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1. OPEN A WINDOW AND CUSTOMISE YOUR WORLD 
Consumer behaviour is a reflex of the current social, demographic and economic 
situation in a context of economic globalisation and geopolitical fragmentation. 

Consumption reflects citizens' worries: about the future of our jobs and our children's; 
about our purchasing power; about our personal savings, loans and pensions; about 
climate change and affordable energy; about food scares and expensive groceries; about 
the safety of the goods and services that we buy for ourselves and our children. Indeed, 
family and social welfare are citizens' main concerns. 

This note lists a series of trends that will impact on consumers in the forthcoming 
decade and identifies some of the topics for future reflection regarding the consumer 
challenges that Europe will likely face in the next ten years. 

2.TRENDS 
2.1. An ageing albeit more autonomous population. The European population is ageing 
and birth rates continue to fall, in some Member States below replacement level1. 

Being elderly will decreasingly equate with being a pensioner, nor with financial 
dependency, due to medical developments which allow for a further increase in life 
expectancy and better treat a variety of chronic diseases. Although the elderly will need 
long-term, expensive medical services, they will keep an independent life longer than 
today. In the end, the myth of a frail old age crippled with disabilities will be destroyed.  

Marketing specifically targeted towards the elderly (instead of the young) will develop. 
Elderly will increasingly enjoy travelling, practice sports, study, use the internet and will 
spend heavily on food and cosmetics that promise to improve health or slow down 
ageing. On the other hand, some of the elderly population may still be frail and ailing, 
and will be vulnerable to scams and hard selling. Finally, policy-making specifically 
directed towards the elderly is likely to emerge, as they become the majority of the 
European population. Political parties advocating elderly interests are likely to emerge.   

2.2. Leisure society. The growing category of autonomous elderly will reinforce the move 
by Western societies from a working society to a leisure society. Focus is on well-being, 
quality of life, stress reduction, and personal development. Leisure and well-being 
industries are therefore likely to develop further and bundle with health services and 
tourism. Home services will explode as the elderly will live longer at home. Consumers 
will likely be more mobile, fickle, less faithful to brands, and increasingly looking for both 
real life and online emotional experiences.  

2.3. Lifestyle trends. Consumer behaviour emulates specific lifestyle values. In a 
complex world, various, paradoxical trends are likely to develop. The trends mentioned 
below are not isolated, as consumers may drive a SUV and yet buy organic products. 

The Barbie world lifestyle model is based on consumerism and over indebtedness. 
Consumers experience happiness by accumulating goods, in particular technological 
goods. Emphasis is on the immediate sensation: happiness is transitory and requires the 
constant replacement by newer, upgraded goods.  

The good citizen's model is one of thrift and frugality, waste reduction, environmentally 
friendly behaviour, sustainable development, simplicity, acquisition of durable goods and 
organic products. Consumers are seen as agents for change. Emphasis is on 
responsibility: consumers control their urge to purchase goods or services, reduce 
energy consumption, and make sustainable consumer choices. 

 

                                                 
1 Eurostat news release of 26 August 2008; United Nations World Fertility Patterns 2007; United Nations World 
Population Ageing 2007.   
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It is to be noted that some of the lifestyle choices mentioned require consumers to have 
the additional revenue needed to finance them, e.g., to pay for efficient insulation in 
order to save energy, or to buy organic goods. This may be more difficult during a 
recession. 

An increasingly higher number of persons will live in cities2 or in nearby suburbs. More 
time is likely to be devoted to transport from suburbia to the metropolis, during which 
people will listen to music, learn online, connect with others, and shop. Public transport 
stations such as airports and train stations will increasingly resemble shopping centres, 
assorted with supermarkets, spas, restaurants, dry cleaning services.  

2.4. Is it safe? The current economic model is based on subcontracting industrial 
manufacturing and outsourcing back office activities such as call centres, accounting and 
payroll services. The increasing difficulty of government control over the economy is 
accompanied by a transnationalisation of production, investment and consumption. This 
contrasts with the national basis of taxation and budget systems. Goods consumers buy 
and use in Europe must be safe, regardless of the country of production. Safety is an 
important driver of consumer choice. Recurrent food scares and toy recalls decrease 
consumer confidence. Safety also concerns services, including the liability of professional 
services such as financial services, those provided by lawyers and accountants, and 
hotel accommodation.  

2.5. Consumers of services. Services represent a large share of EU GDP. Certain services 
markets which have been recently liberalised are not working properly3. Following 
liberalisation, monopolies were replaced by oligopolies, but there was no clear increase 
of competition to the benefit of consumers.  

2.6. Consumers of technology. Europeans are early adopters of technology and avid 
users of the internet.  Younger generations are likely to use the internet more and 
increasingly ignore the TV as communication media. E-commerce is the second most 
commonly used retail channel4. More focused web marketing techniques using users' 
individual profiles, blogs and online social networks (Twitter, Facebook, MySpace, Hi5, 
LinkedIn, Habbo, PatientsLikeMe, Plaxo, Xiaonei) are likely to develop while the right to 
control one's identity (and the persons one shares it with) will be tested due to data 
protection concerns. 

a. Connectivity. Miniaturisation of portable devices such as the mobile phone, the 
PDA and the MP3 player is likely to increase. Portable devices will be used 
everywhere, in particular during the longer transportation times as a result of 
growing urbanisation. Connectivity is likely to develop further among devices since 
existing technology such as Wi-Fi and radio-frequency identification5 allow shoppers 
to know a person's recently downloaded music, the pages recently browsed in the 
mobile phone, or the places recently visited; home devices monitor health 
parameters like glycaemia, blood pressure, and coagulation rate, avoiding trips to 
laboratories or hospitals; geographical location is used for advertising purposes. 

b. Addiction and abuse. Not being part of the digital world is something most young 
people cannot conceive. The risk of dependence through the pervasive use of 
messaging, social networks, online games and gambling is likely to increase. Identity 
theft and cyber bullying6 will also spread.  

c. Information overload. Being constantly bombarded by more information that one 
can readily assimilate hinders decision-making and judgment by causing stress, 
confusion, uncertainty and distraction.  

