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Britain has long been known as “a nation of shopkeepers” 
and with good reason. The retail sector is now responsible 
for almost 6% of our GDP and employs 2.9 million people or 
1 in 9 of the total UK workforce. 
An average household spends well over a third of its disposable income on shopping. What we buy
and how we buy it is an increasingly important consideration for policy makers, the media and other
stakeholders across a whole range of issues from health and nutrition to farming to social mobility to
global development.

No-one knows exactly how the retail sector will develop in the coming years, any more than we can
predict trends in music or fashion. But being prepared for an uncertain future is perhaps more
important now than ever. As the world undergoes rapid and far-reaching changes – as economies
transform and grow, as the world population increases and as the effects of climate change and
resource constraints are felt more strongly - the retail sector can play a positive role far beyond its
own direct influence. How the sector operates will be important, but building on its intimate
relationship with consumers to support their efforts to live more sustainably could have a fundamental
impact on how successfully we meet these challenges.

The desire to better understand these opportunities has led Tesco and Unilever to jointly support
Forum for the Future in looking at what the future might hold for the retail sector, the sustainable
development issues that it might face and how it might begin to tackle them. 

This report describes four radically different possible futures for UK retail. In putting these scenarios
together, we hope to shed light on some of the critical questions that retail will want to consider over
the next fifteen years and particularly how it can contribute to creating a more sustainable future on
its own and in partnership with others. We hope that organisations from across the sector will find
them both stimulating and useful.

foreword

Dave Lewis, 
Chairman, 
Unilever UK

Peter Madden,
Chief Executive,
Forum for 
the Future

David North,
Community and
Government
Director, Tesco
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The year is 2022. Towering over Birmingham’s red brick
terraces, dominating its Victorian warehouses and canals, a
bright glass building shimmers in the setting sun, crowned
with wind turbines and coated in solar panels. 
No-one lives here, and only a handful or people work on its eight floors.

It used to be a high-rise car park. Now it’s a farm. 

A vertical farm, to be precise: a shining example of the new urban agriculture - climate-controlled,
filled with fruit, vegetables and even a few pigs. It generates all its own energy, harvesting its water
needs from the rain that falls on the roof. On the ground floor, there’s a marketplace where local
people buy its produce and that of other nearby farms. 

That’s one vision of 2022. Here’s another: an intelligent web-based advert for hand cream, making its
way around the world from network to network. As it does so, it adjusts itself to appeal to the different
people and groups it meets, talking with them, learning new information to help persuade its audience
to buy the product. 

The advert discovers from one conversation that the company producing the hand cream has
provided false information about safety tests. The advert checks this new information from other
sources, verifies it, and begins a new campaign of its own against the company which developed it –
forcing it to mend its ways, while at the same time earning it brownie points for allowing such open
source-style auditing of its activities.

Then again, in a parallel 2022, people have stopped shopping altogether – at least for everyday
staples. Instead, milk, bread, pasta, washing powder and toilet tissue simply turn up in their porch
whenever they are needed, triggered by messages sent automatically to the retailer direct from their
cupboards and fridges.

These are three visions of 2022, each providing a glimpse of the future in which UK retailing will have
to operate. They’re not science fiction: each of them could really happen by 2022.

Supported by Tesco and Unilever, we’ve conducted a wide-ranging exercise to ask what the future
could hold for UK retail, focusing particularly on fast moving consumer goods (FMCG). We’ve carried
out a thorough literature review, staged workshops and interviewed more than 50 people. This has
allowed us to develop four distinct scenarios that describe radically different possible futures for UK
retail, and their implications for sustainable development. 

With these scenarios, we hope to:

• describe robust and credible futures that are relevant and applicable to the retail sector;

• illuminate the major sustainable development issues for UK retail now and in the future;

• provide tools for the sector as a whole to consider its future, and to test potential new ideas,
policies, products and formats;

• stimulate a progressive and far-sighted response to the challenges and opportunities of
sustainable development, and so accelerate the move to a more sustainable retail sector.

In this report, we look briefly at past developments in the UK retail sector’s efforts to come to grips
with sustainability, then review the factors that are likely to shape its future over the next 15 years. 

We then present the four scenarios - ‘my way’, ‘sell it to me’, ‘from me to you’ and ‘i’m in your hands’
- and end with an analysis of what the scenarios could mean for retailers looking to a more
sustainable future.

introduction
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a short history of retail 
and sustainable development

1980s

Retail has a vital role to play in delivering sustainable

development. It employs 2.9 million people and 

generates almost 6% of the GDP of the UK.1 It is

responsible for approximately 2.5% of the UK’s carbon

dioxide emissions2 and has a disproportionate influence

over society and the economy through its marketing,

regular customer transactions and complex, globalised

supply chains. 

It is at the heart of many of the most prominent
sustainable development debates today, from climate
change, disappearing forests and declining fisheries to
packaging, obesity and community cohesion.

The UK’s retail sector has already demonstrated an
impressive capacity to adapt and create space for
change. Following the first wave of
‘ethical consumerism’ in the late
1980s, for instance, retailers adopted
codes of conduct to outlaw

‘sweatshop’ suppliers and improve labour standards. In
the past two years, the government’s Food Industry
Sustainability Strategy (FISS) has been superseded by the
retailers’ own announcements and targets. This has been
driven in large part by their use of ethical issues as points
of differentiation and marketing greener choices as
upmarket lifestyle ones.

The timeline shows how the sector has moved from 
a ‘deny and defend’ position, through ‘paying penance’
via philanthropy, to risk management strategies 
aimed at reducing the negative impacts of their 
business operations.

Development of new
chilled and ready-meal
products in food sector.

Launch of consumer
boycott of Nestle over
baby milk advertising 
in developing
countries (1977).

Emergence of ethical
trade movement, initially
in handcraft sector
(Traidcraft launch, 1979).

Steep rise in the
proportion of 
own-brand products.Emergence of

increasingly centralised
purchasing and
distribution systems.

Growth of franchising, 
and of fast food and
convenience sector.

Structure of the retail sector
shifts dramatically,
intensifying competition in
virtually all consumer retail
markets as the effects of 
high fixed-cost structures 
and static or minimal growth
kick in.

Technological changes:
introduction of scanning
to replace price tickets.

Relaxation of planning
laws, leading to out-of-
town shopping revolution.
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Abolition of retail price
maintenance (1964).

Retail sector trends

Developments in
sustainable retail

Supermarket chains go
national. Tesco opens its
first ‘superstore’ (1968).

Supermarkets become
big enough to deal with
suppliers directly, rather
than buying through
wholesalers.

Rise of ‘green consumerism’: eco-labels
on products such as washing powders
appear in late 1980s, and The Green
Consumer Guide (1988) catches the
wave of growing public interest in ‘the
power of the purse’.

Soil Association
drafts standards
for organically-
produced food.

Compassion in
World Farming
founded (1967).

1960s

1970s

Further out-of-town retail
development fuelled by
extensive road building
and higher levels of car

ownership among women.

Early 1990s recession
succeeded by dramatic
recovery, marked by
increased consumer
confidence, spending -
and credit.

Fairtrade
Foundation
launched
(1992).

Proliferation of anti-
sweatshop labour
campaigns. Major
retailers are among
the first to respond.

Continental
discounters arrive
in UK: Aldi (1990)
and Lidl (1994). 

Forestry Stewardship
Council formed (1993)
to certify timber from
sustainable sources.

UK retailers
expand
overseas.1990s
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1990s

Sainsbury's is the first
major British food
retailer to publish a
comprehensive report
on environmental
performance (1996).

Unilever commits to
source all fish from
sustainable stocks; and
in partnership with WWF,
establishes the Marine
Stewardship Council
(1996) to work for
sustainable sourcing
industry-wide.

April: Defra launches
Food Industry
Sustainability 
Strategy (FISS).

May: Tesco launches
its ten-point
Community Plan.

August: Co-op
Group announces
switch to 100%
renewable electricity. Marks and Spencer’s ‘Plan A’ and

Tesco’s Climate Change Plan
launched – marking major shift in the
extent and profile of supermarket
commitments on sustainability.

Carbon labelling
pilots undertaken by
Carbon Trust;
emergence of carbon
labelling standard.

May: Sustainable Development
Commission publishes I Will 
if You Will, its report on
sustainable consumption,
bringing the concept of ‘choice
editing’ to the mainstream.

2007

Sunday trading
legalised (1994).

Introduction of loyalty
and reward cards,
such as Tesco
Clubcard (1995).

Ethical Trading Initiative
established (1998) – a
government-backed
scheme to encourage
‘fair’ trading with
suppliers in developing
countries. 

Rapid uptake of
internet – start of
internet shopping.

Retail sector trends

Developments in
sustainable retail
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Further expansion 
of UK retailers into
USA and Far East.

British Retail Consortium
launches sustainability
strategy: ‘Towards Retail
Sustainability: Protecting
our Environment for 
the Future’.

Unilever announces
that half its fish now
come from sustainable
sources (end-2003).

Walmart becomes first of 
the major global retailers
to announce large
investments in renewable
energy (2005).

Competition Commission’s 
second inquiry into the
supermarket sector (to
report in 2008).

Soil Association consults
on ethical organic
standard and issue of air
freighted produce.

‘Breaking the Armlock’
coalition formed by an
alliance of consumer,
farming, environment and
development groups
(2004) calling for stricter
statutory controls over
supermarket power.

2000s

First green supermarket opened by
Sainsbury's in Greenwich, London,
with energy saving technologies and
sustainable construction (1999).

Consolidation –
Walmart takes
over ASDA (1999).

Further consolidation in
supermarkets: Safeways
bought by Morrisons (2004).

Competitive drive
among supermarkets
to expand into non-
food goods: sales of
these increase by
almost 90% between
2000 and 2004.

Top 4 supermarkets
have 76.3% of UK
grocery market.3

2006

Wholefoods
Market enters 
UK with flagship
London store.



As we look into the future, what
are the factors that will shape 
the context for UK retail? 
It is impossible to know exactly what the future holds, 
but we can make informed guesses about what will be
important, and the range of outcomes we could expect.
The following key factors form the background to our 
four scenarios.

climate change
Climate change is one of the most important factors
shaping the future for retail. By 2022, CO2 concentrations
in the atmosphere will reach around 416 ppm, up from
384 ppm in 2006.4 The mean temperature could be 0.3
degrees warmer than in 2007, with warming concentrated
in the north.5

Sea levels will rise, and we
can expect more instances
of extreme weather
conditions, including 
storms, floods, heatwaves
and drought. Australia, 
the American Southwest,
Southern Europe, and the African Sahel are likely to be
badly hit by drought. Agricultural productivity is likely to
decline in these areas, along with much of the tropics. By
contrast, it may improve for a while in northern Europe,
with new crops such as grapevines and sunflowers
becoming more viable. But there will be growing problems
of uneven rainfall and increased pests and diseases.

There will be increased risks to the health of ecosystems
and humans alike, but the UK in 2022 will still, for the
most part, be less affected than countries nearer the
tropics, and will often be reacting to climate change as an
overseas humanitarian and security issue.

mitigation and adaptation
Targets to reduce the amount of CO2 we produce by 26-
32% by 2020 (compared to 1990 levels) have cross-party
support and are likely to become binding. This sets us
firmly on course to decarbonising our economy: assuming
the economy grows by 2% per annum, the target

translates to a 40% cut in the UK’s carbon intensity in 
the next 13 years. This means serious change.

How will we achieve this? Regulation will clearly play a
role, with carbon trading taking the lead, perhaps even 
for individuals. This will go at least some way to
internalising the costs of climate change into economic
activities. Stimulating behavioural change is also
essential. Some retailers and manufacturers have begun
to realise that they can use their knowledge of, and
relationship with, their customers to play a key role in
facilitating change. 

Meanwhile countries everywhere will need to invest in
making infrastructure and activities more robust to
withstand the environmental impacts of climate change. 

energy systems 
The effect of all this will be to further increase the cost of
energy, at a time when prices are already rising due to
growing competition for diminishing supplies of
conventional oil and gas. 

Oil prices are likely to rise far above their current level of
around US$65-$70 per barrel, but there is considerable
disagreement about how far. The magazine Green Futures
recently asked a number of experts to predict oil prices
for 2025: “Our experts’ guesses… varied from the low
$30s to the mid-$300s per barrel. Most plumped for
something well in excess of three figures.”6

Further uncertainties exist around the type of energy
system we will see in 2022, and how far we will have
moved from today’s highly centralised electricity grid.
Advocates of decentralisation, such as Greenpeace, say
that a localised grid, linking
up small-scale generation
from solar, wind or biomass
sources, is the most
effective solution, and
reduces the need to invest in
big new power plants driven by coal or uranium.7 In an
optimistic devolved energy scenario, we could 
even see falling energy prices by 2022. Efficient use 
of energy is vital, and progress in the retail sector has
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been impressive, but there is much still to be done. 
The impacts for both production and distribution are 
far-reaching. 

resource scarcity
The earth’s natural resources will be scarcer in 2022.
According to WWF, we already need 2.2 hectares of land
to support each person.8 The figure for the UK is almost 6
hectares, and for the USA
around 9.5, and as the
global economy grows, so
does the area needed to
support it. By 2022 there 
will be less wilderness than
today, and we may well
have seen the extinction 
of some iconic species such 
as white rhinos or snow leopards. Forests will be under
acute pressure from clearance for agriculture – unless
their value as carbon sinks has earned them a reprieve.
Marine fisheries around the world will be under even
greater stress than today, and many will have collapsed.
Supplies of fresh water will be at a premium, with 2.8
billion people in 48 countries facing water stress or
scarcity conditions by 2025.9

Retail will be affected in many ways. Perhaps the most
significant impacts will be to supply chains: where and
how food is grown, where and how goods are
manufactured and how products are moved around the
world, could all be adversely affected by this kind of
environmental disruption.10

demographic change
The world population is growing, and by 2022 may be
around a billion higher than it is today.11 The UK
population is also projected to grow. Having reached 60
million in 2005, by 2022 it could be as much as 65 million,
with much of the growth coming from continued
immigration. This means larger – and more diverse -
markets for UK retail, and a bigger pool of labour. But it
also brings with it the threat of more congestion, more
competition for land, and more pressure on existing
infrastructure and resources.

