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Most consumer and retail companies are in the throes of a
massive evolution through AI and technology, month by month
transforming the global marketplace. This includes their overall
strategy, how they package, track and ship goods, how they
engage with customers, and maybe most importantly, how they
lead and hire for the future.
While the dominance of the GAMFA (Google, Amazon, Microsoft, Facebook, Apple) and BAT (Baidu,
Alibaba, Tencent) can’t be overlooked, Walmart, Zalando, luxury and lifestyle brands and others are
investing heavily in AI. They are moving ahead with personalized product offerings, optimized search
tools and chatbot devices. The capacity to invest in these technologies and, at the end of the day,
control customer relationships will be key.
Thus, in embarking on the inaugural edition of our Boyden Senior Executive Survey with our partners,
clients and industry colleagues, it was a complete consensus to focus on the consumer and retail
revolution being led with artificial intelligence and technology strategy, planning and adaptation.

Cornelia Tänzler
Global Leader, Consumer & Retail Practice
Managing Partner, Boyden Switzerland

We surveyed a panel of 200 senior executives based in China, Switzerland, the UK and US. Of course,
China and the US were selected for their size and influence, while the UK is a top European market
and a leader in experiential retailing and technology adaptation. Switzerland is the headquarters of
numerous multinationals and has to build much of its customer base abroad.
The findings offer some predictable results; for example, nearly every executive we surveyed believes
the rise of technology and AI will fundamentally alter the consumer and retail landscape. But there
were some eye-openers as well, especially in the differentials. Executives in China and Switzerland,
each at 94%, believe they are equipped to deploy technology and AI, but strikingly only 48% of US
executives do.
The Chinese response was no surprise to one expert. She explained, “The Chinese are very technical.
Management is on it; their teams are on it, and companies are making sure they’re offering it right.”
Reacting to the confidence gap, Francesca d’Arcangeli of Boyden UK said, “I suspect some of the
Swiss and UK executives are in denial, while the US executives are knowledgeable of what their
competitors are doing and they appreciate the challenges and realize that there are many unknowns.”
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In terms of talent, while it is undeniable that leaders’ hard skills will continue to be surpassed by
machines, soft skills will become ever more important – leadership skills like integrity, emotional
intelligence and vision, and also ethical decision making will be among the most valuable.
We’d like to kindly thank our panel of executives and experts who contributed to this report, including
Anastasia Falconio, Lorenz Gan, Teresa Ho, Rustin Richburg, Filippo Scandellari, John Straw, Oliver
Yuan and others.
We trust this report is helpful to companies looking for regional or global perspective, and for all
leaders engaging constantly with the changing world around them.
Cornelia Tänzler
Global Leader, Consumer & Retail Practice
Managing Partner, Boyden Switzerland
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Introduction
Technology and artificial intelligence are poised to revolutionize the global business landscape. But
with this transformative potential several key questions, concerns and issues arise. Are executives
equipped to meet the challenges presented by artificial intelligence? What skills will be most
important in the future? What can companies do to adapt and succeed in this new world?
Our survey found that, despite these complex relative unknowns, consumer and retail executives
across the globe and from all subsectors believe technology and AI will have a positive impact on the
retail and consumer industry. Drawing upon survey research and interviews with industry leaders,
this report examines the outlook, preparedness, obstacles, and future of technology and AI in the
consumer and retail industry.

Awareness and Knowledge
Executives around the world feel informed about at-large changes and AI- and technologydriven transformations occurring in the consumer and retail industry.
Overall, consumer and retail industry executives across all geographies and industry subsectors
recognize the impact of technology and AI on the industry. Regarding at-large changes to the industry,
98% of executives are informed about the transforming landscape, while almost two-thirds identify
as very informed (64%). Though executives are generally informed of overall industry changes,
discrepancies emerge when it comes to geography, gender and subsector.
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How informed are you about changes occurring in the consumer and
retail industry at large?

