
Physical Consumerism:
Where is the value and how might design influence it’s future?
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In
tr

od
uc

tio
n Consumerism, the buying and using of goods 

and services; the belief that it is good for a 
society or an individual person to buy and use 
a large quantity of goods and services,  and a 
relatable system of the 21st century society. 
Easily recognised as an everyday function  of 
our lives, consumerism has developed since its 
establishment. Matthew White of The British 
Library (2009) explained that “With increasing 
variety in clothes, food and household items, 
shopping became an important cultural activ-
ity in the 18th century...The Georgian period 
has been described by historians as the ‘age of 
manufactures’, a time when British men and 
women gained access to a dizzying range of 
material things.” This new activity ‘consumer-
ism’ was reserved for rich aristocrats until the 
arrival of the 19th century and the industrial 
revolution. The revolution sparked a boom in 
factory line produced goods for larger sections 
of society.

Frank Trentmann (2016) expanded on this in 
his article How Humans Became ‘consu mers’: 
A History’ suggesting that consumerism may 
reflect something in our human nature:

 

and entice customers inside.” evidence of this 
practice is clearly recognisable in 21st century 
businesses, some 200 years later.  Still finding 
innovative ways to capture the attention of 
consumers. 
now than ever. Interbrand’s No.1 global brand, 
Apple, being an example. Apple’s approach with 
their retail stores is testament to the physical 
consumer experience. (Stephen Zoeller, 2020) 
summarises this aptly as “Apple has branded 
stores that are the number one competitor 
for these large companies. The brand loyalty of 
Apple dominates the physical environment and 
therefore captures significant attention and 
focus in the retail (consumer) environment.”
In modern times, it appears that physical 
consumerism is more integral to businesses now 
than ever. Interbrand’s No.1 global brand, Apple, 
being an example. Apple’s approach with their 
retail stores is testament to the physical 
consumer experience. 

(Stephen Zoeller, 2020) summarises this 
aptly as “Apple has branded stores that 
are the number one competitor for these 
large companies. The brand loyalty of Apple 
dominates the physical environment and 
therefore captures significant attention and 
focus in the retail (consumer) environment.”

There are other instances where it seems 
physical consumerism is essential. The 
typical British corner shop is an example of 
a business that operates exclusively in the 
physical environment. Doted on by Arwa 
Haider (2020) as “The ubiquitous local store...a 
comforting landmark”. This modern-day corner 
shop is reminiscent perhaps of our simpler, 
historic beginnings and the value it provides 
consumers’ lives.
The timeline demonstrates the importance, 
development and presence of a physical 
consumerist environment or experience  and 
begs the question: what is it that we value in 
physical consumerism and how design might 
influence its future.

When reflecting on the origins of 
consumerism, we may draw specific focus 
on the practice  of physical consumerism. 
By definition, physical consumerism is the 
consumer’s interactions with retailers 
within a physical environment. For example, 
a consumer browsing accessible products 
in a department store or buying milk 
at an independent corner shop. Physical 
consumerism embodies a multitude 
of areas, with some categories being: 

food and beverages, apparel, home 
and lifestyle, technology, health and 
pharmaceuticals and services. 

Physical consumerism in the 19th century 
would have manifested itself in contrast to 
our modern day. As weekly food markets, 
in poorer districts, whilst “Milliners, 
haberdashers, goldsmiths and furniture 
sellers, among others, all appealed to the 
latest tastes among the wealthy.” explained 
White (2009). With physical consumerism also 
came competition between businesses and 
the bid for the consumers attention. Thinkers 
of the 19th century had an interesting 
solution to the problem of competition:White 
continued “Shop fronts were designed to 
attract the attention of passing trade and 

“People, he observed, were stuffing their pockets with “little conveni-
ences,” and then buying coats with more pockets to carry even more... 
what mattered was that people looked at them as “means of happiness.” 
(Trentmann 2016)
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Photos Left to right: (Ackermann, 1809) (Bowles, C. and Smith, J., 1774) (Apple, 2018) (Alamy, n.d.)
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The aim of this report is to examine the value 
in physical consumerism, taking into consider-
ation the external factors and changing be-
haviours of consumers. To understand value in 
physical consumerism, we need to understand 
the physical consumer. Who are they and 
what are their necessities and desires? Where 
do they place value? 

