


5 Trends Shaping The Future 
Of Customer Experience In 2021

For the past seven years, I’ve made annual predictions about the trends that 
will shape the future of customer experience.
 
In 2015 I wrote about the multi-channel customer. In 2016, I predicted the growth of the Internet 
of Things and video for customer service. 2017 was all about data and machine learning, 2018 
showcased personalization and the CEO owning customer experience, and last year I predicted the 
growth of digital transformation. Clearly, things are always changing and evolving, and it’s up to us 
to keep up.
 
2020 was supposed to be the year of thoughtfulness, services over products and culture.
 
Instead, it was taken over by a global pandemic.

No one predicted COVID-19, but it 
quickly defined the year and greatly 
transformed how businesses interact 
with customers.
 
There’s no sugarcoating that 2020 was difficult for most 
people. Customers and workers felt unsafe, and it often 
felt like there were no adults in the room with mixed 
messages around mask policies, inconsistent restrictions 
and overall confusion. On top of the pandemic, there 
were major issues about diversity and inclusion as 
companies and individuals had to get uncomfortable with 
their practices and beliefs and perform a detailed self-
reflection about their own biases.



2021 will turn the corner and bring in new attitudes and trends. Although there is hope with 
new advancements and the upcoming vaccine, there is also uncertainty around who gets the 
vaccine, what happens if someone refuses it and when (if ever) we stop wearing masks and social 
distancing.
 
No company was spared from the pandemic, and it threw many industries into a freefall, from 
which they may never return. The economy has been on a roller coaster ride in 2020; the global 
economy will shrink by 3% this year, which is 30 times worse than the recession of 2009.

 
In these uncertain and challenging times, companies need to focus on customer experience, 
employee well-being and safety and investing in a stronger digital ecosystem. In many ways, 2020 
set the tone for customer experience and created the landscape that will impact how companies 
operate and consumers engage in 2021.

TREND 1:
How We Live, Work And Play Has Forever Changed Thanks To COVID

In many cases, the COVID challenges have been made worse with inconsistent updates and 
restrictions. Over the past nine months, we’ve repeatedly seen governments make sweeping rules 
for a few bad actors. People have been confused by vacillating recommendations and restrictions 
that often seem to change on a whim.
 
The pandemic has also brought privacy issues to the forefront with questions about COVID 
tracking and tracing as an invasion of privacy. Many Americans feel COVID restrictions are an 
invasion of their privacy and rights, and even the basic practice of wearing a face covering has 
turned political.  

Back in spring 2020, most of us thought 
the pandemic would be over in a few 
months. But here we are nearly a year 
later. It’s clear that our lives will be forever 
changed by COVID-19. Moving from our 
current status with stay at home orders in 
some locations to getting back to normal 
life with live events, concerts and large 
gatherings seems nearly incomprehensible 
at this point.



2020 has also been a year of change for the future of work. Companies that had planned to 
embrace flexible work schedules and remote working at some point were forced to speed up their 
adoption plans overnight. In many cases, companies that didn’t think they would ever be able to 
facilitate a remote workforce were proven wrong as remote working proved successful and they worked 
through roadblocks like collaboration and information security.

Commercial real estate is struggling with a nearly non-existent demand for skyscraper office space. 
Global office vacancy was 10.9% before the pandemic, but it will increase to 15.6% by the middle 
of 2022. Vacancy will likely start decreasing towards the beginning of 2022, but it is estimated to 
take until 2025 for global office vacancy to return to its pre-pandemic levels.
 
Many companies started liquidating their real estate assets or letting their leases expire instead of 
paying for empty office space. That includes REI, which put its never-used headquarters in Seattle 
up for sale. Just a month later in September, Facebook bought REI’s campus for $368 million, 
showing that not everyone is planning on a permanent WFH shift.
 
