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I want to highlight some trends in consumer empowerment and see how Midata  might be situated amongst these.

Like to start by asking you to….

Think of any market. Or public service for that matter. There are only ever really 2 tribes:……the  providers and the consumers.

Listen to any market....and you’ll hear the steady, repetitive beat of a drum.

Look at any of those markets.......you’ll see one tribe drums and the other dances to the beat.

As we stare down the barrel of the Twenty First Century, a fundamental question from the consumer perspective is who will be beat the drum……and who will dance? 





(Image: (cc) Fyne: http://www.flickr.com/photos/fyne/2258160883/sizes/m/in/photostream/)




‘Just as management developed a new 
organizational model to enhance economies 
of scale in production, it developed the 
techniques of mass marketing to do the 
same for consumption.’ 
 

The Cluetrain  Manifesto 

That old dance routine 
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Remember the Twentieth Century? 

Things were a lot clearer back then. Providers banged the drum and consumers danced to its beat, with the ritual playing out through mass production, mass marketing and mass media. 

Consumers knew their place. They were, for the most part isolated nodes, stranded at the receiving end – literally - of marketing, the products and services it told us we needed, and the all too often lousy customer service that accompanied things going wrong. 

If we saw Sid, we probably did tell him about it, but we didn’t have the means to share what we had to say much wider.

In instances where consumers stopped dancing and tried to take up drumming, they didn’t have the tools to amplify it. Their only real hope of being heard was through the work of consumer bodies, or when programmes like Watchdog would beat the drum for them. 

Supplier complacency and, in some instances contempt, was commonplace.

Consumer research (in 2006) led the National Consumer Council to identify the existence of what it termed the Stupid Company; revealing a sorry picture of arrogant and indifferent businesses that kept on making the same mistakes…. over-promising and under-delivering, treating customers in a clinical and patronising way, and being incapable of getting the most basic things right. Too often they were focused on making a quick profit at the expense of the longer-term relationship.

That was then.




‘If they [consumers] can bring down the 
Egyptian regime in weeks they can bring 
us down in nanoseconds.’ 

 
Paul Polman, CEO, Unilever, June 2011 

A new beat... 
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But as we advance into the Twenty First Century, the world is changing fast. And I mean Fast. Six years ago you’d never heard of Facebook, Twitter or Youtube.  Now a significant proportion of what you hear is via social media platforms.

Mass media is giving way to a media of the masses – providing consumers with widespread access to quite possibly the loudest drum kit we’ve ever known. When consumers bang the drum now, the whole world can hear. 

In the last year access to these tools has helped people bring down dictators, make an ass of the law on super injunctions....and close the UK’s biggest selling newspaper. 

Widespread access to these tools are transforming how we behave and what we can achieve as consumers. 

Consumers are becoming uber-connected and active participants in markets, rather than atomised and voiceless purchaser of goods and services. 

They: “....now talk back to businesses and speak out to the general public, and they can do so en masse and in coordinated ways.” (Clay Shirky).

And the upshot is disruption to the established order everywhere. To providers. To markets.








Radical transparency: ‘your brands in our hands’ 
 
Get it, together: leveraging aggregate consumer 
power 
 
We can do this: the rise of P2P alternatives 
 
B2C Collaboration: help us, help you, help us 

That sounds like this: 
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I want to quickly highlight some trends in consumer empowerment, where providers are dancing to a consumer beat...

The first is radical transparency (Polman quote on previous slide touched on this).  Now that consumers are connected and able to generate content and share experiences, providers are losing control over the message and how their brand is perceived. Remember the quarter of a million strong Boycott BP Facebook group that emerged in response to the company’s Gulf of Mexico debacle?

- 37% of consumers contribute to online reviews in the UK (BT/Avaya 2011)
- 94% of consumers who are looking to buy a product online use review sites or customer feedback to inform their decisions (CF 2010).