 

Secondly, investigating the current external 
pressures on physical consumerism and the 
impact they cause. For example, the recent 
Coronavirus pandemic that surged globally 
in 2020. Forcing consumers and retailers to 
adapt a ‘new normal’. How have these pres-
sures changed consumer behaviour and how 
will businesses need to adapt to cater to 
this?

Lastly, exploring the extent design impacts 
on the physical consumerism and choices. 
Evaluating the success of design influence on 
the consumer market by looking at design led 
and non-design led approaches to business. 
Identifying possible consumer trends for the 
future that will encourage consumers to 
engage with a physical environment.entice 
customers inside.” 

Value in Consumerism Investigating Pressures Exploring Design Impact

M
ethodology

To examine the value in physical consumerism 
the starting point is gaining an insight into value 
itself. This is crucial because value is subjective to 
each participant. The method utilised to ascertain 
this involves building a questionnaire around 
the ‘Consumer scale of Purchase’. To clarify, the 
questionnaire will have a series of questions based 
around product values. First, asking what the 
participant values as a low, medium or high-priced 
product. Achieving this, we could place a sum 
value on what is low, medium and high priced to 
the average consumer. 

The second part of the ‘Consumer Scale of 
Purchase’ is to correlate if there are any patterns 
in the average sum value of the product and 
participants expectations around the purchase 
of the product. For example, for a high-priced 
item, would the participant consumer prefer 
to purchase in person or online? These patterns 
should tell us about the relationship consumers 
forge with price and value. Do consumers expect 
more if they pay more and if so, why is that?

The next stage of the investigation focuses on 
recent external pressures that have changed 
consumer behaviours and therefore affected 
physical consumerism.  To understand the 
changes in consumer behaviours, insight is needed 
from a knowledgeable source. The source for this 
report is Abbie Lawrence, of Consumer Insights 
Lab, based in Cardiff. Lawrence is well established 
in this field, since starting the Consumer Insights 
Lab which specialises in investigating and 
analysing consumer behaviours and delivering 

these insights to businesses. The structured 
interview will revolve around current behaviours 
and future consumer trends. Our consumer 
choices are often derivative of our personal 
morals and motivations. Part of this report is 
investigating how much our buying decisions are 
affected by these factors. 

Leading on from this, when evaluating design’s 
influence on the consumer market, taking the 
analytical approach was practical. A case study 
comparing the success of design-led VS non-
design-led businesses as a method of measuring 
design’s influence over physical consumerism. 
Understanding firstly, what a design-led company 
looks like and what attributes denotes it as 
design-led. Looking at these attributes, it was 
identified that the tech giant Apple would be 
categorised this way. In contrast, we will look 
at examples of companies that do not hold the 
attributes of a design-led company. The purpose 
is to consider if design is a primary factor in the 
commercial success of companies.

 

5 6

Photos Left to right: (Danilovic, J., n.d.) (Housing Diversity Network, n.d.) (We Design It, 2019) 
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? When looking at the scaling we can observe 
that the scale ratio in this dataset from low 
to medium to high is 1:5:70. Why is the ratio 
so large from 5 to 70? or put simply why will 
participants make such a defining price difference 
from medium to high-priced products? Delving 
into this question, the term “Value gap” coined by 
Ian Johnston of Quinine: a research, strategy and 
design consultancy based in London, explained this 
occurrence. 

It’s easy to be mistaken in thinking high price 
equates to more value, and often this will be 
true. However, there are examples when it is 
not the case. Take a hobbyist music collector. 
Each individual piece is relatively inexpensive but 
accumulatively the music collection is high value 
even priceless to its owner.

Who is the physical consumer? We briefly 
explored this in our introduction, explaining 
that physical determined that the purchase 
had to take place in a physical environment, 
like a department store. So, a physical 
consumer by definition is a person who 
is making purchases within a physical 
environment. But who are they and what do 
they value in a physical experience?