Very Informed
Total Informed
(Combines ‘very
informed’ and
‘somewhat informed’
responses.)

98%

94%

96%

100%

100%

99%

93%

86%
69%
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Executives in China claim to be much more informed of industry changes than leaders in other
countries, with 86% of Chinese executives purporting to be very well informed, compared to only
60% in the UK, and 54% in each of the US and Switzerland.
Responses also varied at the industry subsector level. Nearly all automotive executives (91%) say
they are very informed about the changes occurring within the industry. More than two-thirds of
executives in the fields of consumer durables & electronics and food & general retail express that
they are very well informed of industry changes (at 67% and 68%, respectively).
Breaking the results down by gender, a clear confidence gap is evident. Male executives are much
more confident in their knowledge regarding the changes to their industry than their female
counterparts – 69% of men claim to be very informed, compared to just 52% of women. Company
size also affects executives’ confidence in their knowledge of at-large industry changes: 69% of
executives at large companies (more than US $500 million in revenue) are very informed compared to
55% of executives at small companies (less than US $500 million in revenue).
While nearly all executives understand the impact that technology and AI will have on transforming
the global economy (93% informed), and specifically the consumer and retail industry (94%
informed), similar confidence gaps exist among them with regard to the impact on the consumer
and retail industry: China is much more informed than other regions (58% China very informed
vs. 54% UK, 52% Switzerland, and 40% US); executive men are more informed than executive
women (56% vs. 38%); and leaders of large companies are more informed than those at smaller
companies (62% vs. 35%). Home & personal care executives (65% very informed) and food & general
retail executives (63%) are more informed on technology and AI changes to their industry than their
counterparts in other subsectors.
Oliver Yuan,
Senior Vice President,
Brita Asia Pacific

Transformation
Executives from different subsectors and geographies are split as to which technological
transformations are the most important.
When it comes to the specifics of technological transformation, executives lack consensus on what
is most important. Executives ranking the importance of four major transformations currently
underway in the consumer and retail industry are roughly split. Half of executives (50%) classify the
rise of experiential stores as important while the other half claim it is not (50%). The advent of new
payment methods is considered important by 54% of executives, direct-to-consumer marketing is of
importance to 51%, and artificial intelligence is deemed important by 46%.
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What would you say are the largest transformations currently taking place?
Please rank in order of importance, with 1 being least important and 4 being most important.
Asked to all executives.

54%

47%

51%

50%

50%

50%

46%

54%

Total Most Important
(Combines ‘rank 3’ and ‘rank 4’ responses.)

Total Least Important
(Combines ‘rank 1’ and ‘rank 2’ responses.)

The advent of new
payment methods

Direct to
consumer marketing

The rise of
experiential stores

Artificial
intelligence

Home & Personal Care Executives

45% | 55%

52% | 48%

55% | 45%

48% | 52%

Consumer Durables & Electronics Executives

44% | 56%

58% | 42%

56% | 44%

40% | 58%

Food & General Retail Executives

56% | 44%

46% | 54%

51% | 49%

46% | 54%

Automotive Executives

77% | 23%

45% | 55%

27% | 73%

50% | 50%

Fashion & Luxury Goods Executives

52% | 48%

52% | 48%

60% | 40%

36% | 64%
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“The CEO’s right-hand
man or woman used to be
the CFO. The CFO remains
important, but actually it’s
the digital leaders that are
going to drive how finance
is going to support the
business going forward.
The transformation will be
intrinsic throughout the
whole organization and it’s
really important for boards
to understand this.”
Francesca d’Arcangeli,
Managing Partner,
Boyden United Kingdom

“Our survey finding that
fewer female executives and
more male executives claim
that they are very informed
on AI and other changes
does not surprise me. In
some cases, women often
are more realistic on what’s
achievable to transform a
team or an organization
under an accurate
timetable.”
Alicen Blair,
Managing Partner,
Boyden United States

