dentsu consumer vision

The Age of Inclusive Intelligence

THEME TWO

Synthetic Society
In the 2010s consumers and brands alike have placed a premium on
natural products and ways of living. In the 2020s, we’ll see a widespread
embrace of synthetic enhancements and virtual experiences that improve
our health and the way we pursue pleasure.

2030: A day in the life of an imagined consumer
Tyler, Los Angeles*
Tyler is 26 years old and lives in Los Angeles. In 2023, a car accident left him paralysed
from the waist down. Fortunately, his local community raised money to buy him the
latest exoskeleton model, enabling him to regain full mobility. Rehabilitation was still
a long process. Tyler often spent many days at home, immobile and isolated, prompting
him to take up video-gaming as a pastime. Playing virtual reality eSports not only
served as a useful distraction; his game’s haptic technology suit also helped him rebuild
upper body muscle strength and movement.
Despite his physical rehabilitation, the car crash left Tyler with mild PTSD symptoms,
something traditional therapy couldn’t resolve. Luckily, in California, qualified medical
professionals and therapists have prescribed psychoactive drugs, such as ecstasy, in
small doses as medical treatment since 2025. It’s been a difficult road, but Tyler also
sees positives: if the accident hadn’t happened, he would not have met his girlfriend
Julie through his virtual eSports league. Julie has since quit playing eSports, as the
immersive experience became addictive and got in the way of her everyday life.
Inspired by his passion for video games, Tyler began a
postgraduate degree in Immersive Gaming at UCLA
last year. He hopes the degree will help him fulfil his
dream of competing in the FIFA eWorld Cup, the most
watched global sporting event. Though one of the best
in his class, Tyler thinks it an unfair advantage that
some of his peers have special chip implants in their
brains to assist with basic cognitive functions, such
as improved memory. While Tyler’s exoskeleton and
smart drugs have alleviated his health conditions, he
believes that technological upgrades for the sake of
self-improvement could cause irreversible societal
inequalities and should be illegal—unless the benefits
are accessible to everyone. The United Nations is
currently considering enshrining a Universal Basic
Upgrade (UBU) as a fundamental human right,
which Tyler finds reassuring and makes him
hopeful for the future.
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*Disclaimer: not a real person; image is for illustration only.
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Exploring the synthetic society
For some, Tyler’s life may sound like a dream, for others, a nightmare. Either way, it’s
clear that the way we use technology to interact with the world around us and enhance
our well-being is radically changing. The COVID-19 crisis placed sharper focus on many
pre-existing trends—not least in how technology can be used to enhance our ‘real world’
relationships as well as to enter entirely new worlds through advances in eSports and
immersive technologies. In this chapter of the dentsu consumer vision, we explore how
these trends will evolve over the next decade, and what brands need to do to succeed in
a synthetic society and put ‘inclusive intelligence’ at the heart of their value proposition.

3.
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TREND ONE

Beyond human
By 2030, exponential advances in biomedical and
technological research will enable people to upgrade
their cognitive and physical capabilities. And many
will want to do this. Research suggests 44% of people
globally believe that humans should be able to use
drugs and technology to improve themselves, even
when they are healthy. 1 For example, a quarter of
people across China, Japan, the United Kingdom and
the United States today would consider undergoing
non-essential surgery to improve mental health
and this rises to a third by 2030. 2 Expectations of
personal health and well-being goals will inevitably
rise in a world in which augmentation procedures are
increasingly available, catalysed by the coronavirus
pandemic which brought the issue of optimal health to
the forefront of people’s minds.

of people would by
2030 consider nonessential surgery to
improve their mental
health
Various forms of so-called ‘biohacking’, such as braincomputer interfaces, exoskeletons, smart drugs
and genetic editing, seek to meet this demand and
will become more commonplace in the years ahead.
Basic forms of biohacking involving the optimisation
of exercise, nutrition and sleep received widespread
attention following COVID-19. However, by 2030 only
a small subset of affluent citizens will be able to afford
fundamental biological and technological upgrades,
calling into question the rights of people to access such
services. For brands, many of whom base their marketing
strategies around understanding human nature and
human-centred design principles, a key implication will
be to reconsider what it means to be human and how
strategies will need to evolve accordingly.
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Previously, ethics was kind of the
annoying thing that you would deal
with at the end of a research
project, but now we talk about
ethics even before we start to
build the products.
Dr Edmund Lee, public health communication scientist

