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Understanding the changing expectations, interactions, 
and experiences that drive brand engagement



Partners on 
the Customer 
Journey  

In this era of constant change, as the avenues and methods of engagement 
for brands and consumers continue to evolve, a more subtle switch is also 
taking place. This change revolves around who holds the upper hand in the 
relationship. For decades, that power belonged to brands. They told shoppers 
what products were available and where they could find them, and buyers 
followed accordingly. 

Consumers have become more vocal in their positions and now hold the 
proverbial cards. Instead of aligning themselves to the brands and products they 
seek, consumers now expect brands to adjust to what is most important to them 
– this includes the channels they engage in, the products they are interested in, 
and the way in which they view the world. The outdated hope of being accepted 
into a brand’s tribe has been replaced by consumers suggesting that brands 
accompany them in the passenger seat of their journey through life. Brands can 
either accept this shift or consumers will find another brand that will. 

With this in mind, we surveyed 1,000 US consumers from a wide range of age 
groups and backgrounds in October 2021 to learn more about their perceptions 
and behaviors in three key areas. Further, we wanted to understand the role each 
of these components plays in, and the impact each has on, consumers’ loyalty.

Have the methods in 
which brands seek to 
make consumers’ lives 
easier changed?

Are brands succeeding 
in connecting 
personally and 
emotionally with their 
customers in a two-
way fashion?

How important is 
the way that brands 
conduct themselves 
within society to 
the consumers who 
engage with them?

Convenience
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Relatability Responsibility
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made an in-store purchase in 
the past year, while 68% had a 
product delivered to their home.

feel that micro-influencers and 
macro-influencers (celebrities) 
are either somewhat or very 
important in motivating them to 
buy from a brand.

and 76% of millennials feel that 
brands should take a stance on 
social issues, compared to just 
59% of consumers 41 years old 
or older. 

say brands are doing a great job 
at knowing them, remembering 
them, and understanding their 
needs.

84%  
of consumers 

Only 24%
of consumers

83% 
of Gen Zers

Only 14%  
of consumers

Key Findings
The challenge for brands extends beyond the fact that consumers now 
have more control of the brand relationship. It’s also that their behaviors and 
expectations are always evolving, meaning not only is the onus on brands to 
do right by their customers, but the definition of what is right will be different 
tomorrow than it is today. 

While engaging with consumers for this report, we uncovered four main trends 
that speak to this moving target and reveal what brands need to be focusing 
on moving forward if they want to keep their customers happy. 
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From each of these, we can infer quite a bit about how consumers are feeling.   

Consumers want options. 
It’s rare to find shoppers who solely engage online or in physical stores. 
Consumers take advantage of multiple channels depending on the context of 
the moment in time.  

Trust is being placed in real people. 
Celebrity endorsers have lost some of their luster, and instead, buyers would 
rather hear from people they know.  

Social responsibility is a rising focal point for consumers, especially in 
younger generations. 
The features and benefits of the products or services are no longer enough 
to satisfy consumers. The products and services still must be made safely, 
ethically, and with the right intentions in mind. 

Brands are still not doing a great job of meeting consumers’ expectations for 
personalization. 
While other aspects of the brand experience were rated better, more work is 
left to be done in truly knowing, understanding, and engaging customers on a 
one-to-one level.  

The responses to our survey dive deeper into these trends and uncover 
additional insights into the three areas of convenience, relatability, and 
responsibility. Let’s begin with what should be a goal of any brand: to make 
their customers’ lives easier. 
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The Power of Convenience 
The COVID-19 pandemic may have slowed down some of the on-the-go 
nature of society in the past few years, but what hasn’t changed is the fact that 
consumers don’t want to go out of their way to get what they need. Whether 
it is speed of delivery or the safety associated with the shopping experience, 
convenience still plays a powerful role.

And while convenience is most commonly associated with the delivery 
process, it is just as important in other aspects of the customer journey. In fact, 
consumers made it clear that brands should focus on providing a convenient 
experience when they are searching for products. 

Nearly half of consumers said convenience while finding products was very 
important to them — and 84% said it was either very or somewhat important 
— which led all options given. Checkout convenience came in second, with 
46% saying it was very important (and 82% saying either very or somewhat 
important). 

