Why Meeting Consumer
Expectations Won’'t Cut It -
and What Businesses Should Do
Instead
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Consumer behavior has undoubtedly shifted. Research shows that
70% of consumers are willing to pay a premium for ethically
sourced products, and 66% expect brands to understand their
needs and preferences. Nearly half of all consumers now buy
products after seeing them endorsed by people they trust.
These statistics clearly show that people want businesses to
do better.

But here’s what the data doesn’t capture: consumer
expectations alone cannot drive the fundamental changes our
world needs. While businesses scramble to meet these demands,
they’'re missing a crucial opportunity to lead transformation
rather than simply follow it.

Related: Being ‘Busy’ Isn’t Helping You Be Productive — 5 Tips
to Become Truly Efficient at Work

The 1imits of consumer-driven
change

Consumer preferences are powerful, but limited. According to
McKinsey'’s 2025 consumer outlook, 79% of consumers are trading
down due to economic pressures, and 49% plan to delay
purchases. When people are focused on survival and cost-
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cutting, their capacity to prioritize broader social issues
naturally diminishes.

More importantly, consumers can only demand what they can
imagine. They respond to problems they understand and
solutions they can envision. But the most pressing challenges
facing businesses and society require innovation that goes
beyond current consumer awareness.

Technology companies didn’t wait for people to demand
smartphones before developing them. Steve Jobs famously said
that consumers don’t know what they want until you show it to
them. Apple created a solution that transformed how we live
and work, not because market research indicated demand for
touchscreen devices, but because they envisioned possibilities
that consumers hadn’t yet imagined.

We're seeing the same pattern with Artificial Intelligence
today. Companies aren’t implementing AI solutions because
consumers are demanding them — most people still have mixed
feelings about AI integration. According to recent research,
consumers are “AI ambivalent,” yet 85% of Fortune 500
companies are already using AI solutions to transform their
operations. These businesses are leading change by recognizing
AIl's potential to solve problems and create value, regardless
of current consumer sentiment.

The same principle applies to social impact. Waiting for
consumer demand to drive every positive change means limiting
ourselves to incremental improvements rather than
transformative solutions.

Why businesses must take the lead

The business world is transforming continuously, at an
unprecedented pace. In my experience building software
companies, I’'ve seen how tech leaders emerge not by following
trends but by anticipating needs and creating new
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possibilities. That same dynamic applies to social
responsibility and positive impact.

Companies have resources, expertise and scale that individual
consumers lack. They can invest in research and development,
form strategic partnerships and implement solutions at speeds
that consumer movements cannot match. When 95% of
organizations have undergone multiple major transformations in
just three years, it’s clear that businesses are becoming
comfortable with rapid change.

The question is no longer whether businesses should respond to
consumer demands — they absolutely should. The question is
whether they’ll stop there or use their capabilities to drive
changes that serve the common good and create a truly better
world. This means going beyond what consumers haven’'t yet
realized they need and actively working toward solutions that
benefit society as a whole, even when those solutions may not
have immediate market appeal.

What proactive leadership 1looks
like

Real business leadership in social change goes beyond
traditional corporate social responsibility. It involves using
core business capabilities to address societal challenges,
even when there’s no immediate consumer pressure to do so.

1. Get ahead of future needs rather than react to current
demands. Companies that succeed in creating lasting change
identify problems before they become mainstream consumer
concerns. They invest in solutions that may not have immediate
market demand but address fundamental challenges.

2. Use technology for social good. With 85% of Fortune 500
companies now using AI solutions and the projected global AI
impact reaching $22.3 trillion by 2030, businesses have
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unprecedented tools to create positive change. The companies
making the biggest difference are those using these
capabilities proactively rather than reactively.

3. Build ecosystems of change. Rather than working in
isolation, leading companies create networks that amplify
their impact. The Rise Ahead Pledge, signed by 24 major
corporations, demonstrates how businesses can collaborate to
drive social innovation beyond what consumer demand would
naturally create.

Related: How to Keep Up With Customer Expectations

Beyond consumer expectations

Social entrepreneurship and innovation are converging 1in
powerful ways, offering a blueprint for traditional
businesses. The Global Innovation Index 2024 highlights how
social enterprises create transformative solutions by
mobilizing diverse stakeholders to effect change at regional
and global scales. These organizations succeed not by
following consumer preferences but by identifying systemic
issues and developing innovative approaches to address them.

Traditional businesses can learn from this model — instead of
waiting for consumer surveys to tell them what people want,
they can identify underlying problems and develop solutions
that create new markets and possibilities.

The most successful companies of the next decade may be those
that understand that sustainable business success requires
creating value for society, not just responding to its
expressed demands. This means taking calculated risks,
investing in solutions that may not have immediate payoffs and
using business capabilities to address challenges that extend
beyond traditional market boundaries.

Consumer expectations will continue to evolve, and businesses
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must remain responsive to their markets. However, the
companies that will truly make a difference — and build
lasting competitive advantages — are those that move beyond
responsiveness to proactive leadership in creating positive
change.

The time for waiting is over

We’'re at an inflection point where traditional approaches to
business and social responsibility are no longer sufficient.
Consumer demands provide important signals about market
direction, but they cannot drive the scale and speed of change
that current global challenges require.

The businesses that recognize this opportunity and act on it
will not only create meaningful social impact but also
position themselves as leaders in the next era of commerce.
Those who continue to wait for consumer permission to make
positive change will find themselves increasingly irrelevant
in a world that rewards proactive leadership over reactive
adaptation.

Lead the change you want to see in the world, or spend your
time chasing changes that others create. The companies that
choose to lead will define the business landscape for decades
to come.
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