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Historically, consumers bought products mainly based on price. Few shoppers 
questioned the products that established, well-known brands were selling. 
Advertising claims were also taken at face value. But with economic, social and 
technological shifts affecting the way we shop today, consumer trust now has to 
be earned. Brands need to constantly prove they are worthy of the consumer’s 
dollar and demonstrate outright that they are keeping the consumer and their 
values top of mind, not hiding anything that would contradict their ideals. 

This is the age of transparency—a pivotal point in retail where brands and 
retailers are looking for ways to secure their relevance among current and future 
generations and demographics. Data has become akin to a currency exchanged 
for loyalty. This means product data in particular—details once considered as only 
relevant for supply chain purposes—is taking center stage on consumer mobile 
devices. Organizations need to focus on preparing product data for a longer 
life-span beyond the supply chain—its setup, its maintenance, and how it is shared 
becomes critical to a company’s ability to create meaningful connections with 
consumers in the digital age. 

Now is the time to reorient supply chain business processes to handle these 
new demands and realize the benefits of providing consumers with rich data as 
their preferences and attitude rapidly evolve. Many organizations are finding that 
keeping data in silos will not give them the insights needed to achieve product 
information transparency. By leveraging and extending standards-based processes, 
more organizations can support transparency initiatives and create a reliable 
foundation to explore emerging technologies.  

Let’s take a look at the “conscious consumer” and how the supply chain can 
become more transparent to suit evolving consumer needs. 

THE CONSCIOUS CONSUMER   

A recent report from Blis defined the conscious consumer as a new breed of 
consumer who understands their value to a brand and has perpetual access to 
unprecedented information.  After the 2008 economic recession and the quick 
rise of the smartphone, consumers learned to shop smarter and make more 
informed purchase decisions.  As a result, consumers pay more attention to what 
a brand stands for and the specific details about how their products are produced. 

In fact, a new report from Label Insight and the Food Marketing Institute (FMI) 
revealed just how much consumers are scrutinizing brands today. Their survey 
found that 75 percent of shoppers are more likely to switch to a brand that 
provides more product information than what appears on the physical label. 
Compared with a similar study conducted in 2016, just 39 percent of shoppers 
said they would switch brands.
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What’s important to note is that from the consumer’s perspective, just the fact that 
manufacturers make more information available engenders trust. They feel that it 
shows that manufacturers have nothing to hide. In the study, 86 percent of shoppers 
said access to complete and understandable definitions for ingredients would lead to 
greater trust.  Almost the same amount of shoppers said that they’re more likely to 
be loyal to a brand that offers more information than what’s on the physical label. 

Conscious consumers search for a number of product characteristics. In the food 
industry, the top concerns include sustainability, fair labor and health claims.  A study 
from the Hartman Group found that young consumers often view these aspects 
together—taking action themselves by purchasing organic, fair trade and non-
GMO products. Earlier this year, IRI asked consumers which factors have become 
more important to them when it comes to their fresh food purchases. More than 
30 percent said claims related to antibiotic free, no growth hormones and free of 
pesticides or fertilizers grew in importance over the last few years. 

INDUSTRY’S CONSUMER-CENTRIC STRATEGIES    

Recognizing the opportunity to win over the conscious consumer, the food industry 
has collaborated on multiple consumer-centric strategies and platforms. One 
recently launched app called Pinto1 is a platform designed to make nutrition simple 
and personalized by allowing consumers to easily learn if a food product complies 
with their dietary needs.  According to Sam Slover, CEO of Pinto, who recently 
spoke at a GS1 US event, consumers are making purchase decisions based on the 
“food tribe” they identify with. Now is the time for brands and retailers to lock in a 
relationship with them, to get the right product in front of the right consumer.  Apps 
like this also tap into the gamification of health-oriented goals, and are valued by a 
variety of generations to keep track of diets and exercise regimens. 

Perhaps one of the most talked-about transparency initiatives this year is the 
SmartLabel™ program, which is supported by FMI and the Grocery Manufacturers 
Association (GMA). SmartLabel enables consumers to gain access to details about 
products with the scan of a QR code on the product packaging. Going beyond a 
simple calorie count and ingredient list, the tool is designed to consistently help 
consumers find out why those ingredients are in the product, what they do, and 
where they come from. 

