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The world of consumer policy advocacy is
changing. On 1 October 2008, Consumer Focus 
– a new and more powerful consumer champion –
will come into being. It is designed to be, ‘not a
mouse too meek to challenge us, but a lion who
will, I hope, roar on behalf of consumers’.1

In 2007, as part of the transition to Consumer
Focus, the National Consumer Council, in
partnership with our colleagues in the Welsh and
Scottish Consumer Councils, launched a major
programme called Consumer futures: building a new
consumer agenda through listening and engagement.
One of the biggest programmes we have ever
embarked on, Consumer futures involved business
and consumer leaders, as well as extensive research
with consumers.

One of the key aims of Consumer Futures was to
help ensure that consumer policy advocacy in the
21st Century will:
!reflect real consumer experience;

!tackle the problems that keep people trapped in a 
vicious cycle of poverty and disadvantage; and

!focus on the issues that make most difference to 
people’s lives.

As part of this effort, Consumer futures involved
extensive engagement with a range of high-profile
business leaders to determine their views on the big
issues affecting consumer-facing business, and how
they are likely to change.We held a series of
deliberative forums with consumers living in the
most deprived areas, consulted with key consumer
leaders, and worked with stakeholders to better
understand the consumer environment, and the
challenges facing consumer advocacy organisations.

The final stage of the Consumer futures programme
was a day-long summit of consumer leaders drawn
from business, consumer bodies, government
agencies, charities and trade bodies selected from
England, Scotland and Wales.

The summit – 2020:A vision for consumer futures –
was designed to explore the most significant trends
that will affect consumers over the next ten years,
and from this to identify the critical consumer
policy challenges that will arise between now and
2020. Henley Centre HeadlightVision (HCHLV),
a strategic trends and futures consultancy, was
commissioned to design and run the summit.
The event was held in central London, in June 
2008, and involved two main stages.

Introduction
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HCHLV first developed an in-depth analysis of the
social and economic trends that are likely to affect
the lives of consumers in coming years, and presented
this to participants at the start of the summit.2

Workshop participants were aided through a
structured programme of thinking, projection
techniques and discussion. Using the trends
developed earlier in the process, in a mixture of
group exercises and plenary discussions, contributors
explored in detail the ways in which different
consumers’ lives could change between now and
2020. Participants identified from this a number of
critical challenges for consumer policy advocacy
over the next 10–12 years.A real-time illustrator was
involved throughout the day to capture some of the
thoughts and ideas that emerged. Some of the
illustrations are included in this report.3

This document summarises discussions which took
place on the day, and the key challenges that
emerged as being critical for effective consumer
policy advocacy.The first part of the report outlines
trends that are likely to affect consumers, now and in
the future.The second part highlights the impact of
these trends on different groups of consumers. In the
final section we identify critical challenges for
consumer policy advocacy between now and 2020.
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HCHLV identified 17 trends that are likely to be
significant in shaping consumers’ lives over the
coming 10–12 years.The trends are split into three
broad areas: macro, consumer and regulatory.

Some trends will clearly affect different types of
consumers in different ways and to a different extent.
In addition, there will be important continuities, as
well as changes, in consumers’ experiences over time.

Macro Trends

Changing roles of technology

Growing pressures on 
consumer spending

Ageing population

Decline of traditional family &
household structures

Increased ethnic diversity

Widening income inequalities

Growing consumer role and
targeting of children

Consumer Trends

Rising personalisation and choice

Sustained time & 
energy pressures

Growing privacy concerns

Consumers becoming producers

Desire for authenticity

Regulatory Trends

Increasing personal control 
over services

Retreat from competition-
based regulation

Shift from measuring inputs to
measuring outcomes

Potential of continuing
devolution and growing localism

Greater focus on sustainability-
based regulation

The trends
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By macro trends we mean the broad political,
economic, social and technological changes that are
likely to affect consumers’ lives over the next 10 years.

Changing roles of technology
Increasing connectedness is changing the way that
consumers relate, and how they exercise their rights.
In 2007, of all UK households including Northern
Ireland, over 15 million (61 per cent) had access to
the Internet.This was an increase of nearly 1 million
households (7 per cent) since 2006.The regions with
the highest level of access were the South West and
London, both with 69 per cent.The regions with
the lowest access levels were Yorkshire and the
Humber, the North East and Northern Ireland,
each with 52 per cent. Eighty four per cent of UK
households with Internet access had a broadband
connection in 2007, up from 69 per cent in 2006.4

However, the so-called ‘digital divide’ persists. Social
group AB is more open to using the widest range of
communication methods, including new digital
technologies, whereas group DE is much less likely
to want to communicate via the internet or email.5

Older consumers are also less likely to have access to
new means of communication.

Growing pressures on consumer spending
Solid income growth, falling unemployment, low
interest rates and rising house prices have all
contributed to a consumer boom, with spending rising
faster than GDP for each of the nine years to 2004.6

But after nearly two decades of growth in real
household disposable income, recent economic fears
have seen consumer confidence fall to its lowest
level for over 10 years,7 with strong signs of an
increase in the cost of basics such as food and
energy, tighter credit and lower disposable income.
In fact, rising fuel and food prices pushed up
consumer price inflation to 3.3 per cent in May
2008, and 3.8 per cent in June.This is its biggest
increase for 11 years.8

Ageing population
There are now more people in the UK aged over 60
than under 16. By 2025 there will be more over 60s
than under 20s.9

Macro trends
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In 1971 households in Great Britain had an average
occupancy of 2.9 people per household.The
number of households rose by 5.8 million between
1971 and 2007, and the average household size fell
to 2.4 people. Reasons for this increase in the
number of households and the decrease in average
household size include more lone-parent families,
smaller family sizes and an increase in one-person
households, which make up 29% of all households 
in Great Britain.10

Decline of traditional family and household structures
The idea of a ‘traditional’ family has been largely
superseded as a variety of changes influence the
shape of families.

