
Senior executives at U.S.-based consumer companies say changes made as a result of the
pandemic may prove beneficial for their businesses in the long run.

The global pandemic and
resulting lockdown have forced
consumer companies to take
drastic steps—from shutting
down stores and halting normal
operations to working remotely
and reengineering supply chains.
These operational changes have
occurred amid massive shifts in
consumer demand and behavior.
For example, as of early
November, only 60% of U.S.
consumers said they felt safe
going to a store, and only half felt
safe using person-to-person
services, according to Deloitte’s

State of the Consumer Tracker. Moreover, nearly one-third of U.S. consumers worried about
making upcoming payments, and about 40% were delaying large purchases.

As they look toward recovery, how will executives lead their companies out of the crisis while
meeting consumer needs and ensuring safety? To find out, Deloitte interviewed senior executives
at U.S.-based consumer businesses across the automotive, consumer product, retail, and travel
and hospitality industries. These leaders identified five strategies that are helping them not only
manage recovery but also prepare for long-term success.
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When COVID-19 hit, executives did not have a playbook for handling the crisis. Management
teams were suddenly dispersed and working from home. Analytical tools based on historical
trends no longer applied. Organizations accustomed to highly structured processes could have
been mired in paralysis. Instead, they pivoted within a few days. Executives put aside formality
and, for even the most important decisions, now jump on a video call, gather information, make
decisions quickly, and assign responsibilities for execution. Businesses with more sophisticated
workflows are using advanced connective technologies to keep their operations moving.

Executives said they are relying more heavily on their instincts and listening to on-the-ground
insights from local and regional leaders. “We’re connecting far more with people,” said one
executive. (For more executive insights, see the unabridged version of this article.) They are also
embracing an outside-in approach to find new sources of external data to strengthen their
analytics models. While this change in decision-making has been transformative, the need for
governance, transparency, and accountability will persist in the recovery period ahead.

Getting Back to Basics

To manage profitability and ensure product availability, many consumer companies are narrowing
their focus. For manufacturers, concentrating on core products can mean longer and more
efficient production runs. For retailers, this narrowed focus is helping them keep the most
important items in stock. In a time of pantry loading, consumers are not seeking as much variety,
executives said.

Some note that staples and trusted brands are in high demand, while smaller and less-proven
brands are being sidelined. The shift may be due in part to practicality—for example, a remote
worker may still buy face cream but not as much makeup. Part of the trend is likely a product of
consumer economics. “Brands with lower prices are performing much better than higher-priced
items,” one executive said. But is there a longer-term impact from this core-only approach? In
some sectors, product innovation has been put on the back burner. For example, executives from
food and health and beauty industries said the pandemic has affected new product launches for
next year.

Shifting From Events to Digital

‘In the age of COVID-19, what convenience means for consumers has shifted from
saving time and hassle to increasing safety and availability. ’



In consumer-facing industries, events have traditionally been centerpieces of major marketing
campaigns, including new product launches. With many events canceled, executives are
responding with different strategies. Some are shelving marketing campaigns until sporting
events and concerts start up again, while others are expanding further into digital channels. One
lesson has been to make digital marketing work effectively without overdoing it. “We don’t have to
hit customers with 10 emails a week,” one executive said.

The situation is more dire for companies that rely on in-person events for revenue. The travel and
hospitality industry has been particularly hard-hit as conventions, concerts, graduations, and
other events have been canceled. To avoid “going dark,” many consumer companies are finding
innovative ways to connect with consumers, such as creating web videos to bring a cruise or
musical experience into people’s homes.

Redefining Convenience

In the age of COVID-19, what convenience means for consumers has shifted from saving time
and hassle to increasing safety and availability. Many companies are investing in safety products
such as plexiglass shields and sanitation supplies for in-store experiences. In the automotive
industry, some dealers are delivering cars to potential buyers to help reduce virus exposure.
Many retailers, including grocery stores, are offering “click and collect” options, such as curbside
pickup. The staggering growth in revenue attributed to these options attests to their success.¹

In addition to enhancing safety, omnichannel availability through online ordering, curbside
delivery, in-store pickup, and shipping from stores will likely be of value to customers in the long
run. In the automotive industry, online car-buying, negotiation-free selling, and completing the
purchase process online will likely be accelerated, one executive noted.

Engineering Safer Jobs

In the early days of the pandemic, consumer companies moved quickly to ensure employee
safety. Travel and hospitality companies developed detailed protocols for entering places of work
and trained employees on safety measures. Manufacturers created rigorous safety plans at
plants. Automotive companies implemented processes to help keep workers safe throughout the
supply chain.

For many companies, shifting to a work-from-home environment is likely the most significant
change—one that comes with benefits and challenges. Consumer executives said remote work
often allows companies to be more nimble, efficient, and cost-effective. But when workplaces
begin to open up, one challenge will be reassuring employees it is safe to return. Some
executives are considering increased use of automation to reduce employee-to-employee
contact, particularly in high-touch jobs such as manufacturing. The long-term effect could be safer
—but fewer—jobs.



The Road Ahead

As they move into the recovery phase, businesses most likely to succeed will:

Continue to use technology to connect with remote workers and facilitate fast decision-making, while making
sure proper governance and accountability are maintained

Find external sources of predictive data to add resiliency to analytic models

Focus on core offerings, while maintaining some level of product innovation for the future

Build an omnichannel experience to meet consumer needs

Engineer jobs and processes to create safety for workers.

By doing all they can to keep consumers and employees safe today—and leveraging technology,
data, and innovation to prepare for the future—consumer companies will likely be better
positioned to thrive in a post-pandemic world.

—by Anthony Waelter, partner, Risk & Financial Advisory, and U.S. Consumer Industry leader,
Deloitte & Touche LLP; Stephen Rogers, managing director, and Justin Cook, research leader,
Consumer Industry Center; and Jagadish Upadhyaya, manager, Deloitte Support Services’
Center for Industry Insights, all with Deloitte Services LP

Endnote:

1. Kelly Tyko, “Target expands same-day pickup to 1,500 stores, as curbside drives sales for
them, Walmart and others,” USA Today, August 19, 2020.
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Editor's Choice

Cleveland Clinic CMO: ‘And Then Came the Pandemic’
Providing trusted health information is a key marketing strategy for Cleveland Clinic, an academic
medical system with 18 hospitals and 220 outpatient sites in the United States and abroad. Since
COVID-19 emerged, that strategy has become even more important, according to Chief
Marketing and Communications Officer Paul Matsen, who talked about the clinic’s evolving

approach to marketing in a recent interview.

General Motors CMO: ‘Become an Expert in Agility’
Marketing organizations have aspired to be faster and more flexible over the past several years,
but 2020’s many challenges have highlighted the need for a truly agile approach. In a
conversation with Deloitte US CMO Suzanne Kounkel, General Motors Global CMO Deborah
Wahl discusses how the automaker is embracing change.

Citi CMO: Partnerships Fuel ‘Fusion,’ Brand Value
Citi CMO Carla Hassan recently spoke with Deloitte US CMO Suzanne Kounkel about how the
global bank is leveraging partnerships. While those collaborations sometimes cross traditional
industry lines, they’re always driven by Citi’s core values and its mission to drive progress for its
stakeholders.
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