Before looking at what is valued by the 
physical consumer, we must define value 
itself. A Cambridge Dictionary definition 
of value as a noun would be: “importance, 
worth, or benefit” but as a verb “to give a 
judgment about how much money something 
might be sold for”. Perhaps the definition of 
value in a physical consumerism sense may 
be an amalgamation of the two; how much 
something is worth, based on the importance 
the consumer places on it?

To gain an insight into value, an investigation 
of the Consumer Scale of Purchase was 
proposed. The consumer scale of purchase 
seeks to determine from participant 
consumers what they value as low-, medium- 
and high-priced products/services. Allowing 
us to agree sum values at each price point 
for the average consumer. The investigation 
was delivered in the form of a questionnaire. 
A questionnaire was decided as the superior 
method for gathering this information. It’s 

accessible under Covid 19 restrictions 
and additionally, it’s anonymous. It 
permits participants the privacy to give 
true answers and not be swayed by 
others opinions, as is often the case in 
investigations concerning money and 
personal matters. 

The series of questions were structured 
in two parts with a sample size of 33 
participant consumers. Part one directly 
asking for quantative measures of value. 
For example, “What would you consider 
a ‘low-priced product’ in £GBP?” and then 
asking to provide an example of a low-
priced product. There was an argument 
for incorporating price point answer tick 
boxes with £5, £10, £15 which would have 
made analysing the data easier and more 
efficient. However, on reflection this may 
have set a bias and possibly resulted in 
participants being pigeon-holed, which 
contradicts the aims of the investigation. 
On analysis of the part one data, sum values 
for low, medium and high-priced products 
were calculated on average and rounded for 
easier comprehension.

Our average consumer considered a low-
priced product as £10, a medium-priced 
product at £50 and a high-priced product at 
£700.

Low-priced product

Medium-priced 
product

 

 

“The Value Gap is a feeling you 
have when you perceive that you 
have got more value than you 
expected from a transaction. 
It’s the gap between shoppers’ 
expectations and reality...the 
Value Gap can be achieved by 
using many more factors than 
just price itself.” 
(Johnston 2021)

Essentially, it could be argued that when 
it comes to high-priced products, we have 
disproportionately larger expectations of the value 
we should receive. This occurrence of a value gap 
can be seen in the investigation data directly. For 
instance, a quoted low-priced product from the 
investigation was “a bar of chocolate” whereas 
the same participant gave “a desktop computer” 
as their high-priced product. The expectations 
of value for the bar of chocolate are going to be 
dwarfed by the desktop computer. The desktop 
computer being a long-term commitment 
purchase we expect added value like warranty and 
technical support. 

It’s easy to be mistaken in thinking high price 
equates to more value, and often this will be 
true. However, there are examples when it is 
not the case. Take a hobbyist music collector. 
Each individual piece is relatively inexpensive but 
accumulatively the music collection is high value 
even priceless to its owner.

Figure1:
Scale ratio of low, medium and
high-priced products. Scale 1:5:70

High-priced product
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? Focusing closer on the relationship between 
expectations and value, brings us to part 
two of the Consumer Scale of Purchase 
investigation. Part two involved collecting 
qualitative data exploring the expectations 
involved around the purchase of a product 
in the physical consumer environment. The 
questions asked for the participant to explain 
how they choose to purchase products at 
different price points. To illustrate a sample 
question was “Would you purchase your 
chosen low-priced product online or in-store 
if given the choice? And why?” There were 
mixed responses to this at both the low and 
high price points. The participants who chose 
to purchase in-store gave reasons like:  

 

We can surmise from this that the physical 
consumer environment offers opportunities 
that are often online consumer failings. The 
authenticity of a product was mentioned 
repeatedly in the responses. This experience 
of feeling and assessing a product in your own 
hands seems to hold value with participants. 

