
18  Gordon Institute of Business Science

Next Normal Customer
BY SANDRA VANDERMERWE AND DAVID ERIXON

Universal’s case is yet to unfold, but what we do know is that 
during catastrophes people’s needs shift and stick, and what 
is new becomes normal in a good portion of the market across 
segments and sectors. Questions change and different ways of 
doing things bring about new trends and accelerate those already 
underway. These trends are unstoppable, especially if customers’ 
experiences are better. In terms of banking, people already 
indicate a reluctance to returning to branches and to using cash 
following the crisis.

Brands adapting or innovating to meet the challenge will be 
front-runners. Beware, though, the brands that do not respond 
appropriately, are too late, or inaccessible. They will lag behind 
and find it hard to make a comeback.

Reimagining Maslow’s hierarchy
Maslow developed his first hierarchy of needs at a critical time 
in history as the Second World War came to an end (Diagram 1, 
left). We reimagine it now for a post-pandemic world with new 
questions and needs (Diagram 1, centre and right). We then list 
accelerated and anticipated trends (Diagram 2, right).

During the lockdown, Hollywood’s Universal Pictures put its Troll World Tour movie onto on-demand 
platforms, bypassing cinemas. Traffic grew exponentially in three weeks, earning them more than from 

theatres in five months. Is this a unique response from housebound kids, or the “new normal”?

Online now defines the 
future, and Covid-19 did it
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KEY ASSUMPTIONS

Everyone operates on all levels, to a lesser or 
greater extent

Points covered apply globally but require local 
adaptations

All socio-economic groups are affected by 
new needs and trends, though behaviour may 
manifest differently

Whilst a crisis can emphasise lower needs, all 
needs have and will surface 
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Diagram 1: New needs post crisis

MASLOW'S  
HIERARCHY OF NEEDS

NEW  
NEEDS

NEW  
QUESTIONS

SELF-TRANSCENDENCE
Thinking beyond self

PUBLIC SERVICE
Making a contribution to community,  
country, causes and cosmos 

•	 How and what is affecting the community, 
country and cosmos?

•	 How does my behaviour impact others?
•	 Can I make / am I making a contribution / 

sacrifice?
•	 Do I know who is collaborating for the greater 

good? How can I join or support?

•	 Do I have the right skills and abilities to look 
after my needs? 

•	 How do I acquire competencies to self sustain?
•	 How can I better control my destiny?
•	 How can I use the virtual world to for 

independent living?

•	 How can I feel better about myself? 
•	 What gives me a sense of meaning and purpose?
•	 Who are the new heroes / voices that matter?
•	 Can I connect  myself with people with similar 

purpose? 
•	 Can I be inspired and inspiring?

•	 Can I find good personal and professional  
networks? Can they be easily accessed?

•	 Can I find people that share my interests  
and values?

•	 Can I count on their support?
•	 Can I rely on them for accurate information 

and advice?

•	 Can I feel protected and safe from unseen 
threats and new dangers?

•	 Can I maintain wellness?
•	 Can I prevent, protect and predict problems 

(such as disease)?
•	 Can I feel safe in my home, my neighbourhood 

and in places where I shop and with the brands 
I support?

•	 Can I manage financially / do I have flexibility? 
•	 How do I plan better to cater for future 

circumstances?
•	 Can I work from home? Is my home equipped? 
•	 Do  I have the basics I need now and are they 

appropriate for the future? Can I access what  
I need when I need it?
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SELF-ACTUALISATION 
Achieving one’s full potential

SELF-SUSTAINMENT 
Empowering myself and feeling in 
control of my destiny 

STATUS & ESTEEM
Respecting self and  

being recognised by others
PURPOSE & AFFIRMATION
Being inspired and inspiring others

LOVE & BELONGING
Feeling close to a group

NETWORKING & AFFINITY
Being part of groups that helps 
me function optimally

SAFETY
Feeling secure

RESILIENCE
Being better prepared, staying 
safe and reducing risks

PHYSIOLOGICAL
Having the basics 

CONTINGENCY
Having access to what I need 
now as well as for future events 
and circumstances
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Diagram 2: Accelerated and anticipated trends

PUBLIC SERVICE
Making a contribution to 
community, country, causes 
and cosmos 

SPEND & GIVE: New loyalty programmes, buy-1-give-1 and  pay it forward promotions,
SHARE, DONATE, REALLOCATE, REPURPOSE: Expertise, space, capacity, resources, people, co-brand – public, 
private, national, transnational
NEW SOCIAL NORMS: Public and work hygiene protocols, self isolation, rules around crowding  
CONSIDERED CONSUMPTION: Eco friendly, zero waste, energy conservation, quality over quantity, from luxury to 
lasting, 2nd hand
INNOVATIONS IN SMART CITIES AND PUBLIC PLACES: Contactless, decrowding, safe place, rural-urban mixes, 
water sanitation

