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Fad or Trend?

INTRODUCTION: A Willfully Disobedient Recession
By Rick Moss, President, Founder, RetailWire
One of the lead questions we asked in our Fad or Trends survey was for an estimate of how long
the current recession will last. Although that was important in framing the general views of our
respondents, I’d like to apologize for that one. It was a bit unfair. Here’s why...
Outside of economists who deal with strict factoring, most of us look to consumer behavior in
previous recessions to judge what’s happening now. But the thing is, all along the way, this
recession has refused to behave properly. Like a willful child, it’s been hell bent on being different.
That’s not to say that this child hasn’t every right to act out. From the crash of the housing market
to the banking crisis, U.S. auto manufacturing, healthcare costs and the growing influence of
China, this recession-child is dealing with a terribly dysfunctional home life.
Now, similar elements were present to some degree in previous down economies but what becomes
increasingly clear is that each is a unique child. (Isn’t that what little Tommy’s teacher always
told us at back-to-school night?) This particular set of petulant recessionary behaviors, many of
us fear, is a reaction to tectonic shifts in the global economy, which in turn, are reactions to other
big long-term stuff like population growth, new technology, (dare I suggest it?) global warming
and Paula Abdul leaving American Idol. (OK, not that.)
Nevertheless, we seem intent on denying the teacher’s report that “Tommy is a little, shall
we say, different.” We egg on our political and economic leaders toward overly simplistic
declarations because we want Tommy to graduate with the other kids right on schedule. Hence,
we’ll undoubtedly be getting new reports of the death of the recession and improving consumer
confidence for the next few months.
And so, with this in mind, for this survey we went with the opinions of people who are in a better
position to know more about recessionary effects than moody consumers and headline-seeking
economists. These are dyed-in-the-wool retail practitioners and close observers. We believe we’ve
succeeded in getting a fair assessment of which consumer behaviors are faddish and which are
long-lasting. Some of the conclusions are a wee bit chilling, but keep in mind: in order to deal
with a problem child, you’ve got to get past the denial stage and on to acceptance and disciplinary
action. We hope the insights that follow will be instructive towards those ends.

Survey Demographics and Notes
• This survey was fielded in August, 2009 by Dechert-Hampe Consulting. This was an internet
survey covering the RetailWire community and other industry participants.
• The survey results are a composite of 317 total responses. The respondent population breaks
down as:
– 34.5% Manufacturer/Vendor
– 28.1% Retailer/Wholesaler/Broker/Distributor
– 37.4% Agency/Research/Design/Tech/Services
• This is an opinion survey of industry observers and participants. No consumers were
interviewed and the survey does not purport to predict actual consumer behavior. While the
survey sample is sizeable, no tests of statistical significance were employed in reporting the
results and the results should not be construed as business advice or guidance by RetailWire or
Dechert-Hampe Consulting.
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ESSAY: Whether Fads or Trends, They Imply Change
By D’Anna Hawthorne, Strategy Director, Miller Zell

“People do not change with the times, they change the times.” - P.K. Shaw
Indisputably, the current state of our economy has placed an enormous strain on the daily life of
the average American shopper. Cutting out or cutting back is the order of the day in the short run
and arguably in the long run as indicated in the Fad or Trend report. However, our history reveals
the resilience of the shopper during challenging times. Whether seeking out value retail venues
to accommodate a pinched budget or finding new ways to use old and familiar products, as Tim
Gun of Project Runway says, she will “Make It Work”. And through each downturn, she emerges
with a refreshed set of demands and inspired visions of her new shopping experience. In response,
manufacturers and retailers have turned up the dial, meeting her craving for relevant products and
heightened experience. Over the decades, we have seen this proactive effort with the proliferation of
unique and individualized product offerings designed for her changing lifestyle. Retailers have also
taken cues, as evidenced by the evolution of shopping environments—beginning with small town
shops, expansion to strip malls, development of city center shopping, and the advent of the mega
mall—and it’s all for her. Wisely, much has been devoted to her every whim as she is recognized
and revered as the game-changer, defining what success looks like at retail.

