 500 pieces in women’s, men’s and children’s 
departments.

The Scoop line, which prominently features denim, uses more “bold, vibrant colors 
and high energy prints” than the Free Assembly brand.

Mr. Maxwell said he was excited about working on developing overarching stories 
and cohesive brand messaging for Free Assembly and Scoop. His goal, he said, was 
“to bring each brand to life in its own unique way.”

BRAINTRUST COMMENTS:

Neil Saunders, Managing Director, GlobalData

This is all directionally correct and Walmart is making strides in 
fashion, no doubt inspired by what Target has accomplished over the 
past few years. However while this will work well online, a great deal 

more thought needs to go into how this is executed in-store. I know Walmart is working 
on elevating the experience but in too many stores all of this good and interesting new 
product gets lost in a sea of badly merchandised product. It is a shame and something 
that Walmart needs to remedy if it is to grow its audience and customer base. 

Brian Delp, CEO, New Sega Home

This has to be looked at in the full context of Walmart’s strategies. This 
isn’t the only major name attached to an initiative. Gap Home, Queer 
Eye, Justice Girls and Bonobos all had somewhat recent launches. All 

of this activity is certain to catch the attention of a broader customer base for Walmart. 
At the sharp price points, there is limited risk and an incentive to overcome any potential 
stigma for a new consumer to try out a brand at Walmart. 

Click to read the entire discussion.

Photo: Walmart
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Has ‘consumer’ become a 
bad word?
TAGS: BRAND IMAGE, COMPANY CULTURE, CONSUMER MARKETING, PR ISSUES, SUSTAINABILITY

By Tom Ryan Published: March 22, 2022

The term “consumer” is reportedly facing some backlash as over-consumption takes 
the blame for many environmental issues.

Writing for Quartz, Cassie Werber noted that “consumer” is used interchangeably for 
“person” in business publications, research and journalism.

“The argument for its ubiquity is fair: All humans consume, even if our consumption 
is limited to food, water, and the other things necessary for survival. Many of us 
consume a lot. But there’s a small, growing group that’s beginning to reject the term, 
together with what it’s come to mean about our society, and the kinds of economies 
we aspire to. Fundamentally, they say, we shouldn’t view people through the lens of 
what they acquire, devour, or use up.”

Retailers often use “consumers” or “shoppers” to speak broadly in business terms 
while referring to their own patrons as “customers” or “guests.”

Lately, qualms over its use reflect environmental concerns. Brand messaging 
detailing the effect of consumerism and encouraging more conscious and 
responsible buying habits have become more common since Patagonia’s “Don’t Buy 
This Jacket” ad arrived in 2011.

GlobeScan’s third annual “Healthy & Sustainable Living” study found 73 percent 
of consumers globally agreeing consumption needs to be reduced to preserve the 
environment for future generations, with 52 percent feeling guilty about their own 
negative impact.

BRAINTRUST COMMENTS:

Katie Thomas, Lead, Kearney Consumer Institute

“User” is way worse than consumer.

One of the most frustrating things working with brands and retailers is 
the tendency to separate themselves from consumers and talk about 

consumers in these really negative ways.

On the flip side, we’re asking a lot of consumers right now — to be understanding of 
labor shortages, supply chain issues, etc. There are bigger fish to fry than semantics.  

Ryan Mathews, Founder, CEO, Black Monk Consulting

Of course we could just use “people.” Oh — but wait — people cause 
100 percent of all wars, most of the environmental damage, spread 
God knows how many diseases, are generally tribal, and have myriad 
other fatal flaws. 

So no — we have to stop talking about people altogether. Absurd!

Language should evolve in order to clarify the nature and experience of life in the world; 
not devolve to the point where it is impossible to communicate.

Click to read the entire discussion.

Photo: @annewusti via Twenty20
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Grocery shopping goes 
mobile
TAGS: MOBILE APPS, MOBILE COMMERCE, ONLINE RETAIL, SHOPPER BEHAVIOR 
SUPERMARKETS USER EXPERIENCE (UX)

By Matthew Stern  Published: March 16, 2022

Along with the unprecedented growth of e-grocery since the beginning of the 
pandemic come newly emerging shopper behaviors. One of them, according to a 
new study, is that e-grocery shoppers order via mobile far more frequently than from 
their desktop computer.

Two-thirds of online grocery orders today, in fact, are made from mobile phones, 
according to a study by 84.51°.