It’s all in the genes
Genetic editing will be heralded as
one of the most significant scientific
breakthroughs in modern times.
The powerful new genetic editing
technology CRISPR (Clustered Regularly
Interspaced Short Palindromic Repeats)
enables the modification, deletion and
correction of precise regions of our
DNA. This offers tremendous potential
not only for repairing the defects
of underlying genetically defined
diseases, but also crucially for cellular
engineering. 3 As CRISPR is developed
throughout the 2020s, it could make
biological upgrades more feasible. By
2029, a ‘never before’ event will be
CRISPR legally regulated and applied
in the first patient trials for disease
prevention.
Progress in this field will inevitably raise
ethical concerns. The next decade will
see greater emphasis placed on medical
ethics to ascertain the implications—
both for individuals and society at
large—of innovation in the biotech
industry, from preventing genetic
diseases to editing embryos’ DNA.
Expect ethics to become an integral
component of health programmes at
leading universities, shaping attitudes
towards public health for years to
come. Through legal and philosophical
deliberation, during the 2020s we will
begin determining on a case-by-case
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basis where the lines are drawn, not only
between disease protection and the
enhancement of human qualities and
capabilities, but between the ethically
and unethically sound.
However, the coronavirus pandemic
could result in heightened brand
innovation and a relaxation in consumer
attitudes to DNA testing and early
iterations of genetic editing. For
example, Israeli start up Geneyx has
collaborated with hospitals to determine
whether genetic mutations could lessen
or exacerbate the severity of individual
cases of COVID-19. 4
Moreover, several blue-chip companies
are already experimenting with
rudimentary applications of DNA testing.
In Japan, Nestlé has been trialling a
personalised nutrition programme with
100,000 customers who were sent
at-home blood and DNA testing kits
to identify susceptibility to common
ailments, such as diabetes and high
cholesterol. Participants were also
requested to share photos of their
food via the popular messaging app
Line. Based on this information, Nestlé
recommended diet and lifestyle
changes, while also sending users
specially formulated supplements to
make nutrient-rich teas, smoothies and
vitamin-fortified snacks. 5
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of people today would consider
providing DNA samples
to companies in return for
personalised recommendations
for products

Our own survey of consumers across China, Japan, the
United Kingdom and the United States finds increasing
acceptance of various DNA applications in the coming
decade, signalling the types of ethical debate ahead. For
example, today more than one-quarter (27%) of people
across these markets would provide DNA samples to
companies in return for personalised recommendations
for products, based on their genetic makeup, or to
potential employers as part of a job interview, or to secure
life insurance. By 2030, readiness to consider these
applications grows by thirty percentage points.6

Brain-computer interfaces
Another major field of scientific progress we will witness
during the next decade is the development of braincomputer interfaces. Brands and academic institutions alike
are already dedicating significant investment and resources
to the pursuit of enhancing the human mind through
computer chips and sensors. We expect a never before
moment during the mid 2020s to be the first successful
human implantation of a brain-computer interface.
For instance, Elon Musk’s start-up Neuralink announced
plans in July 2019 to implant the first brain-computer chip
in a human by the end of 2020 (although a more realistic
date for this may be a few years hence). 7 According to Musk,
this technology is designed not only to treat brain disorders
but also to enhance the human brain. Once the chip is
implanted, its sensors will be capable of reading brain
signals and stimulating the brain with its own commands.

6.
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Our own consumer survey finds that by
2030, around two-thirds of consumers
would consider having a microchip
inserted into their brain to improve
physical senses, extend life expectancy,
improve mental health and learn new
skills to improve job prospects or
personal development. 8