ONLINE EDUCATION: Upskilling and new skilling, e-/blended learning
INFRASTRUCTURE FOR VIRTUAL LIVING: VR tools for home, cinemas, gyms, concerts, museums, travel
HOME MICRO FARMING: Urban and rural
DRIVERLESS TRANSPORT: Contactless mobility / transport, from mass transport to cars and bikes   
SELF/QUANTIFIED SELF HELP TOOLS: Medical self administration technology, homecare robotics, integrated 
financial management software for work and home
INDEPENDENT LIVING: Home care, 3D-printing, non grid / mixed source electricity and water 
RE-DEFINITION OF ASSETS: Spare capacity computer, car, electricity, space, alternative currencies

BRAND AFFIRMATION: Supporting brands that demonstrate and act on purpose
NEW HEROES: Causes and individuals inspiring brands and products, new influencers
FASHION INNOVATION: Workout and casual home fashion, loungewear, hygiene and protective healthwear
DIGITAL PERSONA IMAGE: Home (video conference) staging, social media personas and digital / virtual appearance

SHARED COMMUNICATIONS TECHNOLOGY: Video conferencing and consulting, new communication tools, 
remote workshop and collaboration tools, home entertainment set-up
DIGITAL COMMUNITIES: New interest groups sharing or creating joint experiences for work, learning and leisure 
RETURN TO LOCALIZATION: Seek, support and rely on suppliers close to home 
DIGITAL EXPERIENCING: Online hosting, dating, partying, dining, gaming, learning, art consumption, sharing 
private and public events 
VIRTUAL BUYING: Cars, houses, virtual try-on art, clothes

FINANCIAL SERVICES: Contingency savings, flexible loan/mortgage repayment terms, cash back non usage car 
insurance,
ALTERNATIVE PAYMENT SYSTEMS: Pay when you earn, pay what you can, buy now use later restaurant 
vouchers, 
FLEXIBLE HOME SPACES, FURNITURE AND ELECTRONICS: Working and working out, socialising, e-learning
HIGH SPEED INTERNET: Upgrading broadband, subscription services   
FOOD AND VITAMINS: Fruit, veg, vegetarian, organic, local, immune boosting
APPLIANCES AND PACKAGING: Hygienic, preservation and longevity foods and formats (frozen, canned, dry mixes)
HYGIENE AS THE NEW HEALTH: Products, processes, training, clothing

ONLINE RETAIL DELIVERY: Contactless delivery, drone delivery, electronic signatures, touchless checkouts, drop 
off points, notifications platforms, better quality goods direct to consumer 
STREAMING AND LIVE STREAMING: Realtime and interactive streaming of everything
HEALTH INNOVATIONS, COLLECTIVE HEALTHCARE & INSURANCE: Same day surgery, telemedicine, online 
consultation, free testing control of infectious diseases, stokvel insurance cover/care
NEW CONTRACTING: Insurance, health cover, funeral cover, travel, employment, new cancellation options  
(flights and festivals)
DIGITAL FINANCIAL SERVICES: Contactless payments, digital and mobile banking tools
ONLINE FITNESS / WELLNESS TECH: Remote classes, health alerts and tracking apps, home sports, connected 
bikes and equipment 
DOMESTIC TOURS / TOURISM: New and exciting experiences closer to home  

SELF-SUSTAINMENT
Empowering myself and feeling 
in control of my destiny 

PURPOSE & AFFIRMATION
Being inspired and inspiring others 

NETWORKING & AFFINITY
Being part of groups that  
helps me function optimally

RESILIENCE
Being better prepared,  
staying safe and reducing risks

CONTINGENCY
Having access to what I need 
now as well as for future 
events and circumstances
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NEW NEEDS ACCELERATED AND ANTICIPATED TRENDS 
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 Contingency – having enough, being OK
Many consumers had insufficient financial buffers during the 
crisis, and what they thought was OK was not flexible enough. 
Enter opportunities for better financial planning (66% in 
China already say they want more) and flexible alternatives for 
loans, savings and insurance, including claiming against credit 
insurance, payment rescheduling, payment breaks, and pay-for-
use only.

The ability to do multiple things at and from home will rise, 
especially work. Homes will have to be digital-ready (internet 
permitting), require high-speed broadband, an array of 
subscription services, new flexible space formats, furniture, and 
preventative maintenance.