McKinsey have found that US buyers now rate online user reviews as the top influencer of their buying decisions—nearly twice as influential as old-style advertising.

Research from various sources has shown that consumers prefer hearing the beat of our peers over that of providers - we trust it more for a start. 
 
Counter-intuitively, perhaps:  a number of studies have found we’re (slightly) more likely to beat the drum about the good experiences we have with providers, than the bad ones.

Radical transparency goes beyond review and feedback sites. BT/Avaya found that 16 per cent of smartphone owners are scanning barcodes in-store to compare prices online before deciding where to buy; and then using information on discrepancies to challenge sales agents.
 
The second trend relates to the ways in which connected consumers can now leverage their aggregate consumer demand to achieve better value. High opportunity and transaction costs used to ensure this hardly ever happened.  But now Social media has eroded those costs and we’re seeing an explosion of activity in this space.....ranging from the phenomenal growth of the ‘daily deals’ market where platforms such as Grouopon coordinate and activate group buying power…….. To spontaneous consumer-led efforts to put a Rage Against the Machine record in the Christmas number one spot; or to pressure Twinings to reinstate the classic Earl Grey recipe.

The Third trend covers peer to peer marketplaces and collaboration: this is posing a challenge to incumbent providers in some sectors – such as Zopa, the peer to peer lending platform; and intermediaries such as Crashpadder and Airbnb, which link consumers needing short holiday lets with consumers who have spare space.

But...empowerment doesn’t have to be about one upmanship, one tribe on top. Some of the greatest opportunities lie in the potential for consumers to drum with  rather than drum at providers.... Lego’sDesign by Me and My Starbucks Idea are examples of big players who are starting to realise the mutual value that can be achieved by collaborating with your customers. 

Mobile network provider Giffgaff has built its whole business around this approach. In its own words:

“Our members play the most important role developing and shaping giffgaff into what it is and where it's going. Not only do our members do a great job of running the forums, inspiring the community, and generally spreading the good word of giffgaff far and wide, they've also given us our best ideas, from how they want their mobile network run, to what they want in the future.
 
 






‘Consumers are however pressed for time and spend on 
average only 3.2 hours a week on all consumer tasks. To 
ensure that consumers remain empowered in the face of the 
growing information overload and increasing lack of time for 
shopping, new shortcuts and comparison tools need to be 
found.’  
 

Consumer Empowerment in the EU, European Commission, April 2011 
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So, where does Midata fit in this jigsaw of empowerment? 2 stats struck me when I started my work on consumer empowerment earlier this year.

One was the statistic in this slide – we spend on average less than 28 minutes a day on consumer tasks. Second was a statistic from the University of California that we are bombarded by 36gb of information per day.

When we’re time poor in an information rich world, empowerment has to be achieved through enabling consumers to use those 28mins most effectively, in ways that cut through rather than add to the background noise. As the Commission rightly notes: new shortcuts and tools need to be found. 

And this is where I think Midata has real potential. App developers are already providing the tools that automate and bring convenience to tasks that are otherwise a chore.  

Tools that can go further and combine smart algorithms with our actual usage histories, requirements and intentions could result in apps and services doing the heavy lifting for us in markets where switching and decision making is fraught with difficulties.

They could cut laser like through the confusion, present bespoke choices to us and then help us act on them with much more confidence and much less friction than is currently the case.  

They could also help us organise and achieve our aims as consumers more conveniently and more effectively – analysing our consumer patterns to help us maintain our health, or act in more sustainable ways.

Midata could also support the design of public services around the needs of their users. Despite various government commitments and the best efforts of David Varney, Michael Bichard and other heavyweight reformers, departments and delivery agencies have proved resolutely incapable of  achieving joined up front line delivery (despite the promise of large savings and better services). ��Midata could enable consumers to become the agents of connection. If they can access and combine their data from each of the services they depend on, then the consumer can break down the inter-agency silos to facilitate the seamless ‘whole person’ service delivery they require. 
 