consumers would
by 2030 consider
having a microchip
inserted into their
brain to improve
physical and mental
capabilities
I could have a chip in my head
that allows me to feel some
measure of permanent
connection to the people I love.
Not sharing thoughts or
memories, but sharing an
emotional sense of well-being.
Nick Harkaway, science fiction author
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Brain-computer interfaces hold great
promise to boost human potential
in unprecedented ways. Picture
psychological brain disorders becoming
a thing of the past. Imagine online
information being accessed in real time
without speaking or typing. Imagine
communicating with others digitally—
even connecting emotionally and
remotely with loved ones—all via an
implant. Over the next decade, we
expect that big tech companies will be
producing brain-computer interfaces
and chip implants themselves for the
next generation of digital devices.
To make this a reality, these brands now
need to plan investment in research
and development to anticipate product
innovation and future consumer needs.
While the prospect of everyone walking
around with chips in their heads may
seem like science fiction today, braincomputer interfaces will deliver tangible
results for enhancing human capabilities
by the end of the decade.
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Smart drugs
During the 2020s, we could also see the mainstream
use of drugs and substances to enhance concentration
and alertness, as well as to treat mental health illnesses
including depression. Fuelled by an often relentless highpressure culture, some university students already take
stimulants, such as Ritalin and Adderall, to improve their
focus and academic performance. In a recent survey, a
quarter of US students indicated they had used central
nervous system stimulants to complete schoolwork or
take an exam, while less than 10% had been prescribed
such medicine.9
Moreover, psychoactive and mind-altering drugs are
starting to be considered medical treatments by major
pharmaceutical companies and medical research bodies.
For example, MDMA or ecstasy is already being trialled
to treat posttraumatic stress disorder 10 and a ketaminelike drug received approval from the US Food and Drug
Administration in early 2019 for patients with severe
depression. 11 A never before moment we predict to
take place over the 2020s is the mass-market rollout
by pharmaceutical companies of medicines derived
from class-A drugs. Consumers with intractable mental
health issues may stand to benefit from using such drugs
for medical treatment. Healthcare providers and the
pharmaceutical industry are expected to collaborate
during the coming decade to launch new and more
effective medications that satisfy this customer demand.
While associations with underground rave culture and
clubbing remain, the stigma surrounding psychoactive
drugs may dissipate as further evidence over the next
decade highlights their positive implications. Customers
will likely also be assuaged by these drugs becoming
regulatory approved, as in the recent example of
cannabidiol (CBD), an active ingredient of cannabis. In
2019, the UK’s National Health Service approved two
cannabis-based medicines for patients with epilepsy and
multiple sclerosis. 12 Indeed, CBD is gaining even wider
appeal. CBD food and beverage products, from chocolate
to wine, have been launched across markets. Heinekenowned Lagunitas launched a non-alcoholic cannabis beer
in 201813, while fast food chain Carl’s Jr. announced a
limited edition CBD-infused burger in 2019. 14 By 2030,
we anticipate most food and beverage companies to have
capitalised on this opportunity.

8.
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The wheelchair has not really been
innovated for a long time. We have finalists
around the world competing to win that
challenge prize. Prototypes are anything
from smart wheelchairs through to
exoskeletons.
Kate Adams, director of operations and special projects at Nesta

Exoskeletons
A never before event to occur during the early 2020s is
the use of exoskeletons and high-tech body harnesses to
enhance physical strength and capabilities. Exoskeletons
will improve productivity and safety in the workplace
for manual labourers. For instance, in 2018 German
engineering company Ottobock’s exoskeleton entered
production, with the intention that it will be used to
support those who perform physically demanding tasks—
particularly overhead—to reduce strain on their bodies. 15
The implications of exoskeleton technologies for those with
physical disabilities are highly significant, as this product
could provide mobility for many people for the first time in
their lives. The innovation foundation Nesta completed a
$4 million global challenge prize in partnership with Toyota
in September 2020, to support radical improvements
in the mobility and independence of people with lowerlimb paralysis through smart assistive technology. 16 By
2030, expect other automotive companies to follow suit,
broadening their own definition as ‘full mobility’ service
providers and reaching new consumers.

9.
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Universal basic upgrade?
While technological and biological upgrades may
appeal to many, we predict access to these will
be limited by affordability. The overburdening of
health systems worldwide during the coronavirus
crisis may result in louder calls for democratised
healthcare innovation, but this is likely to exclude
truly transformative augmentation. Most consumers
will not be satisfied by this development. Two-thirds
of consumers globally expect in the next five to ten
years organisations to use technology in a way that has
positive societal impact. 17

