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A human 
perspective
Brand Preview 2020:  
How your brand can give you  
a competitive advantage



Uncertainty. If I had to choose one word to describe last year, that would be 
it. We were expecting change, but it didn’t happen. Twice. So instead of taking 
a step forward into a new era of commerce, the UK economy staggered and 
stumbled through 2019, fending off rumours of recession.
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Introduction

Figures indicate the economy slowed in final six months of 20191, with the 
sharpest drop in UK private sector output since July 2016. Experts project 
that data will show UK economic growth for 2019 was ‘modest’ at 1.2%, and 
anticipate it slipping to around 1% in 20204.

Whether you look at 2020 with excitement, fear, optimism, or apathy, the next 
12 months will be a period of change. There’s nothing new about that. Every 
year is different. Every year has its challenges and its opportunities. But the 
change in Britain’s relationship with Europe, and as a consequence the rest of 
the world, will be unprecedented.

Against such a backdrop it might seem naive to try and offer any kind of 
insight into the next 12 months. But as I looked at the issues that I think will 
be most influential, there is one factor that connects them all: People.
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The most successful businesses in 2020 will understand the human 
perspective. They will recognise the importance of understanding and engaging 
with people. That includes your customers, your suppliers, your clients, your 
investors and your staff. Your ability to influence what people think, and what 
people do, will govern the outcome of the next 12 months. Whatever it is you 
want to achieve, you will be dependent on them.

Your brand provides all the tools you need to communicate with your audience, 
whether that’s in print, in person or online. It provides the opportunity for 
you to create a message that is distinctive and memorable. And in a time of 
uncertainty, that clarity could be priceless.

So as we stand on the brink of a new year - and a new decade - there are 
three questions I think you need to answer in the next 12 months:

• Who is behind the technology?

• What is important to people?

• What do my customers want?

In this document I explain how to find the answers. Because the companies 
that do, are the companies that will prosper in 2020.

Jonathan Alder
Managing Director, Alder and Alder
January 2020
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In an environment that is constantly connected, the sourcing, creation and 
delivery of products and services is becoming increasingly automated. The 
human role in much of this activity has diminished. Over the next three years, 
70% of consumers will replace their visits to a shop or bank by using their voice 
assistants3. The distance between a business and their customers is increasing, 
and will continue to grow.

There has been much talk of robots taking over the workplace. However, in 
June 2019, the Government’s business, energy and industrial strategy (BEIS) 
committee concluded that the UK lagged behind other G7 nations, with regard 
to automation. About half of the robots currently operating in the UK are used 
in car manufacture. Online supermarket Ocado is already utilising robots to 
pack customer’s orders in its warehouses. But the food industry, the UK’s 
largest manufacturing sector4, has been slow to adopt automation. In a sector 
that will require 110,000 new recruits by 2022, it’s an anticipated that a post-
Brexit lack of migrant labour may drive an increase.

The way customers search for and purchase products and services, continues 
to evolve. Research in 2018 found that 76% of UK consumers carry out online 
research before buying5. With 87% of the market6, Google dominates UK 
search, where ‘zero-click’, visual and voice search are becoming increasingly 
significant. 

Who is behind  
the technology?
Technology will continue to drive change in 2020. There’s nothing new about 
that. But the way technology impacts the relationship between a company and 
their customer will become increasingly important in the next 12 months.

76%

of UK consumers carry 
out online research before 

buying3.
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Of those three, it’s voice that is anticipated to become most influential in 
2020. 74% of consumers have used a voice assistant for researching or 
buying products and services3. That figure is rising rapidly, with 40% of people 
who use voice search starting to do so in the past 12 months3. Gartner 
predicts companies that configure their websites for voice search will increase 
e-commerce revenue by 30% by 2021.

The increase in voice search has been driven by the popularity of voice 
assistants, like the Amazon Echo or Google Home. 22% of UK households have 
a voice assistant, a figure that’s doubled since 20177.

These voice assistants are one example of chatbots - artificial intelligence (AI) 
software that simulates and processes human conversation, allowing humans 
to interact with digital devices. These conversations can be spoken, through a 
voice assistant, or typed, through the “chat” function on a website. By this year, 
over 80% of businesses in the UK are expected to have a chatbot solution8. The 
software may not be perfect, but 50% of businesses with web chat functionality 
have seen an improvement in customer satisfaction, engagement and loyalty. 
Over 60% have reduce costs and increased productivity9.

In 2020 technology will help businesses to reach new customers, improve 
efficiency, reduce costs and increase profit. In a challenging economic 
environment, these are all valuable benefits. But it’s increasingly easy for 
technology to dominate every aspect of the customer relationship. As a result, 
technology can become the most important thing, not the customer.