While consumer and retail industry executives as a whole do not show much diversity in their
responses, a breakdown of responses by subsector illustrates how they believe changes will be
felt across specific segments. Executives in fashion & luxury goods are most interested in the role
of experiential stores (60% important); on the flipside, 73% of automotive executives say it is not
important. Artificial intelligence, on the other hand, is of much less interest to fashion executives,
with 64% declaring it not important. New payment methods are important to automotive executives
(77%), while executives in consumer durables & electronics (56%) and home & personal care (55%)
do not believe this change is important. Direct-to-consumer marketing is important to consumer
durables & electronics executives (58%).
Priorities similarly differ from region to region. UK and US consumer and retail industry executives
consider the advent of new payment methods to be the top transformation currently taking place
(60% and 56% important, respectively). More executives in the US believe artificial intelligence is
an important transformation (52%) than in other regions. More than half of Swiss executives (56%)
prioritize direct-to-consumer marketing. The rise of experiential stores is the highest-rated important
transformation among executives in China (56%).
There is also a notable gap within leadership teams, with vice presidents (54%) placing a higher
priority on the rise of the experiential store than their C-suite counterparts (46%). This dynamic is
reversed for payments, with C-suite executives (57%) placing a higher premium on the advent of
new payment methods than vice presidents (50%). Leadership teams share more similar views on the
importance of AI and direct marketing.

Skills
Most executives agree that while the rise of AI will shift skill sets, analytical skills will not
displace verbal and written communications.
Artificial intelligence does not have an effect on operations alone; certain skills are likely to become
more important as executives attempt to successfully navigate the accompanying changes and
transformations. More than half of executives believe technical understanding (53% very important),
the ability to innovate (52%), data analysis skills or ability to work with big data (51%), vision and
strategic acumen (50%), mathematics and statistics skills (50%) and creative thinking skills (50%) are
very important to navigate the changing industry landscape.
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How important are the skills below to navigate changes with?

Very Important

Asked to all executives.

Total Important
(Combines ‘very important’ and
‘somewhat important’ responses.)

Technical understanding

53%

87%

Ability to innovate

52%

93%

Data analysis skills or ability to work with “big data”

51%

88%

Creative thinking skills

50%

92%

Vision and strategic acumen

50%

92%

Mathematics and statistics skills

50%

91%

Analytical and critical thinking skills

48%

88%

Verbal and written communication skills

47%

90%

Ability to work well with people from different cultures and backgrounds

47%

89%

“Design thinking” skills, which draws upon logic, imagination, intuition, and
systemic reasoning, to explore possibilities and create desired outcomes

46%

90%

Risk assessment

45%

90%

Ability to work across functions

43%

90%

“Systems thinking” skills, which develops an understanding of the
interdependent structures of dynamic systems

43%

89%

Ecosystem partnering

36%

85%
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“Our survey results reflect
how much change is
occurring in the consumer
and retail sectors. A number
of companies, particularly
established organizations,
do not have the right talent
in-house to manage AI and
tech transformation. Thus,
the demand is enormous for
leadership and executive
talent who can help deliver
on this transformation.”
Catherine Gray,
Partner, Boyden United States

Those in the US believe analytical and critical thinking skills will be particularly important (66% very
important), while executives in the UK emphasize vision and strategic acumen (60%). Swiss industry
executives see math and statistics skills as more important (60%), while those in China consider
technical understanding and the ability to innovate the most important skills (58% for each skill).
Though it is clear that there may be a shift in skill sets, this does not necessarily mean the role of
executives will be fundamentally altered. As Lisa Kershaw, Partner of Boyden Canada aptly points
out, “Even with the pace of innovation, the caliber of leadership DNA stays the same. At the C-level,
key leadership attributes including high emotional intelligence, motivational skills and flexibility will
continue to be core requirements.”
Furthermore, the rise of technology does not signify that analytical (hard) skills will displace verbal
and written communication (soft) skills. Almost all, 95% of executives, believe senior management
should possess strong verbal and written communication skills to succeed amidst technology and
AI transformation, followed by analytical and critical thinking skills (94%) and vision and strategic
acumen (93%).