In the future
inequality will
happen not because
of money but
because of gene
editing, where we
have super humans
who will be able to
afford to get the
best traits and the
others that don’t.
Victoria Alonsoperez,
engineer and entrepreuner
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If brands do not prioritise the democratisation of
human augmentation, they run the risk of alienating
their customers, exacerbating systemic inequalities
and even sowing the seeds for economic class conflict.
Certain religious groups are also likely to oppose
some technological advancements, such as the ability
to manipulate DNA. During the 2020s, philosophical
deliberation and legal parameters will need to catch
up with accelerating scientific progress to establish
a set of common ethics on transhumanism—the
transformation of the human condition through
technologies. Expect questions from ‘who decides what
is good for society?’ to ‘how do we avoid creating a
“Homo Deus” class of citizens?’ to enter public debate
over the next decade.
Brands will need to strike the right balance between
helping customers to upgrade themselves and
maintaining widespread endorsement in society, by
ensuring the benefits of biohacking reach a broad
audience and avoiding inciting severe class divisions.
Comparable to current debates about universal basic
income (UBI) in response to the Fourth Industrial
Revolution, a never before event we could witness by
2030 is the introduction of the right to a universal
basic upgrade (UBU). This would ensure that all
citizens in society have access to at least a basic set of
biological and technological upgrades.
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Brand implications: Beyond human
• Plug in to the cyborgs
The definition of what it means to be human will change dramatically. Brands will
need to rethink their marketing communication, channel and content strategies.
Brain-powered computer interfaces will not respond to the same triggers, needs and
wants as normal humans and brands will need to start developing intelligent brand
algorithms capable of direct communication with integrated brain chips. Connecting
with consumers will involve creating a customised, internal experience that goes
beyond traditional audio and visual.
• Integrate into the ecosystem
Brands should consider how bio-upgrades will transform human life and explore
how to evolve their product offering or risk falling prey to an ascendant biotech
industry. We expect to see innovation in the insurance sector where lower premiums
could be developed for a new class of citizens with extended and healthier lifespans.
Meanwhile, automotive brands will need to venture beyond their core product scope
by redefining themselves as ‘mobility service providers’, building exoskeletons for
people with physical disabilities.
• Democratise augmentation
At the end of the decade, some health upgrades will be democratised across the
population whereas others will usher in a new health divide between rich and poor.
Companies are encouraged to think about ethical implications and how their brand
values align with these developments. There may be opportunities for collaboration
with governments to create robust regulations that avoid disenfranchisement and
enable mass democratisation of upgrades.

11.
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TREND TWO

Virtual sets the standard
By 2030, eSports and immersive gaming will have
changed the way we look at ‘real world’ sports and
activities, forcing the latter to innovate to keep
up. eSports competitions will overtake traditional
sports in terms of viewing figures, while the next
generation of augmented technology will elevate
day-to-day experiences, overlaying audio and visual
content across many aspects of a consumer’s day
in 2030. The sophistication and scale of virtual and
holographic technology in the 2020s will extend
artificial experiences to the mainstream across leisure
and cultural events. For brands, this means new
opportunities for sponsorship and partnerships, as well
as developing their own augmented experiences.

eSports take gold
By 2030, we expect to see eSports rival their real
world counterparts in terms of audience reach and fan
satisfaction. Audience numbers of people viewing eSport
competitions skyrocketed in the 2010s, rising from 134
million in 2012 to an expected 644 million by 2022. 18
Due to such rapid growth, it is expected that global
awareness of eSports will reach two billion by 2021. 19
Expect to see the never before event of the FIFA eWorld
Cup becoming the most watched sporting event on the
planet by 2030.
Such change will be accelerated by the impact of
COVID-19 as many major physical sporting events are
cancelled or postponed, making eSports a safer and
more attractive alternative. More than two-thirds (68%)
of people agree that COVID-19 makes them nervous
about attending any big public gathering in the future. 20
Furthermore, 46% of people agree that the COVID-19
lockdown in their country has made them permanently
more likely to watch eSports in the future, with 48% of
people enjoying eSports as much as they do live events. 21
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Nearly half of people enjoy
eSports as much as live events
This helps explain how eSports has moved so quickly to
fill some of the content and entertainment gap caused by
the halting of real sporting events. For example, in early
April 2020, ESPN aired “eSports Day”, a 12-hour marathon
of live and taped competitive video game tournaments
including Rocket League, NBA 2K, and Madden. 22 What’s
more, during the lockdown period there has been a
significant increase in the number of people watching
eSports. Amazon-owned Twitch, which dominates
the game streaming market, recorded an increase in
viewership in May 2020 of over 75% compared to the
previous year—reaching an average daily audience of 2.36
million (up from 1.26 million in 2019). 23
For brands, the marketing opportunity presented by
eSports will grow exponentially over the coming decade.
Brands like Adidas 24, Mercedes-Benz25 and T-Mobile26 have
already invested in sponsorship eSports deals and many
more brands will follow. 27 Gamers, predominantly young
and fiercely loyal to their favourite game(s), are an enticing
audience for brands. Expect to see a large sports brand
designing exclusive new trainers for virtual players or car
manufacturers previewing new designs and models at the
Gran Turismo World Championship.
It is not just growing audience figures that will make
eSports the primary new battleground for brands in
the 2020s, but also the immense amount of time spent
viewing these events. The League of Legends World
Championship in 2019 attracted a peak audience of
4 million worldwide, with a total viewing time of 137
million hours. 28 Unlike traditional sporting events, eSports
can hold the attention of viewers for significant amounts
of time, providing opportunities for more expansive and
nuanced forms of advertising. Forget the bold, expensive
30 second ads designed to grab viewers’ attention during
the Super Bowl ad break. eSports marketing lends itself
to more subtle and prolonged brand-building strategies to
create a sustainable customer relationship over time.