“It’s only the view from where you sit that makes you feel defeat. Life is full
of many aisles, so why don’t you change your seat?” - Source Unknown
Aligning our sights for a clearer view of the shopper is critical. Whether due to her lifestyle
changes or the state of the economy, her morphing is inevitable. This report introduces us to a
different view of mainstay shopping habits and identifies behaviors that could potentially drive
new thinking around current manufacturer and retail practices. Entertainment at home, children
returning home, fewer grocery trips, one stop shopping, buying medical services at retail, demand
for organic, trading down, and seeking unique in-store experiences are but a few of the indicated
long-lasting behavioral shifts that could profoundly shape strategies designed to connect with
the next evolution of target shoppers. Understanding these shifts and further applying them
to shopper super sets—such as the burgeoning Alpha shopper (GenY), Baby Boomers and the
powerful female shopper—will serve as a solid departure point for innovative retail solutions.

“Being willing to change allows you to move from a point of view to a viewing
point - a higher, more expansive place, from which you can see both sides.”
- Thomas Crum
While we do anticipate changes in how we think, as Adlai Stevenson said, “Change is inevitable
[but] change for the better is a full-time job.” This implies that understanding and fulfilling
the demands of the evolving shopper must be a relentless pursuit for marketers, retailers and
manufacturers alike. The shopper seeks innovation, authenticity and originality forcing an
abandonment of “current safe boundaries which were once unknown frontiers” (Unknown). In
brief, a new bag of tricks is needed to satisfy the needs of the new shopper. With studies such as
Fad or Trend, we are encouraged to begin to reach the higher ground that provides the bird’s eye
view we need for success.
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OVERVIEW
FAD OR TREND? Will recessionary shopping behavior continue?
The consumer and the marketplace tend to react to events. The greater the
impact of the event, the greater the reaction can be. The question is whether these
reactions are simply short-term fads or represent real lasting trends.
The 1929 crash and the years of economic depression had a major impact on consumer
behavior, generating a culture of saving and risk avoidance that lasted a generation.
Alternatively, the terror attacks of 9/11 resulted in strong short-term emotions, but little
longer-term impact on buying behavior.
There is no doubt that the recession and economic downturn have left their marks on
the lives of millions of Americans. Virtually no one has been immune. Some people lost
their life savings. Many have lost their jobs. Consumer confidence has been shaken to
its very core.
The recession has had clear and evident effects on consumer shopping behavior.
Whether it is the outlets shopped, the methods used or the products selected, there
has been evidence of major shifts. The key issue is whether these behaviors are simply
temporary effects that will subside with time or are more lasting changes.

“Lions and tigers and bears, oh my!”
- Dorothy, The Wizard of Oz
Housing collapse! Stock market crash! Unemployment! Financial meltdown!
The headlines screamed at us. The world seemed on the brink of disaster. While we
had all seen recessions and bubbles before, this was outside the range of previous
experiences. Yet the prognosticators insisted on making comparisons to other times and
events. However, it soon became clear that this did not fit into the patterns of historical
recessions. It was unprecedented.
The consumer responded quickly. Suddenly, it seemed nobody was buying anything.
People started cutting up their credit cards. You couldn’t give cars away. Consumer
confidence hit record low levels. People were going to stop shopping. Inflation and
deflation were both concerns. This was the environment we faced.
Would the consumer ever come back? Would they shop differently in the future? What
would the new normal look like? To try to address these questions, we enlisted the help
of the best and the brightest minds to provide us with input. Our investigation took the
form of a survey that attempted to separate fact from fantasy.
The survey was designed to address major issues relative to consumer behavior over the
next five years. Will consumer reaction to the economic downturn change behavior over
the longer term? Are key changes in consumer behavior really short-term fads or will
they continue to represent trends for the future?
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STUDY FINDINGS
1 Longevity and Lasting Impact
It is now the consensus among economists
that the current economic recession began
in late 2007. Many of these same economists
believe the recession will end in the fourth
quarter, 2009. From a technical standpoint,
they may be right. A recession is defined as
two consecutive quarters of negative growth
and it ends when the economy shows growth
again. Eventually, when the year ago period
becomes bad enough, the comparisons to year
ago almost have to show growth.
It looks like our survey did not include a lot
of economists. Most of us seem to feel the

recession is far from over. In fact, most of us
feel the recession is likely to last another 6 to
12 or even 18 months. Most of us don’t seem
to think we are on the road to recovery just
because we see that “things are getting less
worse.”

