
BRC / EY Future 
Consumer Index

Retailing in a perpetual state of disruption



 How will consumer spending evolve as disposable 
incomes are squeezed? Will a return to leisure 

spending help or hinder retailers? Let’s explore’’.

Turbulence comes 
in many forms

The retail industry is no stranger to disruption. Over the past decade, we’ve witnessed 
seismic structural shifts as the sector adapted for the digital era, with retailers 
rightsizing store portfolios and ramping up digital capabilities to reflect shifting 
demand. More recently, the pandemic has accelerated this shift to e-commerce, 
upending shopping habits and transforming lives in the process. 

The sector has grown accustomed to volatility and to trading in prolonged periods of 
uncertainty. And turbulence comes in many forms, with Brexit and Covid dominating 
the headlines over the past two years, and more recently the cost-of-living crisis and 
geopolitical instability in Europe.

The knock-on effect of such disruption, as evidenced in the UK insights from the latest 
wave of our Future Consumer Index, is fluctuating consumer demands and priorities, 
with affordability naturally moving up the agenda for consumers. But with global Covid 
cases having peaked in January and UK restrictions having eased, consumers are also 
craving a return to some normality. Living through a pandemic has led consumers to 
turn to escapism in the form of both physical and digital experiences, which we expect 
to continue into 2022 and beyond. 

So what does all of this mean for retailers who are grappling with the twin challenge of 
rising costs and the need to deliver value for consumers? How will consumer spending 
evolve as disposable incomes are squeezed? Will a return to leisure spending help or 
hinder retailers? Let’s explore.  



While this shouldn’t be interpreted as a desire to 
return to the pre-pandemic status quo, it’s clear 
that there is a longing to catch up on activities – 
socialising, travel, leisure – that had to be put on 
hold in recent years. Approximately two-thirds of 
consumers plan to take holidays within the next six 
months, with 30% of them expecting to spend more 
than normal. 

This shift in discretionary spending will prove to be a bit 
of a double-edged sword for retailers. On the one hand, 
a return to pre-pandemic life will have undoubtedly 
stimulated demand for new clothing, suitcases and the 
like. However, it also means that the battle for share of 
wallet has intensified, and at the worst possible time  
given the significant squeeze on household budgets. 

It’s also worth bearing in mind that, although consumers 
are keen to move forwards, the prospect of future variants 
causing further disruption remains a concern. Only 26% 
of consumers plan to continue as normal in the event 
of a new variant emerging, as we saw with Omicron 
surfacing late last year, which scuppered Christmas plans 
for millions of consumers. This reinforces the need for 
retailers to continue to operate in an agile manner and 
meet consumers wherever they are, in both physical and 
digital senses. 

After two years of living in a pandemic, consumers are ready to move on

Consumers want to return to normal and catch up on what they have missed, and are less willing to allow further disruption 
to their life.

It’s also worth bearing in mind that, although consumers are keen to 
move forwards, the prospect of future variants causing further disruption 

remains a concern’’.

are looking forward to 
getting back to normal

want to catch up on all the 
things they have missed 

out on

are determined not to let 
new variants impact their 
life and plan to continue 

on as normal

are planning to take holidays 
in the next 6 months; 30% 
of them expect to spend 

more than normal

72% 26% 53% 63%
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Making up for lost time

After more than two years of living  
in a state of pandemic, consumers are 
eager to move on and regain control 
of their lives. In fact, nearly three-
quarters of consumers surveyed in 
February 2022 agreed that they are 
now ready to “get back to normal”. 



Disruption is causing short term concerns, but outlooks have stabilized

Concerns Confidence

Affordability 
firmly back  
on the agenda

Just as Covid-induced fears have begun to wane, consumers are now faced with a new 
crisis as inflationary pressures bite. Having learned to adapt quickly during the pandemic, 
consumers have pivoted once again, this time in response to significant economic 
headwinds. 