Lisa Kershaw,
Partner, Boyden Canada
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How important is it for senior management to possess the following
skills in order to succeed in their professions and help their companies
grow amidst technology and AI transformation?
Asked to all executives.

Very Important
Total Important
(Combines ‘very important’ and
‘somewhat important’ responses.)

Vision and strategic acumen

53%

93%

Ability to work across functions

53%

90%

“Design thinking” skills, which draws upon logic, imagination, intuition, and
systemic reasoning, to explore possibilities and create desired outcomes

52%

90%

Ability to work well with people from different cultures and backgrounds

52%

87%

Analytical and critical thinking skills

51%

94%

Data analysis skills or ability to work with “big data”

51%

92%

Risk assessment

51%

92%

Ability to innovate

51%

91%

Technical understanding

51%

90%

“Systems thinking” skills, which develops an understanding of the
interdependent structures of dynamic systems

51%

89%

Verbal and written communication skills

50%

95%

Creative thinking skills

49%

90%

Mathematics and statistics skills

42%

90%

Ecosystem partnering

36%

82%
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“Yes, data are very important – but it is part of a bigger
picture. People at the top need to have the vision to know
what data they should be collecting and how they should
be analyzing it.”

Though some skills may remain the same, it is likely the role of senior managers will begin to shift
as we enter a new, data-driven world, 98% of executives agree. Over half of food & general retail
executives (54%), Chinese executives (52%) and C-level executives (54%) strongly agree that senior
management roles will dramatically shift. The introduction and continued integration will impact their
business’s process of management and leadership.

Francesca d’Arcangeli
Managing Partner, Boyden United Kingdom

Change Is Coming
While executives agree AI and technology will drive significant changes in the industry,
confidence in preparedness varies based on region and gender.

“In companies where private
equity is involved, they will
often be more advanced
and forward-thinking in
terms of AI and technology
investment and foreseeing
changes in the market.”
Filippo Scandellari,
Managing Director,
Asahi Europe

Rustin Richburg,
Senior Vice President,
US People at Walmart

There is universal agreement among consumer and retail executives that technology and AI will
have a drastic impact on the industry and their roles. Nearly all expect the rise of technology and AI
to fundamentally alter the industry landscape over the next 10 years (98% US, 100% UK, 100%
Switzerland, 100% China).
Executives believe change is imminent, and that with this transformation, strategies and approaches
will also evolve. “Retailers must transform or die,” explains Steve Nilsen, Partner, Boyden United
States. Nilsen goes on to note that while AI has the potential to be a kingmaker, the ability to change
with the times will be key to success. “The adage ‘structure follows strategy’ is more relevant than
ever,” he says.
According to Rustin Richburg, Senior Vice President, US People at Walmart, this shift will be felt at
all levels of the business. Embracing a digital-centric approach for Richburg means “we will need to
rethink the way we engage with consumers, customers and partners, and change the ways our
companies operate from the inside out. As with any large change, keeping our people engaged and
involved will only help accelerate successful change.”
While executives clearly agree change is coming, there is slightly less consensus when it comes to
preparedness. Eight in 10 executives (82%) feel equipped to deploy consumer and retail technology
and AI solutions at their company; however, most would rely on a team (44%) as opposed to feeling
fully versed enough in AI to manage the deployment themselves (38%).
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Are you equipped to deploy consumer and retail technology and AI solutions at your company?