Online school and university education will be hastened. 
Vodacom Africa’s e-learning platform increased fourfold to one 
million in six weeks. 

A heightened value consciousness can be expected, as well as a 
change in food preferences (more organic, fresh, local, immune-
boosting), and more attention to nutrition, exercise and personal 
care. Anticipate big weekly shops and contingency buying (cans, 
frozen, instant, powders, long-lasting), as well as a demand for 
high preservation packaging, appliances, and storage. Hygiene 
being the new health, customers will seek and share information 
on it, witnessed by phenomena like Cleancore, fueling a virtuous 
cycle for goods and services.

Resilience – coping, being prepared
People now feel a strong need to be informed, prepared and 
protective of family (inter-generational/extended), colleagues 
and employees. With risk taking on new meaning, insurance, 
health and funeral cover, travel, real estate, ticketing, and 
employment contracts must transform.

Customers will want brands that demonstrate resilience, take 
health/hygiene/safety measures and are helpful beyond the 

traditional remit. With digital low-touch 
activities soaring, delivery is more 
significant, ever contactless in old and new 
categories (pharmaceuticals), propelling 
e-commerce. Opportunity for multi-store 
delivery, robot and drone use will expand 
(Singapore’s first drone delivery took 
vitamins to a ship), as will blockchain 
tracking, supply chain innovation, electronic 
signatures and notifications platforms. 
Up will be direct-to-consumer farm and 
restaurant quality produce demand, 
premium and lower-priced gourmet home 
delivery, and pop-up, mobile and shared 
kitchens.

Live and interactive will mean the 
streaming of everything, from make-up 
consultations done previously in-stores 
in China now on WeChat, to fitness, 
meditation and yoga experts attracting 

millions globally. Digital banking will drive cashless and 
contactless transactions. In Kenya, MPESA, Africa’s 40 million 
payment platform, increased wallet limits for customers and 
lowered and waived fees for shops to deliberately enable cash 
contact-free, no-wait shopping.

More multiple physical and mental health issues will surface 
– telemedicine, virtual medical consultations and same-day 
surgery. Global health alerts and monitoring will proliferate. 
WHO and South Africa’s Health Alert – a multiple language health 
line – got information to billions globally during the pandemic.

Collectives should rise (insurance and healthcare), with 
Stokvels forced to develop cashless and ‘contactless’ formats 
and forums. International holidays will shrink for closer-to-
home hotspots, making countries and regions rethink offerings 
for locals, not just foreigners.

Networking and affinity – getting, 
staying connected
Finding creative ways for social and professional connection 
and collaboration has led to spiked online usage. By March 
2020, Zoom had 400 million users, enabling continued 
business meetings and conferences (which some claim are more 
productive than face-to-face), church services, and classes in 
90,000 schools in 20 countries.

Houseparty, the teenager app for talking and playing with 
friends, became the most downloaded app in 82 countries. 
And the massive enlargement of Fortnite’s spectacular success 
involving 350 million players across the world speaks for itself. 
UK beer company, Brewdog, turned its bars into virtual pubs 
with patrons raising a glass and having a laugh together. Netflix’s 
spiraling popularity didn’t stop it from launching Netflix Party, 
letting customers watch movies together, chatting online.

People will buy virtually, from homes and cars to clothes and 
art, expanding connected technology and its derivatives. We will 
see more digitally shared experiences for weddings, funerals, 
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Covid-19 has condensed 
customer learning curves 
for innovative behaviour

Will we ever forget crowds gathering in streets to clap for first 
responders and frontliners in gratitude?

Ever more time will be spent on social media participating, 
contributing and influencing in causes and brands that inspire, 
with the crowd increasingly conferring status and stature, rather 
than just products. And increasingly to be seen, heard and 
felt, people will use blockbuster apps like TikTok (107 million 
downloads in February 2020) to become celebrities, amassing 
following and influence.   

Luxury, redefined across product categories, will mean lasting. 
Fashion is likely to go functional, merging work/home/activewear 
with attention on protective clothing and antimicrobial textiles 
as big names have already done.

Home staging will be bound up with self-image as people do more 
business and socialising live from home with digital images, 
backdrops and avatars ballooning, alongside associated services.

Self-sustainment – independent, 		
in control 
People are going to feel good about themselves when they 
know how to do things, feel independent and in control, hence 
investing in blended learning and infrastructure to achieve 
this. Upskilling and “newskilling” in management, gardening, 
cooking, baking, sewing, self-care, music, art, languages and DIY 

will proliferate. Coursera saw an eightfold increase in 
enrolments for social science, personal development, 
arts and humanities courses since the outbreak. In one 
weekend, its ‘The Science of Well-Being’ enrolled a 
record 500,000 new students.

