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We don’t need 
no education
Reconsidering consumer education  
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Consumers purchase out of habit or on autopilot, which 
creates a hurdle for new categories, emerging decision factors, 
and attracting new consumers overall.

The challenge of bringing consumers into the 
fold leads to the often referenced, but tough to 
execute, tactic of consumer education.
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While the reasons to 
educate are legitimate, 
the consumer is not 
always looking for this 
information. Worst case, 
education can come off as 
condescending.

Education tactics 
tend to push 
information at 
consumers.

We just need to educate 
consumers that
… our product is more sustainable
… CBD is effective in reducing pain
… fish oil is good for your heart
… nuts are a high-protein snack
… this new option is easier to use

Education tactics 
disregard that 
consumers educate 
themselves, on their 
own terms.

Examples
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… and the most helpful sources of 
information don’t come from the brand. 

When researching 
a new product 
or brand… 

Consumers take credit for doing their own 
research…

“I find a product type I am looking for 
and read reviews online to see what 
others have to say before I purchase 
it.”

“I review the product on the 
manufacturer’s homepage, AND also 
go onto consumer report pages as 
well to get a more objective 
assessment. I will also discuss with 
friends to see if they have used the 
product and whether they like it 
or not.”

“I normally go online and read reviews 
on retailer sites about the product that 
I am interested in. I also watch 
YouTube videos.”

of consumers check 
at least 3 sources

62%

of consumers spend 
at least 15 minutes 
researching

63%

Consumer-led vs. brand-led
Sources with most useful information

Source: Kearney Consumer Institute – Consumer Education Study,  January 2022

Online research (73%)

Customer reviews (68%)

People I know (40%) 

Product or brand website (39%)

Info on product/label (26%)

Social media (18%)

TV/online ads (11%)

Traditional media (10%)

In-store advertising (8%)
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Consumer trust is grounded in people, 
not institutions or brands.

Most trusted sources for product information

38%

47%

47%

38%

Source: Kearney Consumer Institute – Consumer Education Study,  January 2022

The ultimate influencers are fellow consumers, who add 
context and provide validation

10 ranked options, % top three box 

Family

Customer 
reviews 

Product 
experts 

Friends

Customer reviews are 
the most influential.  
Because they are 
people who have 
purchased and already 
used the products.

Friends and family 
because the review 
will be coming from a 
person that I know.

Usually, my girlfriend or 
my brothers and sisters. 
Or I will go online and 
read reviews.

What sources or who is the most influential in getting you to buy products?
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Given that consumers educate themselves, 

Should brands abandon 
“consumer education”?

6
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Education solves consumer-identified 
problems; otherwise, it’s awareness.

Source: Kearney analysis

Education can’t be neutral;
it requires the brand to take a stand. Approach education 
with caution because it can quickly become a landmine.

Types of 
proposed education

Food education
Whole foods vs. 
Lower-emission meat vs. 
Processed but low in calories

Issue

While it may be 
factual, it’s not a 
core benefit to 
the consumer

Brand

A comparison 
between brands or 
products
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– Packaging is 
sustainably 
sourced

– X brand contains 
more protein 
than Y

Attribute

A quality of the 
product that is 
a fact

Cross-category

Informing 
consumers about a 
broader solution 

Product

A characteristic 
true of the product 
(but sometimes 
harder to validate)

– Nuts contain 
protein

– CBD addresses 
various ailments

– Fish oil is good 
for your heart

Sustainability education 
Reducing emissions vs. 
Recyclable packaging vs.
Resale 
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The rationale to 
educate and 
consumer interest 
determine the path 
forward.

Improved user-
friendliness or 
new use case

Consumer lack of 
awareness, 
including specific 
product details

Addressing a trend 
or something 
consumers are 
asking for

Consumer 
misconception or 
hard to validate 
product efficacy
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r Do consumers have an issue with their current solution? Are consumers looking 

for a new option?
– If yes, what is the gap? Or opportunity?
– If no, is it more about general marketing and awareness rather than education?
Am I talking to the consumers that already buy my product rather than potential 
consumers?
Am I set up to listen to consumers?
Am I letting consumers tell me how they use the product?
Is the claim a core (top 1-2) function or element of the product?  
How am I accounting for the hurdle of changing behavior?
Do consumers likely know it about the product (for example, meat is gluten free)?