We will also have a higher proportion of elderly people.
The share of people in the UK aged over 65 is projected

to increase from 16% in 2004 to 23% by 2031. People of
working age will have to pay more to support those
drawing pensions12, but it would be wrong to assume that
the over-65s of tomorrow will be the same as those of
today. They are the baby-boom generation: in some ways
more adventurous than previous ‘senior’ generations,
more active, and more affluent too. Their values will
continue to dominate society, and they will constitute a
massive retail market. As one respondent in our research
suggested, “We may see the emergence of ‘Tesco Silver’,
with store formats, products, and so on, all customised
for older people”. 

new technology
Computers will be very much more powerful in 2022 than
they are today – perhaps by as much as a thousand
times. Countless tiny computers with significant
processing capacity will be linked by mega-bandwidth
wireless networks, ushering in the era of the ubiquitous
‘always on’ internet. We can also expect rapid
developments in a range of different areas of technology,
from nano-materials with new properties and new, more
efficient ways of producing and storing energy, to
robotics, artificial intelligence, medicine and genetics.
Research and development (R&D) in 2007 is already
focusing heavily on these areas.13

What is much less certain is how technological
developments will be translated into applications and
products, and how people will want to use them. It will
certainly be possible in 2022 for consumers to establish 
a link between their fridge and retailers to trigger
automatic deliveries, as in scenario 2, ‘sell it to me’. 
It is less certain whether people will welcome this
convenience or have
concerns about the 
flow of information and
their privacy.

globalisation 
According to the World Trade Organisation (WTO), the
volume of global trade increased in the 15 years to 2005
by around 240%, while in the same period the global
economy expanded by around 150%.14 Supply chains
have lengthened and become more complex, aided by
the relatively low cost of transport and the efficiencies to
be gained from large scale operations. In the UK, we

By 2022 there will be
less wilderness than
today, and we may well
have seen the extinction
of some iconic species
such as white rhinos or
snow leopards.

In the UK, we currently
import around 40% of
our food, but we also
export a great deal.14



currently import around 40% of our food, but we also
export a great deal.15 Take butter for example: in 1999 we
exported 56,000 tonnes of butter, and imported 112,000
tonnes.16 Business is becoming more global in character,
with companies such as Unilever consolidating operations
on a continental rather than national basis17, and Tesco
opening new stores in the USA. At the 
same time, it is common to outsource operations
internationally, as has happened most famously with 
call centres in the UK.

It seems likely that global trade will continue to boom, as
the economies of China, India and Brazil in particular
pursue their rapid growth. But a number of factors could
disrupt this. Following the terrorist attacks on the USA in
2001, the volume of trade declined for the first time since
1982. A rise in global insecurity in the future could have a
similar effect, as could more severe weather, hikes in oil
prices, or the economic impact of carbon pricing.

government policy
Trends in government policy over the next 15 years will
have a profound impact on the UK retail sector and its
ability to contribute to sustainable development. A
number of themes are emerging as particularly important:

Transport: congestion is growing and measures to
combat it – intelligent transport systems, road-pricing or
higher fuel taxes – are inevitable. But will they work?
Attitudes to aviation are changing, and will feed through
to tighter regulation and fiscal measures, such as a levy
on aviation fuel. Despite this, air travel is predicted to
continue growing quickly.18 Together, these will have an
impact on everything from choices of imported produce
to how people get to and from the shops.

Planning: the current planning regime favours 
brownfield development and denser settlements. The 
tide has turned away from out-of-town stores, and 
most new developments are smaller and located within
communities. But the latest planning white paper may
signal a renewed emphasis on planning for large
infrastructure, and with housing shortage a growing 
issue, there may be more greenfield land released 
for development.

Waste: there will be ever-greater pressure to reduce

waste, for example from packaging. The main variable
here is the degree to which the public will accept having
different, less or even no packaging. One interviewee told
us: “I can honestly see a time when consumers won’t
want any packaging at all”. Retailers are already
responding to this agenda, and investigating new
materials19, systems and technologies. There is an
opportunity, exploited in two of our scenarios, for the
retail sector to lead consumers here, for example by
providing domestic versions of compact waste treatment
facilities in forecourts.

Behaviour change: our lifestyles need to become more
sustainable. The government’s current approach is
broadly restricted to promoting information and incentives
to encourage this, such as nutritional and carbon
labelling. But could this change if it doesn’t have the
desired effect? Could we see certain types of products
simply banned, or heavily taxed, as has happened with
tobacco over the past decades? There’s some evidence
that the public might welcome such ‘choice editing’20, 
or even a form of carbon rationing.

changing lifestyles
Meanwhile, lifestyles are shifting in complex ways. The
UK is about to experience a boom in house building, and
the number of single occupancy households is expected
to increase by almost 20% to 26 million by 2026.21

There will be corresponding
growth in demand for 
‘small basket’ shopping 
and perhaps smaller
packaged goods. What 
we do in our homes is also
changing. The demise of
family meal times has drawn
much comment, but could
this trend reverse as flexible
home-working grows in popularity? At one extreme we
can imagine a revival in home and community life, a
turning away from seeking fulfilment through consumption
and shopping. At the other extreme, busier and busier
lives, more frequent shopping and progressively more
emphasis on convenience and flexibility. 

a changing UK economy
In the last decade or so, we have become used to
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consistent year-on-year economic growth and increases
in disposable income. In the 15 years to 2006 UK GDP
grew by around 45%22 and household disposable income
has risen even faster.23 Near-term predictions are for this
to continue, but at the same time there are a number of
factors that could disrupt it. 

For example, personal debt is increasing: the average
adult owed over £28,000 in 2006, up by more than 10%
in a year.24 The house price boom is continuing,
exacerbating a sense of property ‘haves and have nots’,
and leading many to spend ever higher proportions of
their income on mortgage payments. A decline or crash
could leave many thousands facing negative equity. The
UK’s dependency ratio is increasing, threatening the
possibility of higher taxes for fewer working people to
cater for the needs of the young and old. 

This is against a backdrop of proportionally decreasing
retail spend per household. Retail’s share of consumer
spending has slipped from 38% to 36% over the last 10
years, and is projected to decline further by 2010.25

Meanwhile, a global
recession triggered by 
any one of a number of
factors outside the UK’s
control could also derail
our sense of living in the
good times. One way or
another, we may not be
experiencing such relatively sunny economic conditions
over the next 15 years as we have recently.

changes in what people want
Perhaps the most difficult thing to predict for the future is
what the public’s values and attitudes will be. Much has
been made of the modern day consumer’s search for
‘authenticity’, a loose term for a number of connected
trends around expressed desires – principally among
more affluent consumers - for products that are more
‘natural’, local, healthier and greener (even if these are
sometimes contradictory). This has now become a
mainstream retail issue, with supermarkets competing to
meet these desires, while at the same time remaining
focused on the more traditional markers of price, brand
and quality. 

Our research highlighted a number of other clear trends in
consumer behaviour:

• People are searching for a stimulating shopping
experience. This could be provided by everything from
an onsite farmers’ market to a blend of entertainment
and shopping facilities.

• People want more information about products – where
they come from, how they were put together and so
on – to inform their choice. This has led to the use of
product labelling, such as the traffic lights system
adopted to show nutritional content. People are also
asking for more and more choice, leading to huge
product ranges in store.

• People want convenient shopping, to fit in with their 
busy lives. This has affected the location and size of
stores, opening hours, internet shopping and the types 
of product on sale, such as ready meals and ‘semi-
scratch’ meals.

• Price is still the primary focus for most people, and the
main point of competition between retailers. 

Consumers are also becoming more complex in their
behaviour and difficult to segment into distinct markets.
Affluent consumers may buy value baked beans in the
same shopping trip as their venison sausages.
Consumers who focus on price don’t necessarily want to
sacrifice convenience, health or sustainability.

the role of business in society
This all affects the role that business plays in society, a
role that has become more prominent in the past decade.
Companies are now increasingly expected to contribute
actively to achieving a more sustainable society – and to
help their customers make more sustainable decisions.
Some in the retail sector have begun to react to this
opportunity. How they respond in the future will play an
important role in the success of individual companies and
the sector as a whole. Understanding and responding to
societal expectations on sustainability will be a vital part
of the relationship of trust between companies and their
customers over the next 15 years.

A key issue for retailers will be understanding what
aspects of sustainability consumers and wider society
expect to be handled behind the scenes and what should
be left to choice.

…a global recession
triggered by any one of 
a number of factors
outside the UK’s control
could also derail our
sense of living in the
good times.



So how will the retail sector
respond to these changing
circumstances? Unsurprisingly,
expectations differ widely.

where products come from
The retail sector is likely to respond further to the
resurgent interest in local products, but when it comes to
food, there is a question mark over how much can be
produced in the UK, especially during a time of expanding
population and competing calls for land to be used for
housing, biofuels, biomass or conservation purposes.

A number of interviewees in our research wondered
whether we were “sleepwalking into an era of food
shortages”. If food security does become a serious issue,
will there be pressure to re-intensify UK agriculture, or can
organic production take the strain, as suggested by some
recent research?26 Could we use more of the space we
have available to us, seeing more food being produced 
in new vertical farms, as described in scenario one, in
allotments, on people’s roofs and in their gardens? Might
there be a strengthening lobby for the use of genetically
modified crops, or targets to reduce carbon and land-
intensive meat production?27

Will we still be buying flowers from Kenya in 2022? The
argument about transporting certain products around the
world is bound to become more sophisticated, with a
growing appreciation that food miles is just one highly
variable component of a product’s environmental impact.
There will surely be continued vigorous debate about
globalised production with particular focus on how to
reduce environmental impact and ensure continued
economic support of farmers and local communities in
developing countries. Meanwhile, the fairtrade movement
is expected to develop further. Retailers and producers
may take a closer role in supporting producer
communities overseas, or consumers may circumvent big
business and use modern communications networks to
develop their own, independent links, as in ‘my way’. 

Some of the people we spoke to foresaw longer-term
relationships with suppliers in the retail sector, even
partnerships or buy-outs, in order to bolster security,

increase control and thereby become more sustainable. 
It will be interesting to see whether this approach prevails
over the need for flexibility of supply and speed of
response to changing consumer demand.

When it comes to
manufacturing and
processing the disruption
from climate change, fuel
cost rises or carbon 
pricing will have to be quite
significant to reduce the
UK’s reliance on imported
goods from China and 
other emerging economies.
The supply of relatively
cheap labour in these
countries is unlikely to dry 
up by 2022, and so the price incentive for long supply
chains is likely to remain.

Supply chains will be more closely monitored, using radio
frequency identification (RFID) tags to boost efficiency.
With every product linked to the internet with its own
unique identifier, tracking movements will be more
straightforward. It should be possible to monitor whether
delivery vehicles are full or not, penalise empty or under-
used ones, and even calculate the carbon emissions
associated with each unit. 

the type of products available
All this points to major changes to the retail sector’s offer
to consumers in future. 

One such change will be a shift from supplying products
to supplying services. We’re already seeing this starting to
happen elsewhere: energy suppliers are talking about
selling their customers warm homes rather than electricity
or gas, and so becoming energy services companies. In
doing so, they’re able to deliver the same service (a warm
comfortable home) via more sustainable means (providing
insulation and efficiency advice, for example, rather than
selling more radiators and more electricity).

This could be seen as a natural extension to the power of
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how might the 
retail sector respond?

When it comes to
manufacturing and
processing, disruption
from climate change, fuel
cost rises or carbon
pricing will have to be
quite significant to
reduce the UK’s reliance
on imported goods from
China and other
emerging economies.
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brands: people often make shopping decisions on the
basis of brands, not products, attracted by the lifestyle,
image or association that a brand suggests. The
opportunity to move closer to consumers, deliver long-
term value and also reduce the resource intensity of the
retail sector in this way is attractive, but a product-to-
service shift is dependent on trust and willingness on the
part of consumers, who are used to buying objects, not
relationships, to satisfy their needs. 

A second major change in the sorts of products available
is heralded by the rise of customisation. The range of
products and variations in formats is already enormous.
Soon it will be possible for
consumers to buy products
designed for them
personally: exactly the 
right sized cereal box for
their family, clothes made 
to specific requirements,
foods with the right
nutritional balance for their
health, and so on. Doing this is dependent on very flexible
manufacturing processes and supply lines, with
sophisticated internet-based ordering systems. It is also
dependent on high levels of trust between customer and
company, allowing the customer to feel comfortable
sharing personal information, and generally inviting the
company into their lives.

At the same time, we can expect an increasingly intense
debate around the sheer amount we buy. Resource
constraints and other factors are already beginning to
impinge on what products are available, from fish to
timber. As populations grow, along with an appetite for
Western lifestyles among people in developing countries,
so these constraints will tighten. While improvements in
resource efficiency will certainly help, the earth will not be
able to sustain consumption at the levels we currently see
in the west across a global population that will approach
9 billion in the middle of the century. This fundamental
problem will become increasingly apparent in the next 15
years and the retail sector will have to adapt its business
model accordingly.

where we buy products
Where we shop is changing too. The location, size and

format of stores are all in flux. Recent years have seen a
diversification in the supermarket sector, with new models
of stores appearing in petrol station forecourts, in large
out-of-centre retail hubs, at railway stations and in city
centres, designed to fit in with people’s lifestyles and local
authority planning regimes. High streets have
transformed, with fewer locally owned independent shops
– the local fishmonger or butcher – and more chains and
franchises. Many high streets are prospering but others –
in particular so-called ‘secondary centres’ – are at risk –
as shown by the spread of charity shops among once
thriving shopping streets.28 And as rents increase and
margins tighten, conditions become more difficult for 
new entrants.