Forty-four per cent of women today with a child
under a year old work, 21 per cent of them full-
time.Twenty years ago, just 16 per cent of women
with children under one were working, with seven
per cent full-time.11

Source: UN World Population Propects: The 2006 Revision
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Some 40 per cent of marriages now break down.
In 1958, 95 per cent of children lived with both of
their birth parents, but the figure has now dropped
to 65 per cent.12

People are living at home longer: between 1991 and
2006 the percentage of men aged 20–24 living with
their parents rose from 50 to 58 per cent.13

Increasing ethnic diversity
Ethnic diversity in the UK continues to grow.
Census data show that in 2001, nine per cent of
people in England and Wales belonged to an ethnic
minority, rising to 29 per cent of those in London.14

Since then, migration from eastern Europe has
increased, with over 800,000 eastern Europeans
moving the UK in the past four years.15 This has had
a direct effect on the consumer landscape, with one
in six Tesco stores now stocking Polish food.

There is, however, uncertainty as to how migration
patterns will change as the UK economy faces a
slowdown and possible recession, removing some 
of the incentives that draw people to the UK.

Widening income inequalities
Overall earnings inequalities in the UK are
widening, and poverty levels in 2005/06 were the
same as in 2002/03. Poverty is still more likely to
affect children than adults, and around two-fifths of
people from ethnic minorities live in low-income
households – twice the rate of those who are not
from a minority ethnic group.The number of
children in working families where earnings and
Child Benefit are insufficient to escape poverty
continues to rise.16 Housing affordability also
remains a problem for many.

Growing consumer targeting of children
Children are increasingly being targeted as
consumers, and the changing role of technology is
accelerating this.The Children’s Food Campaign 
said that ‘…we are seeing a general growth in the
way the internet and text messaging are used to
target children with ads.There are a lot of websites
springing up with an interactive feel. Companies
have ‘kid zones’ where children can play games 
with their friends’.
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There are concerns about how this targeting will
affect these consumers in later life. In 2007, Sue
Palmer, author of Toxic childhood, wrote in the Daily
Telegraph that ‘…children are entered at four years old
into an educational race dominated by tests, and many
of them fall at the first fence in the educational race.
This makes them easy prey for the consumerist
culture of cool on the streets – the recent increase in
binge-drinking is one inevitable result’.
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Consumer trends

Consumer trends are changes in attitude and
behaviour that affect consumers and their interaction
with each other and organisations. Some of these
changes are driven by macro and regulatory trends,
but they all impact directly on the lives of consumers.

Rising personalisation and choice
Rising levels of choice are apparent in almost all
areas of consumers’ lives, from the ability to
personalise their trainers and choose from a huge
variety of products on supermarket shelves, to
personalising social care services and hospital
treatment.This trend has been led by changes to
both private and public services.

One rich facet of this personalisation is the way in
which people are connecting and communicating.
We see a wide range of (often online) communities
developing around shared interests, apparently
pushing back on the trend for increasing
individualism. But this must be seen in conjunction
with a general growth in social isolation over the
past few decades.

Sustained time and personal energy pressures
HCHLV has for a number of years tracked people’s
attitudes towards their resources of information,
time, personal energy (that is, their energy to ‘get
things done’) and money.These resources are
limited, and consumers must juggle them in order to
make choices and decisions.While more consumers
feel cash-poor than time or energy-poor, consumers
are more likely to think that time and energy are the
most valued resources in their everyday life.17

In addition, consumers living in deprived areas
highlighted in Consumer Futures deliberative
forums that many are both time-poor and cash-poor
– dispelling the myth that those on lower incomes
are less likely to feel short of time.

Growing privacy concerns
The changing social, technological and cultural
landscape is redefining our notions of privacy. Four
in five people are concerned about how personal
information in company databases is stored and
used, and half the population feel that it is an
invasion of privacy to be asked for personal details.
However, people are willing to provide information
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Which one of the resources is most/least valuable to you in everyday life?
HCHLV, Planning for consumer change, 2007

Least Valued    Most Valued

Information

Time

Energy

Money

0 10 20 30 4010203040

28 9

5 38

3 30

10 17

if they can see benefits to themselves: 62 per cent are
happy to provide details to a company if it means
they provide a better service, and 58 per cent
support the introduction of national ID cards when
the benefits of having them are made clear.18

A report from Demos argues that ‘there is a tension
at the heart of this surveillance society.We are
increasingly willing to engage in this world of easily

available personal information. But that information
is increasingly relied upon by the public and private
sectors to make important judgments about people.
There is now more opportunity than ever for those
decisions to be made without our consent or
involvement. Personal information can be interpreted
and used long after the everyday interactions it
originated from.’ 19
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Consumers becoming producers
No one needs reminding of the huge growth in
user-generated media content, and consumers are still
finding new and innovative ways to create and share
information online and elsewhere. For example,
Deep love, a story of adolescent romance through a
chance encounter, has been a runaway success in
Japan.The author,Yoshi, made good use of the fact
that users could feed back comments from their
mobile phones, and he revised the tale accordingly.
It became a legend in its own right, moving from
mobile to print, and then onto the big screen.

One interesting development of this trend is the
growth in aggregation technologies such as RSS,
del.icio.us and last.fm.These allow people to filter
vast swathes of online content for that which is most
relevant to their interests.