– Grocery delivery is 
easier.

– Online customer 
service is faster.

– CBD is effective in 
reducing pain.

– Plant-based meat 
has lower carbon 
emissions.

– Nuts are a high-
protein snack.

– The packaging is 
recyclable.

– Sustainable cleaning 
products aren’t as 
effective.

– X brand gets clothes 
the cleanest.
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Example: When it comes to food, taste is king

Short-term adjustments

9 Source: Kearney Consumer Institute – Food Trends Study, Sept 2020; Earth Day Study – April 2021

Bring in the mainstream consumer by leading 
with function.

Highlight the core qualities of the product: Encourage consumer 
reviews and increase distribution to help consumers easily compare 
products.
Peel apart education from marketing: If the quality is not top-of-
mind to consumers, the focus is driving awareness not education.
Rethink education spend: Consumers look for information online. 
Evaluate spend buckets accordingly (for example, SEO vs. updated 
labels).

Taste is the number 
one attribute for trying new 

food trends (78%)
68% of consumers won’t 
buy plant-based meat because 
it doesn’t taste good

To attract mainstream consumers, it’s not about 
educating them on the sustainability benefits; 
it’s focusing on taste and messaging accordingly.

Lead with 
the core 
benefit 
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Talking about every box the product could check 
isn’t necessary; it creates confusion and risk.

Prioritize claims (on pack and in general): Simplify to the core 
functions and the 1-2 qualities that consumers care about.
Don’t try to extend too far: Virtue signaling can erode trust rather 
than build it and leads to issues such as green washing.
Stop looking for consumer validation: If the brand truly believes 
in the purpose, stop expecting consumers to reward you for it. 

RXBAR broke through the 
crowded bar category by 
keeping it simple. 
Other than one protein claim, 
which is their core benefit, 
they don’t try to highlight any 
other claims on front of pack.

Veja sneakers are an ethical 
and sustainable brand from 
France.
They lead with fashion and 
style, while providing 
supporting documentation 
on their sustainability and 
sourcing.

Show,
don’t tell
Medium-term initiatives 

10
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Consumers build their own communities as 
sources of information.

Tap into communities: Invest in understanding consumers through 
ethnographic and anthropological research.
Identify the influencers to understand specifically how they are 
learning about products. Engage with existing communities.
Embrace (all) reviews—the good, the bad, and the ugly: Scrape 
reviews to identify product strengths and issues; use them to make 
the next iteration better (and don’t delete bad reviews).

Key opinion consumers 
(KOCs) are growing in China, 
Thailand, Malaysia, and other 
Asian countries as leading 
sources of information as true 
shoppers, with a small but loyal 
fan base. 

Unlike KOLs and influencers, 
many are not paid and 
privately communicate with 
fellow consumers. As a result, 
consumers find them to be 
more reliable and honest.

Long-term approach

11

Find the 
influential 
consumers 
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Looking forward

We’re expecting consumers to begin demonstrating more traditional inflationary behaviors.  
Consumers tend to make tradeoffs—whether it’s trying new brands, buying certain items 
less, or going to closer stores—but most don’t just trade down across the board.
The metaverse was the name of the game during NRF. Brands are experimenting in the 
space and buying up virtual real estate. But there’s still a long way to go for mainstream 
consumer adoption.

Our research shows how much stock consumers put in fellow 
consumer reviews. Are consumers over relying on these reviews, 
which can be manipulated or incentivized?  More to come…

What we’re watching

What comes next

12

Next KCI 
quarterly briefing:
May 17, 2022
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What is it?
Kearney think tank creating thoughtful, 
consumer-first content and perspectives, 
assessing existing and evolving consumer 
behaviors, needs, and decision-making

What does it do? 
Advocates for the consumer 
Challenges existing assumptions 
Reframes to ask different questions 
Generates conversation 
Translates into action 

Kearney Consumer 
Institute (KCI)

For further discussion, 
please contact:

Katie Thomas
Lead, Kearney Consumer Institute

katie.thomas@kearney.com

7 Times Square, 36th Floor
New York, NY 10036, USA
kearney.com

http://www.kearney.com/