“An economist is an expert who will
know tomorrow why the things he
predicted yesterday didn’t happen
today.” - Laurence J. Peters, author of
The Peter Principle

THE RECESSION IS THOUGHT TO BE FAR FROM OVER
How Much Longer Will the Recession Last?
Most thought another 6 to 18 months.
It’s Already
Over
More Than
18 Months

Less Than
6 Months

2.9%
17.4%

7.4%

13 to 18
More Months
23.9%
6 to 12 Months
48.4%
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STUDY FINDINGS
Nobody has a crystal ball, but there can
be little doubt that the recession will have
at least some lasting impact on consumer
behavior. We have had significant shocks to
consumer confidence, wealth, and spending
power. While the consensus seems to be
“Some short-term changes and a few long
term changes”, a significant proportion
indicated “many longer-term changes in
consumer behavior.” This is not surprising
given the length and severity of the recession.
However, it may be less about the number
of changes than about the magnitude of the
impact.
While also consumers, our survey respondents
tend to look at things through the prism

of the impact on their businesses. Did the
recession cause layoffs or salary cuts? Did
the business decline with the economy? Did
they have to reduce prices or promote more?
Did they have to fundamentally change their
approach to the business? Our RetailWire
respondents were split on this. Almost half
continued business as usual or had relatively
minor adjustments. However, more than
half experienced major changes, with a
small number reporting the need for radical
changes.

“I have a feeling we’re not in Kansas
anymore.” - Dorothy, The Wizard of Oz

IMPACT OF RECESSION ON CONSUMERS AND BUSINESS
Impact of Recession
On Consumer Behavior
This will include both short
and long-term changes.
Little Change
in Behavior
0.6%

Mostly Short-Term
Changes in Behavior

Recession Changed
Your Business Approach
Some have had radical changes,
but most expect to survive.

8.1%

Many
Longer-Term
Changes in
Behavior
26.8%

Some
Short-Term
Changes
and a Few
Longer-Term
Changes
64.5%

Mostly
Minor Changes
41.4%
0.6%
Little
Change in
Behavior

8.7%

Some
Major Changes,
But We’ll Survive
45.6%

Radical
Changes
Have Been
Required
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STUDY FINDINGS
2 Economic Values
Perhaps the most pervasive changes
resulting from the recession are those that
address core economic values. Our house
is often our largest single investment and
source of wealth. The decline in the value
of housing has made us all feel less affluent.
This is not likely to recover any time soon.
Saving rates have jumped while credit card
usage has fallen, meaning we are spending
less in response to feeling poorer. We feel
the need to budget our money even if our job
situation hasn’t changed. High unemployment

is likely to be a continuing concern, both for
us personally and our children.
These factors tend to permeate our thinking
and cascade into new shopping strategies and
buying behaviors. The changes in economic
values are expected to be long-lasting, if not
permanent.

“Don’t just do something, stand
there.” - The White Rabbit, Alice in
Wonderland

ECONOMIC VALUES AND REACTIONS - FADS OR TRENDS?
Changes in Economic Values Are Expected to Be
Long-lasting, If Not Permanent
These changes in economic values will cascade into
major business effects that will be long-lasting.
% saying...

Decreased Value 3.9
of Housing
Increased Personal 3.0
Savings Rates
High Unemployment 4.9
Rates
Bying Less On
Credit Cards

10.3

Sticking to
a Budget 7.3

32.9

59.9

38.6

48.5

48.8

9.9

51.0

41.7

39.3

47.2

3.3

40.6

3.3
8.7
4.9

Just a Short-Term Fad
May Last the Recession, But Still a Fad
Outlast the Recession, a Longer-Term Trend
Permanent, a Long-Term Trend
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STUDY FINDINGS
3 Lifestyle Changes
The recession has clearly spawned a number
of short-term adjustments in lifestyles.
Many of these seem to be fads or temporary
responses. For example, eating out less and
vacationing closer to home are common and

simple adjustments to temporary economic
conditions. In all likelihood, people will
return to eating out and taking vacations as
the economy and their personal situations
improve.