In this situation, it’s easy for a business to focus on building better technology, 
rather than building a better relationship with the customer. And the opposite 
is also true - the customer builds a relationship with the technology, not 
your business. This can result in a fragile relationship. One that is easily 
broken. Technology is very good at delivering the transactional aspects of the 
relationship, like competitive prices, increased availability and faster delivery. 
But these are elements that can be easily copied by competitors. They’re not 
the foundation of a long-term, stable customer relationship.

UK households with a voice assistant
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It’s increasingly easy for 
technology to dominate 
every aspect of the 
customer relationship.



www.alderandalder.co.uk 7

Brand Preview 2020: A human perspective

Apple has always been conscious of who is behind their technology. The 
company has been built around customers, not technology. Their products - 
from the first operating system, to touch screen interfaces and voice command 
- are evidence of this. This approach is reflected in their advertising too. 
Apple’s 1984 advert and the Think different campaign didn’t talk about product 
features. They highlighted the benefit of Apple technology to customers - the 
potential it could unlock. It’s this focus on customers, not technology, that has 
enabled Apple, a computer company, to move so successfully into new sectors.

Whatever role technology plays in your relationship with your customers, it’s 
important to remember that technology is just the means-to-an-end. Your 
technology, however innovative, is simply a way of helping your customers to 
fulfil a need or overcome a challenge. Regardless of sector, budget or location, 
your customer is just a person who buys things they need or like, from people 
they trust.

If you know who’s behind the technology, you can build trust. Trust is built 
around shared values. Your values are one of the foundations of your brand. 
These values should describe how you do business - not what you do, but how 
you do it. Without understanding what your values are, it’s very hard to build 
trust with your customers.

Your brand provides a framework that can help you to translate your values 
into actions. It’s these actions - the quality of these actions - that are the 
building blocks of trust. If you want to make the most of 2020, you need to 
start building.

95%

of customers say they are 
more likely to be loyal to a 

company they trust16.

Regardless of sector, budget or location, your 
customer is just a person who buys things they 
need or like, from people they trust.
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18 months ago Greta Thunberg was a relatively unknown, 15 year old, Swedish 
student. Now she’s the face of a movement, the inspiration for a generation 
and Time magazine’s person of the year for 2019. The School Strike for 
Climate, inspired by Greta’s action, has reached 150 countries this year. It has 
mobilised school children to call on those with power and responsibility, to do 
something. But it’s not just angry teenagers who are taking to the streets. 

In October, a 91 year old grandfather was arrested for his part in the 
Extinction Rebellion protests in London. As the environmental situation has 
worsened, the calls for action have grown louder. But those people calling for 
change aren’t just “activists”. They’re our children, our neighbours, our staff, 
our colleagues and our customers.

What is 
important 
to people?
2019 has been a year of people standing up for something they believe in. 
Activism has moved from the fringes to the mainstream - on the streets and 
in the workplace. This isn’t something new, but I think it will become more 
common. For any business that wants to build strong relationships - with 
customers or staff - you need to recognise what’s important to people.
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Recognising what’s important 
to people will help you to build 
stronger relationships with them.
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It’s not just environmental concerns that are influencing the workplace. Mental 
health, gender equality, well-being, diversity and inclusion are just some of 
the social issues that are now widely recognised and supported by businesses 
across the UK. The culture and values of a company are considered most 
important for workplace satisfaction by UK employees10. 67% of CEOs believe 
that top talent prefers to work for organisations with social values which are 
aligned to their own11. 

Recognising what’s important to people will help you to build stronger 
relationships with them. With your customers this will nurture long-term 
loyalty and advocacy. 87% of US consumers said they would be willing to buy 
a product or service based on a company’s support of a social issue12. With 
your staff it will help you to recruit and retain the best talent, in a competitive 
market. By 2020 Millennials (people born between 1981 and 1996) will make 
up one third of the workforce. 59% of Millennials will leave a company that 
doesn’t have a positive impact on local communities, within two years13. If you 
can align your company with a broader social agenda, you can build a stronger 
business.

But it needs to be genuine. These social movements, and the groups that 
drive them, are often suspicious of ‘the establishment’. Especially the business 
sector. Only 56% of the general population trust ‘business’14. Less than 40% of 
people in the UK see CEOs as a credible source of information14. The perception 
is even worse among Millenials, where only 26% trust business leaders13. 
People are wary of companies making clumsy attempts to support a cause, in 
order to sell more products. So if you want to do something, you need to do it 
for the right reasons. And do it well.