19%

82%
are equipped

Yes, I am fully versed in AI

38%
Yes, I rely upon a team that is AI savvy

ALL EXECUTIVES

No, I am not prepared

44%

US

UK

Switzerland
94%

90%

Men

94%

Women

89%
6%

6%

10%

22%

China

11%

23%

32%
52%

40%

50%

48%

35%
44%

46%
45%

26%
62%

65%

42%

48%
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“The relatively large
percentage of companies
recognizing the importance
of AI is reflected strongly
in roles in which relevant
strategic understanding of
technological advances is
highly sought. Candidates
are also more interested in
executive positions where
there is an opportunity to
continuously develop the
relevant skills set.”
Ami Bhatt Hardy,
Managing Partner,
Boyden Greater China

“In an age of AI and
tremendous transformation,
a Chief Information Officer or
Chief Digital Officer’s strategy
and vision to lead a company’s
evolvement and influence
other C-level executives are
critical. Without influence,
when the course is not steady
or more time is needed
to execute a plan, tough
questions will be asked by the
board. When doubt seeps in,
this is where influence is a
critical attribute.”
Lorenz Gan,
Chief Information Officer,
New Era Cap and former
Director of Technology
Programs, Burberry

As Lorenz Gan, Chief Information Officer, New Era Cap and former Director of Technology Programs,
Burberry aptly points out, companies will likely become increasingly dependent on Chief Information
Officers or Chief Digital Officers for the vision and strategy needed to guide their organizations
through these kinds of change. This steady vision and overarching influence, Gan points out, will play
a key role not just in ensuring execution, but also in influencing how other executives and the board
itself understand the role of technology.
In considering results across regions, it becomes clear that the US falls far behind other countries
when it comes to confidence. Industry executives in the UK (90%), Switzerland (94%), and China
(94%) feel they are equipped to deploy AI solutions at their companies. Less than half (48%) of
executives in the US feel the same. John Straw, Senior Advisor to McKinsey & Company, Co-Founder
of D/RUPTION, Non-Executive Director of Provident Financial Group and co-author of iDisrupted,
attributes this geographic discrepancy to varying governmental mandates between countries.
Contrasting the US and China, Straw notes that the approach to AI in China comes from the top
down – that is, AI is being mandated by the government. In the US, on the other hand, he sees a
“naturally formed bottom-up approach,” in which government-awarded contracts through DARPA
inspire, as opposed to impose, innovation.
There is also a rather sizable confidence gap when it comes to gender. While nine in 10 male
executives (89%) feel qualified to implement technology and AI solutions at their companies,
just two-thirds of female executives (65%) feel prepared to do so.

How to Prepare
Hiring employees with the skill sets required to manage new technology will play a key role
in the transition to AI.
Among executives who feel they are equipped to deploy AI technology, most have already started
to meet the technology demand in their company. The most common actions underway include
encouraging continuous learning surrounding AI for existing employees (64%), hiring employees
with technology and AI skill sets (63%), developing processes to consolidate data across disparate
systems (58%) and leveraging new AI systems and technological tools (58%). Home and personal
care executives are leading the way when it comes to hiring and continuing knowledge – 85% of
executives in this sector say they are both hiring employees with a background in AI and encouraging
continuous learning among current employees.
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How has your company adapted to meet demands of technology and AI?

Total Selected

Asked to executives who are equipped to deploy AI technology.

We encourage continuous learning around AI for
existing employees

64%

We are hiring employees with technology and
AI skill sets and backgrounds

63%

We have developed processes to consolidate our
data across disparate systems

58%

We are leveraging new AI systems and
technological tools

58%
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“AI is a powerful tool,
trend and force to be
harnessed across so many
disciplines. It continues
to make the global pace
of change faster and the
need for talent to be agile
even more important. As
with all change, it is critical
we instill curiosity within
the workforce on ways to
engage and embrace AI
vs. fear it. Companies that
implement AI and redeploy
talent in ways that AI is not
yet able to provide value will
catapult to the front and
lead the marketplace.”
Anastasia Falconio,
Chief People Officer,
Kids II, Inc.