The findings are consistent with another recent report that found online shopping 
in general trending toward mobile. A recent post from OuterBox Design said that 
one-third of all e-commerce orders during the 2021 holiday season came from 
mobile. The firm further said that 40 percent of Black Friday sales came from mobile, 
54 percent of Cyber Monday sales came from mobile and that more than half of all 
internet shopping traffic is now mobile traffic.

And a recent report on the global U.S. online grocery market by Research and 
Markets pointed to the greater penetration of smart devices as one of the primary 
driving factors in the increasing number of online grocery purchases. Other factors 
included hectic working schedules, an increased number of working women, 
the emergence of e-commerce media and a customer inclination toward 
hassle-free shopping.

BRAINTRUST COMMENTS:

Ananda Chakravarty, Retail Thought Leader

Whether mobile apps or mobile web is the focus, grocers, like all 
retailers, must consider the mobile device. Bring in a team that can 
manage mobile along with development or hire companies like 

MadMobile to help drive the mobile component. Resources should be at least proportional 
to the mobile business which is typically over 50 percent. The AR/VR part however can 
be put off – the key need for grocery is to have their product catalog and online checkout 
capabilities baked in.

Ken Morris, Managing Partner Cambridge Retail Advisors

If I were a retailer I would most definitely allocate my resources to mobile 
apps. Desktop usage is generational just like printing and is aimed at a 
shrinking demographic. Geolocation alone gives mobile the advantage 

in deserving more attention and resources. Google’s algorithm favors mobile. And the 
study by 84.51° points to impulse buys in categories where mobile is a huge plus, too. 

Click to read the entire discussion.

Source: Amazon/Whole Foods
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Can Victoria’s Secret extend 
its brand to preteens?
TAGS: APPAREL RETAIL, BRAND IMAGE, CONSUMER MARKETING, PR ISSUES, PRODUCTS/BRANDS
TEENS AND TWEENS, VICTORIA’S SECRET, WOMEN’S ISSUES

By George Anderson Published: March 4, 2022

Victoria’s Secret is launching a new online-only private brand in April called Happy 
Nation. The brand will feature bras, panties and comfortable clothing designed for 
pre-teen girls.

CEO Martin Waters, speaking on the retailer’s earnings call, did not offer much detail 
on the new line except to say it would go live next month and pointed analysts to the 
brand’s home page.

Mr. Waters, asked if plans were in place to roll out Happy Nation in stores, said, “Well, 
never say never, but we are deliberately just teasing you with Happy Nation and 
saying, coming soon, we’re going to say more about it in April.”

He said that the company would provide more details on its next earnings call as to 
how the brand is performing and reveal intentions concerning its rollout. Mr. Waters 
expressed optimism about Happy Nation’s prospects based on Pink’s success in the 
teen market.

“It’s a natural adjacency for us. And we’re also leveraging our knowledge and beauty 
to create a really young beauty business in Happy Nation that we think could be 
incredibly exciting,” he said.

Victoria’s Secret has been engaged in a rebranding campaign to position itself as 
a more inclusive company “where all customers are welcome,” said Mr. Waters. Mr. 
Waters said that concerns raised about the retailer abandoning its long-running 
Angels campaign came largely from men and not its core female customers.

BRAINTRUST COMMENTS:

DeAnn Campbell, Chief Strategy Officer, Hoobil8

Victoria’s Secret was poised on the edge of “evolve or die,” but has 
steered themselves back to solid ground with smart rebranding 
decisions. Although their repositioning around inclusivity lags behind 

online brands like Third Love and CUUP, their large network of brick-and-mortar stores 
will give them marketing and profitability advantage far beyond their direct-to-consumer 
competitors. And stretching to include pre-teens is a smart move since even very young 
kids watch social media and aspire to copy celebrities and influencers. 

David Spear, Senior Partner, Industry Consulting, Retail, CPG and 
Hospitality, Teradata

I’d call this a tight rope walk, given their baggage from the past. I’d 
advise Victoria’s Secret to do a better job of listening to their customer, 

which means embedding early warning alerts and triggers using sophisticated data and 
analytics, so they can catch market fluctuations in near real time. If you recall, one of the 
primary reasons their business fell off the cliff is because they failed to see the tectonic 
shift in sentiment.

Click to read the entire discussion.

Sources: happynation.com
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Macy’s lets associates 
express their style
TAGS: APPAREL RETAIL CONSUMER MARKETING DEPARTMENT STORES FASHION TRENDS INFLUENCER 
MARKETING MACY’S PERSONALIZATION SOCIAL MARKETING

By Tom Ryan Published: March 21, 2022

Macy’s has updated its dress code to encourage associates to dress according to 
their personal styles so they can be better seen as experts for style advice.