More than two-thirds (68%) of consumers surveyed are concerned about their finances, 
and only 32% expect to be better off in the next year. It’s worth calling out here that this 
survey was completed in February 2022 (before the war in Ukraine began as well as April’s 
energy price cap rise). Consumer sentiment has since plummeted to a near all-time low, 
levels that we haven’t seen since the global financial crisis of 2008.

are concerned about their family’s health
expect to be financially better  
off in the next year

are concerned about their job feel in control of their life

are concerned about their freedoms are confident about the future

are concerned about their finances
are coping well with the impacts  
of the pandemic

93%

25%58%

39%

92%
41%

76%

58%

82%

34%

52%
52%

81% 43%

68% 62%

May 20 May 20Oct 21 Oct 21Feb 22 Feb 22

81% 32%

48% 50%

80% 40%

68% 62%

 More than two-thirds 
(68%) of consumers 

surveyed are concerned 
about their finances, and  
only 32% expect to be better 
off in the next year’’.
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We must bear in mind that the effects of this crisis will not be evenly distributed, with low-
income consumers hit hardest and having to make impossible decisions such as “eating or 
heating”. And this is reflected in the data: when asked about their feelings compared to 3-4 
months ago, 81% of low-income consumers felt the same or worse. This compares to 91% 
of high-income consumers feeling the same or better. 

Consumers are starting to feel more upbeat, although  
there are differences depending on income levels

Feelings compared to 3-4 months ago*

Feelings by income group, February 2022

12%

71%

17%

15%

69%

16%

9% 48% 43%

14% 59% 27%

21% 60% 19%

5%

69%

26%

11%

70%

19%

25% 25%

64%

11%

25%

59%62%

16%
14%

Better

Better

Same

Same

Worse

Worse

High income

Middle income

Low income

May 21Feb 21Oct 20Jul 20Jun 20 Oct 21 Feb 22

Optimism remains moderate - the hope inspired by the end of the pandemic  
is lost in uncertainties driven by geopolitics or inflation.

*Until May 21, the question was asked compared to 1 month ago

Inflation is increasing price sensitivity as consumers try to save more

are concerned about their finances

are spending less on non-essentials

have set a goal to save money for the future

say the rising cost of goods and services  
is making it hard to afford things

76%

68%

May 20 Oct 21 Feb 22

68%

44%

30%

42%

Affordability is therefore a growing concern and it will be 
imperative that retailers find ways to mitigate rising costs of 
their own – commodity, energy, labour, transportation, etc – 
while continuing to deliver value for hard-pressed customers. 
Forty-two percent of consumers told us that the rising cost of 
goods and services is making it hard to afford things, while 44% 
are already spending less on non-essentials. 

Rising costs are refocusing consumer attention on their financial situation which is, in turn, shaping more frugal consumption patterns. essentials. 

42% of consumers 
are finding it hard to 

afford things and 42% are 
spending less on essentials’’.
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% of respondents who noticed/expect price increases As a result consumers…

Gas / Fuel

Clothing, shoes and 
accessories

Packaged food

Alcoholic beverages

Non-alcoholic beverages

Fresh food

Home and household  
care products

Beauty and cosmetics  
products

Consumer electronics

Personal care products

85%

75%

71%

56%

56%

62%

56%

55%

52%

56%

78%
16% 5% 4%

68%
12% 17% 3%

55%
18% 19% 5%

44%
25% 13% 13%

47%
24% 15% 7%

43%
19% 18% 5%

45%
26% 12% 9%

40%
22% 16% 5%

38%
28% 16% 8%

39%
18% 16% 6%

…are purchasing less

noticed price increase in the last 4 months expect price increase in the next 6 months

…are purchasing 
cheaper alternatives

…have stopped 
purchasing

As consumers begin to notice price increases in non-discretionary categories such as fresh 
food and fuel, it puts further pressure on them to reign in discretionary spending. Already, 
more than one-third (34%) of consumers are buying fewer clothes and shoes, with similar 
shifts happening in beauty/cosmetics, alcoholic beverages and consumer electronics. 
Expect consumers to continue to shop these non-essential categories in a smarter, more 
considered way, as disposable incomes continue to fall.