Hiring remains a key point, even among groups who feel underprepared. One-third (32%) of
executives who identified as underprepared say they would be better prepared if they could begin to
hire employees with technology and AI skill sets and backgrounds. Similarly, a plurality of US industry
executives (42%) think their company should begin to hire employees with technology and AI skill sets
and backgrounds.
With the opportunity to hire comes the potential for new role creation within the C-suite. While twothirds of executives (66%) believe it is the role of every executive to usher in new technology, onethird (35%) believe that AI may be too much for existing executives to take on and believe a new role,
Chief AI Officer, should be created.

Challenges
In general, consumer and retail executives are concerned about issues surrounding data
security and privacy, though Chinese executives are less likely to say the same.
Two salient concerns that ran across subsectors had to do with the importance of keeping up
with technological advancements and data security, with 45% and 37% of executives voicing
apprehensions about these issues, respectively.

“With the power of AI,
Chief Technology Officers
and executives who are
tech savvy and analytical
are going to increasingly
have the influence to shape
organizations in consumer
and retail.”
Doug Ehrenkranz,
Americas Leader,
Consumer & Retail Practice,
Managing Partner,
Boyden United States
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What are the top challenges in running a retail or consumer organization
in the age of technology and AI?

Total Selected

Asked to all executives.

Keeping up with advancements in technology

45%

Ensuring safety of client data

37%

Creating unique customer experiences

33%

Ensuring effective customer relationship
management systems

31%

Protecting against user fraud

25%

Hiring individuals with the right skill sets

25%
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“Since the industrial
revolution, corporations
have largely gotten away
with incremental changes in
organization and skill sets
at the senior level, but the
world was just flipped on its
head. Senior leaders must
develop substantially new
mindsets and capabilities
across their leadership
teams. The traditional
organization will not
survive this one.”
Steve Nilsen, Partner,
Boyden United States

While issues surrounding keeping up with technology echo conversations about hiring, concerns
surrounding client data take on a slightly different tone – one focused less on what companies
themselves can do and more about the changing and developing relationship between businesses and
consumers. In a world where data are increasingly used and collected, a fundamental shift is taking
place that involves a significant amount of trust placed in corporations by consumers.
Teresa Ho, General Manager – Asia Pacific, Yankee Candle, a Newell Brands company, explains that
while she sees the benefit big data and technology have when it comes to understanding consumer
behavior, there are lingering privacy-related concerns. “I believe the more advanced we are, the more
exposed and tracked we are. I don’t believe any corporations can 100% protect our data – it’s up to
the consumer to choose between convenience and privacy,” Ho comments.
These fears can be broken down further at the regional level. While most retail executives from
Switzerland (98% total concerned), the US (90%) and the UK (88%) worry that AI might not
be properly managed and has the potential to threaten privacy and/or personal freedom, fewer
executives in China (only 72%) feel the same. There is also a gender gap. Women executives
(77% total concerned) are less concerned than their male counterparts (91% total concerned)
that AI will not be properly managed.

18

Boyden Senior Executive Survey: AI and the Consumer & Retail Revolution

How concerned are you that the growth of AI will not be
properly managed and could potentially threaten privacy
and/or personal freedoms?

87%

90%

88%

98%

72%

Very Concerned
Total Concerned
(Combines ‘very concerned’ and
‘somewhat concerned’ responses.)

91%

77%

46%
38%

40%
34%

33%

30%
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“In terms of US companies’
transformation, with the
exception of the big tech
consumer companies I see
a lot of the delay tied up in
the 90-day earnings cycle,
which prohibits quite a lot
of intellectual and physical
investment. And the proof is
the large tech organizations
including Facebook, Amazon
and Microsoft aren’t hyperfocused on the quarterly
reporting cycle because a
small group of people hold
the majority of voting rights.”
John Straw,
Senior Advisor to McKinsey &
Company, Co-Founder of
D/RUPTION and co-author of
iDisrupted

Perhaps this geographical bias can be tied to the ubiquity of tech-based approaches, such as
ecommerce, within certain regions. As Oliver Yuan, Senior Vice President, Brita Asia Pacific explains,
“Ecommerce has penetrated the Chinese landscape to a greater extent than in the US, UK and
Switzerland. The Boyden survey findings reflect the importance of data and analytics to ecommerce
and thus to China.” Indeed, as reaffirmed in many responses throughout the survey, China’s
advancement in this and other fields may explain the overall greater optimism felt by executives there.