There is an opportunity, however. 76% of people believe that CEOs should 
take the lead in change14. There are lots of examples of businesses that 
have embraced a social agenda, and made it part of what they do. The 
Body Shop has campaigned to end animal testing in cosmetics since 1989. 
Patagonia is a US outdoor clothing brand, founded in 1973. It has long 
championed environmental causes, challenging recent US government 
legislation threatening several National Parks. Sandwich chain Pret a Manger 
launched the Pret Foundation in 1995, with the aim of breaking the cycle of 
homelessness. It provides food, employment and accommodation for rough 
sleepers in London.

76%

of people believe that CEOs 
should take the lead in 

change14.

See CEOs as credible source of information12

0% 60%20% 40%

Trust business sector12

Trust business leaders11
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If you want to build stronger relationships with people - your customers, your 
staff, your suppliers, your investors - you need to remain relevant. So you 
need to tell people what you stand for, as a business. 73% of people believe it is 
possible for a business to increase profits and improve society14. To do this you 
need a clear purpose - a reason for doing what you do. Your purpose should be 
built around the benefit that you deliver to your customers.

The Business Roundtable is a lobbying organisation that represents many 
of America’s largest companies, including Apple, Amazon and The Bank of 
America. In August 2019 it issued a statement challenging the traditional 
purpose of a corporation (to increase profits for shareholders). The statement 
declared, “We share a fundamental commitment to all of our stakeholders. 
We commit to deliver value to all of them.” It also pledged to “protect the 
environment by embracing sustainable practices across our businesses” and 
“foster diversity and inclusion, dignity and respect15.” The statement is only that 
- a statement. But it is evidence that businesses recognise the need to change. 

You could argue the Business Roundtable is rather late to the party. In 2001 
Anita Roddick, founder of the Body Shop wrote, “The business of business 
should not be about money. It should be about responsibility. It should be about 
public good, not private greed”.

Your purpose is one of the foundations of your brand. Your brand - the 
image you project - should be a reflection of that purpose. It will help you 
to communicate it in a way that is distinctive and memorable. I think the 
businesses that do this most effectively in 2020 will have a competitive 
advantage. To be one of them, you just need to take the time to understand 
what is important to people.

73%

of people believe it is possible 
for a business to increase 

profits and improve society14.
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When buying products and services, people want the same experience in the 
office, as business buyers, that they have at home, as consumers. 69% of 
business buyers want an “Amazon-like” experience when they purchase16. The 
challenge for each business will be understanding what that means for their 
customers, and then delivering it. 

Customer expectations are set by global giants, with billion dollar valuations, 
deep pockets and a sophisticated infrastructure. Smaller businesses, with 
more limited resources, may struggle to compete. This is why it’s important for 
businesses to understand their customers, and what’s important to them. If 
you can’t compete on the same terms as larger rivals, play to your strengths. 
A great brand experience for your customers isn’t built on budget. It’s built on 
knowledge. Take the time to understand the experience your customers want. 
Then build it for them.

What do your 
customers 
want?
Technology is always raising consumer expectations around their brand 
experience. With developments in AI, automation and the Internet of Things, 
that’s not going to change in 2020. But what may be most significant for 
businesses in the next 12 months is the growing trend of ‘Consumerisation’. 

69%

of business buyers want an 
“Amazon-like” experience16.
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Developing this knowledge could be as simple as having a conversation with 
your customers. An email survey will give you the opportunity to ask a large 
number of customers what is important to them. The alternative is to spend 
more time with a smaller group of customers, where you can discuss the brand 
experience in more detail. However you do it, taking the time to learn from 
customers will give you a competitive advantage.

80% 57%
of customers say the 
experience a company 

provides is as important as  
its products and services16.

of customers have stopped 
buying from a company 

because a competitor provided 
a better experience16.

67%
of customers say they’ll pay 

more for a great experience16.

65%
of customers say experience 
helps them decide between 

buying options17.

It’s also important to consider what information you may already have about 
your customers. Any data you have about their buying behaviour - what they 
buy, when they buy it, how much they spend - will help you to create a more 
complete picture. Research indicates that businesses that make good use of 
their customer data are 23 times more likely to win new customers, than 
companies that don’t. They are also 9 times more likely to build customer 
loyalty17.

Although technology has been fundamental to changing customer expectations, 
it’s not the only factor that influences the brand experience. This is a fact that 
hasn’t been lost on retailers. In the battle to compete with their online rivals, 
High Street retailers are beginning to exploit their physical presence.