A growing trend is hygiene theater, or efforts to make people feel safer that typically aren’t as 
effective as they may seem, such as plexiglass dividers, movable furniture or more space between 
employees. With changing regulations and an unknown future of work, many companies aren’t 
willing to spend exorbitant amounts of money on their office spaces.
 
The pandemic has also highlighted interesting trends in the future of work. People working in 
“me” mindsets and roles tend to be doing fairly well because they can work independently and 
without distraction. But the “we” part of work, including collaboration and group communication, is 
suffering with a disconnected and dispersed workforce.

Children around the country have been out of school for months, 
which has had massive ripple effects throughout the economy. 
Parents who were already struggling with the transition to working 
from home have now found themselves also responsible for 
their children’s remote learning. Economic uncertainty and social 
restrictions have made it difficult or impossible for many working-
class parents to afford childcare, causing many to quit their jobs 
or cut back their hours to help their children. Research has found 
that the pandemic has negatively impacted 43% of parents from a 
financial point of view. More than half of working parents say they 
are distracted as they carry out job tasks while helping their children 
with remote learning, and 42% of parents are worried about their job 
security because of having to manage their kids at home. But even 
with these challenges, many schools are hesitant to bring students 
back, and companies are settling in for long-term remote working.



In 2021, we’ll likely see companies either transitioning to long-term WFH schedules or making 
arrangements to have their employees return to the office safely. Companies will lean towards 
an ecosystem of locations and experiences working in tandem and a site to strengthen culture 
connections, bond with customers and colleagues and jump-start creativity and innovation. 
Companies will also have to come to terms with the growing stress on working parents and 
provide resources and support as needed.

TREND 2:
2021 - The Year Of Uncomfortable Conversations 

Those uncomfortable conversations will continue in 2021, and it will become the Year of 
Uncomfortable Conversations. We’ve made societal improvements in some areas, but there is still 
immense room for improvement, especially in keeping these important issues like gender equality 
and racial justice front of mind.
 
Companies will have to acknowledge that most of them leave plenty to be desired in diversity and 
inclusion. 2020 was a terrible year for many minorities and underrepresented groups, including 
women, African Americans and frontline workers, as well as for the environment.
 
All research points to the fact that women are bearing the brunt of COVID, including taking 
care of kids at home, facing layoffs from their jobs and being overworked and underpaid. From 
April through July, one-third of unemployed millennials mothers weren’t working because 
of the closure of a school or childcare facility—about three times the amount of their male 
counterparts. In September, four times the number of women as men dropped out of the workforce. 
Meanwhile, one in four women are considering reducing work hours, moving to part-time roles, 
switching to less demanding jobs, taking leaves of absence from work or stepping away from the 
workforce altogether. Women-dominated industries like healthcare, education, service and elder 
care—so called “pink collar” jobs—have been hit the hardest by the recession, causing women 
to disproportionately face limited hours and furloughs or be let go because their places of 
employment are closed. Mothers of color are the most affected by these steps backwards. Women 
may never fully recover from COVID unless companies take drastic action to support women in 
their workforce.

2020 brought important but difficult issues 
to the forefront, like diversity, racism and 
women’s rights. Companies and individuals 
were forced to look inside themselves and 
realize their own biases and actions and 
policies that may not be as inclusive as 
they once thought.



Racial justice became a hot-button issue in 2020, and companies need to do better to support 
these initiatives. The Black Lives Matter movement was fueled by the murder of George Floyd and 
made headlines with major protests and support in the summer, but some of the momentum has 
faded. As Black people and their allies fight for racial equality, COVID has ravaged the community. 
Blacks are dying at a rate 2.4 times higher than Whites. More than 46,000 Black Americans have 
died from COVID—twice as many, proportionally, as white Americans. Black people are also more 
likely to be working in jobs where they can’t work from home and don’t have paid sick leave. These 
issues are piled on top of systemic racism that has come to the forefront this year. Companies need 
to evaluate their own practices, especially long-held traditions, to ensure they are inclusive for all 
races and types of people.
 