Diversification looks set to continue, and if congestion
continues to grow, or road-pricing is introduced, the
emphasis could shift further away from out-of-town
shopping and back towards town centres and the high
street. Multiples could even dominate whole town centres
– as has happened already in suburbs in other parts of
the world.29

What stores contain is 
also evolving rapidly. With
space at a premium, we
might expect more efficient
use of it, with utility products moving to the back of store
or online. As one interviewee put it, “The days are
numbered when you can walk down a supermarket aisle
and buy toilet tissue. It’s a complete waste of
supermarket space. Broccoli is a different matter”. We
could see banks of taps for filling reusable containers for
milk or fabric conditioner. Check-out tills may a be thing
of the past, with shoppers using self-scanning units that
read products as they are dropped into baskets. And
open fridges in store waste a lot of electricity as well as
taking up space, so their demise may be imminent.

There is much talk of stores working harder to make the
shopping experience more enjoyable and so attract more
people. Layouts may increasingly suggest lifestyle or
experience, by for example being themed around different
national cuisines. There may be more opportunities to try
food or see demonstrations of how to cook a rabbit or gut
a mackerel. One of our interviewees talked of store
managers in the future needing to develop the skills of a
compere to attract and retain customers.

Soon it will be possible
for consumers to buy
products designed for
them personally: exactly
the right sized cereal box
for their family, …

We could see banks of
taps for filling reusable
containers for milk or
fabric conditioner.



The internet is seen as
integral to the future of UK
retail. In 2006 online retail
spending in the UK grew 
by 33.4%, to a record
£10.9bn, almost 13 times
faster than the retail sector
overall.30 With internet access expanding, the technology
improving and people becoming increasingly comfortable
with buying online, these are well set for further
expansion. In an age of growing congestion, and of
families in which both partners work long hours, internet
shopping is sure to have a growing role. 

And yet, online retail is in its infancy: the range of
possibilities for a richer consumer experience is only
starting to emerge. We can anticipate innovations such as
webcams showing the flock of sheep your lamb came
from; entering your postcode for hyper-local sourcing; or
recipe-based ordering (“sell me the ingredients for a
gourmet dinner with pork chops”). People may spend less
time preparing or worrying about what to buy, and take
the advice of retailers:
specify your lifestyle, and
wait for your ideal shopping
basket to be delivered.

Online shopping provides an opportunity to reduce 
the environmental impact of retail, as well as increasing
choice, information and targeting. But consumers could
also use the internet to do things themselves, by trading
peer-to-peer or sourcing directly from suppliers or
independent providers – so posing a threat to major
retailers’ market share. Niche markets could explode, 
as prophesied in Chris Anderson’s ‘The Long Tail’.31

The retail market could open up substantially. This is a
growing trend in 2007 and could boom in the future, as
people become more sophisticated about how they 
use the internet. 

the relationship with consumers
Consumers have increasing amounts of information at
their fingertips and are increasingly discerning. As one
interviewee in our research said, “People are more
challenging and more questioning, they feel they can
make their own choices.” In the age of the internet, trust
and brand strength are perhaps more important than ever
to keep a close relationship with consumers. Meanwhile,

the proliferation of TV channels and the rise of the internet
as an entertainment medium mean that managing the
brand is more complex: “We won’t be able to rely on
hitting millions of people at 7.45pm on a Wednesday night
with a Coronation Street advertising slot”, as one retailer
put it, “although personalised targeted advertising is an
emerging possibility.”

This could place more importance on the direct
transactions that retail companies have with their
customers, and there are opportunities for a closer
relationship through customising products, providing
services as well as products and through supporting
people’s change to a more sustainable way of life, for
example by helping them with their packaging waste.

the structure of the retail sector
Competition remains strong in the UK retail sector, and
the effects of this are far-reaching. It keeps prices low; in
fact food prices have fallen 7% in real terms over the past
five years.32 However, as previously mentioned, resource
constraints may affect this trend in the not too distant
future. Competition profoundly affects the supply chain,
requiring suppliers to deliver products as efficiently as
possible, leading to heated debate over the impact of the
model, particularly on primary producers.33 It drives
innovation of new products, services and formats. It also
drives expansion overseas, and as new economies adopt
consumer cultures, large retail companies in the UK will
want to sell to them. Competition between retailers will
not only take place in the UK, and this global expansion,
as explored earlier, creates new potential risks in an age
of climate change.

Competition shows no sign of cooling in the near 
future. Meanwhile, it is becoming more complex, as 
own-brand products compete on shelves with those of
producers. Many people we spoke to in our research
referred to competition coming in more guises and from
more unexpected directions in the future.

Despite objections to the dominance of big companies,
especially in specific locations, and calls for regulation to
limit market share,34 expectations in the retail sector are
for more consolidation, not less. Further mergers in the
retail sector are still on the cards, with private equity
playing an increasing role. Equally new entrants could
disrupt the current market structure.
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One of our interviewees
talked of store managers
in the future needing to
develop the skills of a
compere to attract and
retain customers!

…webcams showing the
flock of sheep your lamb
came from;…
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All of the themes discussed have
been fed into the four scenarios
that follow. Each scenario is a
different version of what the 
retail sector and its operating
context could look like in 2022.
None is intended to be a prediction,
or to be seen as better or worse
than the others. Our hope is that
each scenario is a plausible,
internally consistent, possible
future in its own right, reflecting
combinations of the desirable and
less desirable outcomes that will 
be a feature of most future trends.
Taken together, the scenarios
provide a challenge to the retail
sector to develop robust, future-
proof strategies that will deliver
more sustainable retail in a time 
of radical change.

How we put the scenarios together is explained in detail
on our website.35 The similarities between the scenarios –
that they all exist in a world of climate change, resource
depletion, global economic and demographic shifts, for
example – reflect what we can be more certain about 
over the next 15 years. The differences between the

scenarios exploit current uncertainties about the future.
These uncertainties are indicated by two major axes, as
shown in the diagram. The vertical axis exploits economic
uncertainties. Thus in ‘from me to you’ and ‘i’m in your
hands’ growth has been slower. Both worlds are affected
by a decrease in consumer confidence and lower levels 
of household disposable income, whereas in ‘my way’
and ‘sell it to me’, growth and confidence have been
more sustained.

The horizontal axis (see opposite) exploits uncertainties
about ideology and outlook. There are strong trends
within the retail market towards taking companies an
enhanced role in consumers’ lives, through providing
customised products, ready-meals, convenience stores or
one-stop retail villages. Many consumers are asking for
this. There are also strong trends that suggest consumers
want more power to do things for themselves: the
demand for more information about products, the desire
for a personal link with the products they consume, or a
willingness to trade with peers on the internet. We do not
know how these divergent trends will develop in the
future, but the impacts on retail and how it tackles
sustainable development are profound. Thus in the ‘Do It
Yourself’ scenarios, ‘my way’ and ‘from me to you’,
consumers are less willing to trust that business will act in
the interests of society and would rather take
responsibility themselves, while in the ‘Do It For Me’
scenarios, consumers want business to take a greater
social role.
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my 
way

summary

This is an individualistic society, in which the internet and
other technologies are held in high regard, and
consumers are demanding and unpredictable. Local
government is stronger and central government weaker. In
general, there is an atmosphere of optimism, even in the
face of a changing climate and a resource-constrained
world, though society is deeply divided between haves
and have-nots. This is a dynamic economy, characterised
by a high level of entrepreneurial activity, forcing large,
established companies to innovate constantly to maintain
their share of the pie. There is more community-based 

trade – even between communities in different parts of
the world – sometimes bypassing traditional retail supply
chains. Brands are less powerful, and traditional
advertising less effective. Local communities in the UK
are more environmentally, socially and economically
sustainable, but less attention is paid to the wider impacts
of retail beyond the UK.

The following indicators show how some things have
changed in ‘my way’ since 2007.36

Indicator Now 2022

Price of oil/barrel (at 2007 prices)37 $76 $40

% agree the government should take the lead in combating climate change38 70% 30%

UK index of inequality (Gini coefficient; high is less equal)39 33% 40%

Average UK adult debt including mortgage40 £28,189 £38,000

% of people thinking that most people can be trusted41 45% 32%

% food consumed in UK imported42 40% 40%

Freight miles (2007 = 100) 100 150

% of total UK grocery market taken by top four supermarkets43 76.3% 55%

% retail spend online44 3% 25%

Nanotechnology-based consumer products45 475 1425

Average household spend on food and drink46 10% 11%



2008

2009 Investment in environmental technology exceeds that in infotech for the first time.

2010 A former Kwiksave store is bought by a local co-operative in Brighton who open 
an outlet for locally produced goods.

2011 The first Silicon Valley-funded solar company makes its founders billionaires.

2012 The market for billboard and television advertising has dried up. Advertisers 
renege on contracts with the London Olympics, triggering a cash crisis. 

Power to regulate retail ownership devolved to local mayors and councils.

2013 Reliability of UK government figures called into question as other countries 
contest National Statistics claims about CO2 emissions.

First vertical farm completed in Birmingham in a disused multi-storey car park, 
to maximise return on land rent while minimising food miles.

2014 Box scheme vegetables outsell supermarket vegetables in value terms for 
the first time.

2015 Building of new nuclear power stations halted as demand for centrally-generated
electricity drops due to a revolution in micro-renewables.

2016 100,000 people in the UK now make money through selling surplus produce via 
retail exchanges or local co-operatives.

2017 Smart packaging that refrigerates its contents claims over 50% of the market 
for packaging of perishable goods.

2018

2019 The UK has its first snowless winter.

2020 UK meets CO2 reduction target based on declining domestic and transport 
emissions. Doubts remain about the CO2 impact of imports.

2021 An intelligent web-based advertising campaign morphs out of control and attacks 
its parent company.

2022 UK GDP 50% higher in real terms than 2007.

timeline
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vertical farming47

Buy a share in a new vertical farm near you. Your money
will help convert unused space – multi-storey car parks
or old warehouses – to food production. Using hydro-
ponics48, advanced glass technology, renewable energy
and climate control, we can produce large amounts of
high quality fruit, vegetables, meat and eggs right where
people are living, in city centres and suburbs. 

micro-management of 
personal energy
Measurement has become sexy. Everyone wants to
know how much energy they’re using, how much 
carbon they’re emitting and whether their way of doing 
it is best. This device gives you instant feedback, and 
is networkable, so your friends can see how you’re
doing, and compete against you.

solar chargers
Fed up with having to charge all your electronic 
devices at home, and confused by all the different
adaptors and leads you need to do it? This solar charger
gives you free energy and transmits it wirelessly to your
personal device.49 The charger can easily be built in to
clothing and bags, so with just a quick manoeuvre you
can charge your device as you walk or sit at a table
outside a cafe.

a user’s guide to ‘feral trade’
In this new book, find out how to source your stuff only
from the people you trust – your friends. You never know
for sure where shop-bought products have come from or
how they’ve been produced. Feral trade means buying
products that come through friends or friends of friends.
Started by an arts collective in 2003 as a social
experiment, it has grown to become a significant part of
the trading economy.50 Be part of the feral revolution.

online ethical comparators
‘Stuffipedia’ is an online ethical comparator. As trust in
brands declines, we want other ways of finding out
about products’ origins and ethics. Much like the boom
in price comparison sites in the early noughties, now

comes a boom in
product ethics and
values sites.
‘Stuffipedia’ follows
the lead of Wikipedia
and is produced by you,
the consumer. Use your
mobile, take a quick snap of
a bar code or scan of the
RFID chip and find out instantly
what other people around the
world say about where the
product came from, the
resources used in its
production, and the
treatment of those who
produce it. The site also
lets you see what products
are recommended by
people who like the
products you do.

packaging that
refrigerates
Smart packaging
refrigerates using a
tiny fuel cell that is
charged while the
product is on the shelf of
a store or warehouse and gradually runs down
until the product would be out of date anyway. A
great solution for home storage – more room in your
fridge. The packaging combines a chemical indicator
that changes colour when products have ‘gone off’ or
become contaminated.51

early warning system
As extreme weather events become more common due
to climate change, you need to protect your property.
This early warning system is linked to the government’s
own systems as well as the Met Office and has its own
weather reading instruments. It is accessible from remote
locations – and so can warn you to come home and get
the sandbags out.
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what is the state of 
the economy?
This is a prosperous world. Most people are happy
spending money and have a reasonable amount of
disposable income. The economy is buoyant, floating on
a sustained ‘bright green boom’ of entrepreneurial
activity. There is still a great deal of international trade,
particularly in new channels which directly link
consumers and producers in other parts of the world.
Economic models that allow individual autonomy but
encourage collaboration have mushroomed. 

what is the role of government?
The scope and reach of national government has
declined. In part as a result of a number of high-profile
failed policies, trust in government has fallen.
Government is trying to respond by becoming more
streamlined, and more connected to everyday life.

The state has been rolled back in many areas of service
provision and communities do more for themselves. This
is more difficult for poorer communities, of which there
are many, who, left to their own devices, struggle to
maintain basic services.

how has society changed?
This is a more diverse and fragmented society. Local
communities are strong, whether affluent and gated,
virtual, or ‘ethical ghetto’ communities. But society as a
whole is less cohesive and there are significant sectors
of society still wracked by poverty and without the
means to change – at the same time as the welfare
system safety net is becoming weaker.

Among the more affluent, there is a strong sense that
human ingenuity, and technological development in
particular, can achieve anything. International links are
strong, with groups getting together online to do
business, to socialise, trade and so on, regardless of
geographical location.

what are consumers asking for?
Consumers in general are more aggressively inquisitive,
demanding and unpredictable. People consume a lot,
and many will move heaven and earth to get the product
or service that is right for them. There is particular kudos
attached to being able to source something new and

unheard-of, before it appears in the shops.
Consumers also demand more and better information
about products, and this drives up social and
environmental standards. They are interested not just in
carbon footprints, but also the water footprint of
products. Packaging tends to be covered in a plethora of
labels and information tables. Meanwhile, prices have
increased in relative terms, and the poorest in society
sometimes have difficulty in affording basic necessities.

what does the public think
about sustainable development?
Sustainable development
feels to many like the
ultimate challenge, the
promise of human
civilisation finding its
highest expression.
However, with less
direction from large
organisations, it is more difficult to know whether actual
progress is being made. Some NGOs are suggesting
that, despite appearances, it is not.