 As consumers begin to notice price increases in 
non-discretionary categories such as fresh food 

and fuel, it puts further pressure on them to reign in dis-
cretionary spending’’.
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Although borne out of different circumstances, this shift is consistent with the move 
towards more mindful consumption, which has been accelerated by the pandemic over 
the past two years. Consumers are increasingly prioritising access over ownership and 
experiences over more stuff. Products are becoming services, and shoppers are consuming 
better, not consuming more. 

Balancing value with values
EY has identified five emerging consumer segments

Approximately two-thirds of consumers plan to pay more attention to the environment 
and the social impact of their purchases. Over half of consumers (52%) plan to shop more 
local and two-thirds agree that company behaviour is as important as what it sells. There is, 
however, a risk that the immediate need for affordability trumps this demand for greener 
and more socially conscious shopping: only 19% of consumers are willing to pay more for 
sustainable products.

would pay more for  
sustainable products

will pay more attention  
to the environment

pay more attention to the  
social impact of their purchases

will shop more local  
in the longer term

say company behavior is  
as important as what it sells

are thinking more carefully  
how they spend their money

Planet first

More mindful consumption
Favoring local products
Expecting transparency

19%

65%

66%

52%

66%

59%

aren’t concerned about  
finances

intend to spend more  
on experiences

shop online for products  
previously bought in store

feel their life is already back  
to normal

say availability of delivery  
has become more important

will share personal data for  
a tailored online experience

Experience first

More mindful consumption 
Favoring local products 
Expecting transparency

42%

56%

39%

38%

40%

61%

are concerned about  
family’s health

visiting physical stores less 
frequently

are spending less on  
non-essential items

are worried about catching 
COVID-19

will pay more for products  
promoting health and wellness

make healthier choices in  
what they buy

Health first

More mindful consumption 
Favoring local products 
Expecting transparency

87%

50%

45%

56%

17%

54%

are prepared to change  
their behavior for society

buy more from companies  
which benefit society

can see the positive impact  
brands make

donate money/time  
to benefit society

expect how they socialize will  
remain changed in the long term

don’t want to go back to living  
same as before the pandemic

Society first

More mindful consumption 
Favoring local products 
Expecting transparency

70%

41%

47%

42%

42%

50%

more cautious about spending

are purchasing only essentials

will accept a smaller range of grocery 
options if it brings prices down

don’t expect their country’s 
economy to recover within a year

say price has become  
more important

would not pay a premium  
for anything

Affordability first

Financially concerned 
Saving, not spending 
Price comes before planet

58%

31%

49%

64%

42%

58%

26% 25% 15% 21% 14%
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Sustainability is top of mind, but there is a gap between intentions and actions

In fact, there is a wider risk that progress that has been made 
around the ESG agenda, particularly in the grocery industry, 
stalls due to the cost-of-living crisis. We have already, for 
example, seen some supermarkets temporarily revert to palm 
oil as a substitute for sunflower oil. 

The disconnect between what consumers say they want and 
how they actually behave is likely to become exacerbated by 
the immediate pressures on household budgets. Shoppers are 
now having to make difficult decisions at the shelf and retailers, 
therefore, must ensure they are balancing value with values - for 
example by tapping into the rental, repair and resale economies. 
Value isn’t just about low prices, of course: retailers should be 
doing more to emphasize product durability and lifetime cost to 
appeal to environmentally conscious consumers.    

will pay more attention to  
the environmental impact  
of their consumption

say the environment will  
be a top priority in how  
they live and what they buy

say sustainably packaged has 
become a more important 
purchase criteria during the 
outbreak

Growing consumer awareness of the climate crisis does not always translate into their behaviors. Many still are unwilling 
to pay for more sustainable products or change their lifestyle to reduce their environmental impact.

say sustainability will be among 
their most important buying 
considerations in the coming 
years

would not pay a premium  
for ethically sourced goods

would not pay a premium  
for more sustainable goods  
and services

are splitting their grocery 
shopping trips across multiple 
retailers

say they are more likely to 
replace things than repair them

Good intentions Bad behaviours 

The disconnect between what 
consumers say they want and 

how they actually behave is likely to 
become exacerbated by the immedi-
ate pressures on household budgets’’.