Desire for authenticity
Consumer trust in traditional institutions across 
the globe is low. Public institutions which have
traditionally been trusted, such as national
governments and armed forces, are now in many
countries viewed with cynicism and scepticism.
Results from a global study show that only one in
five people on average trusts the government to be
honest and fair.20

In the current climate consumers are demanding
authenticity and transparency from the organisations
around them. Seventy-nine per cent of consumers
think that companies have a responsibility to help
support the society in which they operate.21 And
the business world appears to be responding to this:
75 per cent of corporate respondents in a global
survey said sustainability is either ‘an important part
of our organization’s corporate strategy,’ or that 
they expect the topic ‘…to become increasingly
important in the future’.21
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Regulatory trends represent directions of movement
in the sphere of consumer interest regulation, and
broader governance, that will affect consumers over
the coming years.

Increasing personal control over services
Sir David Varney’s December 2006 report, Service
Transformation, stressed the need for public services to
be more efficient and responsive to the needs of
consumers and businesses. In response to this,
consumers are increasingly being consulted and
engaged in relation to the services they use.

One example is the use of personal budgets in social
care.These allow people to shape, with the help of
professionals and peers, the support they receive.
Early coverage has been positive (Demos, 2008),
but some practitioners have doubts as to how far the
model can be extended.

A more sophisticated approach to 
competition-based regulation
Competition-based regulation has tended to take
quite a simplistic approach, focusing on
economically rational behaviours, and taking little 

account of the ways in which consumers actually 
behave. However, concerns have been raised around
the effectiveness of this model in certain markets.
For example, a recent report into the introduction of
competition in the postal sector found that ‘there
have been no significant benefits for small businesses
and domestic consumers’.22

Regulatory trends
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In addition, while many regulators still aspire to
withdrawal from price regulation, some – like
Ofgem – are under more pressure than others to
intervene in markets, and to balance competition
against objectives such as environmental
sustainability. Ofgem’s corporate strategy in 2008
comments that ‘…while we have no strong evidence
of fundamental market failure, we have decided to
carry out an investigation of the gas and electricity
supply markets for households and small businesses.
The decision to conduct the probe is in response to
mounting concern among customers in the light of
recent market developments that could undermine
confidence in competition’.We may in future see 
a retreat from competition as the basis for 
regulation of markets.

The Office of Fair Trading has made efforts to 
better connect consumer and competition policy.
Our understanding of how people behave in
markets, and the factors that influence their
decisions, is also developing apace through the use 
of economic psychology and social marketing
techniques.We are likely to see an increasingly
sophisticated understanding of the role that
regulation can and should play in driving markets.

Shift from measuring inputs to measuring outcomes
In some spheres of regulation, bureaucracy and rules
appear to be giving way to systems in which
outcomes provide the relevant measurement.The aim
here is to improve services by providing solutions for
consumers, rather than simply meeting targets.

At an IIPS meeting in 2008, Sir David Varney said
that ‘concentrating on outcomes rather than outputs
is the biggest change the public sector has to make.’
To this end the Financial Services Authority (FSA)
has committed to a model of principles-based
regulation, requiring firms to treat customers fairly
in all their dealings with them. In a speech earlier
this year, the FSA’s Director for Treating Customers
Fairly said, ‘…firms operating in the retail financial
markets collectively [need] to make a step change in
their treatment of customers.We are asking firms to
focus on outcomes rather than process and detailed
rules, and have defined six outcomes for consumers
against which firms should measure progress’.23 The
recently implemented Unfair Commercial Practices
Directive applies this approach across the board,
placing a duty on all traders to trade fairly.
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Devolution and growing localism
There are mounting calls for increases in local
powers to regulate and provide services appropriate
to the needs of local people.This has been played
out on two levels. First, in 2007, a report on local
councils by Sir Michael Lyons called for ‘…a new
partnership between central and local government.
This needs to be based on changes in behaviours
from all tiers of government to achieve a stronger
relationship – creating a shared ambition for the
future. Central government needs to leave more
room for local discretion and recognise the value 
of local choice’.

Some voices are suggesting that in coming years we
will see substantial constitutional reform in terms of
the relationship between the UK government and
the devolved administrations in Scotland and Wales.
The Welsh current affairs magazine Golwg argued in
May 2008 that ‘…with David Cameron on course to
win the next General Election questions will now be
asked of what kind of Prime Minister he will be. My
prediction is that he will be the most constitutionally
reforming of any – including Tony Blair.’

Greater focus on sustainability-based regulation
Consumers tend to place the onus for ensuring
sustainability on government. In response to this
there has been a strong shift in social and corporate
attitudes towards climate change.And it has become
an important part of government policy (as seen,
for example, in the Climate Change Bill), even if 
the approach can appear contradictory.

Who is most responsible for tackling climate change?
Source: HCHLV, Planning for consumer change, 2007.

Individuals

Industries/Companies

Government

Non Government/
Non-Profit
organisations/
Local community
groups

66%
8%

12%

14%



15

During the second part of our workshop, participants were asked
to assemble in small, pre-selected groups, and consider the ways
in which the trends presented above would impact on different
types of consumer. Each group was given a pen portrait of a
particular consumer, including their circumstances, key attributes,
and hopes and fears for the future. The groups were asked to
assume that the consumers’ age and circumstances remained the
same, and consider how they would fare in 2020. 

A day in the life, 2020
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Work: Retired postal worker. After a stint in the 
army, Frank joined the Royal Mail, where he met 
his receptionist wife, Maureen. Retirement took a 
bit of getting used to initially, but Frank has 
recently  taken up some new hobbies and settled 
into a comfortable routine.

Family: Frank and Maureen have grown-up children and
a young granddaughter. With one of their daughters
recently divorced, Frank and his wife play a much more
active role with their granddaughter than before.

Interests: Frank takes part twice a week in 
voluntary work with a youth group. Neither of 
his former jobs required computer skills, and this 
is something he regrets.

Financial situation: Frank’s pension has paid out less
than he was expecting, but he scrapes by. However,
with rising inflation Frank worries about how this will
change over the years ahead. In the face of rising costs
of gas and electricity in the home, and growing food
prices, he is seriously thinking about releasing the
equity from his home.