13.
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people are more interested in
discovering how technology
can be used in entertainment
following lockdowns

Moreover, the influence of eSports will
spill over into traditional marketing
channels to keep pace with consumer
demands—62% of people we surveyed
said that lockdowns have made
them more interested in discovering
how technology can be used in
entertainment. 29 As eSports becomes
the most influential pastime in many
consumers’ lives, eSport personalities
will become brand ambassadors
across TV, outdoor and social media
advertising.
The popularity of eSports will have
significant implications for how we
engage with real world sports. Virtual
sports offer an experience both tailored
to the individual and free of the
downsides of sport in the real world.
While adverse weather, injury stoppages
and officials’ dubious decisions can
impact a fan’s enjoyment of real world
sport, the overall experience of eSports
will raise fans’ expectations as to what a
good sporting experience should be.
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The influence of digital sports has
strengthened during the COVID-19
pandemic, as many prominent
sporting events have been replaced
with alternative virtual versions. For
instance, in April 2020, a virtual version
of the Grand National horserace was
broadcast on ITV in the UK with an
estimated audience of 4.8 million. 30
What’s more, Formula 1’s eSports
Virtual Grand Prix launched in March
2020 gained an audience of 3.2 million
viewers for its inaugural event. 31 These
races feature current Formula 1 drivers
alongside other celebrities who compete
in a virtual race using the official 2019
F1 PC game.
As we progress through the 2020s, the
distinction between real and virtual
sporting events will become increasingly
blurred. At the 2018 Asian Games,
eSports featured as a demonstration
sport. 32 Individual and team events
featured in popular games, such as
League of Legends, Star Craft II: Legacy
of the Void and Clash Royale. By 2030
expect the terms ‘real’ and ‘virtual’
to have become increasingly obsolete
when discussing sporting events.
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The new joystick
Another game-changing advancement
during the 2020s will be the rise of haptic
technology (technology that can create an
experience of touch) used in conjunction
with immersive experiences.
This technology will allow consumers to
feel physical sensations corresponding
with their virtual experience, enabling
more precise mimicking of real life
events. Such technology is verging on
becoming mainstream. At the Consumer
Electronics Show in 2019, the Teslasuit
was showcased—a full body haptic suit
that uses electrostimulation to provide
users with physical sensation. 33 By 2030,
similar haptic suits may be enhancing all
virtual experiences and revolutionising the
computer game industry.

