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Executive Summary

To understand the modern consumer, first 
you need to know how commerce has evolved 
over time. Starting prior to the 1950’s when 
the seller had all the power and buyers 
had very little choice. This customer sought 
products to meet their needs – a basic tenet 
that still survives today. We continue our 
delve through history to current day, where 
consumers expect personalized experiences 
and purchase products that achieve their 
goals and boost their brand.

What is Modern Commerce?
Consumerism has evolved with the 
advancement of technology. Consider 
that 200 years ago, light bulbs were being 
invented, and 100 years ago, only half of 
homes in the U.S. had electricity. As the 
accessibility of electricity increased, so did the 
availability of electric household appliances. 
Fast forward to today. We watch one billion 
hours of video on YouTube every single day 
and can even make purchases simply by 
speaking aloud to our smart technology. 

Preparing your Business.
From content and messaging to eCommerce 
enabled platforms and delivery, we’ve outlined 
four questions you should consider in order 
to meet the needs of the modern consumer. 
Included, are some not-so-obvious examples 
of companies who are doing it well. You don’t 
have to be Apple, Coca-Cola or TOMS shoes in 
order to thrive in today’s consumer landscape.

Looking forward, with technology developing  
faster, we expect the customer to evolve again  
– and soon. We can’t say for sure what the 
future holds. But if we don’t change along  
with our customer, we won’t grow.

Sources: WCOMC, PA Consulting, Khan Academy, YouTube
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Defining
Customer 4.0



Customer 1.0

Defined by:
• Low choice 
•  Customers were just happy to get  

the product
•  Power = Production + Distribution
•  People moved but weren’t mobile

The post-industrial revolution era saw huge 
benefits to consumers. Nothing epitomized 
this better than Henry Ford’s Model T car. 
Mass production drove down manufacturing 
costs and made the motor car available to  
the ‘average Joe.’

Customers weren’t given a lot of choice. The 
classic line, “Any color you like, as long as its 
black” entered our vocabulary. Essentially 
customers were happy to get the product. 
The cars were good, inexpensive and readily 
available. 

Ford had great production and distribution 
and so held the ‘power’ in the relationship 
with the customer. It was so successful that 
production ran from 1908 until 1927, a run 
that lasted as the record for 45 years.

There were socioeconomic factors to 
consider too. Yes, people moved – just think 
of the expansion of countries like the US, 
Canada, Australia and South Africa – but 
people weren’t truly mobile as we imagine  
in today’s jet-set world. 

Fast communication was available but 
expensive. When you’re being charged by the 
letter for a telegram you choose your words 
carefully! It meant that people tended to stay 
local, buy local and live locally.

Sources: WCOMC, PA Consulting, Genealogy Bank
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Pre 1950’s



Defined by:
• Attributes of Customer 1.0 and
• Post-WWII consumerism
• Print + Radio + Television
• Marketing takes over:
 • Brand identities
 • Creates differentiation
 • Stimulates demand & choice

Sources: WCOMC, PA Consulting, Medium
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As we move past the second world war, we 
see fundamental shifts. The principles of 
Customer 1.0 still exist – great products at 
great value with great distribution, what’s 
there not to like? 

The post-war financial boom meant people 
had more money and drove consumerism 
as we understand it today. Radio had been 
around since the 1920’s and now we had 
television. It meant people could hear and 
see new things, and people started to make 
decisions about what they wanted albeit 
heavily influenced by marketing.

A group of very clever people with offices in 
Madison Avenue started to use the media 
available differently. They wanted people to 
choose a product because of the brand and 
brand values they attributed to them. So, 
it wasn’t just about having a great product, 
but you needed a great brand too.

This was epitomized brilliantly by DDB’s 
campaign for the VW Beetle. They took a  
product that was the antithesis of the massive  
V8 American car and used this difference to turn 
what was a relatively small selling imported car  
into an icon. Remembers those Herbie movies?

Consumers started having CHOICES and could 
IDENTIFY with brands. Then in 1972 the VW 
Beetle overtakes the production run of the  
Model T and continues in production until  
2003. An incredible 21,529,464 cars made!
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Customer 2.0
1950–2000



Now we have great product, great distribution  
and great marketing. But, as always, things 
keep changing.

Global trade barriers are being broken down 
leading to the globalization of brands and 
production. The internet gives billions of  
people across the globe access to products  
and services and brands, choices they never 
before had. Competition is everywhere.

Defined by: 
• Attributes Customer 1.0, 2.0 and
• Globalization
• Internet
•  Customer Experience drives  

loyalty and retention
• Customization
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This drives brands to focus on customer 
retention and loyalty, not just acquisition.  
They do this by delivering the best possible 
customer experience.