49% 77%

45% 78%

41% 50%

24% 44%
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The rapid growth of e-commerce comes with its own growing pains: customer 
experience will need prioritising to maintain online momentum 

The digital shift is established But experience needs to improve

are visiting stores less frequently
say availability of delivery has become 
more important in guiding purchases

will shop online for products previously 
bought in stores

put expensive delivery among their 
top frustrations with online shopping

will order online and pick up in store 
more often 

put out-of-stocks among their top 
frustrations with online shopping

intend to use voice-assistants more 
often to make purchases

put non-availability of all products online 
among their top frustrations with online 
shopping

67%

36%

29%

45%
40%

45%

37%
32%

26%

39%

21% 29%

May 20 May 20Oct 21 Oct 21Feb 22 Feb 22

41% 41%

38% 30%

29% 34%

22% 26%

COVID-19 disruptions and greater at-home consumption have increased penetration of e-commerce along with changing 
shopping patterns that are supportive of D2C activities. But consumers are ruthless – if their experience is bad, they are 
fast to switch to another provider and may never come back.

The great recalibration The dust is now settling after the pandemic-induced shift to 
e-commerce. Online sales growth continues to decelerate, 
although crucially remains above pre-pandemic levels, 
reflecting shifting demand in our new hybrid world. According 
to the ONS, the total e-commerce penetration rate currently 
sits at 28%, a very clear recalibration compared to its peak of 
nearly 40% during the pandemic.

While the past two years have been defined by an 
unprecedented acceleration in digital capabilities, retailers are 
now able to reassess and reallocate resources where need to 
meet shifting demand. It’s clear that physical stores play a vital 
role - both in terms of offering an experience that shoppers 
cannot get online and increasingly in facilitating e-commerce 
growth by acting as a hub for fulfilment. Most in-store sales 
today are digitally influenced, and therefore shoppers are 
demanding a more seamless, connected experience from 
retailers. 

16 17 Future Consumer IndexFuture Consumer Index



Just as physical spaces are becoming more tech-infused, digital 
spaces are becoming immersive through augmented reality, 
livestreaming and personalised shopping consultations, just to 
name a few. And as the metaverse grows in prominence, the 
convergence of physical and digital worlds will only continue to 
accelerate. Already today, 15% of consumers plan to buy fewer 
physical items in the future because they are doing more things 
digitally. 

While this digital shift is well established, retailers must do more 
to ensure that the online experience meets, or ideally surpasses, 
customer expectations. Traditional pain points and barriers to 
online shopping in relation to delivery and product availability 
continue to persist, and this can make or break a customer’s 
experience. 

The metaverse is growing in prominence as consumers seamlessly 
switch between virtual and physical experiences

intend to buy fewer physical items in 
the future because they do more things 
digitally

would share some level of personal data for 
a completely customised  online experience

are less likely to get involved in 
experiences outside their home

will spend more time playing electronic 
games longer term

55%
54%

35%
40%

20%23%

May 20 Oct 21 Feb 22

15%

60%

33%

19%

COVID-19 accelerated online interaction and at-home consumption. As consumers spend more time in digital spaces they 
are building new expectations of seamless, consistent experiences that can bridge digital and physical.
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Instead of embracing change, they are consolidating their lifestyles in anticipation of 
more disruption. For example, 69% of consumers are spending more time at home today 
compared to prior the pandemic. The vast majority (91%) do not plan on trying a new 
hobby or sport in the near future, while 70% are still not socialising with friends and family 
as much as they did before Covid. 