On the back end of these consumer-facing platforms, GS1 Standards are at work. 
Standards help companies participating in both programs provide globally unique 
product identification and a uniform way to share extended product details so that 
data transmission is streamlined and recognized by all trading partner systems. The 
GS1 Global Data Synchronization Network (GDSN) is a continuously updated 
network of product information that allows brands and retailers to share accurate 
and complete product information in real time. It underpins SmartLabel and has 
helped hundreds of companies become data-driven organizations even outside of a 
formal transparency initiative. They are finding that it makes good business sense to 
have a single source of trustworthy information to populate product listings, website 
content, and other beneficial tools and apps.  

On the contrary, the consequences of inaccurate data can ripple through the entire 
supply chain and the transparency movement will only expose this problem further 
if it is not addressed. The global standardization of product information enables 
companies to ensure complete and accurate data exchange. By continuously  
auditing data quality internally and with trading partners through a cross-functional 
program, organizations can keep up with the pace of new data constantly being 
requested, created, and shared. 
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Data quality programs focus on the integrity of product data and how it can be 
maintained through all steps of the supply chain. By following the principles outlined 
in the GS1 US National Data Quality program, brands and retailers have successfully 
taken the state of their data quality from an extremely flawed, reactive state to a 
proactive, preventative state, where they able to get ahead of any potential issues 
before they start.  Without the structure and interoperability that standards enable, 
consumers may find a confusing hodgepodge of inconsistent and static information 
online. If product information does not meet customer expectations, it may lead to 
lost opportunities for future sales, returns, or even illness if, for example, a known 
allergen is left out of a product listing.

SECURING FUTURE RELEVANCE  

Looking further to the future of product information transparency, the global retail 
industry recently collaborated on the development of a new standard, called GS1 
Digital Link, which is essentially a Web-enabled barcode. It resembles a Uniform 
Resource Locator (URL) or Web address and when combined with a data carrier, 
like a barcodes or QR codes, it enables the digital solutions that connect consumers 
directly to robust product information (examples include warranty registration, 
troubleshooting instructions, and discount offers) and rich media (such as images 
and video). Industry believes that through the use of GS1 Digital Link, any product 
can be automatically connected to the Web and represented in a clear, accurate, 
consistent format that promotes brand, retailer, and consumer interaction. GS1 US 
expects end users will begin pilot programs using the standard by the end of the 
year. 

While standards like GS1 Digital Link help streamline the delivery of the product 
information, the actual collection of product information and proof of its existence 
could be greatly assisted by distributed ledger technologies, including blockchain. 
Companies that are committed to transparency are attracted to blockchain because 
of its ability to document and prove a product’s complete provenance. 

Though the technology’s maturity is still approximately three to five years away from 
mainstream adoption, many companies piloting blockchain are encouraged by its 
immutability feature—what is recorded to a blockchain cannot be changed, enabling 
transparency that has never before been achieved in the supply chain. Coupled with 
blockchain’s uber-automation in a decentralized approach, the data recorded can 
travel faster without human intervention. Now, a company can prove the origins of a 
t-shirt labeled as “organic cotton,” for example, and leverage the trail of information 
that was recorded on a blockchain in their online product descriptions. 

A standards-based framework supports blockchain’s success by providing 
uniformity and structure to the data transmitted. Standards also create the systems 
interoperability that is fundamental to the blockchain ecosystem.  A particular GS1 
Standard for physical event data sharing called EPCIS (Electronic Product Code 
Information Services) can help a company record granular information about a 
product’s transformation and journey from its source to the consumer with validity. 
EPCIS has already been embedded into some blockchain applications and has been 
successfully leveraged in the pharmaceutical industry to authenticate product and 
help reduce the amount of counterfeit drugs in circulation. 
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In summary, as technology enables more direct and meaningful engagement 
opportunities with consumers, the pressure to provide consistent and trustworthy 
information is increasing. With increased data standardization and more open data 
sharing, organizations can truly put consumers at the center of their strategies and 
cater to their increasing appetites for information transparency.
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FOOTNOTES 
1  https://pinto.co/home

2  https://www.gs1us.org/what-we-do/services/gs1-us-data-quality-
b2?utm_expid=117074145-28.TmYABHIwSReHsV9p42JaKw.1?utm_
source=PRarticle&utm_medium=PR&utm_term=PR&utm_content=CTA_
Link&utm_campaign=HT4

3  https://www.gs1us.org/industries/retail-grocery?utm_source=PRarticle&utm_
medium=PR&utm_term=PR&utm_content=CTA_Link&utm_campaign=HT4

4  https://www.gs1us.org/industries/foodservice?utm_source=PRarticle&utm_
medium=PR&utm_term=PR&utm_content=CTA_Link&utm_campaign=HT4
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