In 2019 Primark opened the world’s largest fashion retail store in Birmingham. 
In addition to five floors of shopping, it includes a beauty studio, a barbershop 
and three ‘unique and amazing’ dining outlets. But it’s not just mass-market 
fashion that’s taking the opportunity to create an experience. John Lewis has 
created a concept-store in Southampton, featuring ‘experience playgrounds’. 
Shoppers can develop their barista skills, attend a pasta-making workshop or 
relax in the rooftop orchard.
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The “brand experience” is becoming 
increasingly influential on customer 
behaviour.
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Whether it’s digital or physical, the “brand experience” is becoming increasingly 
influential on customer behaviour. The quality of your brand experience will 
give you a competitive advantage. 57% of customers have stopped buying from 
a company because a competitor provided a better experience. And 67% of 
customers say they’ll pay more for a ‘great experience’16. 

So what is this “Amazon-like” experience that business buyers want? Amazon 
has made commerce easy and convenient, by focusing on the customer. As a 
result, almost 90% of UK shoppers use Amazon18. Many aspects of ecommerce 
that online shoppers now take for granted - customer recommendations, 
order tracking, recommended products - were introduced by Amazon. The 
foundation of this approach is Amazon’s Mission: “To be the most customer-
centric company on the planet”. 

With that clarity Amazon have been able to focus on what is most important, 
to achieve that outcome. This has allowed them to continue innovating, around 
that concept. Amazon Prime, Amazon Echo and even AWS (Amazon Web 
Services) are evidence of that. As a result, the company was valued at $1trillion 
in 2018 (just a few weeks after Apple achieved the same feat).

90%

of UK shoppers use Amazon18.
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But you don’t need to be a global giant, to create a great brand experience 
for your customers. You just need a plan - a brand strategy. A brand strategy 
will help to deliver your brand experience in the most efficient and effective 
way. It will create a framework for you to coordinate all of the elements that 
make up your customer’s brand experience. This could include your product, 
your service, your people, your communication, your physical environment - 
anything that influences your customer’s relationship with you.

What your customers want will always be changing. But your ability to 
understand - or anticipate - those changes, and deliver an outstanding brand 
experience, will determine your level of success in 2020.
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Business has always been about people - and the relationships between people. 
But these relationships, and the factors that influence them, are changing. The 
businesses that are most successful in 2020 will be those that respond most 
effectively. To do this they will need a human perspective.

Summary

In a connected world, technology can offer enormous opportunities. But it can 
also create barriers. Businesses need to know who’s behind the technology, so 
they can build strong relationships, built on trust.

To do that, it is becoming increasingly important to understand what’s 
important to people. Recognising that everyone is part of a community is one 
element of this. It maybe a community defined by geography, belief, sport, 
gender, interest, sexual orientation, health or anything that brings people 
together. To build a relationship, businesses need to consider what role they 
want to play in that community.

At the heart of this changing relationship is understanding what your 
customers want. Because it’s not just about what you do - providing a product 
or service. It’s about how you do it. The experience of doing business with 
you is increasingly important. So you need to consider what makes a ‘great’ 
experience for your customers. 

In an environment that’s constantly evolving and full of uncertainty, your brand 
can provide stability. A clear brand strategy for 2020 will bring consistency - to 
what you do, what you say and how you look. It will help you to build trust, 
with customers, staff, suppliers and investors. And that trust will give you the 
opportunity to influence what people think and how they behave.

The ability to maintain a human perspective in 2020 will make your 
organisation more attractive, more appealing, more relevant and, ultimately, 
more successful.
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About the author
I help ambitious organisations to make an impact, so they can launch new 
products, break into new markets and reach new customers.

In 2005 I founded Alder and Alder, with my wife, Charlie. In that time I’ve 
worked with all sorts of organisations – businesses, charities, social enterprises 
and local authorities. I’ve designed logos, created brochures, developed brand 
identities, built websites, planned strategies and delivered campaigns. I’ve 
helped our clients to make an impact, in print, in person and online.

Before starting my own company I worked in London for 16 years. I was a 
Creative Director for a several design agencies, where my clients included AXA, 
Ernst & Young, The British Library, The Early Learning Centre, The National 
Trust, Sainsbury’s and HSBC.

My career has been quite diverse. But what I enjoy most, whether I’ve been 
sitting at a boardroom table in Canary Wharf, or the kitchen table in a Devon 
farmhouse, is talking about the potential for brand to drive business success. 
This is why I write a Brand Preview each year. It’s an opportunity to share 
some knowledge.

Jonathan Alder
jonathan@alderandalder.co.uk
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At Alder and Alder we help organisations to make an impact. Whether you 
want to launch new products, break into new markets or simply reach more 
customers, we will build the brand you need to make that a success!  
How can we help you?

07816 870842
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