We are only just seeing the
start of VR. You can go into
full immersive wearing a
haptic suit and inside the
gyro rings you can tilt, go
uphill, lie flat on you back,
all in the system.
Peter Hamilton, science fiction author
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In addition to haptic suits stimulating our
physical senses, over the next decade the
growing use of AI within virtual experiences
will allow extended reality games and
experiences to become more adaptive,
responding in real time to a user’s actions.
The science fiction author Peter Hamilton
believes this ability will lead to new,
unexpected narratives emerging within
gaming experiences: “At the moment you
go into a game, you have to shoot so many
people and get to the goal at the end. But
future VR will be adapting and reacting to
whatever you do. You can either visit 1920s
Paris and have conversations with Bohemia
on the left bank, or you can go into an
Agatha Christie country mansion and find
the body and work out who did it.
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It will always adapt to what you are doing
and from an unexpected direction. When
that becomes available, try and get people
out of it.” Virtual technology will transform
real world cultural and leisure experiences
by 2030, by combining holographic
technology, haptic innovation and AI
storytelling.
For example, last year’s 3D holographic
production of the Circus Roncalli in
Germany, which used virtual holograms of
animals on an epic scale, provided a taster
of what to expect in the coming decade. 34
A recent project at the National Gallery
of Prague recreated different art works in
virtual reality and used haptic gloves to
allow the blind and the visually impaired
to interact with the artwork. 35 Innovation
like this demonstrates how virtual and
augmented technologies are beginning
to remove barriers to leisure and cultural
experiences for people with disabilities.

Devices disappear
By 2030, some consumers will own
wearable devices that can display
augmented content on a continual basis.
The most likely device will be AR glasses—
displaying both audio and visual content to
the user. Consumer electronics company
Bose has already unveiled a concept that
imbeds its new AR platform into a pair
of sunglasses. Its platform uses location
data from motion sensors enabling the
glasses to feed contextually relevant audio
segments based on positioning, gestures or
geolocation. For example, if the wearer is
standing outside a restaurant, they can tap
twice on the right hand arm of the glasses
to initiate an audio description of the
venue, review ratings, wait times and menu
snapshots.

16.
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We still need to understand the science of
how you would make a contact lens display
that is as good as a smart phone display.
We can’t build it yet. That’s at least 10
years away.
Benedict Evans, mobile, media and technology analyst

The potential utility of augmented technology has
been demonstrated more clearly due to the COVID-19
pandemic—with the introduction of new services that seek
to replace in person expertise and service not accessible
during the lockdown. For example, in April 2020, Kingdom
Housing Association in the UK claimed to be the first
landlord to use augmented reality technology to help
tenants fix routine repairs remotely. Kingdom’s AR service
allows a tradesman to be virtually present in a tenant’s
home, see the problem in real time and offer support and
advice from afar. 36
Similarly, the Chinese technology company Meitu decided
to offer its online virtual makeup system for free during
the COVID-19 crisis. 37 The service uses augmented reality
to provide cosmetics trials to customers, with beauty
assistants able to generate virtual makeup on shoppers’
faces and match the level of service available instore.
Similar initiatives will prove the potential benefits and
efficiency of augmented technology, likely accelerating
industry innovation and consumer uptake.
A significant potential application during the 2020s is the
introduction of augmented contact lenses, removing the
need for headsets altogether. Samsung and Mojo Vision
are already innovating in this space, so we may yet see the
partial adoption of AR contact lenses, at least by affluent
consumers. 38 However, it is unlikely that such technology
will be widely available and affordable by 2030.

17.
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Augmented automotive
Alongside personal AR devices, augmented technology will
increasingly be used across a range of brand products to
reshape how we view the world. The automotive industry
can expect many applications for this technology and are
already investing heavily in emerging holographic and
augmented technologies to shape future car design and
driver experience. In 2018, Porsche invested in WayRay,
a Swiss start up that develops AR displays for cars. 39 The
partnership aims to display virtual objects—such as traffic
information, directions, parking slots, warning signs and
other content—across windscreens, balancing providing
drivers with useful information with avoiding distracting
them from the road. Taken together with the rise of AR
glasses or contact lenses, the advancement of extended
reality technologies points to a 2030 future where
much of the world we view around us will be altered and
personalised to our own unique sense of reality.

Combatting virtual isolation
One consequence of spending an increased amount of
time in virtual or altered worlds will be the rising risk of
VR addiction, with some people feeling happier and more
engaged with their virtual realities than the real world.
In 2018, gaming disorder was officially recognised as a
disease by the World Health Organisation (WHO), and
characterised by an impaired control over gaming and
where gaming takes precedence over other activities. 40
Virtual gaming may significantly exacerbate these risks,
as it offers users the ability to cut themselves off entirely
from real life distraction and social contact.
Moreover, the psychological impact of prolonged exposure
to virtual worlds, and extreme or violent VR experiences,
is not yet well understood. Next generation VR games,
with the enhancement of haptic technology, will make
the user experience near lifelike. This could create the
risk of mental trauma, such as PTSD, following violent or
emotionally charged gaming experiences that feel too
real. A never before event that we expect to see in the
early 2020s will be the world’s first VR rehabilitation
clinic, which specialises in both the treatment of patients
addicted to living in a virtual reality as well as those who
have suffered psychological distress from virtual gaming.