The Future
The majority of executives believe that technology will have a positive impact on safety
and security, but US executives express less confidence than their counterparts in the UK,
Switzerland and China.
While there is clearly work to be done, consumer and retail industry executives are excited about the
potential impacts of technology and AI. A majority believes that the greater inclusion of robots and
AI in the consumer and retail industries will positively influence the safety and security of consumer
information (76% US, 100% UK, 100% Switzerland, 100% China) and on the global economy
(76% US, 92% UK, 100% Switzerland, 100% China). At the same time, female executives are slightly
more cautious than male executives.

“AI is not the future; it’s
reality now. Companies are
seeking executives who can
manage the logistics for the
full cycle, especially for the
last mile. Big multinationals
are utilizing Chile and other
Latin American countries as
test markets.”
John Byrne,
Managing Partner,
Boyden Chile
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Will the greater inclusion of robotics and AI in the consumer and
retail industry have a positive or negative impact on…?

Very Positive
Total Positive
(Combines ‘very positive’ and
‘somewhat positive’ responses.)

The Global economy

92%

76%

92%

100%

100%

97%

80%

44%

36%

38%

52%

50%

49%

33%

US

UK

Switzerland

China

Men

Women

94%

76%

100%

100%

100%

99%

83%

41%

32%

42%

42%

46%

45%

30%

US

UK

Switzerland

China

Men

Women

All Executives

Safety and security of
consumer information

All Executives
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Francesca d’Arcangeli, Managing Partner, Boyden UK relates the lower percentage of US executives
seeing positive impacts from robotics and AI to their purported lower sense of preparedness. Though
in d’Arcangeli’s view, this lack of confidence may be due to more time thinking about implementation
of AI on the part of US executives than to an actual lack of preparedness. “Many US companies are
so much further advanced in their understanding of what they could do, should do, and what their
competitors are doing. They feel less ready because they better appreciate the challenges,”
she explains.

What’s Next
Executives are split by region and subsector when it comes to which technological advances
are most exciting.
Issues and trepidation from hiring to data privacy are raised throughout the survey. However, it is also
clear that executives see areas for great opportunity and growth as a result of AI. Three key categories
surface when executives are asked to identify opportunities in AI: a greater understanding of customer
needs and deeper customer insights (45%), a connection between online and in-store experiences
(42%), and an enhanced ability to personalize the customer experience (42%).
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What do you see as the greatest opportunities in the consumer and retail
industries offered by technology and AI?

ALL EXECUTIVES

Total Selected

US

UK

SWITZERLAND

CHINA

A greater understanding of customer
needs and deeper consumer insights

45%

48%

38%

44%

48%

A connection between online
and in-store experiences

42%

42%

50%

42%

34%

An enhanced ability to personalize
the customer experience

42%

36%

34%

38%

60%

A more streamlined customer journey

37%

32%

48%

36%

30%

A frictionless mobile experience

27%

28%

26%

40%

14%
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While these key themes rise to the surface, executives within each geography have a unique take on
the greatest opportunities that come with AI. Chinese executives (60%) are more likely than their
international counterparts to see potential from an enhanced ability to personalize the customer
experience. UK executives (50%) are more likely than other countries to see opportunities arising from
a connection between online and in-store experiences. Swiss executives (40%) are more likely than
others to say opportunities will come from a frictionless mobile experience, while the views of US
executives align more closely with the overall group of executives.
As to be expected, subsectors also identify different key opportunities. Food & general retail executives
(56%) believe opportunities will come from a greater understanding of customer needs and deeper
customer insights. Consumer durables & electronics executives focus on the connection between
online and in-store experiences (52%), while automotive executives look to a more streamlined
customer journey (50%).
From drones to in-store robots, when it comes to cutting edge technology and applications,
executives are split on which could be potential game-changers. But some geographical trends can
offer insight into what new tech may arise in certain portions of the world over the next 10 years.
Chinese executives are more likely than others to say that cognitive computing technology that
tailors the online shopping experience (46%) and experiential models that combine entertainment
and shopping (38%) will change the face of the consumer retail industry. US executives focus on
the potential of virtual mirrors (44%), while Swiss executives are looking to conversational interfaces
(44%). UK executives think in-store robots (40%) and drones (40%) are the future.
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What technologies or applications would you consider retail
game-changers over the next decade?