Previously, the dress code called for business casual (i.e., no jeans, sneakers), with 
many departments mandating all-black. The looser wardrobe guidelines are part of 
a new brand platform, “Own Your Style,” that seeks to better position Macy’s as an 
authority on fashion advice and discovery.

“Our colleague’s personal style and self-expression will engage and inspire our 
customers to express their own personal style,” a Macy’s spokeswoman told WWD.

The dress code will vary based on an employee’s role. The spokeswoman elaborated, 
“A colleague in our general selling area may dress with a more casual look of their 
favorite pair of denim paired with fashion sneakers while colleagues in special selling 
areas — fine jewelry, beauty — will dress in a more elevated look. This may mean 
a dress, skirt, suit or blazer paired with flashy accessories. We are empowering 
colleagues to let their personal style shine through.”

Macy’s overall “Own Your Style” platform emphasizes digital and social-first 
experiences, branded content, sequenced storytelling, in-person advice and 
personalized data-driven recommendations.

BRAINTRUST COMMENTS:

Rich Kizer, Principal, KIZER & BENDER Speaking

Allowing staff members to show their style is a brilliant move and I 
guarantee the customer response will be strong and favorable. Of 
course there have to be some boundaries but, in my experience, I 

have always seen associates demonstrate good taste. Years ago when I was in the 
department store business, we tried this. It was one of the best moves we ever instituted. 
Seller confidence went through the ceiling, and associates’ presentations created many 
professional dialogues with customers. AND employee self esteem went through the 
roof. I think Macy’s will find that as well. 

Melissa Minkow, Director, Retail Strategy, CI&T

I like this idea, but it’s based on the assumption that all their associates 
have aspirational style. Will Macy’s be including aspects of styling in its 
associate interviews going forward?

The personalized site pages based on buying history is exciting to me, though. That is 
certainly the future of e-commerce. 

Click to read the entire discussion.

Photos: Macy’s
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What happens to 
pharmacies when the COVID 
vaccine demand wanes?
TAGS: CORONAVIRUS, CUSTOMER SERVICE, CVS, DRUG CHANNEL, HEALTH CLINICS
HEALTHCARE, WALGREENS

By Matthew Stern Published: Feb. 18, 2022

The need for vaccination against COVID-19 has driven a huge influx of foot traffic to 
retail pharmacies since the shots became widely available in early 2021. COVID-19 
cases are currently way down in much of the U.S. and, with less demand for vaccines 
and pandemic-related services, retail pharmacies are anticipating taking a hit.

CVS is expecting a big drop in both vaccinations and COVID-19 testing this year 
but plans to position itself as a healthcare services destination as its next step, 
according to CNBC. While the chain beat analyst expectations for Q4, it did not raise 
its 2022 outlook.

Analyst George Hill of Deutsche Bank, in discussing the quarterly results with 
Marketplace, said that retail pharmacies are reinventing themselves to be thought of 
as part of the healthcare system rather than as convenience locations.

Amanda Starc of Northwestern’s Kellogg School of Management noted that 
customers have begun to see retail pharmacies in this light thanks to their role in the 
vaccine rollout. More customers, she said, are more comfortable getting vaccines in a 
retail pharmacy than before, when they would have opted for a doctor’s office.

CVS announced in 2021 that it would operate three distinct store formats: traditional 
CVS pharmacies; a second concept dedicated to providing healthcare services; and 
a HealthHUB format with everyday health and wellness products and services.

BRAINTRUST COMMENTS:

Brandon Rael, Strategy & Operations Delivery Leader

The pandemic has served as a great accelerator for many trends. 
Most significantly, the increased awareness and importance around 
health and wellness needs. We have seen the retail pharmacy giants 

shift their operating models to build on health, wellness, organic and more natural 
assortment strategies. These approaches and a diversification strategy to become the 
one-stop shop for all your health, wellness, beauty, and grocery needs, will enable retail 
pharmacies to do quite well in a post-pandemic world.  

Dave Wendland, Vice President, Strategic RelationsHamacher 
Resource Group

Should retail pharmacies return to the “old normal” without an 
emphasis on the digital toolbox, expanded point of care capabilities, 

and the realization that they can be at the center of end-to-end patient care, they will 
surely fall behind. 

Click to read the entire discussion.

Photo: CVS Health
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