One question asked participants to identify 
which products/services would they 
exclusively buy in-store. The purpose 
being to scrutinize if there were certain 
classifications of consumer products they 
would favour buying in-store over others. 
We can see from figure 2 that most of 
our in-store consumerism is in everyday 
products. 84.8% of participants shopping 
in-store for groceries, 72.7% for household 
products and 63.6% for clothes. A reason 
for this was touched upon earlier, of 
participants wanting to feel a products 
authenticity in their hands before buying 
them. And recently whilst we have been 
confined to our homes in line with Covid 19 

restrictions, our worlds have shrunk. The 
everyday items matter just that bit more 
than they previously did. The lower rates 
of travel agencies, books and electricals being 
bought in-person may be an opportunity 
for the future of these types of stores to 
recapture consumers attention as Covid 19 
restrictions are lowered.

This potential is especially evident when looking 
at the final question of the investigation. Asking 
participants to place themselves on a scale of 
purchase of preference, 1 being online shopping 
and 10 being in-store. As seen below 60.6% of 
participants placed themselves as a 6 or above, 
which is very encouraging for the future of 
physical consumerism. 

So where is the value in physical consumerism?
Following the restrictions we have faced recently 
in our lives, it is clear the value in physical 
consumer experience is more beneficial than ever. 

“In store, for items you want to make sure are in good condi-
tion as you can see the actual product.”

“I feel better trying on the clothes before I buy. I ordered a 
batch of coats recently and spent £500 just to be able to try on 
a large variety to know which one was my favourite.”

Seen in this investigation there is a clear desire to 
occupy these physical consumer environments. 
Namely, the tactile and rewarding experience 
of holding a product in your hands, before 
purchasing. But understanding that as consumers 
our expectations of value are high, and physical 
experiences should be no exception.

Perhaps, if a company wants consumers to seek 
value in their products at any price point, then 
consumer experience should always exceed our 
expectations within the physical environment.

 

 

Groceries 84.4%

Household Products 72.7%

Clothes 63.6%

9 10

Figure 2: Percentage of  participant consumers
who shop exclusively in-store by category.
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value in physical consumerism, you could 
assume, when disregarding the recent 
Covid 19 pandemic, that physical consumer 
environments, like our local high streets, 
shopping centres and other retail spaces were 
doing well. However, The Centre of Retail 
Research stated there are around 50,000 fewer 
shops on our High Streets than over a decade 
ago”. They continued by stating some of the 
main causes behind the decline in retail shops:

The high costs: of running retail outlets, 
including rents, business rates and high labour 
costs;
The rapid growth of online competition: 
such that by 2018 online sales accounted for 
around 18.4% of total retail merchandise sales, 
with much of online growth achieved at the 
expense of bricks-and-mortar retailers.
Lack of preparation: low investment in stores 
and weak forward planning to meet the 
challenges of the new retailing.  
Coronavirus Lockdown: large proportion of 
retail trade is lost forever during lockdowns 
and is not recovered when stores are open 
again...businesses cannot operate with zero 
revenue.

Covid itself poses multiple issues for the 
physical consumer. The stop-start-stop 
approach to lockdowns has been a volatile and 
chaotic obstacle for most retailers.

Online shopping is quick, convenient 
and allows the consumer to scout the 
most competitive deals. Its popularity is 
exponentially rising every year. It’s estimated 
that: “internet shopping will account for 53 
per cent of all retail sales by 2028” (Retail 
Economics 2019). This is disastrous for physical 
retail environments who thrive on consumer 
footfall to pay overheads.

 

The future of the physical store itself is 
threatened by our caution in touching 
products and surfaces in case of infection 
and restrictions on numbers in-store to aid 
social distancing. Retailers are considering 
e-commerce as a solution. This is well 
documented in Retail Dive’s article ‘Please 
don’t touch: The future of experiential retail 
in the era of coronavirus’

“For most, e-commerce was still up and 
running, and retailers jumped into getting 
solutions like buy online, pick up in-store 
ready to roll out, and finding ways to 
engage with customers online rather than 
through their store associates.”

E-commerce has offered retailers like Next 
and Argos, that operate both in-store and 
online an important lifeline. Operating click 
and collect and online delivery to make up 
for the losses in physical sales. This new 
approach has been welcomed by consumers 
in these difficult times. And it’s easy to 
understand the allure.