18.
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Brand implications: Virtual sets the standard
• Lean into eSports
eSports marketing will become one of the most significant new marketing mediums
for brands to target in the 2020s. Initially, brands should look to the most relevant
eSport games and events where they can preview their products, including providing
exclusive early access to those viewing the events. Longer viewing times for eSports
compared to other events will also require new advertising strategies, designed to
build brand awareness and engagement in a way that suits and maximises extended
access to viewers’ attention. eSports will still involve large audiences sitting in
stadiums to experience the events ‘live’ and brands should not lose sight of marketing
opportunities presented by these physical spaces and occasions.
• Evolve virtual influencer strategies
Brands will need to develop new influencer strategies as a direct result of the rise
of eSports and virtual experiences. In Asia, the use of eSport influencers is already
widely used. For example, Lazada livestreamed events and interviews from the ONE
eSports Championship in Singapore in late 2019. 41 In the 2020s, virtual influencers
will become powerful brand ambassadors. Lil Miquela is a computer-generated
Instagram star who has over two million followers and has ‘worked’ with brands
including Calvin Klein, Prada and UGG. 42
• Avoid virtual alienation
Brands will need to address issues around the equality of access to new VR and AR
technology to ensure all consumers can engage with virtual campaigns and content.
Brands not doing this will risk alienating part of their customer base. One solution
that brands can explore is using traditional marketing channels to ensure customers
have the technology and information to engage with virtual campaigns. For example,
Nike launched a campaign in Brazil that sent AR posters by mail to anyone who had
made a recent online purchase, enabling any customer to use their phone with the AR
poster to virtually try on their latest line of trainers. 43

19.
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TREND THREE

Tech togetherness
Thanks to technological innovation, being remote is
not the compromise it perhaps once was. A legacy
of the COVID-19 crisis will be the realisation among
consumers that it is OK—even preferable—to dial in
remotely, to watch and work from afar, to experience
at a distance. The tech to support this (largely) works—
and will only improve. In the next decade, technology
will be increasingly leveraged for human connection;
forging togetherness despite distance or solitude, and
democratising friendships and intimacy. For brands,
this means exploring new ways of communicating with
and engaging potential customers, through senses in
addition to sight and sound. Forget sonic branding: get
ready for the emergence of sentient branding.

A need for human connection
A widening definition of well-being has for many years
pushed mental health up the agenda of consumers and
public bodies alike. The recent coronavirus crisis has
placed it even more front of mind. The pandemic has had
polarising effects on people’s mental states. As research
reveals, a similar share of people in the UK said being in
lockdown had been positive (28%) and negative (29%)
for their mental health. 44
Loneliness is a key concern, particularly for those who
had to isolate alone, as well as vulnerable and older
consumers who experienced greater restrictions to their
freedom—and thus were less likely to interact with
others outside their homes. From 1 March to 28 April
2020, there were over 60,000 posts on Twitter and
reddit relating to loneliness while under lockdown. 44
Many consumers talked about being lonely because of
solo isolation. Others discussed ways they were staving
off loneliness, such as watching YouTube reaction
videos or participating in Twitch streams—activities that
help consumers feel almost as if others are present.
One thing the coronavirus crisis has showed us more
than ever, is that human connection and closeness is
paramount for a healthy mental state.

