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Hybrid experiences  will be all-important in a pos t-COVID world. Image credit: Four Seasons

 
By SARAH RAMIREZ

Although the coronavirus pandemic is far from over, it has already fundamentally changed the business and
technology worlds in ways that will resonate for years to come.

Analysts from Forrester have identified macro trends that this "new, unstable normal" will likely usher over the next
several years. This includes shifts in customer expectations and digital engagement, which will manifest differently
as time goes.

New normal
Forrester's report "How COVID-19 Will Change Business And Technology Forever" first makes several assumptions
about our new shared reality.

Among these is that COVID-19 will become an endemic disease, one that is regularly found, once a vaccine
becomes widespread and immune systems adapt to the virus. It is  also predicted that other pandemics and smaller
disease outbreaks will become more frequent as globalization increases and climate change worsens.

As a result, there will be increased tensions between privacy and surveillance as governments turn to private data
and contract tracing to contain the coronavirus and other diseases.
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The NRF has  encouraged retailers  to require masks  to curb the spread of coronavirus . Image credit: National Retail Federation

Brands have become too reliant on data and technology and should instead be looking for ways to be less annoying
and intrusive, according to a keynote at Forrester's CX North America virtual conference. Forrester found that 60
percent of U.S. adults say they are not comfortable with personalized data used for advertising and they express this
desire not to be tracked by clearing cookies and using ad blockers (see story).

While the pandemic continues to impact people around the world, the impact varies based on several factors. Some
regions are returning to normal quicker than others, as is the case in Asia compared to United States, meaning that
consumers' behaviors and attitudes will also vary dramatically.

Many consumers are continuing to avoid crowds, resulting in accelerated growth of online shopping. However, as
lockdowns lift, more than a third of consumers in the U.S. and U.K. report preferring in-store shopping after
experiencing delays and other frustrations with online shopping at the start of the pandemic.

When the economy sustains a recovery, Forrester predicts that consumers will further look to patronize values-based
brands. This includes expecting brands to demonstrate their commitment to customer, as well as employee, safety
as physical stores continue to reopen.

This shift is  a result of shoppers having spent more time about the environment and other social issues during the
pandemic.

Brands will also have to embrace hybrid experiences, as the health crisis stabilizes and the need for purely digital
events fades. Initially, online- and digital-only alternatives will compromise customer experience and fail to
replicate the emotional connection of in-person experiences.

Neiman Marcus  has  introduced contactless  curbs ide pickup as  part of its  overall Your Neiman's  service. Image credit: Neiman Marcus

This will impact different sectors in various ways, as shoppers seek retailers with omnichannel capabilities and
travelers opt for smaller, domestic destinations in pursuit of safety. In particular, luxury travel will be defined by
safety in addition to service as affluents pay premiums for peace of mind.

The most resilient brands will be those that leverage digital and safety enhancements to create stronger emotional
connections with consumers, all while being faster to adapt to sudden disruptions faster than competitors.

Changing workplaces
COVID-19 has also changed workplaces in several ways, seemingly overnight.
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Many organizations, including luxury conglomerates, shifted from fully working on-site to working fully remotely in
a matter of days. Thoughtful, forward-thinking investments in technology helped companies successfully make
those moves, and those organizations should expect to continue such investments in the short-term to remain agile
and adaptable.

To this end, French luxury conglomerate LVMH Mot Hennessy recently selected software platform Okta, Inc. to
seamlessly and securely connect its workforce to critical applications as the group has turned to remote work amid
the pandemic (see story).

Forrester predicts that in the coming months and years, investors and talent alike will flock to companies that
showed high-empathy during this time. Those engaged workforces and financial security will help those same
companies become even more competitive.

Furthermore, as remote and hybrid workplaces become more commonplace and permanent, Forrester expects
urbanization will slow. City centers will not see busy office spaces return anytime soon, and it is  likely smaller cities
will benefit as urban professionals seek more space as they have more physical freedom from the office.

This is already materializing, as one in four people believe they are more likely to move in the next 12 months as a
result of the coronavirus pandemic and continued fallout, according to a new survey from Knight Frank.

A desire to upgrade their current primary residence is the leading reason for respondents to consider a home
purchase. Coronavirus has also influenced what features home buyers are more interested in, such as more outdoor
space and a home office (see story).
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