Biggest concerns: Frank doesn’t consider himself to be
old, as such, but he does worry that age will creep up
on him. He knows it is important to keep mentally
active now that he has stopped working. Arthritis and
raised cholesterol levels are also concerns. 

Frank has always prided himself on providing for his
family. If he does become less able to take care of
himself and Maureen, he worries about what will
happen. He doesn’t want to become a burden to his
children in the future.

Frank is concerned about the state of Britain, and
what future it holds for his grandchildren.
Biggest hopes: Frank hopes to start contributing
financially to supporting his granddaughter through
her education (especially now that his daughter is 
a lone parent). 

Trends affecting Frank: Frank never used computers
during his former working life, and he is keen to
catch up. The changing role of technology will
influence Frank’s life, either making this catching up
harder, or enabling him to connect in new ways.
Frank is suffering from pressures on consumer
spending, and feels time-pressured even in retirement
as his daughter’s divorce and the changing family
situation has taken its toll. Frank is aware that 69 is
no longer considered old, and he is keen to use his
personal control over services to get what he wants
from his allowance.

Frank is 69 and lives in Sunderland, England.
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Frank’s life in 2020: Frank has taken a job in Tesco to
fill the shortfall in his pension. He enjoys the work, and
almost sees it as a ‘second career’. He particularly likes
the human interaction elements of the job, and giving
advice to customers. However, the multi-tasking
required leaves him exhausted. And what’s more, it has
left him unable to see his granddaughter as much as
he would like. They particularly need Frank’s support
now that his daughter is divorced.

Frank has fought hard to keep up with technology, and
is trying to gain some computer skills. He is using his
personal allowance (a support budget from the
government) to download from the library a specialised
training manual on PC usage. But he is struggling to
make sense of all the technology. Unfortunately, Frank’s
attempts to download the manual have been frustrated,
and he cannot understand where he’s gone wrong.

Frank is keen to contribute to society, and as a former
proud postman of many years he has joined Post
Power: an activist group dedicated to providing an
efficient and high value postal service across the UK,
and supporting the rights of postal workers. Frank likes
to do his bit in this way. With an ageing society, Frank
doesn’t feel in the minority as someone in his 60s. In
fact, there are many consumer empowerment groups
around to help him if need be.
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Work: Around six months ago Kaz started work as 
a trainee fitter at the Auto Best car repair 
centre in Newport.

Kaz is studying in his spare time for a diploma in car
maintenance – partly to keep his father happy, but
also because he hopes to become a mechanic, and
move up the job ladder in the long term.

Kaz didn’t really consider further education– one or
two of his friends are going to university, but to him 
it seemed a waste of time.

Family: Single with no siblings, Kaz lives with his
father and step-mother. They charge him £50 a week
for board and lodging, and do not bother him much
at home. Kaz has a car, which he describes as his ‘new
baby’, and says gives him freedom.

Financial situation: Kaz is not being paid much, but
he’s happy to have a steady income.

Dad can usually be called upon for a tank of petrol or
the odd tenner when funds are low.

Biggest concerns: He may not admit it to many
people, but Kaz is concerned with ensuring his
financial security.

Biggest hopes: To get his motorbike licence and 
buy a Ducati.

Moving out of the family home and finding 
his own space.

Not having to worry about money when buying
clothes and CDs.

Trends affecting Kaz: With the trappings of
consumerism, and his possession of a new car, Kaz is
affected by a number of trends. Because he lives at
home, Kaz has quite a high level of disposable
income. But the rising price of oil, together with
aspirations and expectations, means that most of this
income is spoken for. Kaz has joined the online world
of user-generated content, with a blog and other
websites, and he hopes that the increasing
decentralisation of government might lead to him
benefiting from more investment in IT training. 
Kaz is becoming increasingly aware of sustainability
as an issue, and now needs personal carbon credits
when travelling around. With his training to become
a mechanic, Kaz has been affected by the resurgence
of a more traditional approach to training and
development in the form of apprenticeships.

Kaz is 18 and lives in Newport, Wales
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A day in 2020: Kaz is trying hard to impress his new
girlfriend. He has just bought some second-hand jeans
from the Jean Exchange on the internet, from where
he now gets most of his clothes. This saves him having
to use his personal carbon credits to go shopping, and
means that he has more choice and pays less than he
would otherwise have to for new clothes.

Kaz would like to visit his girlfriend, but has used up
all his personal carbon credits travelling to and from
work, and on nights out with friends. He knows that
his girlfriend has spare credits, and is hoping that she
will lend him some.

It is not practical for Kaz’s girlfriend to visit him. 
It may be cheap living at home, but the house is more
crowded than ever, what with his dad, step-mum, his
step-mum’s sister, and his gran and her boyfriend
living under the same roof.

Before he can go out tonight Kaz must complete an
online assignment – a virtual reality practical
assessment – for his electric cars apprenticeship. 
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Work: Shelley has full-time temping work through an
employment agency. This is usually in secretarial roles,
but Shelley will do the graveyard shift in call centres,
and take kitchen portering jobs when necessary.

Family: Shelley is single, having separated three years
ago from her long-term partner. Shelley has no
children; she always wanted one or two, but never 
felt settled enough in her relationship, or financially.
Her sister (who lives with her husband and has two
teenage boys) and parents are based in Sheffield, 
but Shelley finds it difficult to visit them given the
unpredictable nature of her shift work, and rarely
having two days off in a row.

Financial situation: Shelley earns in the region of
£14,000 a year, but this is variable, and depends on
the availability of work. She lives in private rented
accommodation, and can usually scrape together
enough to pay the bills.

Biggest concerns: Rising food and energy prices mean
that providing even basic necessities could become a
problem for Shelley in the coming winter. She is also
worried about losing contact with her sister; they
seem to have drifted apart in recent years.