So why are high street shops and retailers 
struggling to compete with online retailers 
like the UK online leader, Amazon?
 
With an estimated monthly traffic of 362 
Million visits, boasting an immense complex 
network of warehouses, parcel locker hubs 
and delivery drivers, Amazon seems to have 
the logistical formula for consumer success

down to an art. The conglomerate prides 
itself on convenience, efficiency and serving 
the customer. But how are two-hour 
delivery windows and next day prime 
shipping serving our high streets and 
independent shops? Does it come down to 
consumer expectations, as we learnt in part 
one of this report? We expect our items 
easier, faster, less hassle-free than ever. An 
expectation that small retailers just can’t 
meet.
 Is there still a place for our physical stores 
in the future?

Retail guru Mary Portas thinks so. Pioneer 
of ‘The Kindness Economy’ and the 
pushback movement to seek genuine and 
authentic retail experiences that align with 
sustainability and other social issues. 

She has sparked interesting debate on 
the changing state of physical consumer 
environments, commenting on the recent 
loss of the Arcadia retail group:

“The brands that dominated 
did that for years and they 
failed to offer anything 
beyond mediocrity... We’re 
looking at a whole new 
generation who aren’t going 
to prop up the likes of Philip 
Green any more” 
(Portas 2020)
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Photos Left to right: (Charged, 2020) (Portas, 2019) 

 

Figure 3



Pr
es

su
re

s,
 M

or
al

s a
nd

 M
ot

iv
es

 
in

 P
hy

si
ca

l C
on

su
m

er
is

m There’s evidence to support this. The 
evolving and now erratic future of physical 
consumerism could demand deeper analysis of 
consumer behaviours and choices in order to 
succeed in the post e-commerce world. 

To get a view of the choices consumers make 
daily, an interview was arranged with Dr 
Abbie Lawrence, of the Consumer Insights 
Lab, based in Cardiff. The Consumer Insights 
Lab specialises in investigating, analysing, and 
delivering consumer insights to businesses. 
In the lab, Lawrence can simulate real-life 
shopping experiences using a 220-degree wrap 
around screen. Filling the participants field 
of view, displaying visuals of supermarket 
shelves. Whilst in this simulated supermarket 
space Lawrence analyses the participants. 
She shares a some of the findings from her 
current project involving the food industry:

“My current project is looking at paper-based 
steak trays compared to the standard PET 
plastic trays. Participants significantly prefer 
the paper-based tray. Sustainability is a major 
factor in buying decisions now...There has 
also been a drastic drop in meat consumption. 
The biggest drop is not from people turning 
vegetarian or vegan. It’s from people who do 
eat meat. They are reducing their intake.”

From these insights, it’s understood we could 
see sustainability and ethics increasingly 

permeating how we consume in the future. 
As awareness of societal issues around meat 
consumption, fast fashion and plastic waste 
increases, evidence shows consumers will 
likely change their shopping behaviours 
to be more ethical. When asked about the 
power that the physical consumer yields on 
the retail industry, Lawrence remarked:

Physical consumerism has endured a 
chaotic two decades of austerity, a rise 
in e-commerce and been affected by an 
unprecedented pandemic. For every small 
success there has been another article 
proclaiming the ‘death of the high street.’ 
However, there is an opportunity for 

growth. Supported by research like that of 
the Consumer Insights Lab and led by Portas, 
a woman of 40 years’ experience in this 
industry. 

 

“Consumers have a big sway in the way buying trends 
work. There’s been such a big movement towards 
sustainability, you can see the changes are slowly 
coming into effect.” (Lawrence 2021)

“Covid-19 has crystallised a social and economic movement that has been bubbling under this past 
decade...They’re (consumers) not supporting businesses who don’t prioritise people or the planet. 
We’re moving away from that: there is a new value system at play.” (Portas 2020)
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erism always has and will be influenced by 
design at some level. As mentioned in the 
introduction retailers have been competing 
to get consumers into their shops through 
advertising and branding since the days of 
the beloved shop window. In the 21st century 
companies utilise design more effectively than 
others. Some go further and are design-led in 
their selling approach. To identify design-led 
brands and companies, we need to under-
stand the attributes of being design-led in the 
physical consumer environment. By definition, 
what is a design-led approach?

