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Covid-19 has changed retail. But the changes mostly reflect the speed of 
impact rather than an unprecedented overhaul.

In early 2020, before covid-19 had upended retailers worldwide, we released 
a report called, “The Best Vision is Insight.” It outlined our predictions for 
the top retail trends of 2020. The title came from American publishing 
entrepreneur Malcolm Forbes, who had a penchant for baking his pithy 
sayings into “fortunate” cookies—using the name of Forbes magazine’s 
competitor Fortune was taboo. 

Now, the immediacy of the trends has, if anything, made them more 
insightful. Our original list covered the following:
• Personalization
• Frictionless Retail 
• Cybersecurity 
• Loyalty Reinvented
• Sustainability

Here’s how the five trends have gone from nascent to blooming in only a few 
months.

Personalization—This Time, It’s Personable 
“Social distancing” had already become a fact of life for many in our technology-
infused societies long before covid-19. And the backlash—the desire for a return 
to genuine human interactions—had already begun as well. 

On an intimate level, personalization is inherently personable. On a broader scale, 
even the most personalized offers and experiences can feel remote without 
human touch. Consumers consent to their data being used by businesses to 
create more engaging interactions with them. But, investing in digital analytics 

Personalization on 
a small scale is easy 
and often personable. 
On a larger scale, 
technology—and 
increasingly artificial 
intelligence—is needed 
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As other technologies like 
Perfitly bring in-store fitting 
rooms online, it will often 
appear in 2020 as if online and 
offline have no line between 
them at all  

doesn’t stop businesses from prizing in-person experiences 
to engage consumers.1 And personalization isn’t confined 
to technology just because it’s often based on data 
using technology. 

Consumer yearning for in-person contact is now stronger 
than ever. Ultimately, it’s a question of balance. Ecommerce 
is growing because of covid-19, but that doesn’t mean the 
brick-and-mortar experience won’t be appreciated more in 
the long run too. For every trend, there is a counter trend. 

Immersive commerce was originally about enhancing 
the transactional aspect of online shopping with the 
experiential aspect of offline shopping.2 Nowadays, the 
experience of virtually browsing physical stores couldn’t 
be more important for consumers. But those virtual 
environments are modeled on physical stores for a reason, 
and the future will see consumers flitting comfortably 
between both.

Smooth Operators Appeal  
Online and Off
Whether click-to-pay for ecommerce or contactless 
payments for traditional commerce, efforts to improve 
online and offline checkout experiences didn’t originate 
with covid-19. What did originate with it was the urgency 
for improvements. 

Lack of sales can counterintuitively have little to do with 
what’s for sale or the price. If the customer journey—
online, offline or increasingly a combination of the two—
has some bumps along the way, sales are going to suffer. 
And covid-19 has added plenty of bumps of its own.

Online, retailers of daily necessities are being inundated 
with a shift in demand from closed physical stores during 
covid-19. Meanwhile, retailers of less essential products 
have been struggling to woo consumers with reduced 
spending power. Simplified click-to-pay checkouts can 
help both scenarios. A single buy button that eliminates 
the need to repeatedly enter payment and shipping 
information can reduce the demand on websites while 
stimulating purchases through improved convenience 
and security. 

Traditionally, a store’s catchment area—the area it draws 
its customers from—defined its retail radius. Covid-19 has 
inverted that by putting people’s homes at the center of 
the retail radius.3 That’s not just a result of ecommerce. 
A reluctance or inability to travel has seen an increased 
reliance on stores closer to home. 

Contactless payments have been a boon for local retailers 
that have managed to avoid the disproportionate 
damage to small businesses from covid-19. The 
technology offers two main benefits: faster checkouts 
to reduce long lines conditioned by social distancing, and 
appreciation from consumers reluctant to touch anything 
at the point-of-sale.4

Cybersecurity Finds its Cheat Code 
The value of reactive cybersecurity, which plays out like 
a never-ending game of space invaders, was debatable 
before covid-19.5 Increased ecommerce, resulting from new 
online lifestyles, has left it floundering. And cybersecurity 
can no longer be treated like a classic arcade game. 

Reactively and relentlessly plugging quarters into a generic 
slot is not an option for retailers shifting much of their 
business online. Rather, they should be plugging properly 
evaluated cybersecurity holes. That proactive approach 
requires an ongoing cycle of contextual and quantitative 
analysis that evolves with cybercrime. It’s achieved through 
security-by-design where cybersecurity is built into every 
level of a retailer.6 

But it’s not just about the number of invaders; it’s also 
the nature of the attacks. Consumers ranked security as 
the most important factor in choosing whether to adopt 
new payment technologies before covid-19 hit.7 Secure 
solutions like click-to-pay cater to consumers who have not 
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Consumers now 
rank security as the 
most important 
factor in adopting 
new payment 
technologies

opted to save their credentials on file by steering them away from cumbersome 
guest checkouts. Yet, retailers and consumers still benefit from the opportunities 
for personalization that come via credentials being stored with the retailer. 
And consumers shouldn’t ever feel like they’re sacrificing peace of mind for 
convenience.

