
THERE’S A NEW CONSUMER 
COMING: ARE YOU READY?

Artificial intelligence and influencer marketing,  
served up spicy, are a few of their favorite things. 

By Alexandra  Walsh COVER STORY

F
uturist and consumer guru J. Walker Smith, Knowledge Lead 

for the global consulting and strategy practices at Kantar, had 

a message to deliver at the GCCA Convention in September. 

Consumers are in control ... and they mean business. 
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in the overall mix of household types, with a 

relative drop in traditional family households. 

And then, of course, there’s artificial 

intelligence (AI). 

Q: What are generational marketing 

trends, and do they apply to food  

consumers?

JWS: Younger generations feel greater 

economic pressures than prior generations 

at the same age. But they have been coping 

surprisingly well. 

In terms of taste, spicy foods seem to have 

more resonance with this group, and there is 

more dining as groups, so foods that fit that 

experience are preferred. Plant-based alterna-

tives will grow as younger generations come 

into the marketplace as heads of household. 

Street foods, too. And portable foods for more 

dynamic lifestyles. 

Younger consumers will also rely more on 

AI to help them discover and buy.

Q: What is the importance of baby 

boomer consumers?

JWS: Boomers continue to consume. They 

are healthier and more numerous in both 

absolute and relative numbers than older 

consumers in the past. 

Boomers have lots of money and a willing-

ness to spend it. Boomers are traveling and 

trying to remain active, so they are pushing 

marketplace trends in these directions. Per-

haps most of all, classic Boomer culture still 

matters, such as music, old TV shows and cur-

rent movies set in the 1970s. 

Q: What impact do you see social media 

having on the way consumers discover, 

select, purchase and consume food?

JWS: Influencer marketing is here to stay. 

That’s the biggest social media impact. Addi-

tionally, negative feedback on social media 

can drive consumers away – often more than 

positive feedback can bring consumers in. 

Short videos are increasingly how people 

want to learn and be entertained. 

Social media has made authenticity of  

style and presence more important and easier 

to verify.

But it’s not just social media as a new 

medium of discovery. Very soon, AI will  

work in conjunction with social media, and 

AI will take over much of the discovery and 

evaluation that consumers do with social 

media. Being AI-friendly is a new brand 

imperative (similar to being Google-friendly 

in years past).

Following is an interview with Smith about 

attitudes and generational marketing and 

spicy communal eating and how they  

are shaping the future of the consumer  

marketplace. 

Q: How is consumer consumption 

changing?

J. WALKER SMITH (JWS): After the 

pandemic, consumption shifted back to the 

long-term trend of increasing spending on 

services. Spending has yet to fully catch up, 

though this will probably happen in 2024. 

The biggest pandemic spending boost was 

for non-durables, and this is where the impact 

will be felt going forward. Additionally, there 

is increasing interest in all things related to 

health and wellness, across all categories. 

As part of that, sleep-related products are a 

trending sub-category. 

Consumers are also increasingly interested 

in products that feel comfortable culturally. 

Sometimes, this spills out as politics, but 

it’s really just a desire to feel that brands are 

authentic to the ways people live. Part of this 

is reflected in a growing interest in cultur-

ally distinctive foods. Part of this shows up 

as an appreciation of local involvement by 

brands and retailers. And part of the trend is 

about ways of shopping that feel more socially 

engaged and interactive.

Q: What macro consumer marketing 

trends are you seeing?

JWS: The biggest macro trends are eco-

nomics. Households have been feeling 

pressures but have not been under pressure. 

Consumers have had pandemic-accumulated 

savings to help them through, so far. This will 

become a question for next year. 

Hybrid digital shopping is growing with 

click-and-pick and omnichannel outlets. Part 

of this is about people spending more time at 

home, which is a big shift for the long term. 

Demographically, there is an ongoing shift 

ADM 2024 Flavor and Color Trends 

ADM has announced its outlook on 

the flavor and color trends that will 

drive product innovation in 2024. 

The company describes the trends as, 

“Transcending traditions and breaking 

the status quo, the new year’s top flavors 

and colors represent consumer resolve 

to boldly choose products that appeal to 

their personal aesthetics and reflect their 

unique values.