“The design led businesses use design as a 
strategic tool to express their brand’s core 
purpose... Great companies express themselves 
through inspiring designs that create a feeling 
of awe and desire for their brand. Great de-
signs show customers that you care for them. 
When customers know that your brand cares, 
it builds an emotional connect with them.” 
(Dubey, 2020)

In this description, there’s an emphasis on care 
and emotional connection. The care taken to 
design well to build consumer loyalty. A first 
attribute of being design-led is to be consider-
ate. The brand should consider all factors that 
affect the consumer, meet all their needs and 
care about the things that they care about. 
This re-iterates Portas’ idea of a “Kindness 

Economy”. If brands want the consumers 
to care about them, then they should 
make the first move with this behaviour. 
If consumers care about the environment, 
brands must consider packaging materials, 
air miles and ethical sourcing. If they care 
about good customer service, brands 
must consider how they can make their 
employees more fulfilled, and therefore 
deliver a better service. Often, these small 
considerations make big impressions on the 
consumer. To be considered is to belong, 
and the feeling of belonging will form 
lasting bonds with brands.

The brand and the experience should be 
energising. The brand doesn’t take from the 
consumer, it gives. It energises the “The days of stacking stuff high and selling it fast are completely 

and utterly over”. (Portas,2020)Trentmann 2016)

consumer, charging them up like a battery. 
Consumers are dissatisfied with brands 
expecting them to settle for mediocrity. So, 
it’s refreshing when a brand gives more than 
it takes. It brings consumers back and builds 
an affinity with them. 

A final defining attribute is utilising hybrid 
integrated experiences. These are experiences 
that add value to the products/services 
consumers buy into. It’s no longer enough to 
expect expensive products to sell without 
an engaging and brand encompassing 360 
experience. Consumers are willing to pay for a 
premium product if they are receiving a rich 
and valuable experience and subscribing to 

a feeling of exclusivity. The brand should be 
cohesive across all forms: in-store experiences, 
the product, online, on social media. Every 
touchpoint is integrated into the overarching 
purpose and encouraging the consumer to 
engage at all points.

A company that holds all these design-led 
attributes and is considered a forerunner 
in the physical consumer environment 
is Apple. The Apple Store is a clever use 
of a ‘value gap’. They curate a space that 
feels like a community, with the products 
existing as extensions to the experience. 
The consumer is invited to ‘play’ with the 
products before they’ve even contemplated 
purchasing. Drawing back to our insights into 
consumer behaviour and the love for tactile 
experiences. Every inch of the Apple Store 
is in consideration to the consumer. Apple 
cares about what the consumer cares about. 
Consumers care about technical support and 
good customer service, so Apple give their 
employees the title of Apple Geniuses and 
create a Genius Bar to troubleshoot any issues 
with products as seen in Figure 4. Consumers 
want to believe a premium product is 
accessible to them, so Apple don’t display the 
cost of the products as if not to break the 
illusion. In some ways the Apple Store is a 
blank canvas and allows consumers to project 
their own aspirations and dreams onto the 
brand.
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Photo: (Shutterstock.com, 2015) 
 

Figure 4
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led approach to their advantage to stay 
relevant. Some retailers like Argos, acquired by 
Sainsbury’s in 2016, have adapted by moving 
to e-commerce as store rents surge and Covid 
19 restricts foot fall. In the same category 
as Argos are other retailers like HMV and 
WHSmith that have remained stagnant on UK 
high streets for a decade. 

Even after going into administration and being 
given a bail out by Canadian music retailer 
Sunrise Records, HMV has still refused to 
innovate and respond to evolving consumer 
behaviours. (Monaghan and Butler, 2018) 
quoted Will Wright, partner at KPMG in The 
Guardian:

“Whilst we understand that [HMV] has 
continued to outperform the overall market 
decline in physical music and visual sales, 
as well as growing a profitable ecommerce 
business, the company has suffered from the 
ongoing wave of digital disruption sweeping 
across the entertainment industry. This has 
been in addition to the ongoing pressures 
facing many high street retailers, including 
weakening consumer confidence, rising costs 
and business rates pressures.”