For leisure, expect more immersive experiences from 
travel, museums, concerts, and art galleries, to hiking 
and biking, with new connected home cinemas and 
gyms.

More independent living will involve non-grid and mixed 
source electricity and water, with access (even at home) 
to 3D printing for instant supply (especially medical) 
and repairs. Snowballing will be home improvement 
materials (chemical-free), intelligent homes, “quantified 
self ”/self-help tools, virtual assistants, and robotic 
cleaning aids.

On the medical front, hospital standard care and 
nursing homes will shift to home care with medical 
support and homes adapted for specific disease 
support.

Consumers will want to build or own assets they can monetise. 
Do they have spare computer processing power, an idle car or tool 
to share, excess electricity or solar power to onsell, or capabilities 
they can sell online? Assets that make them independent like 
micro urban farming or tradable alternative currencies? 

How many virtual goods will replace the need to have physical 
ownership, anyway?

dating, dining, gaming, learning and sports. Airbnb successfully 
tested hosts to offer virtual home experiences. Instagram Live 
hosts everything from “cook-alongs” to live house viewings and 
concerts, with users reaching one billion.

Paradoxically, whilst social and professional connections go 
online and global, people are increasingly buying and supporting 
locals. Affinity with home geography will create urban villages, 
more fresh markets and in-and-around township buying. Street 
and neighbourhood communities will mushroom for daily goods 
purchasing and sharing.

Purpose and affirmation – finding, 
following meaning
We know that brands that respond with purpose during a crisis, 
driving ideals instead of product, stay strong and thrive.

Nike performed best in the industry, beating digital sales estimates. 
“Playingfortheworld” emphasised its purpose, inspiring people 
through the power of sport. Using its platform and mobile app, it 
offered digital fitness, challenges by well-known athletic heroes, 
and customised live streamed workouts by master trainers, 
bringing everyone (young and old) together through video footage 
in kitchens, bathrooms, bedrooms and basements.

Post pandemic there will be new influencers and heroes. 
Customers will support who they trust and identify with, like 
key workers doing important things in local communities. 
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Habits changed quickly 
during Covid-19 and are 
likely to stick

We will see a shift from mass mobility to self-sufficient electrified 
transport, driverless cars, taxis, buses and trains, scaling 
autonomous/semi-autonomous contact-free technologies, and 
emphasis on hygiene and safety monitoring devices and protocols.

Public service – doing what’s right, right
People’s expectations of companies to serve the wider 
community have increased, like supporting the government, 
protecting employees’ health, favouring flexible working, 
nurturing supply chains, providing digital communication 
tools, collaborating and co-branding (even with competitors) in 
the interest of bettering service.

Brands that respond will gain market power.

Transcendence today means contributing to community, country, 
causes and cosmos, including volunteering and donations. 
Airbnb customers donated rooms to NHS workers in the UK. 
Activism and customers forming and joining movements online 
and physically will rise and will result in new influencers, buying 
powers and alternative selling channels.

Promotions and loyalty programmes with customers giving to 
charity will spike. It will include “spend and give” (points donated 
in cash), “pay it forward” (buy for someone else) and “buy one, 
give one away”.

Considered consumption will replace 
mass or conspicuous consumption, 
with eco-friendly, zero-waste, green 
technologies ramping up. Anticipate 
last-for-life the new luxury, quality over 
quantity inflating second-hand clothing, 
cars or anything that can be reused, 
repurposed, refurbished or recycled. And 
more do-it-at-home to accomplish the 
above, plus save time, money and energy 
(think Sodastream).

Smart cities and public places, hotels, 
malls, entertainment and education 
centres will have to embrace new 
protocols in hygiene/safety, multi-
purposing, low-touch surfacing, de-
crowding and water sanitation, and 
on-demand smart buildings, spaces and 
services.

New social norms will be deep and 
long-lasting. It’s no longer OK to cough 

in a supermarket or on a plane, or to be 
feverish at work. Self-isolation will not be taboo and will need a 
new product and service array. And, undoubtedly, consumers will 
be more concerned about how they impact others in the way they 
behave, buy and use goods.

Final words
The pandemic has shifted needs for new and emerging product 
and service categories and a good deal of them will be irreversible 
– a catalyst for innovation and new models. There will be a 
rebound in consumer behaviour, but no doubt we have entered 
new times where brands must adapt to a future already taking 
shape before our very eyes.
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