Yet, when we took it a step further and asked how a convenient experience 
in each area impacts their overall satisfaction, finding products was the clear 
winner at 46%, with the checkout coming in second at 16%.

Nearly half of consumers said convenience while 
finding products was very important to them.
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Convenience means that I am able 
to best use, give, take part in, or see 
something that makes the most out 
of my time and money.”

“

Q: In which of the following steps in the customer journey does a 
convenient experience have the greatest impact on your overall 
shopping experience satisfaction?

 
So, what does convenience look like specifically? We also offered consumers 
the chance to explain their definition in a few words. To no surprise, “easy” was 
a popular word choice. In fact, a form of the word was used in 402 of the 1,000 
responses (“easy” was used 342 times and “ease” appeared 60 times). Some 
associated ease with finding the products they’re looking for or when making 
returns. But many believe convenience should be woven into every brand 
experience. As one consumer wrote, “Convenience means me not having 
to complete any extraneous steps to get what I need or complete a task.” 
Meanwhile, another summed it up as, “Convenience means that I am able to 
best use, give, take part in, or see something that makes the most out of my 
time and money.” 
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When it comes to delivery, free is better 
than fast, as 63% called free shipping 
very important in delivering convenient 
experiences, 30% higher than both two-day 
shipping and same-day shipping options.

The big question, then, is how brands deliver convenience within their 
experiences. In terms of receiving products, in-store purchases and home 
delivery were the most convenient areas of delivery, coming in at 42% and 36% 
respectively. Meanwhile, 13% said curbside pickup was most convenient and 
only 9% said in-store pickup. However, curbside pickup was chosen more than 
any other option for “last in convenience,” which isn’t much of a surprise given 
that it is the newest of the four options. 

And when it comes to delivery, free is better than fast, as 63% called free 
shipping very important in delivering convenient experiences; 30% higher 
than both two-day shipping and same-day shipping options. Conversely, while 
consumers place a high level of importance on convenience when finding 
products, they don’t seem to trust brands to make this process easier on them. 
That is evident in how few people believe personalized email and site product 
recommendations are important to a convenient experience.

Q: How important are the following options and offerings when it 
comes to delivering a convenient shopping experience?

63%
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Sales

Not at all important
Somewhat unimportant
Neither important nor unimportant
Somewhat important
Very important

Sales

Not at all important
Somewhat unimportant
Neither important nor unimportant
Somewhat important
Very important

Sales

Not at all important
Somewhat unimportant
Neither important nor unimportant
Somewhat important
Very important

Sales

Not at all important
Somewhat unimportant
Neither important nor unimportant
Somewhat important
Very important

17% 13%

16%

15%

33%
33%

22%

26%

12% 13%

Personalized email 
recommendations

Site or email product 
recommendations

Not at all important

Somewhat unimportant

Neither Important nor 
unimportant

Somewhat important

Very important

Not at all important

Somewhat unimportant

Neither Important nor 
unimportant

Somewhat important

Very important



Finally, when it comes to customer service, no digital channels or features 
have yet surpassed the in-store experience. Forty-two percent prefer to 
handle customer-service issues in stores rather than by phone, website, email, 
chatbot, or social media, and that includes 41% of Gen Zers who have spent 
their lives with phones in their hands.  

THE TAKEAWAY 

Simplicity is key across the customer journey, and if the experience also 
manages to save consumers money, even better. But despite the rise in digital-
first marketing, many shoppers still believe physical stores are the best places 
for convenience to shine.
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Forty-two percent prefer to handle 
customer-service issues in stores rather 
than by phone, website, email, chatbot, 
or social media, and that includes 41% of 
Gen Zers who have grown up with phones 
in their hands.  

42%



Brands Have Got to Relate 
The transaction can no longer be the center of the brand-consumer interaction. 
Consumers want relationships with the brands in which they choose to engage, 
and not in a surface-level longevity sense but on more of a one-to-one level. 

As mentioned in the key findings, only 14% feel brands truly know and 
understand them. While 73% said this was slightly or somewhat the case, nearly 
everyone we surveyed agreed that they do place importance on being heard by 
the brands they connect with. 

 
However, this dialogue cannot be a one-way street, and brand transparency 
when it comes to the methods by which they communicate has a bigger impact 
on consumers than brands’ knowledge of them. Whereas 27% thought it was 
very important to feel heard, 63% believe it is very important that brands are 
open and honest with their customers. 
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60%
60% of consumers think it is 
important to feel heard by the 
brands they do business with.