LIFESTYLE CHANGES - FADS OR TRENDS?
Most Lifestyle Adjustments Are Expected to Be Relatively Short-term
These are generally fads. Normal behavior will return in time.
% saying they are...

Entertaining
at Home

7.9

Reduced Buying
of Luxury Goods

7.3

Buying Previously
Used Products
Buying American
Made Products
Vacationing Close
to Home
Buying Fewer
New Clothes
Eating Out Less
at Restaurants

14.5
22.4
8.3

35.4

50

49.3
44.9
47.8
63.9

14

59.1

13.5

60.1

6.6
37.4

6.0

33.7

6.9

26.1
27.5
23.3
24.8

3.7
0.3
3.7
1.7

Just a Short-Term Fad
May Last the Recession, But Still a Fad
Outlast the Recession, a Longer-Term Trend
Permanent, a Long-Term Trend
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STUDY FINDINGS
However, there are some fundamental
lifestyle changes that are expected to be more
permanent. These include buying more fuel
efficient automobiles, children living at home
longer, and staying connected with social

media. For the most part, these were not
responses to the recession but were driven
by more fundamental long-term social and
economic trends.

Some Lifestyle Changes Will Be More Permanent
These are fundamental trends that are not primarily
driven by the recession, but by other factors.

% saying they are...

Staying Connected
2.0 14.6
With Social Media
Buying Fuel
Efficient Autos 4.3

29.2

15.2

Children Living
at Home Longer 5.9

54.2
45.5

21.8

35.0
56.1

16.2

Just a Short-Term Fad
May Last the Recession, But Still a Fad
Outlast the Recession, a Longer-Term Trend
Permanent, a Long-Term Trend

4 Shopping Patterns
The recession has resulted in numerous
changes in shopping patterns. Some of these
are in direct response to the recession and can
be expected to be short-lived. These include
reduced shopping trips and less overall time
spent shopping. These are quick and easy
ways to spend less money in the short term,
but are likely to revert to normal behaviors
when the recession has subsided. Similarly,
it is easy to use fewer professional services
when the economy is bad. For example,
women can save money by going to the hair
salon less often, especially if they are going
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out to restaurants less. You can also put off
redecorating or building that new addition.
However, when the economy recovers, these
behaviors will revert to normal.
Other changes in shopping patterns are
expected to be more permanent.
Many
of these were already in play before the
recession. For example, buying at discount
store formats, buying more on-line and buying
sustainable products. These behaviors were
not precipitated by the recession and are
likely to be longer-term trends that will not
subside when the economy improves.

Page 9

Fad or Trend?

STUDY FINDINGS
SHOPPING CHANGES - FADS OR TRENDS?
Many Changes in Shopping Patterns Are Just Temporary Adjustments
These are short-term changes likely to revert to normal in time.
% saying...

Reduced Personal
Services 0.7
(e.g. Salon Visits)
Less Overall Time
Spent on Shopping

63.9

14.3

22.3
52.6

Focus on One-Stop 12.1
Shopping Formats

26.6

41.4

Fewer 7.5
Shopping Trips

37.2

35.3

Buying Home vs.
Professional Treatments 5.5

3.1

9.3

43.2

31.3

6.5

14.0

45.4

17.9

Many Shopping Changes Are Fundamental to the New Consumer
These changes are more permanent and would have
occurred in the absence of recession.
% saying they are...

Buying More
Products Online 0.7 4.8

30.1

Buying More
Sustainable Products 3.8 11.7
Shopping Around for
Price Comparisons 3.4
Buying Products That
Are Locally Grown or 5.8
Made
Buying Medical
Services at Retail 9.3
Shifting to Discount
Store Formats

5.5

64.4
50.0

24.5

34.5
52.8

26.2

19.3

45.6

23.4

22.4

46.0

33.8

48.1

21.3
12.6

Just a Short-Term Fad
May Last the Recession, But Still a Fad
Outlast the Recession, a Longer-Term Trend
Permanent, a Long-Term Trend
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STUDY FINDINGS
5 Shopper Behavior
Shopping behavior has been significantly
affected by the recession. Some of these are
clearly knee-jerk reactions. For example,
buying fewer new products, buying less on
impulse, and bringing lunch to work sound

like somebody’s short list of “how to save
a little money today.” They are just fads,
hardly the sort of shopping behaviors that
are likely to last.