2020 was the year of the essential worker, but it also made us realize how vulnerable they 
are. Frontline workers are often left feeling unsupported and unsafe at work, leading to more 
uncomfortable conversations about what companies can do to better support their workers. 
The majority of essential workers don’t feel safe at work, and 86% of essential workers say 
the pandemic has increased their stress. Aside from companies not having proper protective 
equipment or safety measures in place, workers in essential fields are facing an increase in 
customer harassment. One report found that 80% of workers are seeing a decline in tips, and more 
than 40% are facing an increase in sexual harassment from customers. 43% of essential workers 
are low wage, earning less than $20 an hour, so even with the added stress, fear and risk, many are 
still barely making enough to survive. Essential workers have received tons of praise in 2020, but 
in many cases the support has been superficial. Companies need to strongly evaluate how they can 
truly support the employees who keep their businesses afloat.
 
2020 was also a difficult year for the environment and is on pace to be the hottest year on record. 
Climate change led to many disasters, including record-setting wildfires across California, Oregon 
and Washington, plus the busiest Atlantic hurricane season on record. Other parts of the world 
experienced flooding, and Phoenix set the record for most days over 100 degrees at 144. Climate 
change is now an unavoidable part of life, and companies need to have real conversations about 
how they are contributing to climate change and what they can do to improve the environment. 
 

What do all of these uncomfortable trends and statistics mean 
for the future? It means 2021 has to be full of uncomfortable 
conversations. Companies need to be aware of negative trends, 
especially how they are impacting marginalized groups. Some 
groups are already doing that, including the nearly one-third of 
Fortune 1000 companies that have made internal and external 
commitments to racial equality in recent months and pledged 
a total of $66 billion. But this is just the beginning. Companies 
have to be able to be vulnerable and address uncomfortable 
topics. They have to be self-aware enough to realize their biases 
and shortcomings, and then make real changes. Customers are 
counting on companies to take a stand and make a difference.



TREND 3:
Putting Employees and Customers Above Profits

2020 was a really hard year, and all eyes were on how companies behave when their backs are 
against the wall. A number of companies large and small pivoted to provide COVID relief, help 
their employees or contribute to their communities, even as their own businesses struggled. That 
movement towards putting employees and customers above profits will continue to be a driving 
force in 2021.
 
Many companies found creative ways to help their customers, such as Nike removing the 
subscription fee for its at-home workouts and AT&T bringing Wi-Fi to low-income areas to help 
people work and do school from home. Other companies have put forth effort to help their 
employees. Starbucks extended its mental health benefits to cover 20 therapy sessions per year for 
employees and their families, and Workday created an employee relief fund and covered costs of 
employees having to work from home. Small businesses offered personal shopping appointments, 
home delivery and pre-packaged “mystery bags” to make shopping easier. For as much as COVID 
has ravaged the world, it also brought out the best in many people and companies.
 
Even with an outpouring of relief efforts, people around the world are still struggling. Before the 
pandemic, food insecurity, or the lack of consistent access to enough food for a healthy life, was 
steadily declining in the U.S. But it has now jumped to the worst levels in recent history. Nearly one 
in four U.S. households faced food insecurity in 2020, compared to 10.5% of households in 2019.
 

Mental health issues are also on the rise, with 53% of U.S. 
adults reporting that stress about the pandemic has negatively 
impacted their mental health. The weight of changing job and 
school statuses, unclear safety recommendations, worry about 
the health of family members and more has been too much 
to bear for many people. And it doesn’t stop at adults. From 
March to October, ER visits related to mental health increased 
24% for kids aged 5-11 and 31% for kids 12-17.
 
In 2021, companies need to continue to put people ahead 
of profits. Efforts in 2020 have been remarkable, but this 
is just the beginning. The effects of the pandemic are far-
reaching, and anything companies can do to help their people 
and communities will be appreciated. Now isn’t the time 
to focus on stockholders and quarterly reports—it’s time to 
double down on people efforts by providing relief where it 
matters most. Companies that focus on people now will be 
remembered well in the future.