ALL EXECUTIVES

Total Selected

US

UK

SWITZERLAND

CHINA

Cognitive computing technology that
tailors online shopping experience

39%

30%

38%

40%

46%

Virtual mirrors that enable customers
to try on items

33%

44%

28%

30%

28%

Drones that deliver products/
autonomous deliveries

32%

32%

40%

30%

24%

Experiential models that combine
entertainment and shopping

32%

28%

28%

32%

38%

29%

20%

40%

24%

32%

28%

32%

16%

44%

20%

In-store robots that interact with customers
from greeting to point of sale
Conversational interfaces, such as those that
enable customers to speak to a machine to
get answers to questions about products
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Conclusion
AI and technology will redefine the consumer and retail industry. In fact, the evolution of this vital
sector is already underway. While executives overall are excited for this transformation, a level of
uncertainty still hovers on the horizon. From new staffing and hiring needs to concerns surrounding
data security, the industry will undoubtedly undergo shifts both small and large in the coming years.
These changes will likely not be adopted uniformly across subsectors and geographies. Rather, as our
survey and interviews have indicated, each geography and each portion of the industry will likely have
a unique approach and focus on deploying different aspects of AI. Still, despite the lack of a clear-cut
path forward, executives as a whole seem ready to meet AI head-on.
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Survey Methodology and Demographics
The 26-question survey was fielded by FTI Consulting under the direction of Boyden September 4-13,
2018 among 200 global senior executives in the consumer and retail industry, including 50 executives
from the US, 50 from the UK, 50 from Switzerland, and 50 from China. The sample includes 39 CEOs,
14 COOs, 11 CDOs, and 10 CIOs, as well as 93 senior executives at Vice President or above. Nearly
half the executives surveyed have 11 or more years of experience in their current role.

Country
United States		
25%
United Kingdom		
25%
Switzerland		 25%
China			25%
Job Title
Chief Executive Officer (CEO) or President		
20%
Chief Operations Officer (COO)			
7%
Chief Financial Officer (CFO)			
4%
Chief Digital Officer (CDO)			
6%
Chief Technology Officer (CTO)			
4%
Chief Information Officer (CIO)			
5%
Chief Marketing Officer (CMO)			
6%
Head of a Business Unit				
11%
President					19%
Executive Vice President				10%
Vice President					11%
Years in Current Position
Less than 3 years
3 to 5 years		
6 to 10 years		
11 to 15 years		
16 to 25 years		
More than 25 years

8%
14%
33%
35%
11%
1%
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Consumer and Retail Industry Subsectors
Consumer durables & electronics			
26%
Food & general retail				
21%
Home & personal care				
16%
Fashion/luxury/apparel/sporting goods		
13%
Automotive					11%
Food & beverage				5%
Media & entertainment				4%
Hospitality & travel				3%
Other						4%
Company’s Annual Revenue
Less than $100 million				
Between $100 million and $250 million		
Between $250 million and $500 million		
Between $500 million and $1 billion		
Between $1 billion and $5 billion			
Greater than $5 billion				

23%
4%
15%
28%
23%
9%

Gender
Male		
Female		

70%
30%

Age Ranges
Ages 18-36
Ages 37-52
Ages 53-71
Ages 72-89

23%
59%
14%
5%
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