                                                 
2 United Nations, World Urbanization Prospects: The 2005 Revision.  
3 Commission Communication 'Monitoring consumer outcomes in the Single Market: the Consumer Market 
Scoreboard', COM(2008)31 and accompanying Staff Working Document SEC (2008) 87. 
4 Commission Staff Working Document, Report on cross-border e-commerce in the EU, SEC (2009) 283. 
5 European Parliament, RFID and Identity Management in Everyday Life (2006).  
6 Eurobarometer, Towards a safer use of the Internet for children in the EU – a parents’ perspective, 2008. 
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A likely trend will be the development of personalised, peer- searches. Users' profiles 
as regards browsing, shopping and social communities will be crucial for a more 
tailored marketing and advertising. 

3. OPPORTUNITIES FOR EU ACTION 
Crises bring challenges and the opportunity to think out of the box and out of the fence. 
It is a chance to think creatively about new solutions. The greatest question is how to 
ensure organised evolution, as current chaotic developments contribute to instability.  

The European Parliament could stand as a strategic partner in a changing world by 
providing an inclusive, effectively horizontal approach within the EU ensuring that policy-
making is directed at increasing the welfare of citizens, and at freeing the full potential 
of the internal market. 

3.1. Transnational governance. The global economy in general, and international 
financial markets in particular, are now so integrated that only stronger global 
governance and more concerted action will do. 

Product safety is also trade and customs-related. Ensuring security, safety and trade 
facilitation throughout the supply chain is necessary to ensure consumer confidence in 
goods and to expand economic growth. Consider further cooperation with China and 
other emerging economic players in order to secure smart and secure trade lanes with 
the European Community which include global consumer product traceability. 

3.2. Prescription: Buy Something. The success of internal market is based on millions of 
citizens consuming. Through successive enlargements, the number of consumers with a 
potential of increasing purchasing power grew exponentially.  

Consumer spending drives the overall European economy. It helps the economy to get 
back on track after a recession and is essential to sustain it during expansion. Support 
the European economy by helping the consumer to buy during recession, to shop cross-
border, and by preventing abuses in markets not performing well. Evaluate how 
facilitating conclusion of (consumer) contracts and strengthening consumer rights when 
buying goods and services, helps build consumer confidence. Ponder over guaranteeing 
access to transparent and affordable financial services, including, inter alia, access to 
basic services such as bank accounts and micro-insurance.  

3.3. The many faces of consumer policy. Consumer policy is increasingly interlinked with 
antitrust policy, financial services, telecommunications, energy and transport. At the 
same time, companies, as drivers of growth and job creation, should not be burdened 
with excessive red tape in order to do business without barriers.  

Regulation exists to simplify a multifarious world, and to introduce protective measures 
where there are risks affecting certain groups. EU legislation is increasingly complex; 
recent legislative packages on cross-cutting issues cover the remit of several 
parliamentary committees, of several Directorate-Generals within the European 
Commission, and of several Councils (Competitiveness, Justice, Ecofin). On another 
perspective, lawmaking will require reconciling different, often conflicting goals, in a 
complex and interdependent world. 

The need for coherent transposition and correct implementation of EC legislation by 
Member States will remain crucial in order to avoid fragmentation of the internal market.  

Consumer satisfaction is the main driver for the functioning of the internal market. 
Effective enforcement is essential for markets to function well, as consumers who feel 
adequately protected by legislation are more confident. On the contrary, consumers who 
encounter difficulties when trying to solve a problem, or when seeking redress, will be 
more mistrustful. Unhappy consumers are also alienated voters.  
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Assess the internal market effects of current fragmentation of national laws regulating 
consumer transactions. Weigh the desirability of compensation of consumers who have 
suffered damages caused by the same trader by way of mass claim cases (collective 
redress). Look at electronic small claims courts and mediation services (e-justice) as a 
way of obtaining cheap and quick redress. 

3.4. Technology survival kit. Technology poses huge consumer challenges. Consider 
whether consumers can fully benefit from the development of new technologies by way 
of more choice and lower prices. Balance reconciling reduction of red tape with an 
effective protection of consumers against faulty digital products.  

Ponder how to balance the unconstrained development of innovative online activities and 
services with sufficient data protection when using inter alia search engines, social 
platforms and payment systems. Evaluate how to cater both for the proper functioning 
of the internal market and ensuring the protection of vulnerable groups. 

3.5. Monitoring markets. Monitoring markets, particularly those which are not 
performing well, will increase market efficiency. Consider whether the European 
Parliament could play a role in monitoring certain markets which are not working in 
order to promote competition to the benefit of consumers and to improve transparency 
of offers and prices available in the market. This includes markets such as financial 
services, retail banking services (e.g. fees), insurances, gas, electricity, fixed telephony, 
and transport (urban and suburban). It is therefore suggested to consider reinforcing 
Parliament's role in the following tasks: TIME = Transposition, Implementation, 
Monitoring, and Enforcement. 

In order to do so, consider how to reach out to social networks, as a way of connecting 
policy with civil society and associations, and of increasing Parliament's legitimacy as the 
house of citizens. Testing new models for citizen participation may be a helpful tool to 
assess the impact of policies and to pursue an evidence-based policy. Contemplate 
whether it would be useful for the European Parliament to develop its own forecasting 
resources so as to anticipate trends instead of being determined by them.  
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