There’s also the third-party risk. The shift online and an increasing reliance on 
delivery services means more data is now being transferred to third parties 
than ever before. And, despite larger retailers being more popular targets, small 
businesses were already struggling with limited resources on hand to defend 
themselves from cyberattacks. Now, with many businesses struggling with 
liquidity and reliant on ecommerce to keep themselves afloat, more efficient and 
effective cybersecurity is a basic need across the board.

“Can’t Buy Me Love”—Loyalty Breaks  
with Tradition 
So sang the Beatles in 1964. Over half a century later, and hastened by covid-19, 
customer loyalty strategies are starting to sing along.  

Loyalty has largely been transactional in the past. Retailers offered customers 
discounts or monetary rewards, and in return, expected them to be loyal. The 
approach still works, but only to a degree. Changing purchase practices, financial 
constraints and lack of access are only making consumers more fickle under the 
effects of covid-19. 

Fortunately, the shift beyond rewards from transactional to experiential loyalty is 
already in place.8 A new focus on personalization and convenience means retailers 
don’t have to change strategy so much as just rapidly adjust tactics. 

In the closed-loop systems of individual retailers, being relevant now means 
offering purchase protection with delivery coverage, extending return windows 
and facilitating curb-side pickup. It also means adjusting existing offers, such as 
extending coupon expiration dates and taking in-store offers online. 
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In the open-loop systems spanning multiple retailers, consumers already find 
convenience in linking their preferred payment cards with individual loyalty 
programs and using rewards to make direct purchases. But in terms of 
personalized offers, covid-19 means easy access to telemedicine is often more 
relevant than exclusive access to postponed events, and reduced interest on 
monthly payments may be more appreciated than reduced prices on luxury items. 

Sustainability Lives Up to its Name…Becomes 
Sustainable
Covid-19 didn’t instigate the shift in sustainable retail practices from a moral 
nicety to a financial necessity. But it did make the notion of being “in this 
together” even more salient and raised the financial stakes. 

With more than half of consumers worldwide demanding reusable and recyclable 
products before covid-19,9 retailers and suppliers coming together around a 
common approach to sustainability is not new. For example, the original aim of 
the LOOP coalition of major American grocery brands was to reduce packaging 
by delivering products to homes in reusable packaging—often in partnership with 
major retailers. Now, it’s found another calling through the unanticipated growth 
of delivery in response to covid-19 and is expanding at home and abroad. 

But sustainability and the learnings for covid-19 extend beyond simply sending 
packaging packing. A principal repercussion of covid-19 is an overdemand for 
certain products and a reduced demand for others. The ability to meet such 
fluctuations requires close retailer–supplier collaboration around supply chain and 
inventory management. 

A precedent for that collaboration already exists in the sharing of sales 
information and upcoming promotions. And those efficiencies naturally align with 
sustainability efforts. Initiatives to improve logistics around inventory or introduce 
dynamic pricing based on food expiration dates were once environmentally 
sustainable and financially astute choices. They still are. But now, they’re also 
often survival techniques. 

Conclusion
It’s uncertain whether any of Malcolm Forbes’ “fortunate” cookies ever actually 
included his view that “the best vision is insight.” Our original report concluded 
with a suggestion that there would have been a certain irony in baking it into a 
fortune cookie. After all, fortune cookies are supposed to provide a specific vision 
rather than offer advice on the means to obtain it. 

Admittedly, a premonition of covid-19 would have been the most useful vision 
from a fortune cookie. But that would only have rendered the hastening of the 
inevitable less of a shock. The trends themselves would have stayed largely the 
same. And, although the baking of each trend into separate cookies is not really 
feasible for distribution, the food for thought should at least make for some 
good consumption.

Consumers still love 
monetary rewards, but 
they are increasingly 
demanding additional 
benefits beyond cash, 
miles and points
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More Resources
•  The Great Data Exchange 

What do businesses and consumers value in 
today’s digital economy? The way individuals’ 
personal data is shared and used by businesses 
tops the list. Find out more in the latest 
research from Harvard Business Review 
Analytic Services. 

• Innovators Become Leaders 
Insight-based innovation is widely prized in the 
business world for increasing revenue, improving 
employee retention and boosting customer 
lifetime value. Learn how leading businesses are 
approaching innovation in this report.

• Beyond Rewards: Raising the Bar on 
Customer Loyalty 
The picture of loyalty is changing drastically 
with points and cashback no longer the draw 
they used to be for consumers. Businesses must 
adapt their loyalty strategies to connect and 
engage with today’s consumers. Get inspiration 
from this report.  

Learn more about how Mastercard can help your 
organization respond to these 2020 retail trends or reach 
out to your account representative. 
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