The expectation is that being heard results in personalized engagements on the 
part of brands. The channel that is expected to carry those personal responses 
is email, as 74% said they expect brands to respond personally in email, with 
website coming in second at 42%, followed by text and SMS messaging at 34%. 
This move toward two-way conversations coincides with shifts in what works in 
motivating consumers to buy. One of the clear outcomes of the survey was that 
celebrity endorsements don’t carry the weight they once did.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
A third of respondents said micro- and macro- (celebrity) influencers had no 
importance on their buying motivation, and only 9% said it was very 
important. This is also not a generation divide. The use of celebrities and 
macro-influencers was the choice most voted “not at all important” in every 
generation group.

The expectation for these engagements also varies based on the industry of 
the company they’re engaging. When it comes to consumers’ money, travel, 
and food, a higher weight is placed on two-way conversations.

When asking what went into a relatable brand interaction in consumers’ minds, 
strong customer service was a major theme, as was brands engaging with 
them as an individual person. As one consumer wrote, brands have succeeded 
when the consumer “feels like the retailer cares about my personal satisfaction 
with my purchase of their brand or use of their service.”

THE TAKEAWAY 

Building a relationship where the brand and consumer feel aligned requires 
honesty, trustworthiness, and great customer service, where consumers are 
treated as individuals. While brands are doing a decent job in this area, they 
still seem to be falling a bit behind those top-line consumer expectations.
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76% of consumers feel that the use 
of micro- and macro- (celebrity) 
influencers has little to no importance 
on their motivation to buy.

76%



Brands Better Be Responsible 
Similar to how the transaction is no longer at the center of the brand-consumer 
interaction, the products and services a brand provides are no longer the sole 
reason for consumers to either engage with or leave a brand. With the societal 
and cultural events of the past few years bringing a number of causes into 
the spotlight, brands have stepped into this area as well, and the majority of 
consumers are on board. 

Just 27% of consumers surveyed don’t want brands taking a stance on social 
matters. And that number is lower for the younger generations. While 41% 
of those 41 years and older have a problem with brands engaging in social 
matters, only 17% of Gen Zers and 24% of millennials feel similarly.  

But for the majority of respondents, brands are expected to put their money 
where their mouths are, either through donations, partnerships, or marketing 
efforts. 

11THE NEXT GENERATION OF CONSUMER BEHAVIORS

41% of those 41 years and older have a 
problem with brands engaging in social 
matters, but only 17% of Gen Zers and 
24% of millennials feel similarly.

41%



And when it comes to social matters, the pandemic has successfully made 
worker treatment a passionate subject. Sixty-three percent said treating workers 
fairly was very important to them, while 62% echoed that statement when it came 
to brands’ ability to keep workers safe. Those numbers stay at 58% and 59%, 
respectively, when asked how important they are at determining the consumer’s 
long-term loyalty. Promoting equality, ethical sourcing and manufacturing, and 
environmental protection are also themes that are top of mind for consumers, 
as 73% said promoting equality was either very or somewhat important, 72% felt 
that way about supporting local communities, and 71% agreed about protecting 
the environment.  

Q: How important are each of the following in determining your 
purchase likelihood and long-term loyalty of a brand?

 
 
 
 
 
 
On the other end of the spectrum, politics is still an area in which consumers 
would rather brands stay on the sidelines. Only 14% expect brands to align with 
their political affiliation — although that number is upward of 19% for Gen Zers — 
and brands taking a stance on political issues was deemed not at all important 
by 23%, by far the highest of any topic. 

THE TAKEAWAY 

In the midst of a growing trend where people are changing jobs and careers 
while re-evaluating their lives, they also are more aware of the worker conditions 
and the efforts that brands put into making their favorite products. Younger 
generations far and away want brands taking a stand on social issues, whether it 
is related to workers, ethical sourcing, or what impacts their communities.