Inward is the new outward

Despite the clear desire to get back to normal, as touched on previously, 
there are signs that consumers are becoming increasingly introspective. 

Instead of embracing change, consumers are consolidating 
their lifestyles in anticipation of more disruption

are spending more time at home  
than prior to the pandemic

do not plan to buy a house/property 
 in the near future

are not socialising with friends and  
family as much as before COVID-19

Inward is the new outward and staying at home feels comfortable, while trying new 
things is less appealing. As consumers become increasingly introspective, companies 
will need to find new ways to engage with them.

do not plan to pick up a new  
sport or hobby in the near future

69%

87%

70%

91%
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One of the silver linings of the pandemic, however, has been the shift towards a more 
hybrid world and the opportunity to reappraise our values and lives more generally. 
Consumers today want greater control over their time, with 22% expecting to work more 
flexibly in the long-term. “Flexibility” has even surpassed “compensation” as a key factor 
when selecting a new job. For many consumers, time is now the most precious commodity.

Consumers are not only focusing on flexibility to work remotely, on their own schedule, but they 
also want careers to offer a work/life balance that gives them control over their time. 

Top consideration themes among consumers when selecting a new job

Flexibility at work has become a 
deciding factor for a job in addition  
to remuneration

As such, consumers are looking to maximise their leisure time and live more freely.  
They are gravitating towards escapism, with 40% intending to spend more on experiences 
and 42% saying they will love more in the moment.

Experiences offer an escape from uncertainty, enabled by  
a re-appraisal of leisure time

intend to spend more on experiences

are excited about spending money  
on things they haven’t been able to do

plan to only visit stores that offer great 
experiences

would share personal data for customised  
online experiences

39%

54%

35%

33%

55%

May 20 Oct 21 Feb 22

40%

43%

33%

60%

Consumers are gravitating towards escapism – they want to get away easily and enjoy experiences: holidays, gaming, video 
streaming… the metaverse.

say their schedule/routine 
has improved as a result  

of the pandemic

expect to work more 
flexibly in the longer term

Flexibility

Compensation

Purpose + Culture

Career development

Work-life Balance

Travel

Employee Perks

31%

22%

19%

10%

9%

4%

4%

22%30%
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Conclusion

At a time of heightened uncertainty, retailers must work 
harder than ever to meet consumers’ complex and evolving 
needs. Understanding your customer and being able to tailor 
messaging, promotions and perhaps even pricing in some 
cases in real-time will become business-critical. Hyper-
personalisation - in both physical and digital worlds – will 
allow retailers to ensure relevance in a rapidly changing 
climate. 

Retailers must avoid a race to the bottom and remember that 
value is about more than price cuts and economy ranges. 
Frugality and smart shopping may have jumped to the top of 
the consumer agenda, but there will also be opportunities to 
reach customers in new ways and tap into pent-up demand 
for experiences. 

Meanwhile, expect more retailers to look to technology 
to alleviate the twin challenge of rising costs and labour 
shortages. Up until recently, investment in in-store 
technology has been driven by the need to keep up 
with soaring customer expectations, exacerbated by the 
pandemic. However, we are now beginning to see even the 
most value-led retailers investing in automation, suggesting 
the longer-term cost savings makes it worth the initial outlay. 
The challenge will be striking the right balance so that the 
in-store experience is seamless, and not soulless. 

Retailers must avoid a race 
to the bottom and remember 

that value is about more than price 
cuts and economy ranges’’.

Helen Dickinson OBE, Chief Executive of the British Retail Consortium, said:

““It is hard to remember the last time that the cost-of-living held the front page of 
newspapers in the UK. With inflation now at a forty-year high, it is no surprise that 
affordability has returned to the forefront of consumers’ minds. This trend is likely to 
continue, as energy prices soar, inflation set to go higher still, and consumer confidence 
tumbles. Unfortunately, the huge rise in supply chain costs throughout the system means 
it is unlikely that retail prices will be going down any time soon. Retailers are experiencing 
rising costs of operations as a result of higher global commodity prices, rising energy and 
transport costs, and a tight labour market. 