Biggest hopes: Being able to visit her sister and
nephews twice a year. 

Finding enough time and money to renew her passion
for ice skating; Shelley’s dad used to take her skating
when she was young.

Trends affecting Shelley: Shelley is increasingly under
pressure, and the shift working is taking its toll on
her time and energy. Any changes in the ‘casual
economy’ will directly affect her, but these may be
positive as companies seek more temporary staff in a
potentially recessive economy. Time and energy
pressures are not helped by increasing choice and
personalisation of social care, which means that
Shelley and her sister must now help with the
management of their parents’ care. The trend
towards more single-person households means that
Shelley is one of a growing number of people who
live alone. She is, however, keeping up with changes
in technology, as her skills are continually upgraded
through the secretarial work.

Shelley is 36 and lives in Romford, Essex.
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Shelley’s life in 2020: Shelley has felt more
marginalised and isolated of late. The employment
agency has been giving her more late-night and
catering work, and this has made it harder to keep in
touch with people and live normal hours.

Shelley has been helping her dad sort out his personal
care budget. She doesn’t have much experience in this,
or much time to spend on it, but her dad now relies
on his daughter, and doesn’t have the confidence to
make decisions on his own. Shelley had thought that
her sister would deal with this, as she lives nearby and
spends more time with their parents. Shelley is busy
and tired enough as it is with her shift work.

Much as Shelley would love to visit her family, she
knows that she cannot find sufficient time or money in
the near future. As it is, Shelley is working around the
clock just to make ends meet. Unless she can book
train tickets far enough in advance, they will be
astronomically expensive. And Shelley never knows
when her days off will be – she’s not even sure yet
where she’ll be working next week.

Shelley is, however, doing some training in order to
improve her employment prospects. She hopes that
with more skills she will be able to find a permanent
job, or at least get better-paid secretarial work.
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Work: Beth is a full-time accountant, and works for a
small practice in Dunfermline. She gets on well with her
colleagues and enjoys the work, but a small workforce
and tight deadlines can mean long hours. Beth spends
an hour a day travelling to and from work.

Family: Beth lives with her husband Craig, a plumber,
and their two children. Her son Paul (16) lives at home,
but Stacey (19) has just started at the University of
Aberdeen, and is away from home during term time. 

Beth and Craig are in the process of converting their
spare room into a granny flat for Craig’s recently
widowed mother. Alice is finding it increasingly
difficult to care for herself, and a granny flat seems
like a more attractive (not to mention cheaper) option
than a nursing home.

Financial situation: The family have a comfortable
standard of living, and are used to enjoying holidays
together in Holland. However, things are starting to
become tight, especially with the home extension to
consider. Beth and Craig have paid off their mortgage,
and have contributed to private pensions for the past
15 years. They have recently been discussing whether
their retirement provisions are adequate.

Biggest concerns: Beth worries about the impact that
Alice will have on moving in, and whether she will be
able to cope with looking after her elderly mother-in-
law — especially if her health deteriorates.

Beth wants to give her children a good start in adult
life. Qualifications, support while at university and
property deposits weigh heavily on her mind.

The house has always been seen as Beth and Craig’s
security in retirement, but Beth is now worried about
the impact of falling property prices.

Biggest hopes: To find more ‘me-time’ so that she can
stay physically active.

To work a four-day week, though for now this seems
like a pipe dream.

Trends affecting Beth: Beth suffers from shortages of
time and energy, and feels under pressure because she
has no extended family to help her; instead she seems
to be the crutch for the rest of the family. Pressures on
consumer spending are causing worries, particularly as
Beth and Craig will be supporting their children and
an elderly mother for the foreseeable future. Living in
a rural area, Beth is concerned that she is unable to
exercise the ‘choice’ that supposedly now exists
around state support (there simply aren’t the facilities
to choose between). She is also worried that if prices
rise or carbon emissions are taxed, the cost of
commuting could become too great.

Beth is 47 and lives in Fife, Scotland
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Beth’s life in 2020: Beth has taken the plunge and
decided to work from home full time instead of
going into the office, and technology has to a degree
helped make this work. But it doesn’t seem to be
working out entirely as planned, as at home Beth
hasn’t got the space or time, and therefore ends up
working late.

Beth seems to have lost privacy and control at home,
although she and Craig are using Alice’s care budget
to bring in a social worker to look after her for some
of the time.

Craig is retraining to become a ground-source heat
pump engineer. This seems to be a good solution to
the collapse of the housing market and growing
sustainability focus, but it could also be risky. Alice
has offered to help out with the business by doing
admin jobs.

Stacey is currently in Shanghai completing a module
at the university there, and Beth hopes this will
improve her daughter’s job prospects in an
increasingly international labour market.
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Work: Jane works part-time as a co-ordinator at the
hospital in Shepton Mallet. Her husband of six years,
Keith, is a musician who also teaches at Wells
Cathedral School.

Family: Jane and Keith have two young girls: Becky (3)
and Ella (6). Jane has never strayed far from her family
home (Keith moved into the area in search of work
eight years ago), and her parents and brother live
within a 30-mile radius. Jane’s side of the family often
get together for Sunday lunches – Jane’s mum adores
the grandchildren, and Becky and Ella love playing
with their older cousins.

Financial situation: Between them, Jane and Keith
earn just over £32,000 a year. They traded-up a few
years ago to a three-bedroom detached house on the
outskirts of town, and to buy their home they took
out a substantial mortgage.

Biggest concerns: The children’s future, both in terms
of environmental and economic issues, and also as
Wells town centre has in recent years seen a
noticeable rise in social disorder. Jane will not go into
town alone on a Friday night.

Biggest hopes: To continue to holiday in Denia, which
is Jane and Keith’s favourite spot in Spain. Recent trips
to North Devon have also been fun.