SHOPPING BEHAVIOR - FADS OR TRENDS?
Some Observed Changes in Shopping Behavior
Are Just Responses to Recession

These are fads or temporary adjustments to the recession.
% saying the are...

Buying Smaller
Pack Sizes
Buying Fewer
New Products

16.5

58.1

17.6

55

Buying Fewer
Things On Impulse

11

49.1

Buying Used or
Pre-owned vs. New

8.6

51.5

11.6

47.9

Bringing Lunch
to Work
Trading Down to
Lower Cost
Alternatives

5.1

50.3

31.3

22.3

3.1

26

1.4
8.6

35.4
33.2
36.0

4.5
7.2
8.6

Just a Short-Term Fad
May Last the Recession, But Still a Fad
Outlast the Recession, a Longer-Term Trend
Permanent, a Long-Term Trend
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STUDY FINDINGS
Some behaviors may not have been brought
on by the recession, but have been accelerated
by it and are likely to last. For example,
buying store brands and using a loyalty card
were trends before the recession and may

have gained more momentum as a result of
it. Alternatively, people who adopted pre-trip
planning and using store circulars as a result
of the recession are unlikely to revert back to
old habits afterward.

The Recession Has Accelerated Some Changes in Shopping Behavior
These are fundamental trends that were in play prior to the recession,
but were driven faster by it.
% saying they are...

Employing Loyalty
Cards for Discounts 2.4

15.8

51.2

Buying Store Brand
or Private Label 2.8 23.1

50.0

Pre-Planning With
Shopping Lists 7.3

32.6

Looking at
Store Circulars 5.5

35.4

Using More Coupons 5.9
or Rebates
Buying in Bulk/
Stocking Up 5.8

30.6
24.1
50.3

35.5
39.2

9.7

50.9

8.2

47.9

10.7

47.8

7.2

Just a Short-Term Fad
May Last the Recession, But Still a Fad
Outlast the Recession, a Longer-Term Trend
Permanent, a Long-Term Trend

6 Store Experience vs. Value
A particular interest of the RetailWire
community concerns the consumer reaction
to their experience in the store. Clearly, the
recession tempered the trend toward paying
for more positive experiences and caused
shifts toward value retailers. Of course, this
depends on the often intangible value of the
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experience versus the more tangible physical
need. One person’s necessity is another’s
extravagance. While some people think
nothing of giving up their Starbucks in favor
of less expensive alternatives, others feel
they can’t forego their morning latte.
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STUDY FINDINGS
TRADING STORE EXPERIENCE FOR VALUE - FADS OR TRENDS?
Consumers Have Clearly Shifted to Value and Some May Never Return
The shift may be driven by the recession but consumers will
ultimately recognize a commodity and seek their level.
% Shopping Value for...

Video (i.e., Kiosks/
Online vs. Blockbuster) 5.1
Toys (i.e., Mass/
Discounters vs. 3.8
Toy Stores)

15.8

33.2

24.5

Consumer Electronics
(i.e., Mass/Discounters 3.8
vs. Best Buy)
Coffee (i.e., McDonald’s 6.2
vs. Starbucks)
Departent Stores
(i.e., Discount 4.8
vs. Luxury)

45.9
45.5

36.0

26.2
46.2

14.0

35.3

48.6

9.9

37.1

47.8

10.3

Consumers May Choose Store Experience Over Value
If They Recognize the Difference
Retailers need to develop and leverage store experience
or they risk competing only on value.

% Shoppers
Choosing Experience...

Beauty Care (i.e., Chain
Drug vs. Boutiques) 3.8
Grocery (i.e., Discount
vs. Conventional vs. 2.8
Upscale)
Restaurants (i.e., QSR
vs.Casual 4.5
vs. Fine Dining)
Apparel (i.e., Discount
vs. Department Stores 7.6
vs. Boutiques)