TREND 4:
Ecommerce Grows Immensely And Touchless Customer 
Experience Makes An Unignorable Leap

One of the biggest changes to come out of COVID has been the boost of ecommerce, especially 
delivery and curbside pickup. Grocery pickup and delivery grew through the roof, increasing 233% 
from August 2019 to March 2020 and another 80% from March to June 2020, but the service 
expanded to other areas, including everything from restaurants to convenience stores and big-box 
retailers. The trend allows stores to remain open and serve customers while also keeping their 
customers and employees safe.
 
But now that customers have seen the convenience of online ordering and pickup or delivery, 
they don’t want to go back to normal. Online ordering and a rise in ecommerce offerings from 
companies not traditionally associated with ecommerce will continue in 2021 and far into the 
future.
 
Ecommerce hit astronomical numbers in 2020, totaling $794.50 billion this year, up 32.4% year-
over-year. Ecommerce sales will account for 14.4% of all U.S. retail spending this year and 19.2% 
by 2024. When excluding categories sold almost exclusively offline like gas and auto sales, 
ecommerce penetration jumps to 20.6%.
 
Ecommerce growth has affected more than just big players like Amazon, eBay and Walmart. 
Online fitness platforms have seen huge growth, with companies like ClassPass, Peloton and 
FitnessOnDemand expected to grow at 30% through 2026. Streaming services and video games 
have also been benefited by people staying home. The video game industry is expected to surge 
20% in 2020. Ecommerce clothing also grew, with Stitch Fix seeing record growth and new 
customers from people wanting new clothes without leaving their homes.



Stores that continued with their traditional 
offerings made huge strides in touchless customer 
experience. When customers can shop in store, 
they want the option to do so without interacting 
directly with humans or touching high-traffic 
areas. Touchless CX has been in the pipeline, but 
once again, the pandemic greatly accelerated its 
adoption and expanded it into new areas. Today’s 
customers are more hesitant to shop in store, and 
when they do, they are now much more aware 
of what they touch and the germs they come 
in contact with. One survey found that 62% of 
consumers expect to increase their use of touchless 
technologies once this crisis subsides.
 
Forrester Research coined the phrase Zero UI, 
which is the transition to interfaces that rely on 
voice, gesture and location instead of touch. Zero 
UI is already being applied in a number of places, 
including ATM screens, payment machines and 
elevator buttons.

 
Throughout the pandemic, companies have taken a generally ad hoc approach to touchless CX, 
but those efforts will become more targeted and advanced in 2021. In many cases, the solution to 
a strong touchless customer experience is right in customers’ hands: their smartphones. Anything 
from scanning restaurant menus to self-checkout and even scanning a barcode to call an elevator 
to your floor. At the very least, customers have come to expect touchless payment and delivery. But 
the future is wide open for new applications and innovation in 2021. The challenge for companies 
is building and maintaining strong relationships with customers while still keeping their physical 
distance.  
 
Touchless CX is just one reason customer experience grew in 2020. In 2020, the number of brands 
that improved their CX almost doubled, largely due to brands focusing on improving customer 
pain points and fixing their internal processes. Ecommerce and touchless solutions provide huge 
potential for brands in 2021. In the not-so-distant future, these experiences will become the 
baseline for a modern customer experience, forcing companies to continually adapt and innovate.



TREND 5:
The Year of The B2B Pivot 

Almost every business struggled in 2020, but perhaps none more than in the B2B space. In an 
industry that relies on in-person interactions and communications to build relationships and 
generate leads, companies have had to either pivot or get creative with how they reach out to 
potential customers and stay afloat.
 
Telehealth startup Maven Health focuses primarily on working with HR departments to improve 
health coverage for women’s health issues. But with the pandemic putting pregnant women into 
a new state of anxiety, Maven Health pivoted to better serve customers directly. The company 
switched its B2B approach to instead focus directly on customers to reach their OBGYNs virtually.
 