To spend more time at home with family – it is tiring
trying to squeeze everything into the two or three
hours when the whole family is at home together, 
and not in bed asleep.

Trends affecting Jane: With changing family
structures, Jane’s stereotypical family appears to be
becoming less common. An ageing population may
lead to children being more valued by society, and
their production encouraged. 

Trying to fit everything into her life means that Jane is
under time and energy pressure, but the changing
roles of technology may allow her to work remotely
and save some time. Jane and Keith are worried about
the increasing targeting of consumer goods to
children. Jane works in the public sector, and could be
affected by many regulatory trends. Living in a rural
location means that growing localism could improve
the family’s quality of life.

Jane is 32 and lives in Wells, Somerset.
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Jane’s life in 2020
Jane tries to work from home as much as she can.
However, she is often forced to go into the hospital
where she works, as power shortages have led to local
rationing and frequent power cuts. Jane hates having
to do this: it disrupts her day, and the heightened
security situation makes her anxious. She has also
lost her ID card. 

Jane’s mother can look after the children, but with
Keith away so much, touring with his band, Jane often
feels that she keeps the family going single-handedly.

The family are looking to move further south west, as
increasing wealth inequalities have led to houses
around Wells becoming more expensive as affluent
Londoners buy them for second homes. Jane and Keith
would like more space for the family, but they cannot
afford to buy in the Wells area without reducing their
quality of life. 

With Keith away so much and Jane so busy, holidays
are vital to give everyone a chance to wind down and
spend time together. Jane has been trying to book
online a holiday in North Devon, but was just about to
complete the transaction when the latest power cut
hit. She’s now hoping Keith will be able to access the
internet from his hotel, and make the booking before
he goes on stage.
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A number of themes have emerged from
considering trends that will impact on consumers in
the years to 2020, and the different experiences of
particular consumer groups.

Keeping up with technology
Technological change will undoubtedly affect the
way that most people relate and work, and this
includes the enhancement and enabling of family
connections.This may allow Beth and Jane to work
from home more often, and Kaz to take exams and
study online.While the unpredictability and the
variable nature of Shelley’s work causes her
problems, it could allow her to remain in touch with
technology as it evolves through her work, as long as
she continues in office-based employment.

However, increasing reliance on technology
demonstrates two risks. On the one hand, in a world
in which resources become increasingly rare and
more expensive, people will be vulnerable when this
infrastructure fails, or becomes unaffordable or
unsustainable to run. On the other hand, the digital
divide is likely to persist.While Frank may strive to
keep in touch with technological change, having to
hold down a job while trying to help his family may

mean that he struggles to find the time, energy and
support necessary to bridge the gap.

Living with time and energy pressures
Time pressures seem set to continue for everyone as
they struggle to meet the challenge of taking on and
navigating the many roles that modern life demands.
Shelley, for example, will be under pressure to work
longer or more unsociable hours in order to earn
enough even for basics.At the same time she must
deal with unpredictable shift work, and help her
father manage his personalised care services. Beth
suffers from similar issues, including a lack of time 
for herself as she works from home, becomes a carer
for her mother-in-law and supports the children.

Recurring themes 
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Making the most of the family
With an aging population and changing household
structures, the next ten years may see greater
intergenerational dependency within families,
with adult children caring for elderly parents,
and grandparents increasingly responsible for
childcare.The challenge for consumers is to use this
to their benefit, where possible, and manage the
pressures where it is a burden. For some, the
benefits of a closer family are clear. Jane can rely on
her parents for emergency child care when she is
called to work and Keith is away. She and her
husband might even be offered tax incentives for
being a couple with two children — something
increasingly rare and important in an ageing
population with increasing family breakdown.

On the other hand, Kaz may have to compete with a
house full of family members. He could be living with
his grandmother and her boyfriend, his dad, step-mum
and step-mum’s sister. Finding space for himself in this
house would be near impossible. Consistent with
NCC’s recent study of the experiences of the
forgotten working poor, 24 Shelley finds it increasingly
hard to find the time or money to visit family who
live nearly two hundred miles away, even though her
father relies on her for advice and support.

Managing workplace vulnerability
Our understanding of how these trends may affect
consumers in practice highlights a move away from
the notion of ‘a job for life’, and a corresponding
need to retrain regularly and acquire additional skills.
Consumers may become increasingly vulnerable and
insecure in their jobs. For example, Beth’s husband
Craig is retraining in the face of environmental
concerns to become a heat pump engineer.As for
Kaz, Shelley and Frank, they are also upgrading their
skills, while at the beginning, middle and end of
their working lives, respectively.
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At the same time, this is coupled with insecurity
about whether courses taken and new skills
acquired will actually strengthen their position in a
rapidly changing job market. In some ways this
question is about the value of investment of time: is
a particular course, leading to a particular set of
skills in the future, going to be a productive use of
time (and money) in the present? Neither market
signals nor government rhetoric are reliable guides
when it comes to making such decisions.

Operating with scarce natural resources 
Resource scarcity, and resulting price rises, shortages
and limitations, will affect all consumers.This
presents risks to the poorest consumers if price is
used to ration use; but it also presents opportunities
for some, in the form of employment around more
sustainable travel and heating systems.These
challenges are likely to manifest themselves in
various ways.

Shelley is struggling to make a living from her
temping work, and this is unlikely to change in the
near future.As travel becomes more expensive, it will
become harder for her to find the money to visit
family living some distance away.

Jane and Keith are relatively comfortable financially,
but energy shortages are affecting supplies in their
area, and house price rises may soon force them 
out of Wells.

Kaz hopes to forge a career as an electric car
engineer, so resource scarcity could be an
opportunity for him to exploit.