41.9

50.5

45.5

3.8

43.4

47.8

41.6

47.8

38.5

8.3
6.2
6.2

Just a Short-Term Fad
May Last the Recession, But Still a Fad
Outlast the Recession, a Longer-Term Trend
Permanent, a Long-Term Trend
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STUDY FINDINGS
As in the case of shopping patterns and
shopping behaviors, some of these tradeoffs
were evident before the recession and were
exacerbated by it. Consumer electronics and
video stores have been shifting to value for a
number of years. Toy and Department stores
have been hurting for a while now. These
trends are likely to continue.
Coffee shops present an interesting situation
since Starbucks continues to be successful
despite the competition from other outlets.
This goes back to the tangible versus
intangible elements of the purchase. There is
a vast difference between the tangible cup of
coffee and the view of Starbucks, Panera, and
the like as warm, personal experiences.
Shifting to value may be temporary for some
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outlets such as beauty care and grocery.
History would suggest that these are areas
where consumers cut back in times of
recession and return afterward. Similarly
apparel stores are likely to recover as
economic conditions stabilize.
Restaurants are a particular case where the
ambiance and experience add immeasurably
to the value of the dining itself. It is unlikely
that QSR will be able to replace the value of a
fine dining experience.
While consumers will still seek luxury and
satisfaction, values have changed. Simply
dressing up a basic commodity or putting it
in a pretty box will no longer justify a price
premium. The store experience will have to
demonstrate a real difference in people’s lives
and provide an added value.
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CONCLUSIONS
The moral of this story seems to be that
events do not cause trends—they cause
reactions. And the natural tendency of a
“reaction” is to return to the original state
as soon as possible. That is why the experts
polled in this survey predict that many
observed recessionary shopping behaviors
will largely return to “normal” as economic
conditions improve.

“Everything’s got a
moral, if you can
only find it.”
-The Duchess, Alice in Wonderland

But events can have an impact on trends. Sometimes, they can reverse them, but more
commonly, they can accelerate them. The key fundamental changes from the recession
are shifts in economic values which impact the change in where and how the shopper
sees value.
Even before the recession, many of the key trends in shopping behavior had overtones
of “value”—increasing focus on discount outlets; increasing penetration of Dollar stores;
more buying of store brands. These are rooted in the basic question of how consumers
define value, not just simple attempts at frugality.
There definitely is going to be a “new normal”, but was it caused by the recession
or simply accelerated by it? Perhaps the recession drove us further down the path
toward a “new normal” in how consumers define value and that will now dictate the
shopping experience they seek.
Thank you for reading.
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About RetailWire
RetailWire is a unique online news analysis and discussion
forum, which launched in February 2002. RetailWire goes
beyond conventional headline news reporting. Each business
morning, RetailWire editors pick news topics worthy of
commentary by its “BrainTrust” panel of industry experts,
and the general RetailWire membership. The results are virtual round tables of industry
opinion and advice covering key dynamics and issues affecting the retailing industry.
Membership to RetailWire is free to all qualified retail industry professionals. Over twothirds of members are in top executive or senior management positions, representing a
broad cross section of retail channels and the companies that supply them. RetailWire is
supported via sponsorships by leading retail suppliers and service organizations.
About Dechert-Hampe
Dechert-Hampe & Company is an independent
management consulting firm specializing in Sales
and Marketing services. DHC works to help clients
succeed through Sales & Marketing solutions that result in tangible change, measurable
results, a competitive advantage and a return on their sales & marketing investments.
Our primary service areas include: Strategy, Structure & Planning; Productivity &
Performance Improvement and Research, Analytics & Insights. DHC is a recognized leader
in consumer and shopper insights, category and customer leadership, and go-to-market
strategy. DHC clients include many of the largest and most successful manufacturers and
retailers of consumer goods and services.
About Miller Zell
Miller Zell is a leading retail design company providing world
class in-store selling environments that captivate and connect with
shoppers on a practical and emotional level. Using a collaborative
approach based upon shopper insights, Miller Zell helps retailers and
manufacturers to create retail design programs that engage shoppers,
leverage the in-store experience and maximize selling opportunities.
Miller Zell services include retail/brand strategy, shopper marketing, store design, graphic
design, in-store brand audits, brand repositioning, prototype implementation, program
implementation, fixture installation, on-site installation, program ROI analysis, in-store
digital signage planning, and retail environment and site surveys.
Miller Zell is distinguished by its unique offering of fully integrated strategy & consulting,
program management, production, digital media and implementation services providing
single-source accountability.
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