HMV couldn’t be more opposed to Apple’s 
shining example of an in-store experience. 
Whereas the Apple Store is a blank canvas 
in Figure 5, HMV is a gloomy market-like 
affair, in the shadow of its former self as 
pictured in Figure 6. Instead of seeking 
to understand and adapt to the new 
consumer, it regresses to its old ways. Not 
that there isn’t potential, with a recent 
revival in record collecting. 

Small considerations, 
big impressions. 

HMV could benefit from using Apple’s design-
led approach in developing their value gap. 
Adopting a more concise layout, without 
stripping the brand of its personality. Perhaps 
using handpicked selections and mixtapes, 
giving their staff an identity like Apple 
Geniuses that showcase their expertise 
in media. Implementing tactile in-store 
experiences or ‘play’ elements that you can’t 
get anywhere else. 
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Photos from left to right: (Apple, n.d.)  (BBC, n.d)
 

Figure 5

Figure 6

The complete success of Apple cannot be 
attributed simply by the physical experience 
they offer. But this global, industry 
dominating brand wouldn’t be as prominent if 
not for its ambitious foundations in a design-
led approach which permeates all facets of 
the brand. Design in the future could influence 
brands’ connectivity with the consumer. 
And in this connection, they understand the 
consumer, they care and are considerate of 
the same goals as the consumer. 
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Conclusion

The purpose of this report was to investigate 
the value in physical consumerism and therefore 
understand the physical consumer. In doing so, 
we now understand that insights into consumers’ 
expectations of value will be integral to the 
future of physical consumerism. The value is in 
understanding consumer expectations and if 
possible, exceeding them, relating back to this 
term ‘value gap’.

However, we also learnt that value was not 
exclusively related to price. The philosophy of 
companies caring for what their consumers care 
about holds weight in the physical consumer 
market. In the current and future market, it’s 
not enough for physical retailers to expect 
products to sell themselves. Insights showed 
us that consumers are switched on to social 
issues regarding plastic waste and fast fashion. 
They seek to be ethical consumers, as shown in 
Lawrence’s investigation into food packaging. The 
evolving ethical consumer will therefore choose 
to bond with companies and brands that are 
considerate and transparent. 

We looked at an example of such a company 
that is succeeding in the physical consumer 
market. The global technology brand Apple 
which approaches business with design and 
consideration at every angle. It’s evident that the 
missing link in today’s HMV and WHSmith is the 
inability to connect to their audiences through a 
design-led approach

Ultimately, the physical consumer has the power 
over buying trends and will dictate what the 
state of physical consumerism is in the future. The 
current trends point to design-led, considerate 
companies and brands leading the way. 
Using design, we are working towards a future 
of physical consumerism that is infinitely more 
beneficial to our environment, our wellbeing and 
the building of an ethical and fairer economy. 
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x Questions For Consumer scale of purchase:

What would you consider a low-priced item?
What would you consider a medium-priced item?
What would you consider a high-priced item?
Imagine for a moment that Covid 19 restrictions weren’t in place. Would you purchase your chosen low-priced item 
fully online or in-store if given the choice? And why?
Imagine for a moment that Covid 19 restrictions weren’t in place. Would you purchase your chosen high-priced item
fully online or in-store if given the choice? And why?
What are the factors that dictate whether you buy an item online or in-store?
Are there some items you wouldn’t buy unless you were in-person? What are they and why is that?

Interview Questions for Abbie Lawrence of Consumer Insights Lab:

Could you tell me about Consumer Insights Lab?
How do you connect businesses with consumers? What are the strategies?
What do consumers value in a physical retail experience? 
With the rise of online shopping, what changes have you seen in physical retail? 
Have you seen changes to consumer habits over the years?
Do consumers make more ethical and sustainable choices in recent times? 
Where do you see the future of physical retail? Are there any emerging trends? 
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