Sales

Not at all important
Somewhat unimportant
Neither important nor unimportant
Somewhat important
Very important

Sales

Not at all important
Somewhat unimportant
Neither important nor unimportant
Somewhat important
Very important
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Sales

Not at all important
Somewhat unimportant
Neither important nor unimportant
Somewhat important
Very important

Sales

Not at all important
Somewhat unimportant
Neither important nor unimportant
Somewhat important
Very important

Treat  
workers fairly

Keep  
workers safe 

Not at all important

Somewhat unimportant

Neither Important nor 
unimportant

Somewhat important

Very important

Not at all important

Somewhat unimportant

Neither Important nor 
unimportant

Somewhat important

Very important

1% 2%
11% 11%

28% 26%
58% 59%

2% 2%



Impact and Expectations
Consumers aren’t singularly focused or singularly driven. To keep them 
engaged long-term, brands must activate on several emotional levels, from the 
ways they choose to engage to the aspects that reflect them as humans. Yet, 
there has to be some sort of hierarchy. We were curious: out of convenience, 
relatability, and responsibility, what had the biggest influence on whether a 
customer stayed or left? 

When placed side by side, convenience was the most impactful driver of 
whether a consumer remained loyal or left, with 54% ranking it first in terms of 
likelihood of keeping them loyal if the experience is positive, and 43% saying a 
poor experience would most likely make them leave.

Q: Please rank how likely a positive experience with each of the below 
is at keeping you loyal to a brand or retailer.

 
 
 
 
 
Q: Please rank how likely a negative experience with each of the 
below is to cause you to shop elsewhere.
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Convenience

Convenience

Relatability 

Relatability 

Responsibility
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Responsibility is less important to consumers when done well, perhaps 
because those positive, responsible practices are expected. However, 
responsibility is becoming a larger factor, especially with younger generations, 
when it comes to poor experiences. While 30% of all consumers surveyed said 
a negative experience with brand responsibility would be most likely to make 
them shop elsewhere, that number grew to 34% for Gen Zers.  

So, how successful have brands been in meeting expectations around these 
three key areas of focus? Generally, consumers are happy with the types of 
experiences brands deliver when it comes to convenience, relatability, and 
responsibility, as 84% of consumers agree that the brands they engage with  
are great at meeting their expectations. 

And while younger shoppers have high standards, it’s older consumers that 
are more critical of brands’ performance. Collectively, 17% of consumers think 
only a few or none of the brands they engage with are great at meeting their 
expectations. Yet that grows to 20% when just looking through the eyes of 
those 41 years and older, while only 15% of millennials and 14% of Gen Zers feel 
that few or no brands are living up to expectations.

It is a difficult task for brands. Unanimous approval is impossible, and the wide 
disparity in responses showcases the tricky road brands must navigate when it 
comes to anticipating — and then catering to — consumers’ needs. Still, several 
trends are emerging, especially when it comes to the younger generations 
who will soon be the majority of buyers in the US. The approach for brands, as 
stated by one consumer in the survey, is as easy as this: “Just be truthful and 
prompt with products.”

The approach for brands, as stated by one 
consumer in the survey, is as easy as this: 
“Just be truthful and prompt with products.”
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ABOUT MERKLE
Merkle is a leading data-driven customer experience management 
(CXM) company that specializes in the delivery of unique, personalized 
customer experiences across platforms and devices. For more 
than 30 years, Fortune 1000 companies and leading nonprofit 
organizations have partnered with Merkle to maximize the value of 
their customer portfolios. The company’s heritage in data, technology, 
and analytics forms the foundation for its unmatched skills in 
understanding consumer insights that drive hyper-personalized 
marketing strategies. Its combined strengths in performance media, 
customer experience, customer relationship management, loyalty, and 
enterprise marketing technology drive improved marketing results 
and competitive advantage. With more than 13,000 employees, 
Merkle is headquartered in Columbia, Maryland, with 50+ additional 
offices throughout the Americas, EMEA, and APAC. Merkle is a dentsu 
company. For more information, contact Merkle at 1-877-9-Merkle or 
visit www.merkleinc.com.

Research Methodology
This research was conducted to understand how societal and 
environmental events, generational gaps, and other factors 
change consumers’ perceptions and behaviors. The survey of 
1,000 US consumers was completed using a paid panel and 
conducted in October 2021. 

Region

Midwest: 241

Northeast: 179

South: 380

West: 200

Age

18-24: 276 

25-40: 416 

41+: 415 

Gender

Male: 494

Female: 497

Non-binary: 7

Prefer not to 
answer: 2
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