In the face of these challenges, retailers are trying their upmost to help consumers, 
expanding their value ranges and working innovatively to keep the price of essentials 
down. The results are evident: our own Shop Price Index, which measures the costs of 
essential food and other goods, has seen consistently lower inflation than the broader 
ONS Consumer Price Index basket. The last two years have shown how resilient the 
British people can be. It has also shown how resilient retailers and their supply chains are 
– and continue to be. Retailers will always put customers first, going to great lengths to 
deliver great value and service to their customers.”

Silvia Rindone, EY-Parthenon UK&I Retail Lead, Ernst & Young LLP, said:

“While the heightened concerns at the peak of the pandemic may have waned, today’s 
consumer would be forgiven for feeling they have entered a new era of ‘perma-crisis’ 
instead. They are facing rising inflation, as well as geopolitical uncertainty and further 
supply disruption, which is also causing availability challenges and fuelling price rises. 
Against this backdrop and with less disposable income available, consumers are becoming 
harder to engage and convincing them to buy is tougher than ever. However, the results 
of our research have shown that consumers are willing to share their data to achieve 
an easier, healthier, and cheaper shopping experience. Retailers and brands have an 
opportunity to adapt to this new consumer by ensuring they have a strong value-driven 
proposition which also offers a more engaging and immersive experience to the customer, 
both digitally and in-store.”

Methodology

The ninth edition of the EY Future Consumer Index surveyed 18,000 consumers across the US, Canada, Mexico, 
Brazil, Argentina (new), Chile (new), UK, Germany, France, Italy, Spain, Denmark, Finland, Sweden, Norway, Australia, 
New Zealand, Japan, China, India, Indonesia, Thailand (new), Saudi Arabia, South Africa between 28 January and 15 
February 2022.
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The BRC and EY
The BRC and EY are delighted to be working together to bring you the very latest in research into the future 
consumer. We’ve created this report exploring EY’s Future Consumer Index to help leaders understand and 
track emerging consumer behaviours and sentiment around the world. Over the coming year, we’ll identify 
the new trends we see emerging – asking which are temporary reactions to changing circumstances, and 
which point to more fundamental shifts.

About BRC
The BRC’s purpose is to make a positive difference to the retail  
industry and the customers it serves, today and in the future.

Retail is an exciting, dynamic and diverse industry which is going 
through a period of profound change. Technology is transforming  
how people shop; costs are increasing; and growth in consumer 
spending is slow.

The BRC is committed to ensuring the industry thrives through this 
period of transformation. We tell the story of retail, work with our 
members to drive positive change and use our expertise and influence 
to create an economic and policy environment that enables retail 
businesses to thrive and consumers to benefit. Our membership 
comprises over 5,000 businesses delivering £180bn of retail sales  
and employing over one and half million employees.

Suite 60, 4 Spring Bridge  
The Form Rooms  
22 Tower Street, London 
WC2H 9NS

info@brc.org.uk

brc.org.uk

+44 20 7854 8900

About EY
At EY, our purpose is Building a better working world. Consumer 
products and retail companies are operating in a brand-new order, a 
challenging environment of spiralling complexity and unprecedented 
change. Demand is shifting to rapid-growth markets, costs are rising, 
consumer behaviour and expectations are evolving, and stakeholders 
are becoming more demanding. To succeed, companies now need to be 
leaner and more agile, with a relentless focus on execution. EY’s global 
teams enable our worldwide network of more than 44,000 sector-fo-
cused assurance, consulting, strategy, tax and transaction professionals 
to share powerful insights and deep sector knowledge with businesses 
like yours. This intelligence, combined with our technical experience, 
can assist you in making more informed, strategic choices and help you 
execute better and faster.

1 More London Riverside 
London SE1 2AF

Get in touch with EY 

+44 20 7951 2000
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https://brc.org.uk/
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