One outcome of this climate of resource scarcity
may be a trend towards increasingly interventionist
government policies, as the UK seeks resilience to
shocks.This could include measures already in their
infancy, such as the Sustainable Communities Act.
The aim of this act is to devolve powers to local
councils, to empower them to solve problems and
ensure sustainability within their communities.An
example of how this may evolve is considered for
Kaz, where restrictions on carbon use are
significantly limiting his ability to travel.



29

Having considered how consumers’ lives are likely to
change over the next 12 years, workshop participants
focused on identifying the key challenges to
successful consumer policy advocacy.

Four critical challenges are summarised below.

Challenges for consumer policy advocacy

Engaging the less-engaged

Supporting empowerment

Managing consumption in
a resource-stretched world

Global relations for the
benefit of consumers 
and producers

The challenge is to establish how consumer policy advocacy organisations
can continue to engage and maintain their dialogue with an increasingly
diverse and fragmented population.

The challenge is to provide consumers with the skills and confidence to
promote and protect their interests, and ensure that they get a fair deal, and
have access to the right communication channels to make their voices heard.

The challenge is about how consumer behaviour and advocacy will change
in a world in which consumption is more constrained.

The challenge is to operate at a sufficiently global level to give consumers
power over matters affecting their interests on the world stage.
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Engaging the less-engaged
How do we ensure that those less-engaged
consumers have their voices heard? 

This is, of course, an age-old challenge, but the
imperative to tackle lack of engagement will grow:
first, there is increasing diversity, stemming from
inequalities, polarisation and changing
demographics; and secondly, organisations are getting
bigger, giving them a tendency to become more
removed from consumers. How can consumer policy
advocacy recognise and address the needs of, and
create and maintain dialogue with, a population of
increasingly fragmented individuals and groups?

As the consumer landscape becomes increasingly
international, the challenge for consumer advocacy
organisations is to remain relevant and credible 
at a local level. If engagement is seen to be 
simply formulaic, it could, perversely, lead to 
further disengagement.

There is a need for solutions which are varied and
multi-dimensional, and sometimes local, to address
specific issues that are important to consumers.
One response to this may be to work with relevant,
recognised and trusted organisations: for example,
tenants’ and other local interest groups run by and
for the consumers involved.This should involve
working with a variety of people within
communities, both to identify the key consumer
issues, and to effect change.

This complex challenge will be difficult and
potentially expensive to address. However, success
will benefit the most marginalised sections of society,
including the poorest. It will also enhance the
credibility of consumer organisations, especially
those working at national level, as trusted
representatives of consumers’ interests.
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It is not just communities or groups which are hard
to hear. Emerging issues – especially those that affect
small, marginalised or fragmented groups of people –
can also get lost.Without someone who can frame
them, and articulate them sufficiently well to
connect with others, it will be difficult for them to
achieve influence and impact.

The fragmented groups around the issue of knife
crime, for example, are at an early stage of this
process, but are growing in influence both locally
and nationally. Roadpeace represents a more mature
example. It was set up in 1992 to articulate the
interests of bereaved relatives and those injured in
road crashes, and for the first decade of its existence
was known only to other radical transport
organisations. But over the past three years, both its
language and variations on its policy proposals have
increasingly been seen in government documents.

Supporting empowerment
The challenge is to equip people with the skills,
knowledge and confidence to operate effectively as
consumers, and to provide access to the right
information, advice and communication channels.

This requires a shift away from the traditional model 
of consumer policy advocacy, which tended to speak
for consumers, towards one which encourages and
enables them to speak for themselves.The aim is to
give every consumer their own ‘net to catch the
sharks with’, as one workshop participant put it.
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The backdrop for this challenge is a world in 
which people have increasing amounts of choice
and power, but in which there is also growing
‘noise’.There is more choice; there are more
websites and organisations offering consumer
information and advice. Part of enabling consumers
is helping them to avoid potential information
overload by facilitating access to useful and
empowering information, at the right time.
Here there are two key roles for consumer 
policy advocacy.

First, there is a role in helping to up-skill consumers,
giving them the confidence and ability to make
decisions, manage risk and deal with problems as and
when they arise. Recent work by the General
Consumer Council for Northern Ireland suggests
that information and education initiatives can have a
significant impact.The second role is to ensure that
the environment is right for this by facilitating
dialogue between providers and users of goods and
services in the private, public and third sectors. One
workshop participant described consumer policy
advocacy as being a bit like a dating agency, helping
people to make the right connections in the right
way, while not necessarily doing the representation.

An example was given of a wheelchair user in a

residential care home who was told by management

that leaving his wheelchair in the hallway was a fire

risk. Rather than simply accept this, the resident got

the fire service to come round and check whether

there really was a fire risk. They told him it was quite

safe, and this allowed him to override the building

managers’ restrictions. 

Organisations, groups and individuals that allow

people to use their own power in this way could be

vital in the future. Martin Lewis’

moneysavingexpert.com is thought by many to

succeed in meeting this challenge – enabling

consumers to exert their power in order to exercise

their rights. Sustrans is another, providing

infrastructure and information to enable consumers

to act more sustainably by cycling more. Its vision is

‘…a world in which people choose to travel in ways

that benefit their health and the environment’.
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In a mini-survey conducted at the workshop, half of

the 18 respondents thought that choice would be of

less benefit to consumers in 2020 than it is now. 

Just one person thought it would be of more benefit. 

This is possibly due to the difficulty in successfully

navigating excesses of choice in a time-pressured

world. At the same time, however, nearly half of the

respondents felt that consumers will be more

powerful in 2020 than they are now, with just three

suggesting that they will be less so.

In a world where consumers are more powerful, at

the same time as choice being less valuable for them,

the challenge of supporting empowerment will

become increasingly important.

Managing consumption in a resource-stretched world
We are rapidly heading towards a world in which
consumption is increasingly constrained, either
through scarcity of resources or – as with carbon
emissions – as a result of the long-term impacts of
consumption.This raises a number of issues for
successful consumer policy advocacy.