Similarly, Grainger is known for providing B2B motors, but it quickly pivoted to meet the needs of 
customers. Grainger now prioritizes selling products that help its customers keep their businesses 
operating safely, including supplies to encourage social distancing and working from home. 
Grainger has also shifted primarily to ecommerce and connecting with customers virtually.
 
Intuit responded to COVID with increased omnichannel commerce. The CEO announced the 
company’s shift in a public letter to employees by noting that because of the increasing pace 
of change, the company is now pivoting towards more virtual and omnichannel offerings for its 
customers.
 
B2B brands are just now starting to adapt, but their pivots will be a major focus in 2021. B2B 
companies need to double down on customer experience. Instead of relying on in-person events, 
companies need to focus on personalization and convenience and be a source of thought 
leadership. In the upcoming year, we’ll see brands change their approaches to customer acquisition 
and transform their business strategies with a more digital approach. Without pivoting, B2B 
companies aren’t likely to survive. What has always worked in the past isn’t guaranteed to bring 
success in the future.



How To Lead Trends In 2021

Many consumers and companies are looking longingly to the start of the new year and for 2020 to 
be behind us. And although the year was a roller coaster, it provided learning opportunities and set 
the stage for 2021.
 
As you set your strategy moving forward, remember these five trends for the future and consider 
what you can do to leverage them in your organization:

After an unpredictable 2020, 2021 looks to bring just a bit more normalcy. As consumers continue to traverse an 
unknown path, companies need to be there to guide them through the changes, while also continuing to make 
changes themselves. These five trends show just how much 2020 will impact the future. Looking back years from now, 
we will likely see that 2020 put us on the trajectory that changed the course of the future. To stay on track and lead 
the charge, these five trends and continually staying close to customers will be your guiding light.

1. How We Live, Work And Play Has Forever Changed Thanks To COVID. We can’t go back to how things were. Like 

it or not, we are now in a “new normal”, and companies need to adapt and look towards the future. We’ll be 

feeling the economic and mental impacts from COVID for years to come. Be empathetic with your customers. 

Acknowledge their pain and guide them to a better future. Put people first and work to make customers’ lives 

easier and better, no matter what.

2. 2021 - The Year Of Uncomfortable Conversations. In many ways, 2020 was a year of introspection as people and 

companies were forced to take a hard look at themselves and evaluate how they think and treat certain groups. 

The protests may be waning, but the passion needs to continue. Those uncomfortable conversations will continue 

into 2021 and are just the beginning. Be humble, find your weaknesses, get informed and then change. Find ways 

to better represent the underrepresented people within your organization and your customers. Do good—real 

good—and take a stand. Customers are looking to companies to make a difference in the world.

3. Putting Employees and Customers Above Profits. People come first, simple as that. Although we will likely not be 

living in a pandemic throughout 2021, companies still need to prioritize their employees and customers. Build 

strong relationships, listen to them and go out of your way to put them first. Your people will still be there long 

after your quarterly reports have been published. Be authentic and transparent to let people know that they 

matter most.

4. Ecommerce Grows Immensely And Touchless Customer Experience Makes An Unignorable Leap. The future is 

digital and touchless. New technology can be applied to literally every industry, and some groups have seen 

tremendous growth this year because of it. Looking towards the future, evaluate how your company can re-

commit on customer experience by leveraging the power of ecommerce and also providing valuable touchless 

experiences.

5. The Year of The B2B Pivot. 2020 was a rough year for B2B companies, and it will likely take time for things to 

return to any semblance of normal. In order to succeed, B2B companies have to pivot and find creative ways to 

reach and serve their customers. That might mean making partnerships, expanding to new areas or building out 

digital solutions and offerings. Staying stagnant will lead to near-certain failure, so B2B companies must focus on 

their customers and meeting their needs with new ideas and innovations.