There is a strong social conscience here and there but
many consumers are very focused on satisfying their
own needs and wants.

what is the state of
international relations?
International legislation is resisted in the UK.
Governments worldwide struggle to bring their citizens
with them when negotiating treaties, for example on
international trade. This matters little though, because
people feel that change is happening without
international negotiations. Globally, people
swap ideas and opinions using mobile
phones and the internet in new ways
and through new channels every day.
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Sustainable development
feels to many like the
ultimate challenge, the
promise of human
civilisation finding its
highest expression.
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what is the role of 
business in society?
While there are plenty of large companies, there is a
perception that small, nimble new entrants can displace
them very quickly. Large companies often have multiple
local brands and identities, though brands are not so
important as in the 1990s. People focus on quality and
the ‘fit’ with their daily lives. 

Entrepreneurs have a high status, and resources are
readily available for those with good ideas – especially
those whose focus is social progress.

New methods and models of investing have developed
where communities can get together to raise capital for
projects or businesses they think will provide a local
benefit. These are modelled on Zopa52 – the lending
exchange founded 20 years ago.

what role does the media play?
Advances in electronics, the internet and mobile internet
have made user-generated media much more dominant –
the ‘ubiquitous web’. Large media organisations still exist
and exploit user-generated content, but people are much
more likely to take notice of comment or
recommendation from their friends than they are from
newspapers or mainstream media. 

how has energy 
infrastructure changed?
The micro-renewables
revolution has taken hold,
much to the surprise of
long-term planners in
government. Much of the
micro-renewable industry
has been developed by 
new entrants using new 

financial models and new technologies to grab market
share from the failing incumbents. There have also been
improvements in batteries, meaning that energy from
wind turbines and solar cells can be stored and so used
more effectively.53 As a result, reliance on the mains
electricity grid is decreasing, although it still has great
value to most micro-generators as a trading channel for
their own energy. 

Oil prices have declined from their peak in 2018 due to
the availability of cheaper alternatives and the opening 
of new oil fields. Carbon reduction targets were met in
2020 despite strong economic growth.

how has transport 
infrastructure changed?
Investment in transport infrastructure has been patchy,
depending on where people have been successful in
getting together and driving plans through. For 
example, a new high-speed rail link is soon to open,
linking Portsmouth with Preston where the funders 
are based, but in some other areas infrastructure is
basically unchanged. 

Airfreight has become
almost unacceptable and
there has been sustained
growth in international
shipping. On the roads, congestion is still an enormous
problem, and the number of personal cars just keeps
growing and growing – though many of them are now
hybrids or fully electric.54

where are the big political
battlegrounds?
The biggest battlefield is over control and power. Political
parties have been hollowed out, and ‘anti-politicians’
(one-term, single issue, no-party campaigners) regularly
win elections.

what are the NGOs 
campaigning on?
There are far fewer large NGOs as it is important to be
fast to respond to specific issues. There is however a
teeming mass of small campaigns that focus on local
single issues. The vibrancy of civil society 
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The micro-renewables
revolution has taken 
hold, much to the
surprise of long-term
planners in government.

Airfreight has become
almost unacceptable



how has the structure of the
retail sector changed?
There has been a shift in power away from large retailers
towards individual producers who maintain very high
levels of trust with consumers and often direct
purchasing relationships, over the internet, through
cooperatives or in markets. Local buyouts of
supermarket buildings began in 2008 with small
cooperatives of shoppers taking them over. Foreign
ownership of UK retail is also up, increasing competition.

Large retail chains have adapted by following the trend
towards localisation and enabling people to do things for
themselves. They have become logistics experts at a
local level.

Large retail companies are still represented in the high
street, but often use local brand names. High streets
feature more luxury and niche stores, as well as some
‘direct from the producer’ stores – featuring, for example,
coffee and crafts from a Brazilian 
village cooperative.

how is the government
regulating retail?
International trade agreements have changed to regulate
the growth in direct-from-the-producer trade. Elsewhere,
government takes a lighter touch approach in developing
and maintaining regulations that affect the retail sector.
There is a wide range of guidelines for companies to
follow, and it is chiefly because of intense public scrutiny
that companies do follow them. 

The planning regime is very variable across the UK. 
Some authorities taking a tough line on new
development, while others are relatively permissive.

who are the new key players in
the sector?
There are many new players in the sector as the role of
small business has increased and new models of
production and distribution have mushroomed. These
include new local cooperatives, online exchanges for
home-made and home-grown goods, businesses that

drive down food miles and new technology companies
offering everything from new ways of growing food
through to new forms of packaging. Foreign retailers
have also moved into the UK market in force, increasing
competitive pressures.

where do products come from?
Food miles can sometimes be measured in metres as
people have taken to home production. Recent years
have also seen the emergence of vertical farms in cities,
converted car parks or even new-build shining high-rises
dedicated to producing food. Where local is not possible,
people often try to buy directly from international
producers using the internet and facilitation agencies.

what is the role of the internet?
The internet has become the main source of information
about products and has been the platform for a global
social revolution, with people using it to connect with
others in order to socialise, trade or protest, regardless
of geographical location. In many ways, internet
infrastructure is more central to people’s lives than 
road networks.

what has happened to 
supply chains?
The supply chain – looking from outside – has 
become incredibly complex, as the number and range of
distribution models has multiplied. Some have become 
more concentrated geographically, while others have
become longer, with more
‘links in the chain’. 

Supply chains change 
very quickly, often self-
organising via the internet
around price or carbon
footprint, rather than being centrally directed by large
retailers or wholesalers.

There has been a great deal of innovation in distribution,
including the revival of canal freight and local coastal
shipping, the introduction of cargo-carrying airships, and
a growth in private road and rail networks.
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the retail sector

Supply chains change 
very quickly, often self-
organising via the
internet around price or
carbon footprint
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how is new technology 
being used?
This is a very technology-
savvy and techno-centric 
world. New technological
breakthroughs frequently make front-page headlines and
enormous amounts of money are invested in research and
development. Inventors are celebrities.

how does retail engage 
the consumer?
Advertising takes place almost entirely over the ever-
present web, using new techniques that exploit global
word-of-mouth networks. Advertising networks are
sophisticated and flexible, using artificial intelligence 
to respond to consumer
questions, shifting focus 
and evolving according to
locality and prevailing
political conditions. There
are potential downsides to
this: in 2021 one intelligent
advertising campaign for
handcream evolved rapidly in response to adverse 
system conditions to become an aggressive 
attack on the product and company it was 
supposed to be promoting. 

Inventors are celebrities.

Advertising takes place
almost entirely over the
ever-present web, using 
new techniques that 
exploit global word-of-
mouth networks.
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government diversity
The increase in importance of local government and a
localised third sector has 
led to strong differences 
in government style and structure in different regions.

Opportunity: to foster local sustainable development
strategies that could be rolled out more widely if proven
to be effective at a local level.

Challenge: to monitor what’s going on at a national
scale, and so demonstrate progress against national
sustainability targets; to maintain common standards
across the sector and avoid differences in the
sustainability performance of business.

social cohesion
Social cohesion increases in some geographical or
virtual communities, but there is less cohesion at a
national level, and problems of social isolation and
exclusion among communities that haven’t risen on 
the tide of prosperity. 

Opportunity: for stores to provide a meeting place 
for people from different backgrounds, and so boost
social capital.

Challenge: to serve diverse needs and maintain high
sustainability standards across society.

consumption
Growing environmental awareness means that for some,
luxury has a new meaning, expressed in terms of more
sustainable ethics and values. 

Opportunity: to sell goods with high sustainability
standards. 

Challenge: to ensure that the whole shopping basket –
not just iconic products - becomes more sustainable,
and that the overall impact of consumption declines. 

hi-tech products
Technology has advanced rapidly and is used more and
more in FMCG.

Opportunity: to use new technologies to reduce impacts
and allow consumers to lead more sustainable lifestyles.

Challenge: products with embedded technology, such
as mini fuel-cells or solar cells, may be more resource-
intensive to produce and more difficult to dispose of.

challenges and opportunities
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innovation and creativity
The entrepreneurial mindset has become mainstream.

Opportunity: the entrepreneurial spirit is harnessed 
for sustainable development.

Challenge: a ‘green bubble’ forms and could 
waste valuable time if it bursts and undermines 
longer-term, sustained investment in sustainable 
products and services.

distributed technology
Networks of all sorts – power, technology and social –
begin to decentralise.

Opportunity: companies can make and sell products that
help people participate in these networks, such as cheap
solar energy cells. 

Challenge: there is less emphasis on demand reduction
and efficiency.

distribution efficiencies
Localised distribution systems develop.

Opportunity: there are benefits to local economies 
and people can reconnect with farming and manufacture.

Challenge: some areas are deprived of certain products
where local markets break down, or smaller supply chains
can’t cope with fluctuations in demand; national
distribution is less coordinated and so less efficient.
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sell it 
tome

summary

The UK’s economy is buoyant and its people are
confident. They are happy for big business to play a lead
role in meeting their needs and expectations, rather than
take personal responsibility for doing so. They expect
businesses to invest in the centralised infrastructure
required to solve environmental and other problems, 
and don’t feel a duty to change their ‘pleasure seeking’
lifestyles in order to do so. Consumers are spending
heavily with trusted brands, but have high expectations
for the best in personalised products and entertainment. 

They expect shopping to be a pleasure, not a chore. 
They trust business with large amounts of their personal
information. Environmental and social concerns are
mainstream, up there with health or effective public
services. There is confidence in international institutions
to help solve the world’s problems. Income inequalities
remain high. Combined with strong consumer-based
affiliations, this leaves geographical social cohesion
relatively weak. 

The following indicators show how some things have
changed in ‘sell it to me’ since 2007.55

Indicator Now 2022

Price of oil/barrel (at 2007 prices) $76 $80

% agree the government should take the lead in combating climate change 70% 80%

UK index of inequality (Gini coefficient; high is less equal 33% 36%

Average UK adult debt including mortgage £28,189 £50,000

% of people thinking that most people can be trusted 45% 45%

% food consumed in UK imported 40% 46%

Freight miles (2007 = 100) 100 130

% of total UK grocery market taken by top four supermarkets 76.3% 85%

% retail spend online 3% 26%

Nanotechnology-based consumer products 475 1660

Average household spend on food and drink 10% 10%



2008 Funding agreed for the development of a European wide high-speed rail network.
Construction begins in 2011.

2009 A series of health scares associated with food bought from farmers’ markets helps
drive people back to branded goods.

2010 Several supermarkets launch ‘shuttle services’ to out of town stores.

2011 Bill to introduce personal carbon quotas rejected by the House of Lords. Extending
the industry cap and trade system is advanced as preferable solution.

DHL launches its ‘shopping’ portal, offering access and delivery to branded
manufactured goods direct from suppliers, circumventing traditional retailers.

2012 The next round of Kyoto-style climate agreements launched with full global
involvement through the UN.

Sainsbury’s becomes the country’s biggest ‘waste management’ organisation, running
a network of for-profit drop-off centres, waste-to-energy plants, and recycling
complexes.

2013 A 50% top rate of tax is introduced for very high-income earners.

2014 Consumer access to credit is still growing; average levels of personal debt go through
the £50,000 mark. Derby city centre is completely redeveloped as a Westfields and
Morrisons Market Village. Greenpeace launches its ‘Care not Consumption’ campaign.

2015 Nanotech enabled self-cleaning kitchen surfaces are launched with advertising
centred on the demise of ‘Mr Muscle’. 30% of pre-schoolers in childcare sponsored by
the businesses where their parents work.

2016 All of the UK’s motorways are now in private hands, based on extensive road charging
schemes. Retailers launch small business advisory services to stave off heavy
regulation from the Competition Commission.

2017 Carbon emissions cap and trade scheme extended to business supply chains.

2018 The first ‘high speed’ shipping line between Agadir and Plymouth competes with
airfreight for some fresh food delivery.