ADM has identified four trends that 

illustrate evolving consumer behaviors. 

These include luxe self-expression, dare to 

dupe, health without stealth and breaking 

boundaries of taste and color.

Luxe self-expression enables con-

sumers to express themselves through 

the food and beverages they consume. 

For example, consumers are interested 

in luxurious fully flavored and vibrantly 

colored products. 

Digital experiences also play a part in 

luxe self-expression but have shifted to 

real-life experiences as well. For example, 

viral food trends have merged to consumer-

packaged good spaces, the study found.  

Dare to dupe focuses on affordability as a 

main factor driving the trend. Consumers 

are finding more economical versions of 

their favorite products or reinventions of 

nostalgic products and are empowered 

to be led to sensory experiences that are 

authentic to their memories, regardless of 

brand, the report said. 

Health without stealth has taken away 

the functional aspect of products and has 

shifted to just products, the report said. 

Taste and visual appeal also must resonate 

with consumers as well. Products that 

feature relaxation, energy or hydration 

attributes are ways consumers seek healthy 

lifestyles and share it with others. 

Breaking boundaries trend consists of 

embracing tastes and colors that were pre-

viously thought of as unconventional, such 

as lychee and Chinese shacha.

Courtesy of ADM
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Q: What will the supply chains and 

logistics that get products to consumers 

look like in the future?

JWS: I don’t know the answer to this 

question. But there is growing interest in 

products with some sort of local connection 

and craft products that have more of a special 

feel to them. 

Consumers are also concerned increasingly 

about carbon footprint, so this will be a factor 

as well.

Q: How do you create community  

and connection in the face of hyper-

personalization and polarization?

JWS: Zero in on the core mission of  

the brand. 

People will come together around the 

benefit a brand delivers, whatever else might 

be going on. The risk of alienating customers 

is heightened when brands broaden beyond 

a mission focus. This is not to say that brands 

should eschew purpose. Consumers have 

come to expect that of brands. It is merely 

to say that what people want most, and what 

brings people around a brand, is the core 

benefit promised by a brand.  

ALEXANDRA WALSH is a Senior Publishing 

Consultant with Association Vision and 

Editor-in-Chief of COLD FACTS.

EMAIL: awalsh@associationvision.com

Q: What will be the impact of AI and 

automation on consumer marketing 

trends?

JWS: The biggest impact is likely to be on 

how people learn about brands and products. 

Instead of digging in themselves, consumers 

are going to hand that off to AI interfaces and 

then decide based on what AI tells them. 

AI will be reading and watching as much 

if not more than consumers. And even when 

consumers read and watch, they will come to 

depend more and more on AI to make sense 

of it all. 

Q: What are the costs and benefits of 

consumer engagement.

JWS: The biggest risk of high engagement is 

disappointing consumers, and this is wors-

ened by the fact that much engagement today 

angers people who are frustrated with how we 

respond and remedy complaints. The impact 

on brands is negative social media, which can 

be punishing for brands. But the benefits of 

strong engagement are significant, the biggest 

of which is pricing power. 

Brands that can build a strong position 

with consumers command more ability to 

sustain and earn higher prices and thus 

higher margins.

Whole Foods Market’s Top Food 

Trend Predictions for 2024

Put the “plant” back in “plant-based”

The original plant-based cuisine is 

making a comeback 

Use the whole cacao

Utilizing by-products like cacao pulp 

Buckle up for buckwheat 

A superfood seed containing protein, 

carbs and fiber 

Fancy faux fish

Plant-based seafood brands are 

stepping up 

Clean & conserve: water stewardship  

Brands across the aisles are promoting 

water conservation, and consumers are 

listening

Complex heat 

Complex heat continues its evolution 

with global peppers taking off in every 

aisle

Noodle news

As people seek simple and instant 

meals, noodles are bringing ease  

and comfort 

Little luxuries

TikTok creators have made the  

“Little Treat Culture” a fan favorite  

and brands are getting in on the trend

Women’s health: from taboo to  

top of mind

We’re seeing more brands making 

products to support women’s health

A better boost

Combining a boost with benefits, clean 

coffee and energy drinks with added 

mushrooms, probiotics and more

Courtesy of Whole Foods Market
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