This is epitomized by BMW, who not only  
make great cars but ensured that every BMW 
owner enjoyed a fabulous experience even 
when the car was getting serviced. 

Customer 3.0 sees the advent of customization. 
With BMW, they offered a staggering variety  
of model styles, engines etc. providing over  
100 models, attempting to prevent defections  
to alternative luxury car brands. 

It’s likely this is where most businesses in the 
room live today.

Customer 4.0  |  11

Sources: WCOMC, PA Consulting, Economy Up, 
BMW of Ft. Lauderdale

Customer 3.0
2000–2015



Defined by:
• Attributes of Customer 1.0, 2.0, 3.0 and
• Outcome driven
• Vast choices
• Personalization
• Influencing
• Everyone’s a publisher

Now we have great products, great production, 
great distribution, great customer experience 
however, as always, things change.

Customer 4.0 tends to be more interested in 
outcomes, hence this latest car example of 
Uber. Getting there is the key. 

Consumers now have vast choices and can 
access products and services through a myriad  
of platforms. And we move from customization  
to personalization. Customer 4.0 wants to  
feel their journey is unique and framed for 
them, to meet their needs but also to fulfill 
their expectations of who they want to be as  
a person. They want brands to be part of  
their universe.

This buyer also wants to influence and be 
influenced but by other customers not 
marketers. Humans are social animals and have 
always sought advice and many have readily  
given it however our audience historically was  
very small. Now it is vast. In a global population  
of 7.7 billion, 4.4 billion are regular internet  
users and there are 3.5 billion social media 
accounts… and growing.

Apparently 96% of people that discuss brands 
online do NOT follow those brands’ owned 
profiles (food for thought when considering  
your social media strategy).

Sources: WCOMC, PA Consulting, BBC News, Medium 
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Customer 4.0
2015–2019



The Journey to
Modern Commerce

Evolution of the Customer

Provider 
Perspective

What do 
customers 
want?

1.0
CUSTOMER

2.0
CUSTOMER

3.0
CUSTOMER

4.0
CUSTOMER

Product 
Led

Demand 
Led

Experience 
Led

Customer 
Led

“I want a 
product 
which meets 
my needs.”

“I want a 
brand which I 
can trust and 
helps fulfill 
my dreams.”

“I want a 
captivating 
and 
personalized 
customer  
experience.”

“I want a 
means to 
achieve my 
goal.”

“Get the customer to come to us.”
“Go where the  
customer is.”

Source: PA Consulting
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Intersections of Change

1980’s
•  Retailers 

fragmented
•  Power of  

mass media
•  Rise of  

scanner data
•  Power starts  

to shift 

1990’s
•  Industry  

consolidation
•  Rise of  

supercenters
•  Retailers  

gain power

2000’s
•  Digital  

revolution 
shifting 
marketplace

•  Rise of  
consumers, 
channel  
agnostic

2010’s
•  Consumers 

taking control
•  Shop  

anywhere 
anytime

2020’s
•  Who can 

best meet 
consumer 
needs?

•  Opportunity for 
manufacturer 
and retailers

M
ar

ke
t 

P
ow

e
r

Consumer

?

Retailer

?

Manufacturer
?

Source: GMDC
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What’s Driving the Change?

No surprise here. Technology is driving the 
changes and the rapidity of that change.

Perhaps it all started in 15th Century Germany 
when Johannes Gutenberg invented the 
mechanical printing press then accelerated 
after James Hargreaves invented the Spinning 
Jenny and launched the industrial revolution.  
The space race and Cold War fueled investment  
in electronics and communication until we have 
this ‘rush’ of technological innovation coming  
since Sir Tim Berners-Lee invented the world 
wide web. And, it’s not going to stop.

Source: Martin Soler
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If we look at advertising, the 1800s gave us 
print, the 1920s color print, the 1960s gave 
us emotional impact and in 2000, Google Ads 
gave us intent. All change our talk-track with 
our customers.

With mobile technology: 1G gave us a voice,  
2G messaging, 3G web access, 4G video, so 
what does 5G bring us? How about VR? AR?

2G
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20032003
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Are You Ready to Meet the Needs 
of the 21st Century Consumer?

The 21st Century consumer challenges brands, 
retailers and distributors in so many ways.

Not only do they want something that delivers 
on your promise, they want to be fulfilled 
at the same time and be able to share their 
experiences with… well, everybody.

Plus, they want to buy your product anytime, 
anywhere and anyhow. 

Not when YOU say but when THEY say.