2019 The year of no winter. For the first time since records began, no snow falls anywhere
in the UK.

2020 Severn Barrage (to capture tidal energy) completed.

timeline
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design your own products
You can now put your own personal touch on a whole
range of our products. Order soap bars with your own
specifically requested scent, or cereals made to order 
to meet your particular nutritional needs or ailments:
Shreddies with added liver cleanser. Order through 
the web, or via a personal consultation with our 
in-store fabricators. 

branded specialised local
produce
Buy into something special: we are now offering
Herefordshire Home Farm Wagyu Beef and Billingsgate
Suffolk Oysters. And why not enhance your shopping
experience further and join us on holiday as we tour the
Scottish Highlands to experience the best in oatcakes,
salmon, and whisky?

one-stop service shopping
Come and experience the new Westfields and Morrisons
‘Market Village’ concept in Derby city centre. The
development provides all your usual shopping needs as
well as a range of services, making it the perfect one-
stop destination. A collaboration with Boots provides
basic GP and pharmaceutical services; ‘Sunsilk’ operate
hair-dressing salons; and an extensive food-service
offering is provided in collaboration with Benugos and
Café Spice, with both eat-in and take-away options.
Some of these services are also available at leading
Morrisons stores throughout the country.

mail order
Why shop on-line through a supermarket site when you
can buy directly from the people who grow and make
your goods? DHL is an expert in direct delivery logistics
and has become the trusted on-line service for direct-
from-the-producer deliveries.

buying sustainability
Why change your lifestyle when we can meet your needs
without damaging the environment? Take advantage of
your garden this autumn with our biogas patio heaters –
turning your very own household waste into winter
warmth! And don’t feel bad about offering bottled water
to your clients: our ‘zero impact’ Aquahhh range is fully
carbon neutral, and incorporates tracking chips to enable
smooth re-use and recycling.

diet manager
Automate your shopping and get healthy at the same
time. With our database of information about you and
your household – the number of people, their age,
medical history, likes and dislikes – we will supply you
with just the right amount of shopping just when you
need it. We look after your special dietary needs and
choose a product portfolio that suits your values-set and
priorities. We only send as much as you need (we know
what’s in your fridge!) and deliver daily menus and
cleaning rotas. Tell us if you’re on a diet, detox or new
regime, and we’ll change the order accordingly.

retailer organised transport
Still waiting for the bus? Join us on the Tesco home
pick-up and delivery service. Free if you are a gold-card
holder and available in many city locations. If there isn’t
one near you why not join our car pool service that we
run in collaboration with Streetcar.

branded baby bonds
Invest in one of our own-label baby bonds that come
with lifelong discounts at all our stores. Offered as part 
of the national government-backed programme.

new products and services
Retail Futures: ‘sell it to me”



what is the state of 
the economy?
The UK economy is booming, driven by consumer
spending and high levels of credit. It is dominated by
large companies operating mainly in the service sector,
and well integrated into a globalised world economy. 

what is the role of government?
National government is strong, and local government has
much less influence. Market based mechanisms are
increasingly seen as playing a central role in delivering
social and environmental goods.

how has society changed?
Cities are more European in feel, with dense and
gentrified centres, and suburbs that mix less affluent
communities with high
quality new build. Income
inequality has grown and
geographical social
cohesion has continued 
to decline. Combined with
over-reliance on consumerism as a means of self-
fulfilment, this helps explain why happiness indicators
remain low - despite economic ones looking healthy. 

what are consumers asking for?
Consumers are confident and spending a lot with trusted
brands. However, they are also demanding, expecting
the ‘best’ from a range of perspectives – most
innovative, cheapest, most individual, most in line with
values. They also expect highly personalised products,
services, and entertainment
from the retail experience. 
To provide these, 
companies are trusted 
with large amounts of
customer information.

There are those who drop out from this ‘consumption-
orientated technocratic complex’. As a result there is a
small but thriving grey market both for those who are
unwilling to enter into the
contract with business, 
and those with deeper
ethical objections.

what does the public think
about sustainable development? 
Environmental interests of citizens have become part of
mainstream expectations of business and government,
such as the provision of decent health and other public
services. Most people expect large institutions to provide
centralised solutions that don’t impact on their shopping
habits or lifestyles. Retailers have undertaken some
voluntary choice editing to remove the worst
sustainability villains from the shelves.

what is the state of
international relations?
There is a perception of global stability, less fear of
terrorism, international conflict or the impacts of climate
change. There is buy-in to supranational regional and
global governance to solve international issues.

what is the role of big business
in society?
Big business is accepted as a public good. It is
increasingly involved in public service provision, with
most major infrastructure projects being co-funded by
business and government. Companies see this as an
investment with either direct commercial or reputation
gain. There is some competition in providing public
services and infrastructure.

what role does the media play?
Media is still dominated by the large players, is
broadcast based, orientated towards info-tainment and
dominated by celebrity culture. There are personalised
versions to meet individual lifestyle preferences.

how has energy 
infrastructure changed?
Large-scale public
infrastructure has had
significant centralised
investment, with old
energy infrastructure
being replaced. Oil 
prices have fluctuated, 
but continued high investment in exploration and
development of non-conventional sources has pegged
them to between $70 and $90 a barrel. New nuclear
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Income inequality has
grown and geographical
social cohesion has
continued to decline. 

…companies are trusted
with large amounts of
customer information.

…there is a small but
thriving grey market…

New nuclear plants and
the Severn Tidal Barrage
have recently been
completed.



plants and the Severn Tidal Barrage have recently been
completed. Retailers have set up their own profit
orientated waste processing centres, in-part to sell
energy generated from the waste back to the grid. 

how has transport
infrastructure changed?
Transport infrastructure is still very centralised, although
it has become more efficient and the more carbon
intensive forms (flights, petroleum-based road vehicles)
have become more expensive. The new European high-
speed rail network is extending well into the UK.

where are the big 
political battlegrounds?
Political debates centre on the kind of technology and
investment that will help solve environmental problems,
whilst maintaining consumption levels. There is also
debate on the level of regulation – as opposed to
voluntary initiatives - required for business to meet
environmental standards.

what are the NGOs 
campaigning on?
Green groups have remained at the
fringes of society. A strong niche of
NGOs is concentrating on the ‘spiritual’
side of the environmental agenda,
criticising the profligacy associated 
with consumption, and the decline in 
civil society.
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how has the structure of the
retail sector changed?
‘Big retail’ still dominates, but there is also a strong
presence of small specialist companies (mainly owned or
even developed by larger companies). Relaxed planning
laws, coupled with the involvement of retailers in urban
redevelopment56, has enabled a growth of larger format
stores, along with shopping villages offering a one-stop
‘shopper-tainment’ experience.57

how is the government
regulating retail?
Key areas of regulation are in supply chain greenhouse
impacts, competition, and packaging and waste. For the
most part, though, the government favours voluntary
agreements; where regulation is necessary, it’s
developed very much in collaboration with retailers.

who are the new key players in
the sector?
Groups playing a much bigger role in the sector include: 
• Branded agricultural groups serving customers

through retailers and direct through the net; 
• Logistics companies, like DHL, providing on-line

ordering and combined delivery services to
manufacturers; 

• Manufacturers of home equipment (fridges, cookers
and ‘product readers’) that can interact with smart
packaging and grocery shops, and can store and
manage customer information; 

• The packaging industry, providing smart 
(interactive) packaging. 

where do products come from?
Products come from all over the world, depending 
on specific consumer demands. Economic efficiencies
are maximised but are increasingly influenced by the
environmental concerns of consumers and carbon price.

what is the role of the internet?
The internet is used more for entertainment and
recreation than retailing. The web 
is the nation’s gossip column. 
On-line retail mainly focuses on 
the purchase of standardised 
staple product ordering. 

what has happened to 
supply chains?
Supply chains are typically large, global and co-ordinated
through international agreements and large multi-national
businesses. Mergers have taken place to create large
integrated firms – for example, multinational processing
firms have bought up and branded farms – and rural
society has been very much corporatised.

Distribution has become both greener and more efficient,
featuring electric or biofuel trucks, high speed electric
rail, and new high-speed shipping58 replacing air freight.
Personal shopping is still mainly car-based, but
supermarkets have invested in private-public transport in
certain areas, and are major players in the thriving car
club sector. 

how is technology being used?
Hi-tech fridges, cookers and disposal units can interact
with smart packaging to help consumers shop, cook and
eat easily. Nanotechnology allows self-cleaning surfaces
and clothes. 

how does retail engage 
the consumer?
Mainstream and mass-market advertising is all about
creating trust in, and a personal connection to, brands,
rather than selling particular products. Combining the
latest technology and customer information allows
advertising to tailor itself to specific individuals.
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consumption patterns
People are consuming more material goods.

Opportunity: to come up with creative ways to help
national and global policy makers work out the best 
way of ‘decarbonising’ products – and reducing their
environmental impact in general. 
Challenge: ever-greater pressure on resources;
efficiencies are taken up by increased consumption 
(the ‘rebound effect’); agriculture has intensified to 
deal with increased demand.

social inequality
Although the UK is richer overall, it’s an increasingly
unequal and fragmented society. 

Opportunity: to provide meeting places for people 
from different communities; to boost wellbeing 
through employment or the offer of affordable 
products and services; to identify and address 
other specific social issues.
Challenge: growth of the alternative ‘grey market’
threatens revenues.

product innovation
Retail is providing consumers with a wide choice of
rapidly-evolving product ranges, including highly
personalised products.

Opportunity: the huge amount of information about
customers means that the success rate of innovation
cycles can be much higher; automation of basic
products provides opportunities for efficiency gains in
terms of delivery, manufacturing, and take-back.
Challenge: there is some loss in efficiency in production
and disposal of highly customised goods; creativity may
be stifled by brand dominance and high barriers to entry
to ‘big business’.

Voluntary codes of conduct
Most business activity around sustainable development
is voluntary.

Opportunity: UK leaders in this area have opportunities
for competitive advantage abroad.
Challenge: unscrupulous companies and consumers can
ignore the sustainable development agenda if they wish;
the unsustainable economy is still growing.

major infrastructure
There has been substantial investment in big new
infrastructure projects.

Opportunity: to design in sustainability, providing 
large-scale sustainable solutions and increased
efficiencies; to ensure a positive social mix in new
housing developments.
Challenge: big centralised infrastructure is much more
vulnerable to severe climatic or terrorist events; the
possibility of a negative legacy like the tower block
regeneration projects of the 1960s.

global supply chains
Continued globalisation and reduction in UK
manufacturing means continued reliance on imports 
for basic needs.

Opportunity: to invest in efficient high-speed shipping
systems; increased involvement of retailers in the
development of emerging economies.
Challenge: managing exposure to climate risks; going
beyond efficiency to ensure that growth in trade does 
not mean a growth in overall environmental burden.

product environmental
awareness
Consumers are willing for companies to make choices
for them when it comes to sustainability.

Opportunity: to progressively improve the sustainability
credentials of products.
Challenge: to manage the absolute amount that is
consumed, not just its quality.

employment innovation
In the same way that consumers demand a lot from
products, they also demand a lot from their employers.

Opportunity: to provide high levels 
of support for employees, such as
personalised training, profit-shares, even
workplace democracy; organisational
innovation is at a premium.
Challenge: as with wider 
society, inequality in these
opportunities is likely, and 
will need to be addressed.

challenges and opportunities





summary

The economy is rather subdued and uncertain, and fear
about climate change and severe weather events has
increased. Most people don’t feel a great sense of
connection to large companies or government. The wider
public realm is increasingly neglected and there is a
preference for home-grown solutions, which are perceived
as better, cheaper and more efficient. The ‘wellbeing’
agenda dominates public and policy discourse. The
personal debt crisis persists. Younger people tend to
accumulate large amounts of debt at an early age, while
50- and 60-somethings are facing the prospect of elderly 

life without a decent pension. This means less disposable
income, and consequently a contraction in the retail
sector. ‘Grow your-own’ produce and urban farming have
both undergone a surge in popularity, as have peer-to-
peer services for swapping and selling goods. People
often club together to buy collectively using the 
internet as a tool to deliver co-operative buying power.
Co-operatives are on the rise, offline and online.

The following indicators show how some things have
changed in ‘from me to you’ since 2007.59

Indicator 2007 2022

Price of oil/barrel (at 2007 prices) $76 $120

% agree the government should take the lead in combating climate change 70% 50%

UK index of inequality (Gini coefficient; high is less equal) 33% 30%

Average UK adult debt including mortgage £28,189 £32,000

% of people thinking that most people can be trusted 45% 39%

% food consumed in UK imported 40% 27%

Freight miles (2007 = 100) 100 85

% of total UK grocery market taken by top four supermarkets 76.3% 65%

% retail spend online 3% 20%

Nanotechnology-based consumer products 475 570

Average household spend on food and drink 10% 7%
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2008

2009 There is a minor economic downturn as the markets react to a surge in terrorism and
an unusually fierce typhoon season which causes substantial damage in Asian coastal
cities and disrupts shipping routes for months.

2010 The global economy initially bounces back with strong growth in India and China, but
in the UK the housing market falters and this begins to ripple through the economy. 

2011 Consumer confidence decreases due to the combination of debt and a depressed
housing market. People are spending less. 

2012 Retailers start to see year-on-year reduction in sales. 

2013 There is increasing competition for resources amongst emerging global economies and
many countries are suffering the early impacts of climate change. 

2014 There is a large E-coli outbreak in the UK. Thousands of people are hospitalised and
several die. The outbreak is traced back to one regional distribution centre and
unconfirmed reports suggest biological terrorism. MPs question the safety of food
supply “bottlenecks”. 

2015 Pressure grows for more local production of food and more diverse supply chains.

2016 Centralised electricity generation starts to struggle to meet rising demand, as nuclear
power stations begin to go offline and insufficient new capacity is in place to make up
the deficit. Against a backdrop of sporadic power blackouts, communities start to take
energy generation and efficiency into their own hands.

2017 Several local councils have introduced campaigns similar to the ‘Dig for Victory’ push
last seen in the Second World War, encouraging people to grow their own food.

2018 Large numbers of people sign up to be members of community food clubs, sourcing
produce from allotments, market gardens and nearby farms.

2019 The year of no winter. For the first time since records began, no snow falls anywhere
in the UK.

2020 For the first time since the mid-1990s, the UK is becoming more self-sufficient in food.

2021 The insurance business model is increasingly under threat. Premiums are on the rise
due to the growing number of claims resulting from weather-related disasters, and the
depressed economy means many people are unable to pay them.

2022 The number of farmers is now more than in 2007, reversing the trend of the 
last 80 years.

Retail Futures: ‘from me to you”
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peer-to-peer mortgages
After the success of our peer-to-peer banking services60,
we have launched a new mortgage service that provides a
way for those already with property to join up and help
those not yet on the ladder. We provide all the legal
documents you will need and a host facility for the
payments so the mortgage service can be set up in your
community. You could even specify conditions on the
mortgage to ensure the best benefit for the community,
such as planning restrictions and implementation of
energy efficiency measures.

logistics advisory service
Need to get your goods to the consumer as directly as
possible with the minimum environmental impact? We list
all logistics companies by region and rate them according
to cost, reliability and environmental impact.

the community farm
Buy shares in your local farm and you will be the first to
know when new produce is available. Want to know more
about your food? You can come along to an open day
and see how the farm works and can be involved in the
running of it. You can even come along and pick up a
chicken on processing day, learn how the animals are
slaughtered, and even slaughter them yourself. 61

hyper-local products
A new online fine filtering system that allows you to set
geographical limits to your purchasing regardless of the
retailer you are using. This Google maps application also
allows you to track local food for sale.

local/regional goods exchange
At Goods Exchange, we provide affordable space for you
to store items for resale or exchange both online or
offline. We provide a live inventory of current stock so
customers can see immediately if there is anything they
want. We also arrange shipping and collection.

sell your surplus food
The UGrow service allows you to sell your home and
community grown produce to wider markets through
regional and national food distributors and logistics
companies. Our comprehensive portal provides start-up
kits for growing fruit and vegetables in whatever space

you can spare – in the garden, in your converted roof
garden, from your window-box. It also provides a
community matching service that links supply and
demand across and between communities to maximise
localisation and minimise travel, logging all registered
transport as it goes to and fro. 

hemp
Why not grow hemp in your garden? Hemp is an
amazingly resilient plant that requires low levels of
maintenance and has a minimal environmental impact.
The harvested crop is in high demand and has multiple
uses - food, plastics, clothing, strengthening building
materials, fuel and cosmetics.

new products and services
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what is the state of 
the economy?
Economic growth has been slower than expected. People
are working longer as pensions no longer provide support
later in life.