The first is that, where price is used as a tool to
ration access, constraints can become a source of
profit for organisations providing them. In this
context the traditional role of the watchdog
organisation remains as it ever was: to challenge
companies that appear to making excess profits at
the expense of consumers.

The watchdog must also promote equality of access
to scarce resources, and protect the needs of
vulnerable consumers.The market is unlikely to do
this on its own.

Beyond this there is new territory. Cheap goods are
often cheap because their producers are not paying
the full external costs of production and
distribution.To take one example, airline fuel is not
taxed, whereas that for cars and trains is.
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There is therefore no charge attached to airline
flight, even as a proxy, for its environmental impact.
There may then be a third role for consumer policy
advocacy organisations in promoting fair markets, in
terms of resource consumption and environmental
impact, even when where this leads to price
increases for consumers.

The fourth issue involves the impacts of
consumption over time. Consumer interest
organisations understandably tend to represent
present-day consumers, but with sustainability 
often described as an issue of ‘inter-generational
equity’, much of our current consumption is at 
the expense of the wellbeing of people who are 
not currently represented.The final challenge 
under this heading, then, is developing ways to
balance the interests of current consumers against
those of future consumers.

These last two points may present a particular
challenge for membership organisations, whose
members may perceive them to be acting against
their immediate interests.

Global relations for the benefit of 
consumers and producers
This challenge is set against the changing
relationship between global and local interests over
the coming ten years. Consumer choice is, almost
by definition, normally exercised only after many
global decisions have been taken.The challenge for
consumer organisations is to operate at a sufficiently
global level, and at the right stage in the
production/consumption process.This will give
consumers power on the global stage over matters
affecting their interests.
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While the economy has exploited cheap resources
and labour from developing countries, the balance of
commodities and wealth may now be shifting
towards them.At the same time, as consumers begin
to value more than just price, the ethical and
environmental sourcing of goods is likely to become
more important.There is a ‘push’ as consumers reject
the cheap, often exploitative goods that they have
traditionally been offered, and a ‘pull’ as the weight
of wealth and resources shifts to developing markets.

In response to this challenge, consumer organisations
may need to initiate more engagement – both
formal and informal – with global institutions.The
goal is to secure a sufficient supply of ethically
produced goods, at multiple price points, in a market
to which all consumers have equal access.
Suggestions as to how to achieve this aim include
the EU taking on a global role in linking the
enterprise and consumer agendas.

It is worth drawing out these two strands.
The first represents a more formal alignment 
of consumer organisations with supra-national
institutions that exist and are effective. Bodies 
such as Consumers International and the
Transatlantic Consumer Dialogue already operate 
at this level. Given the EU’s relatively robust stance
on anti-competitive behaviour, there is clearly a
benefit in seeking to influence it.

However, in most trans-national environments such
decision-making bodies either do not exist, or are
ineffective because they compete with other policy
agendas. In such environments, the second route –
better connection with other consumer activists – is
more likely to be successful.The recent visit to the
UK by representatives from the US trade union
AFL-CIO, to promote its recognition dispute in
Tesco’s American ‘Fresh and Easy’ chain, is a good
example of such connection: it concluded that the
Tesco board was influenced only by UK public 
and policy opinion. Likewise, international fair 
trade activists have appeared at a number of
corporate AGMs.Aid and trade justice organisations
have also drawn on the opposite approach, of
supporting examples of good practice in production
and consumption.

The third, or charity, sector was identified as
particularly adept at operating in this global
landscape. Many charities are powerful in
international lobbying, while delivering on 
a local level.
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Understanding consumers, helping to meet their
needs, and making a difference to their lives, will
continue to provide a challenge for consumer 
policy advocacy.

In a world where populations continue to change,
becoming more diverse and polarised; where choice
is increasingly available but also harder to navigate;
and where resources are growing more scarce and
more expensive, the challenges outlined above must
be faced if the issues are to be successfully addressed.

However, the world of consumer policy advocacy is
also changing. No longer is the UK consumer
movement represented entirely by large organisations
such as NCC,Which? and Citizen’s Advice.There is
another world which is rapidly gaining in visibility
and strength. Different kinds of organisations are
springing up which are connecting with consumers
in different ways, on different levels and through
different media. For example:

!www.iwantgreatcare.org is a website that
empowers patients, together with patients' carers,
relatives and colleagues, and rates doctors using
objective criteria derived from the evidence base
for patient satisfaction.This allows people to
choose doctors who will provide them with the
best possible care.

!www.mumsnet.com was set up in January 2000
by two women who met in ante-natal classes 
and came up with a simple idea: to build a much
larger circle of parents sharing their know-how
on the internet.

!The Women’s Institute is calling for an end to
‘inappropriate imprisonment’ of the mentally ill,
following the experience of one of its members.
Federation chairwoman Fay Mansell said that
‘…when a highly respected organisation like the
WI looks at the dark, neglected world of prisons
and highlights the plight of the mentally ill then
things will start changing for the better’.

Recent studies of the changing organisational
environment have identified ‘ecologies’ of
organisations as being more effective and more
resilient than single bodies.While this may reflect
current management and academic fashion, it is also
true that large organisations designed to address
complex national and international policy and
regulatory issues may not be best suited to working
with small, local groups. Improving the advocacy
skills of better-informed consumers may require
different skills and expertise than representing the
interests of the less well-informed.

To meet the challenges of 2020, consumer
organisations will need to become better at
understanding their constituencies and boundaries
and, crucially, at working effectively across them.
Strong strategic leadership is vital. Such leadership
will be good at discerning difference, and working
with the grain of differences in individual consumer
and constituency needs. It will also listen closely to
the signals that tell us how the world is changing.
The one overarching challenge for consumer policy
advocacy through to 2020 will be to develop and
share an understanding of how to get the most out
of this new world.

Conclusion