Prepping Your
Business

The modern consumer wants to 
be able to purchase from you

A N Y T I M E .
A N Y W H E R E .

A N Y H OW.
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Consider these and better understand if your 
business is ready to address the needs of 
Customer 4.0.

Is Your Brand Look, Feel and Message 
Consistent Across all Touchpoints?

Four Questions to  
Prep Your Business

Is your brand consistently portrayed at every 
touchpoint? Dropbox is a great example. They 
use that open blue box everywhere. You see 
that, you know it’s Dropbox.
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Sources: DropBox



Can Your Customers Purchase Your 
Product via all Digital Interactions?

Does Your Supply Chain Allow 
for Super Fast Delivery?

Littmann is a 3M company. They sell 
stethoscopes. So not a particularly sexy 
product, although, pretty important if you’re 
a doctor. They’ve ensured they have a 
connected ‘Where to Buy’ solution available 
across all digital platforms and directing 
traffic to their partners.

Any guesses for the two busiest times of the 
year for Littmann?

Graduation AND Valentine’s Day.

Can you and or your partners ensure super-
fast delivery? It probably doesn’t always have  
to be next day – although that’s nice. But 
having an efficient and effective drop-ship 
capability that delivers against the promise  
of meeting the consumer’s needs is crucial. It 
also must be consistent across all partners.  
Q2 Do all these touchpoints trigger super  
fast delivery?

Sources: Littmann, Facebook, Instagram

Source: Ocado
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Ocado, an online supermarket, has done a 
great job in the UK and it was interesting 
to see what happened to both theirs and 
Kroger’s stock value when they announced  
a partnership last year.



Is Your Point-of-Purchase Content Developed 
With Customer 4.0 in Mind?

Are you thinking about creating content that 
is specifically geared to meeting the needs of 
Customer 4.0? A great website is at the center  
of any modern commerce strategy.

Are you enabling your customers to match their 
belief system to yours? This doesn’t have to 
be about giving away free shoes but having a 
genuine story that is relatable and impactful. 

Peel is a phone case company that does 
both of these things well by creating easy to 
understand point-of-purchase content, as  
well as breathing life into their brand through 
their value of simplicity.
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Source: Peel

What’s
Next?



What’s Next?

One thing is for sure, things will continue to 
change and change fast.

We should consider who Customer 5.0 will  
be – or perhaps, already is.

Defined by:
• Attributes of Customer 1.0, 2.0, 3.0, 4.0 and
• 5G
• AR / VR
• 3D Printing
• Wearable technologies
• Robotics
• Artificial Intelligence

There is a plethora of new technology that 
is already transforming the way customers 
interact with our businesses. 5G, 3D printing, 
wearable technologies, robotics, AI, VR, AR…  
the list goes on. If we knew the answer to this,  
I suppose we’d charge you for this whitepaper.

And lastly, even though we have defined 
customer 4.0, generations still exist within the 
category and therefore, not every platform is 
appropriate for every audience. Yes, (almost)  
all of us have smartphones these days, but 
that doesn’t mean you’ll use the TikTok app  
to get your message across to Boomers. 

Now, the get-out clause. To be blunt, this isn’t  
easy. For digital native businesses who are  
starting from scratch it can be.

However, if you have a sizable business  
to manage across multiple channels and 
geographies you have complexity that must  
be managed, sales numbers to achieve,  
partners to keep happy and a payroll to meet  
at the end of the month.

Guidance on starting this journey is to THINK  
BIG – have a big hairy audacious goal but 
START SMALL – take off bite size chunks 
realizing that it doesn’t have to be done 
overnight. But once you get started SCALE 
FAST – don’t look back. It’s the adage: If you’re 
not moving forwards you’re going backwards.

Think Big.
Start Small.
Scale Fast.
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Customer 5.0
2020–?

Source: WCOMC, PA Consulting



About Highlands Sources
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Highlands started in 1962 as a regional rep 
group, based in Atlanta, GA – mainly selling 
office products to dealers across the southeast. 
Since then, we’ve evolved a lot. Today, we 
provide sales, marketing and eCommerce 
services in multiple sales channels.

We work alongside our clients to secure 
product placement with some of the world’s 
largest B2B re-sellers. We also organize uniform 
and consistent deployment across the USA, 
Europe and Canada. And, by the way, we can 
help with end-user engagement too, securing 
contractual specification for your products.
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Today, we work across multiple channels and 
categories, including office products, workplace 
and home furniture, business machines, 
cleaning supplies, breakroom products, facilities 
management, hospitality, MRO, FF&E and more.

We only work with manufacturers who are 
looking for a partner to work alongside. For 
more information, visit thinkhighlands.com.
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