Many communities are
turning to alternative
economic models to 
cope with the slowdown.
Bartering and other peer-to-
peer exchange schemes are on the rise. The retail sector
has contracted, and margins are tight.

what is the role of government?
Government has been slow to adapt to the challenging
new economic and environmental conditions and has lost
the confidence of the public. Home-grown answers are
often perceived as better than centralised solutions.

The Department for the Community has wide-ranging
powers, and is responsible for promoting decentralised,
human scale initiatives to deliver local services.

Quality of life is a key focus, and the wellbeing agenda
dominates the public and policy discourse.

how has society changed?
A growing number of people
are starting to live in larger
domestic units again – for
example, grandparents,
parents and children in the
same household. Many rural communities are beginning
to flourish, and the sense of local community is also
stronger in urban areas. Those who opt out of this new-
found intimacy can be sidelined, but in general people
feel a greater sense of belonging. Allegiance to the state,
by contrast, has fallen.

what are consumers 
asking for?
Most people acknowledge a tension between their ethical
considerations and the search for value for money.
Consumer profiles are more diverse than in 2007 and
loyalty to brands is low. More people are cooking from

scratch; processed foods have declined in popularity.

The level of choice is decreasing due to resource
constraints. People get less of what they need from shops
and many have begun to reduce their overall material
consumption levels. This has been taken to an extreme by
a number of high profile individuals who have given up
shopping altogether.

what does the public think about
sustainable development?
Communities in the UK are more regularly disrupted by
severe weather and the public is concerned about the
impacts of climate change.
Lack of government
intervention means that
communities are taking
sustainable development
into their own hands, with
pressure from resource constraints prompting a growing
reuse and repair culture. There is a growing realisation
that sustainable development requires net cuts in
consumption – rather than simply ‘green consumerism’.

what is the state of
international relations?
Resource conflict over water, food and minerals has
combined with climate disasters to produce swathes of
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Bartering and other peer-
to-peer exchange
schemes are on the rise.

…but in general people
feel a greater sense of
belonging.

…with pressure from
resource constraints
prompting a growing
reuse and repair culture. 



cross-border environmental
refugees. Small wars
proliferate, and larger ones
threaten to break out.
Nations have become more
insular just when the world requires strong global
governance to tackle challenges such as climate change
and water shortages. 

what is the role of business 
in society?
Consumers feel that business is failing to deliver on the
challenges faced by society, and companies have to work
hard to win trust. Being ‘local’ is a source of competitive
advantage, so some companies are turning to a social
entrepreneur/franchise model.

what role does the media play?
Technology that supplies geographically targeted
personalised news has driven a rebirth of local and
regional media. It is difficult for companies to manage
their profile in this newly diverse and devolved sector.

how has energy infrastructure
changed?
Faced with a government
reluctant to invest heavily in
centralised generation,

many communities have taken matters into their own
hands. Small-scale generation has boomed, and the
widespread adoption of cheap energy efficiency measures
has allowed many people to reduce or almost eliminate
their reliance on grid power.

Political instability combined with growing competition
has pushed oil prices to well above the $100/barrel mark.

how has the transport
infrastructure changed?
The roads are suffering from a lack of investment as 
the current government has moved away from the 
‘predict and provide model’. Congestion is getting 
worse, but gradually people are turning to public and
shared transport.

Freight is increasingly moving back to rail and canals to
lessen environmental impacts, reduce fuel costs and
avoid congestion.

where are the big political
battlegrounds?
Political arguments focus on how to promote economic
growth and entrepreneurship while at the same time
tackling climate change, resource insecurity and
environmental breakdown. The relationship between
material consumption, wellbeing and social cohesion is
increasingly a subject of political debate. 

what are the NGOs 
campaigning on?
NGOs are using the increasingly rich online interaction to
mobilise a globally connected civil society. The dominant
issue is still mitigation of, and adaptation to, climate
change, but resource scarcity also has a very high profile.

Retail Futures: ‘from me to you”
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how has the structure of the
retail industry changed in 
the UK?
Consumers look to get
goods as locally and 
directly as possible. Peer-to-
peer services for swapping
and selling goods continue
to rise in popularity.62

Retailers have adapted to the changing attitudes by
developing new logistics services and building shops
customised to meet local character and needs. 

There is a growing polarity amongst consumers as 
some continue to look for value at large supermarkets,
while others try to bypass – and even undermine - the
traditional supply chains.

As the retail sector contracts, competition is hot and
margins are tight. There is less bustle in the high street
and more empty shop units. Repair and second-hand
shops are a more common sight, and guerrilla traders
often occupy empty retail space for a short period of 
time before moving – or being moved - on. 

how is the government
regulating retail?
This is not an era of big government and at a national
level regulation is still fairly light.  However, retailers are
subject to the diverse demands of local and regional
governments. In some areas, high regulation restricts new
build and limits market share; in others, retailer activity
goes relatively unhindered.

who are the new players 
in the sector? 
More consumers are turning traders in their own right,
making a living through selling goods and services online.
As community enterprises have grown, new organisations
have evolved that match supply and demand across and
between communities. 

Thanks to the internet, there is a rise in cottage industries
with global reach.63

where do products come from?
A smaller proportion of FMCG now come from abroad, 

and far more food is grown in the UK. The UK has had 
to become more self-sufficient, and urban farming 
is blossoming.64

Agriculture is entering a new era. It has become 
smarter, greener, more distributed and less dominated 
by monoculture.

what is the role of the internet?
Online portals facilitate the exchange of goods directly
between consumers. Networks help communities
leverage greater buying power, and trade local produce
with others. 

what has happened to 
supply chains?
Supply chains have had to become more diverse to
minimise the risk of disruption from climate change,
terrorism or sporadic failure in local supplies. There is less
‘just in time’ delivery, and some raw materials are scarce
due to resource constraints.

The majority of goods are no longer transported through
just a few massive regional distribution centres. Instead,
many retailers are responding to the demand for local
distribution by developing smaller and more efficient
forms of transport. Due to the lack of investment in the
road infrastructure, long distance goods transport is
returning to the railways, coastal waters, and in some
cases, rivers and canals.

how is new technology used?
Technological development is driven more by necessity
than pure research, and many products and services
come to market from collaborative open-source 
projects that are attempting to address social and
environmental challenges. 

how does retail engage 
the consumer?
Mass marketing is rarely used and advertising often has 
a local/regional focus. Retailers find it harder to talk to the
consumer through traditional means. Advertising is seen
to be a less effective method of communication, and
companies have been working to promote word of mouth
recommendations through social networks.

Peer-to-peer services for
swapping and selling
goods continue to rise 
in popularity.62
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efficiency of scale
Markets and supply chains are increasingly diverse, and
large-scale logistics have declined, with much of the old
infrastructure no longer an optimal choice. The distance
that goods and materials travel has decreased.

Opportunity: to increase the proportion of food produced
locally; to put in place ways of monitoring distributed
consumption and reconfiguring infrastructure for flexibility
of use.

Challenge: to deliver required efficiencies; to ensure that
existing infrastructure, such as machinery on factory
farms, big warehouses and distribution centres, is not
under-utilised.

consumerism
Having less disposable income has challenged people to
pursue fulfilment and wellbeing through means other than
material consumption.

Opportunity: to sell consumers services, not just
products; for individuals to take on new skills – such 
as energy auditing - to exploit the opportunities in more
sustainable systems.

Challenge: for retail companies to maintain profitability 
in a contracting sector, and so support their sustainable
development strategies.

appropriate use of technology
Views on social and environmental issues and solutions
have become more diverse.

Opportunity: people want tools to achieve positive
sustainable outcomes by themselves, rather than rely 
on large actors to do it for them; the rich, internet-based
social interaction across the globe is promoting
cooperative solutions to world issues; all the information 
and proposed solutions circulating around the internet is a
goldmine for any business that can tap into it without
disrupting the sense of community.

Challenge: the lack of a shared view on sustainability
priorities makes it hard for either government or business
to plan ‘one size fits all’ solutions from the centre.

cooperatives
People prefer to develop solutions themselves, rather
than rely on big business to do it for them.

Opportunity: greater efficiencies can be delivered through
cooperative buying; development of a global 
ethic of sharing solutions.

Challenge: for business to find a role in these 
new emerging systems, for example by servicing
community networks which share resources, 
products or technologies.

diversity
There is less control over and regulation of 
information and materials. Diversity is increasing 
in the retail supply chain.

Opportunity: the supply system overall is more 
flexible and resilient; greater diversity in production 
may lead to improvements in biodiversity and yield.

Challenge: to ensure that local supply chains 
work efficiently.

economy
People are spending less, and are less willing to pay for
convenience and branded luxury, yet demands for ethical
standards and transparency are higher than ever before.

Opportunity: the rise of an informal economy with large
numbers of individual entrepreneurs who use the internet
to tap into very specific markets.

Challenge: to marry ethics with value for money.

challenges and opportunities
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summary

Consumer confidence is low, and people look to
government and large businesses for security and
solutions. Business focuses on providing low cost options,
achieving efficiencies of scale, bundled products and
services, long-term tie-ins, hire purchase arrangements
and conservative, reassuring options. Paternalistic, trusted
brands have survived and prospered. 

It’s a more structured, centralised and supervised
existence. There’s more surveillance and more CCTV,
which is generally welcomed as being in the public 

interest. Environmental behaviour change is achieved 
largely through sweeping regulation. Patio heaters and
other undesirables have simply been banned. Some
pressure groups object to what they call a threat to civil
liberty, but they lack credibility in the mainstream and get
little favourable media coverage. This is a more egalitarian
society, with a smaller gap between rich and poor. There
is a strong sense of community, a feeling of affinity with
nation and a more established politics of consensus.

The following indicators show how some things have
changed in ‘i’m in your hands’ since 2007.65

Indicator 2007 2022

Price of oil/barrel (at 2007 prices) $76 $140

% agree the government should take the lead in combating climate change 70% 85%

UK index of inequality (Gini coefficient; high is less equal) 33% 26%

Average UK adult debt including mortgage £28,189 £20,000

% of people thinking that most people can be trusted 45% 58%

% food consumed in UK imported 40% 36%

Freight miles (2007 = 100) 100 95

% of total UK grocery market taken by top four supermarkets 76.3% 90%

% retail spend online 3% 24%

Nanotechnology-based consumer products 475 1180

Average household spend on food and drink 10% 11%

Retail Futures: ‘i’m in your hands’
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timeline
2008 Amazon starts selling groceries in the UK; Apple follows.

2009 First completely staff-less store opened in Manor Park, East London. Includes
bank of taps for liquid refills, such as milk and fabric softener.

2010 Economic downturn. Sharp rise in personal bankruptcies and re-emergence of
negative equity.

2011 Introduction of legislation restricting availability of credit.

2012 Launch of government-backed energy loans company; patio heaters banned;
genetically modified crops legally grown in Europe.

Laldi Retail wins waste recycling contract for Barking and Dagenham.

2013 Walmart merges with Procter and Gamble.

Government gives retail sector binding targets for helping to maintain fish stocks
in UK waters.

2014 Bill to reintroduce National Service narrowly defeated in Commons.

First Tesco Village completed.

2015 Road-pricing introduced to all motorways and trunk roads in England and Wales.

Asda United Football Club wins FA Cup.

2016 Launch of the ‘new social contract’ initiative by Prime Minister Miliband.

2017 Introduction of personal carbon quotas for all UK residents.

10,000 farmers directly employed by supermarkets.

2018 Introduction of tighter controls on media industry following the Kidney Scandal.66

2019 The UK’s first snowless winter.

2020 National Plan – UK-wide spatial strategy – published.

South Downs stripped of National Park status to allow for more intensive farming.

2021 Proportion of people regularly attending worship in UK reaches 30% (up from 18%
in 2000).

2022 Blimpfreight, the UK’s leading airship distribution company, floats on London
Stock Exchange.

Retail Futures: ‘i’m in your hands’
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retailer leased equipment
Why spend money on a new washing machine when you
can rent one directly from us? We provide cheap-to-run
and efficient washing machines, dishwashers,
microwaves, cookers, fridges and freezers, each with a
lifetime supply of products designed specifically for use
with them. You receive a new machine every three years,
and we will also service the machines and upgrade them
with the latest software to keep them running well.

cradle to grave
In association with the Church of England, we look after
all your lifelong service needs. Everything you want for a
long and happy life, provided by a company you trust.
Including major purchase advice, energy and water
services, insurance, pensions, healthcare and funeral
care, wedding planning, holidays and lifelong learning.
Sign up at birth and get an extra discount.

cook no more
Why buy ingredients and cook when you can buy
delicious meals for delivery from your local supermarket?
Forget the grotty kebab shop or pizza-on-a-scooter and
get your meals from us – we’ll cook up anything you like
from the store and deliver within the hour.

medicines in foods
Dispense with pharmacy prescriptions - just take 
your medicine with your food.67 Personalised health
products for your particular condition, along with 
delicious nutritious meals or clothing with nutrition
patches that - through our association with your 
own NHS doctor – could save your life. Includes
underwear impregnated with vitamins or caffeine.

a clean floor
Stop worrying about which cleaning products to buy, or
when and how to use them. Buy a ‘Clean Floor’ and we
will make sure you have everything you need in the home
to have clean base surfaces, including the floor itself. A
premium version includes home visits by our trained and
reliable staff. Also available: Good Skin, Clean Clothes,
Attractiveness and Healthy Teeth. 

premium Scottish Kiwis
From the Great Glen, kiwi fruit modified to thrive in 
the Highland climate.

benefits collection
Register with us to collect all of your state benefits in-
store. Spend your benefits on-site and save more. Tick
‘yes’ to give us access to your benefits data and help 
us provide you with the products that suit you best.

tesco village
Affordable, high quality housing in a new, eco-friendly
community with everything you need for a happy family
life on your doorstep, supplied by the company you trust.
Be part of the zero-carbon future and get good 
deals at your local Tesco into the bargain.