‘The plan is to release all sorts of data held by 
private businesses back to consumers – but 
the challenge is going to be explaining to the 
public just why this is so exciting.’ 
 

 
BBC technology Correspondent, Rory Cellan-Jones  
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The title for our slot is what does Midata mean for consumers? 

As Rory Cellan-Jones points out here, it really is going to be a challenge to make it mean anything.

As I think a number of us here will have experienced, Midata can be a rather esoteric concept for the uninitiated to grasp, that can involve something of a learning curve. So what chance the consumer in the street? 

Consumers will need a better picture of what Midata, in practical terms, can do for them,  rather than a focus on what it is in dry conceptual terms. Can we articulate how life with Midata is better than life without it? 

Also, its potential goes way beyond making switching easier, or crunching our supermarket receipts, but we (me included) struggle to get beyond these obvious, but not brilliantly inspiring examples. Perhaps it’s when an unanticipated must have app or service appears in this space that it will start to make sense to and engage consumers.

One thing we can be sure of is that data is a major concern for consumers. When it comes to online transactions:

70% are suspicious about the data companies collect after visiting their website (BT/Avaya*)
65% of consumers are concerned about being a victim of fraud (EU**)
61% worry about security when dealing with an organisation over the internet (BT/Avaya)
56% are concerned that their identity might be stolen online. (EU)
33% are concerned that information is being shared with third parties without their agreement. (EU)

High profile breaches, such as those experienced by Sony and Adidas heighten these concerns; as do revelations about what happens without our knowing, such as Apple regularly harvesting information about the movements of Iphone users.

My takeaway point here is that while there is great potential for Midata to be empowering, the whole exercise risks being futile if consumers either don’t get it, or if data security concerns mean they are not confident enough to utilise it.  And there’s a risk it could be positively disempowering for those that do take advantage of Midata, unless necessary safeguards are in place. 


*EU research: http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_359_en.pdf  
**BT/Avaya research: http://www.globalservices.bt.com/static/assets/pdf/other/BT_Avaya_TheAutonomousCustomer_Report.pdf


 



Mineral rights, right? 
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You may have seen that commentators in this area frequently refer to personal data as the ‘new oil’. 

The analogy makes sense in some respects. It is clearly the fuel that will fire the engines of the digital economy; and is a lubricant that ensures components within the machine work well together. 

It’s therefore set to become the major commodity of the age. And that’s where the oil analogy should start to give us all as consumers some cause for concern.

As with any commodity, control of the resource confers or consolidates power. Competitive advantage and therefore profit in the C21 will increasingly align with the effective collection, control and application of personal data. On that basis are all companies really in the mood to commit voluntarily and for the long-term to sharing it with consumers who can direct it around a market as they see fit? (a genuine open question) 

Oil has also been the source of speculation, cartel behaviour, exploitation and conflict. The kind of un-redeeming features we have to be vigilant for manifestations of with personal data. That’s not to mention the dangerous consequences for an ecosystem of an oil leak.

Another prescient parallel is in the vertically integrated structure of the oil majors – they extract, they refine, they sell at the forecourt. 

If this is replicated in a data context there’s a risk that providers will give consumers access to their data with one hand, access to the apps that will refine it with the other, and thus have the means to only point consumers towards options available from their forecourt, rather than to options that are in the consumer’s best interest.

Which leads to a key question of who’ll be paying for Midata and how? We wouldn’t want to see a situation where a Midata proposition is presented to consumers as free, but in reality results in them paying for access to data, or for a third party service, by handing over additional data.

So if personal data is the new oil, then consumers, as its source, surely need an appropriate set of enforceable mineral rights to ensure their interests are safeguarded, that they can take a stake in value of this commodity, that the potential for empowerment is realised and that they are not wide open to exploitation?

Without those mineral rights there’s a risk that consumers could be left with only the illusion of empowerment here…..where we think we’re drumming, but really we’re just dancing to the latest incarnation of a provider beat.
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