Retail Futures: ‘i’m in your hands’
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what is the state of 
the economy?
Growth has slowed, and credit is more tightly regulated 
as a result of a personal debt crisis in the past decade.
Overall, the tax burden has increased in line with a 
higher dependency ratio. Worldwide, economic
confidence is shaky.

what is the role of government?
People look to central
government for solutions, 
and so legislation has
become more interventionist.
In particular, government takes a hard line on sustainable
development and has even banned some environmental
‘bads’ such as patio heaters.

how has society changed?
Social cohesion is up, trust 
in institutions has risen and
the wealth gap has begun 
to narrow. People spend
more time with close friends
and family and focus on quality of life. There is a strong,
though inclusive, feeling of nationhood.

There has been significant growth in religious worship,
and religious organisations are playing a more central role
in society. The armed forces are expanding and are used
for community works.

what are consumers asking for?
Consumers want to be looked after, and trust business
and government to provide what is best for them. They
are less interested in shopping as a leisure activity, and
want the products they do buy to be effective and
durable. Consumption has become more functional, with
processed foods and service provision booming.

what does the public think about
sustainable development?
The public is deeply worried about the state of the
environment and looks to government and business for
solutions. They do not feel that individuals on their own
have the power to create meaningful change.

what is the state of
international relations?
Growth in global trade has been inconsistent in the past
decade, with some years showing contractions. Some
observers have called this “a retreat of globalisation”.
There are strong international agreements around some
aspects of sustainable development, but concerns about
rich countries missing targets. Rich countries prioritise
their own wellbeing.

what is the role of 
business in society?
Big business is working with government to help deliver
desirable social and economic outcomes, and the public
expects nothing less. Brands are strong and are the
vehicle for long-term relationships with the consumer.

Retail Futures: ‘i’m in your hands’
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what role does the media play?
The media industry
remains quite centralised
and regulated despite
increases in use of the
internet. User-generated media is not trusted.

how has energy 
infrastructure changed?
Energy generation remains centralised, though small
breakaway local networks are slowly growing in number
and importance. The centralised grid is regulated and run
much more efficiently than in 2007.68

Due to the relatively easy availability of coal, investment 
in clean coal technology, including methods of carbon 

capture and storage, has been strong. Meanwhile,
demand for energy has reduced significantly due 
to wide-ranging efficiency measures including
transmission technology.

A lack of well-developed alternatives and high carbon
pricing has contributed to soaring oil prices.

how has transport 
infrastructure changed?
National infrastructure hasn’t changed significantly since
the early years of the century, though it is regulated and
run much more efficiently.

Transport infrastructure is running at capacity. Road use 
is regulated through pricing mechanisms to ensure that 
it is as efficient as possible, though roads are still
crowded. A lack of well-developed alternatives and high
carbon pricing has contributed to soaring oil prices.
Coach travel is booming with dedicated motorway lanes
and coach stations at major motorway junctions. 

where are the big political
battlegrounds?
Political parties are resurgent, and compete over how
best to rekindle a dynamic economy. There is lively
debate about taxation levels and the role and extent 
of the welfare state.

what are the NGOs 
campaigning on?
NGOs are seen as moaners who achieve little in a time
when all should be pulling together. Membership of
campaigning organisations has shrunk in recent years.
That said, various NGOs have conducted effective
campaigns in the past decade on security and privacy
issues, democracy and international development.

User-generated media is
not trusted.
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how has the structure of the
retail industry changed?
Companies are consolidating as a means of managing
reputation risk and taking more control over operations.
Many companies in the sector own operations from
production through to sales and disposal. It is a world 
of big business, and small or independent organisations
find it difficult to make headway.

High streets are increasingly
dominated by big retailers.
Many high street shops are
essentially just showrooms:
people come and browse,
make an order, and then 
the purchase is delivered to
them along with their normal regular shopping. Smaller
high streets, especially in lower-density settlements, are in
economic decline, with chains withdrawing and other
shops closing down.

how is the government
regulating retail?
Retail is heavily regulated, but in large part the regulation
has been developed jointly between the main players in
the sector and government. For example, the concept of
choice editing has given way to strict government
guidelines on the sustainability of products on shelves.
Planning and transport regulation closely follows the
National Plan. Businesses are being given ever more
responsibility for achieving government targets, for
example, the maintenance of healthy fish stocks in UK
waters, and risk penalties if those targets are missed.

who are the new key players 
in the sector?
Barriers to new entry are high, so the number of start-ups
in the sector is in decline. However, large and trusted
brands from outside the retail sector are moving into the
retail space and competing, especially in provision of
service contracts.

where do products come from?
The UK is more self-sufficient in food and household
products. This is in part the result of a government drive
for food security, together with increasing costs of
transport and distribution.

what is the role of the internet?
The internet is used heavily, in particular to automate
systems, for example through the use of RFID69 tags 
for tracking products or for replacing the regular
supermarket shops for basic supplies. User-generated
systems exist but have not fulfilled the potential they
showed 15 years ago.

what has happened to 
supply chains?
Supply chains are simpler as a result of vertical
integration, with fewer companies dominating the 
sector and buying out suppliers.

Transport infrastructure is used efficiently by the retail
sector and new options for freight, such as very long
freight trains and airships, have freed up some road
capacity and replaced some conventional air freight.
There are tight regulations on ensuring that freight
transport utilisation rates are as high as possible. 

how is new technology 
being used?
Spend on research and development has declined a 
little in recent years, and fewer new technologies are
being brought to market. But systems and networking
technology in particular have advanced, and the
pharmaceutical industry increasingly aims to deliver 
drugs via foodstuffs, clothing and other household 
items, such as conditioner, face cream or even bed linen.

how does retail engage 
the consumer?
Brands are the all-powerful tools for consumer
engagement, especially those with a long heritage.
Traditional advertising through print, broadcast media 
and online, is relatively healthy, although overt marketing
messages are less visible in society. Relationships with
consumers are strong – some retailers even operate
compulsory loyalty card schemes.

Retail Futures: ‘i’m in your hands’
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more efficient systems
There has been a move towards greater integration both
vertically and horizontally across the sector, and a culture
of collaboration prevails.

Opportunity: to reduce the overall environmental impact
of the sector through greater efficiency, for example in
supply chains.

Challenge: efficiencies don’t make enough money
available to support investment in new growth
opportunities.

exposure to risk and
unpredictable events
The sector as a whole has centralised, and an increasing
amount of power is concentrated in a small number of
companies and government departments.

Opportunity: to drive through efficiencies.

Challenge: to support innovative new ideas which drive
sustainable development; to foster the commercial
success of new entrepreneurs; to respond quickly to
changing circumstances, such as the unpredictable
consequences of climate change.

over-regulation
Sustainability regulation in the UK is quite strict 
and directive.

Opportunity: to develop commercially successful
strategies that can be rolled out globally when similar
restrictions are in place elsewhere.

Challenge: some companies may relocate, despite the
threat of trade barriers and reputational damage. 

global exposure
There is a renewed focus on national priorities, including
food security.

Opportunity: to develop self-sufficiency in agriculture 
and energy.

Challenge: global sustainability slips down the public
agenda, and so there is less focus on the social and
economic potential of international trade; retail 
companies that have expanded overseas in order to

boost growth opportunities find it difficult to maintain
sustainability standards across all operations.

the consensus approach
There are stronger feelings of national community, higher
levels of trust and a consensus approach to governance.

Opportunity: society is willing to be regulated to achieve
shared goals, and there are well-adhered-to minimum
levels of sustainability performance across the economy;
government creates commercial opportunities, such as
via the introduction of tradable personal carbon quotas.

Challenge: there are fewer opportunities for 
brands to differentiate themselves through their
sustainability performance.

pressure on production
The sector is ‘consolidating up’ supply chains.

Opportunity: to build more value in the production phase,
with benefits including a more stable agricultural sector.

Challenge: to maintain the number and quality of jobs in
the sector in the face of efficiency pressures and greater
automation; to increase agricultural productivity while at
the same time maintaining sustainability standards.

products and services
The average shopper has less disposable income, so 
their primary focus is on price.

Opportunity: consumers are willing to commit to long-
term contracts, hire-purchase agreements and similar
‘tied in’ arrangements, as a means of securing quality 
and wellbeing at an affordable price. This creates the
opportunity for a major product-to-service shift; to
provide products and services to wider communities,
even delivering services hitherto seen as ‘public’, such 
as waste collection.

Challenge: to provide low-cost products that conform 
to sustainability regulations; to go beyond compliance
and invest in products and services that break new
ground on sustainable development.

challenges and opportunities
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Sustainable development is an
imperative for humankind. We
know that climate change is
happening, we know that natural
resources are running low, and 
we know that the means to 
achieve a decent quality of life are
poorly distributed around the
world. The quicker we come up
with robust, long-lasting ways of
addressing such issues, the 
better for everyone.

That is why we have developed our four scenarios. 
By presenting a range of plausible futures within which
sustainability strategies will succeed or fail, we aim to
draw out and challenge existing assumptions about 
what the future holds, and encourage more ambitious 
and holistic thinking. This in turn should lead to more
well-rounded, more resilient and, ultimately, more 
effective strategies.

The scenarios are designed as practical tools to help 
the retail sector plan for the future. While expressed in
general terms, they contain enough detail to make them
applicable to the range of particular circumstances that
specific companies will face.

And like all scenarios, they highlight a number of
important tensions which anyone involved in long-term
planning will need to consider.

1. big or small?
In the past, many advocates
of sustainable development
favoured a ‘small is
beautiful’ model: short
supply chains, many small,
diverse suppliers, and so
on. But as sustainability
moves into the mainstream, we can see this being
challenged by large organisations. They can offer
economies of scale that are difficult to achieve in

localised systems. Through their buying power and
influence, responsible big businesses can effect more
wide-ranging shifts in behaviour than can be achieved 
by small-scale players.

Both systems have benefits for the future, and the
relationship between them is played out in three main
ways in our scenarios.

changing formats
For a long time, stores just got bigger and bigger, the out-
of-centre supermarket or hypermarket proving efficient to
run and convenient for customers. This trend continues in
‘i’m in your hands’ and to a lesser extent ‘sell it to me’. 
In recent years, formats have diversified, and many new
stores are smaller and in built-up areas, reflecting
changes in planning law, lifestyles and notions of
convenience, and this continues in ‘my way’.

Bigger stores are predicated on a large and efficient
model of distribution and, usually, on customers shopping
by car. Smaller stores support high street vitality, but don’t
fit so well with large-scale distribution. Smaller inventories
mean more frequent deliveries, and with neighbours
objecting to noise from lorries arriving at night, this makes
them less efficient to run. 

Big and small can both be sustainable, but in the future,
commercial decisions to pursue new formats need to be
taken with the needs of the environment and community
at their heart, and the systems that serve formats –
distribution, waste – should be designed with this in 
mind as well.

It’s a similar story with the utilities that serve the retail
sector. Companies are already facing questions about
whether to invest in their own on-site energy generation,
and are becoming more and more involved in managing
local water and waste. Surrounding communities could
benefit from all this, but the systems that companies put
in place need to be robust and flexible enough to
accommodate future change.

local and global supply chains
Retail supply chains are more globalised than they have

implications for 
sustainable development

…‘small is beautiful’…

…we can see this 
being challenged by
large organisations.
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ever been. The advantages are clear: UK consumers have
access to a vast range of new and exotic products,
irrespective of the season; manufacturing can take place
where it is cost efficient; and
producer communities in
developing countries can
benefit. In ‘sell it to me’,
retailers even take a
prominent role in the
management of some overseas economies, helping to
balance food production and export requirements,
providing community facilities around key manufacturing
areas, and so on. Rising transport costs, carbon pricing
and more focus on ‘food miles’ will call into question this
global trade. And global supply lines will increasingly fall
foul of storms, floods and heatwaves.

Sourcing products from nearby, on the other hand, means
fewer transport-related emissions, and fewer disruptions
from extreme weather or security lapses. Local supply
chains bring with them the benefits of a greater sense of
connection with the surrounding community and, in the
case of food, with the natural world. In general, they bring
more of a feeling of ‘ownership’ on the part of the
customer. This is brought out in ‘from me to you’. But
there is also a risk that they are inefficient – at least under
current models. A large van travelling to a regional depot
with a couple of boxes of local Dover sole in the back
equates to a large carbon footprint per fish. 

Looking forward, global supply lines will need to be
robust and resilient to changing circumstances, and
global retailers will need to take on global responsibilities.
At the same time, they will need to invest in their local
communities, and ensure that systems are set up in ways
that maximise efficiency at a local as well as regional,
national and global level. The kind of local logistics
investment described in ‘from me to you’ could be part of
the answer.

consolidated and diverse 
supply chains
There is a tendency in some of our scenarios for retailers
to consolidate their supply chains: develop strong, long
term relationships with a small number of suppliers and
invest heavily in them, even to the extent of taking them
over. This gives suppliers security and allows retailers to

cut costs and minimise environmental impacts: a closer
working relationship between smaller numbers of large
retailers on the one hand and suppliers on the other
enables better understanding, monitoring and
management of the impacts all along the chain. 

However, putting lots of supply eggs in one basket could
leave retailers exposed. And in a rapidly changing world,
they could end up having
less flexibility to respond 
to changing circumstances,
and stifling innovation 
by setting up high barriers
to entry.

By contrast, having a great diversity of suppliers brings
flexibility, but it is also more difficult to manage for
sustainability. ‘my way’ highlights the difficulties in
implementing minimum standards when the sector is
hugely diverse and rapidly changing.

Whatever form supply chains take, either centralised and
large scale or distributed and hugely diverse, retailers will
increasingly need to work more closely with suppliers;
both to understand their key sustainability impacts, and 
to help them to implement solutions. Doing so effectively
will mean making longer-term investment in supply 
chain capacity. 

In addition to the key ‘big or small’ question, the
scenarios contain a number of other tensions that raise
questions for the retail sector. 

2. growing sales while reducing
material impact
In some of our scenarios, increased consumer
environmental awareness has supported investment in
new technology and ‘green’ products. But both in ‘my
way’ and ‘sell it to me’, people feel they can ‘buy their
way out of trouble’. There is little emphasis on demand
management to reduce energy use, and more on the
development of renewable energy sources to meet
growth. And in both there is an overall increase in 
material consumption. 

In contrast, ‘from me to you’ and ‘i’m in your hands’ both
involve a number of service innovations that work against

Retail Futures: implications for sustainable development
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established consumption
trends, such as long-term
leases for fridges or the
growth in the repair industry
and peer-to-peer freecycling. 

The retail sector could choose to invest in, develop or
work with new service offerings that don’t increase the
strain on global resources, enabling the shift from
supplying products to supplying services. This approach
could work in any scenario, given a good enough
relationship with consumers, and could be profitable at
the same time as reducing their overall environmental
impact. The principle could be extended to supplying
services to reduce the impacts of products, such as
recycling and waste collection. 

In any case, the retail sector will have to grapple with
getting more commercial value out of less material
resource. Even if new technology can help, there are
unlikely to be any easy solutions. As one interviewee in
our research suggested: “It will be difficult after the easy
wins are sorted. Things may have to come off the shelves.
Supermarkets will themselves call for legislation, begging
government to keep a level playing field when it comes to
restricting consumer choice.”

3. choice and choice editing
Providing more customer choice has been a defining
driver in the retail sector. Choices based on sound
information can move consumption in a sustainable
direction. But too much choice and too much information
may put consumers off. For choice to ‘work’ from a
sustainable development perspective, the majority will
need to choose to become ethical consumers, and very
few of our interviewees thought that this would happen. 

At some point in the future,
the freedom to choose
unsustainable products will
have to end. And one of the
simplest and effective ways
of achieving this is through
editing out unsustainable choices. ‘Choice editing’, as it
has become known, means retailers refusing to stock the
sustainability villains – whether it’s complete products, or
unsustainable ingredients, or components of otherwise

acceptable products. For example, a responsible retailer
might refuse to stock incandescent bulbs or patio
heaters, factory-farmed meat, or garden furniture made
from unsustainably-sourced timber. 

Retailers need to manage this process to ensure it is
understood by consumers as a way of helping them to
make the sort of choices they want at a wider level, rather
than simply restricting their
options. In other words,
giving them a new and
better freedom of choice.
And this can only really work if the retail sector moves as
one. The danger, as one interviewee pointed out, is that
“even if the big four stop selling unsustainable stuff,
someone else will carry on doing so. Low-end multiples
will continue to knock out cheap battery chickens”.

4. customisation and efficiency
In all scenarios but one, retail products and services have
become a lot more diverse and customised, albeit for
different reasons. In ‘i’m in your hands’, in contrast, a
return to large-scale mass production brings material
efficiency benefits. The customisation in ‘sell it to me’
does the opposite, and also makes re-use and recycling
more difficult. As one of our interviewees points out: “All
the retailers are asking for more customised shelf-ready
packaging, when actually a standard shelf size and
standard packaging is what’s needed if we are thinking
about the environment”. A different type of soap for every
different customer equally could have unwanted
environmental impacts.

Working out how to offer customers choice and value
through customisation without losing efficiency gains is a
major challenge. It could be met in a number of ways:

• By attracting consumers through new forms of more
standardised goods, such as the banks of taps for
filling re-usable containers with oils, milk, or washing
powders, as in ‘i’m in your hands’.

• By delivering more services or experiences around
products, and customising those. 

• By building consumer awareness of the environmental
downsides of customised and personalised goods

• By developing new systems that allow for
environmentally friendly customisation.
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5. high standards and good value
The rising numbers of affluent and aware green
consumers has fuelled much of the recent growth in
avowedly ethical retail. However, Sir Terry Leahy, CEO of
Tesco, has spoken of the
importance of bringing
sustainable products out 
of the niche and into the
mainstream. In a couple 
of our scenarios, certain
sections of society remain completely passed by when it
comes to sustainable products, despite a growth in
environmental awareness. 

Increasing product sustainability at the same time as
keeping essentials affordable is critical to ensure that
green consumption isn’t confined to an affluent niche or
high value-added product lines. Retailers need to strive 
to create low cost, high value, and highly sustainable
products for everyone. In part, this may require 
regularly bringing iconic green products to market to 
raise the sustainability bar and so help change 
consumer perceptions.

If retailers are to achieve this, consumers need to be
incentivised to make the right choice. Businesses will also
need to ensure that the rest of their marketing, rewards
and promotions don’t work against their sustainability
goals and policies. 

6. access and 
automated efficiency
Today, many people shop on-line and have products
delivered to their doorstep. This will grow, and could even
become fully automated as technology allows retailers to
know what people want and when they want it, as
happens in ‘sell it to me’. 

This has a number of benefits from a sustainability
perspective. As with supply chains, mass customer
delivery can boost storage and transport efficiency, 
and advanced ordering means less likelihood of waste 
in the supply chain. It also reduces the need for the
excess packaging used to sell the products from
supermarket shelves.

However, these benefits need to be carefully balanced

with some potential downsides. There are a significant
number of people who either don’t have access to the
internet, or can’t or don’t want to use it, and as
technology develops, this digital divide could become
more stark. This is particularly seen in ‘my way’.

As one of our interviewees pointed out, the social value of
physically going to the shops is a critical part of
community life. People meet, chat, busk, fundraise, and
campaign outside shops. If we want a vibrant community,
we need to hold on to this,
and not have it wither in
the face of internet
shopping and automated
delivery. If internet-based
automation leads to fewer
physical shops, as it may if retail sector margins 
are squeezed, the environment may benefit, but food
deserts could develop and expand and community 
hubs disappear. 

Retailers need to ensure that all groups, including
disadvantaged groups in society, have access to their
services. They will also need to be mindful of the social
role that their physical spaces currently provide. 

7. competition and collaboration
Competition is essential and drives innovation and
change, but many of the tensions we’re exploring here
lead inevitably to the need for the retail sector to
collaborate. More sustainable retail depends on this in a
number of areas explored in our scenarios:

• Transport co-ordination and sharing haulage: to
increase efficiency through back-haulage, decreasing
the number of freezer depots etc.

• Consumer communication: making sure that retail
agrees a unified approach to product information and
labelling. 

• Monitoring and reporting: agreeing key metrics with
common boundaries (and standards) that all retailers
should publicly report on.

• Supply chain impacts: life-cycle analysis to identify
the key issues, and co-operation on managing shared
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challenges, such as climate change impacts in the
food supply chain.

• Supply chain relationships: for positive sustainable
trading relationships, including work to help make
demand for products more predictable and less
variable (i.e. smoothing the demand signal).

• Supporting localities: looking for ways to give
business to local supply chains, and, as banks do
today, ensuring comprehensive geographical coverage,
so that disadvantaged communities have access to
decent shopping.

• Waste and packaging: agreeing universal packaging
standards and unified messages to consumers and
creating economies of scale in dealing with store level
food waste.

• Choice editing the industry: agreeing on the things
that all retailers should stop selling.

The sector needs to develop effective ways of
collaborating, whether through industry agreement, third-
party leadership or by
supporting appropriate
government regulation.
Retailers also need to
maintain the space to
compete: by selling 
green products better, with
more value associated with
them, and at a better price.

8. a virtuous circle of trust
In the ‘sell it to me’ and ‘i’m in your hands’ scenarios, the
retail sector has increased the amount of information it
holds on customers. If used appropriately, this information
could lead to much higher success rates for innovations,
which if aimed at creating more sustainable products,
would be wholly positive. The associated loss of privacy,
and potential for abuse, however, will need to be carefully
managed by the retailers, and will be the acid test of just
how trustworthy they are.

In the other two scenarios, trust is essential in providing
consumers with information to make their choices, giving
them the tools to support more local supply chains, for
example, or take advantage of the innovations in re-use
and repair and waste management.

Indeed, managing all of the tensions we’ve reviewed
above relies in one way or another on the retail sector
maintaining customer trust. And when it comes to
sustainable development, this is a virtuous circle. The
more consumers trust retailers, the more retailers can do
for them; the more they do for their customers, the more
their customers will trust them, and so on.
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We can’t predict how these tensions will be resolved. But
we do know that they must be managed whatever the
future brings, and that strategies must be robust enough
to apply to a whole range of possible social, political,
economic and environmental contexts.

Whatever future scenarios come to pass, this discussion
points to 15 clear challenges that companies working
towards a more sustainable retail sector will have to
grapple with in the years to come.

developing sustainable products
1. Striving to create low cost, high value, and highly

sustainable products for everyone, not just an affluent 
or aware niche.

2. Editing consumer product choice to remove the
sustainability villains, working with government to
create a level playing field in key product areas, and
helping customers understand the process as
introducing a ‘new and better’ freedom of choice.

engaging consumers
3. Empowering consumers with the information they 

need to make better, more sustainable decisions, 
creating clear and consistent labelling on how
products are made, what’s in them, and how to deal
with their associated waste. 

4. Incentivising consumers to make more sustainable
choices, and ensuring all marketing, rewards and
promotions support, rather than subvert, sustainability
goals and policies.

sorting out direct impacts
5. Creating industry-wide minimum standards based 

on key metrics with common boundaries that all
retailers set targets against, and report on. But doing
so in a way that leaves enough space for leadership
and innovation.

6. Developing a flexible approach to energy, water, waste
and transport infrastructure. Supporting scale where 
it matters, and investing in distributed systems 
where appropriate.

7. Enabling localised systems to become as, or more,
efficient than large scale systems are now.

supporting the supply chain
8. Developing a supportive, long-term relationship with

suppliers, both small and large, understanding the key
sustainability impacts throughout the value-chain, and
investing in their capacity to implement sustainable
solutions.

9. Supporting local supply chains, ensuring local
communities continue to benefit economically 
and socially. 

10. Playing a positive and active development role as 
part of the global trade with disadvantaged 
communities in other countries.

engaging the community
11. Ensuring everyone, including the disadvantaged, has

access to services, particularly with the growth of on-
line retail channels.

12. Being mindful of the social role that physical retail 
spaces provide, and looking to maximise their wider
social benefits by creating and supporting strong links
with communities.

seeing the bigger picture
13. Engaging with government and civil society to help

create national and international consensus around
issues such as climate change, resource
management, and humanitarian crises.

14. Developing effective collaboration on such key issues,
while maintaining enough space to compete.

tackling unsustainable
consumption
15. Maintaining commercial success while reducing

overall environmental impact, principally by:
• shifting from supplying products to supplying

services, including selling services that reduce the
impact of products, such as end-of-life management.

• creating value through customisation without the 
loss of material efficiency: attracting consumers
through new forms of standardised goods; building 
on experiences or associated services rather 
than products. 

Developing increased levels of trust with consumers will
facilitate all of these activities. 

The more companies in the retail sector do to meet these
challenges, the more consumers will trust them. It could
be a virtuous circle for all concerned.
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It is important to prepare
strategically for the challenges
ahead. Scenarios are plausible,
internally consistent, possible
futures, which can be used to
explore possible developments.
Scenarios provide multiple
perspectives on key areas of
uncertainty and allow the
development of robust strategies
that can deal with different
outcomes. They are useful tools for
strengthening strategic direction
and policies, encouraging long-term
thinking, communicating
aspirations and building dialogue
and consensus.
Our scenarios have been compiled based on the opinions
of more than 60 experts on how retail has developed and
could develop in the future, and what the resulting
sustainability challenges could be. The scenarios are not
predictions, there is no best case or worst-case scenario,
and there is no business-as-usual scenario. Each scenario
is a different picture of what is possible in 2022 and has
both positive and negative features.

Below are some suggestions for how to use the scenarios
to inform and challenge your policies, strategies, ideas or
projects. In most cases, these activities will work best in a
workshop, where people with different perspectives can
share and discuss their views, but work with a colleague,
associate or even individually would also be useful. 

• Use the scenarios for strategic planning. What are the
risks and opportunities presented by each scenario
and how can the risks be managed and the
opportunities taken? What are the opportunities 
for you?

• How successful would your current strategy be in each
scenario? Can you conduct a strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities and threats (SWOT) analysis of your
strategy for each scenario? How could the strategy
change to make it more robust in 2022? How might
you need to adapt it? 

• Can you do the same with your policy, product idea 
or decision? 

• Discuss what changes you would like to see in the
retail sector by 2022 from a social, economic and
environmental point of view. Set objectives and an
action plan to achieve them, and then test the
objectives and action plan against the four scenarios,
perhaps using a SWOT analysis. 

• Discuss what other products might be successful in
each scenario. How might they be developed? Can
you draw a roadmap for the product idea that works
for all four scenarios?

• Use the scenarios to help answer questions such as:
what key events led to the emergence of each
scenario? How do the different scenarios compare on
key indicators? Which scenario is favourable and why?
What is missing from the scenarios? What questions
are left unanswered? What might their answers be?
Use the answers to these questions to test your
assumptions about developments in retail and where
they are going in the future.

This report provides a summary of the scenarios. For
more information and a full version of the scenarios,
including the methodology, please go to our website at
www.forumforthefuture.org.uk
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