20.
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Together, but apart
Long distance relationships are not uncommon, connecting separated families and
friends as people travel and move around the world. In 2018, 61% of global consumers
used group chat to message multiple friends/family members at the same time, and
this is predicted to rise to 76% by 2025. 46 Virtual socialising had an unprecedented
boost during the coronavirus pandemic. Communicating with others digitally offers
a safe, efficient, and cost-effective alternative to physical meetups. Though digital
communication with others has been shown to help mitigate feelings of loneliness
and isolation, it cannot replace real life interaction and the human touch, yet. But as
technology evolves over the next decade, we can expect it to further redefine the future
parameters of relationships and connection.
In 2030, technological innovation will make it possible to experience closeness to
others in new ways. Already, smart sex toys exist to help couples separated by distance
be intimate with each other. The 2018 expiration of a teledildonics patent means more
sex toys will be able to connect remotely. 47 Soon, enabled by 5G, smart objects will
enjoy seamless connectivity, revolutionising long distance relationships and intimacy.
Our own research suggests that in 2030, three-quarters of people in China would
consider using innovations in Artificial Intelligence or Robotics for sexual gratification,
both as part of a relationship and alone. 48 As outlined previously, haptic technology
used in combination with virtual reality will transform how we experience the senses;
helping diminish the digital vs. real life trade off. Immersive, sensory communication—
encompassing touch and smell, not just sight and sound—will be possible. With the
right tools, online communication in 2030 will feel just as real as in person.
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Robotic friends
By 2030, also expect new forms of companionship
and care to be normalised. The coronavirus crisis has
created short term limitations in direct human-to-human
interaction that may inform innovation in the longer
term. Robot companions represent a potential solution
to loneliness for both those lacking close relations and
those more at risk from physical encounters, such as the
sick or elderly. Already today, one-third of consumers
would consider allowing AI to care for an elderly relative
unsupervised. 49
For example, the ElliQ home assistant developed by
Israeli start up, Intuition Robotics, is designed to provide
company for older people living at home and is positioned
as another member of the household rather than as a
table top tool. 50 The device differentiates itself by its
empathetic focus; it is distinct from other smart home
assistants because it proactively speaks to users rather
than just awaiting commands. It also has a rotating “head”
and lights up to simulate emotion.
In the next decade, machine learning advancement will
set the scene for personalised companionship in the
absence of others. AI will become sophisticated enough to
appreciate a customer’s context and converse in colloquial
speech. Empathetic and “human” conversations will be
possible online. Refined use of data and AI interpretation
of facial expressions will allow for personalisation—and
respond to factors such as mood, previous emotional
responses and location. Intelligent, immersive systems can
engage consumers in reactive, multisensory experiences,
providing the feeling of personalised human encounters—
even in solo contexts. In 2030, tech-induced and
heightened multisensory stimulation will allow consumers
to experience real, human connection, whether alone or
with someone else.
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Companionship democratised
While the idea that we’ll all be having robots as friends might seem farfetched, thanks
to technology, options for safe, inclusive and personalised companionship and intimacy
will proliferate in the 2020s. Expect new products and services to target a wider
range of consumers with differing abilities, desires and needs, thereby building a more
inclusive consumer technology and communications landscape. Technology will be the
driving force in democratising human connection and relationships—increasingly serving
those alone, such as elderly and disabled consumers and those separated from family
and friends.
Inclusivity extends to other underrepresented and underserved consumers. Be My Eyes
is a micro-volunteering app that connects visually impaired users to sighted ones. 51
Visually impaired consumers point their phone’s camera at something and use the app
to call another user who can then describe it for them. And Ripple is a multisensory
masturbation technology system that addresses the sexual needs of disabled people. 52
A carer places the bodysuit and eye mask on the user, who can then be left alone
to pleasure themselves using a remote control. Besides the touch of the cushioned
bodysuit, sight of the eye mask and sound of the earphones, the mask releases
pheromones to stimulate the user’s sense of smell. As more interactions shift online,
pressure will inevitably build on brands to provide quality digital experiences for all—
from customer service to content to e-commerce. By 2030, brands will need to engage
all the senses to establish an empathetic, human presence in consumers’ lives.
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Brand implications: Tech togetherness
• Explore new sensory technologies
Brands will need to invest in new technologies that can engage consumers’ senses
beyond sight and sound. Partnerships with VR developers and games is one avenue
to make a brand’s presence known and felt, in new ways and across new channels.
Establishing an association between a brand and a specific smell, or feeling, may
become as important as imagery and voice in advertising.
• Democratise digital communication
Brands should also explore how to serve and engage underrepresented and
marginalised groups online, for example, visually impaired or deaf consumers.
In January 2020, the UK’s Royal National Institute of Blind People announced a
partnership with Amazon to develop Alexa features improving online accessibility for
people with sight loss. 53 The RNIB believes voice assistants have enormous potential
to improve the visually impaired consumer’s ability to navigate the digital world, and
hopes the new partnership will ensure people can easily access important information
about eye health, their rights and available support.
• Use new channels of influence
As consumers interact with new technologies and channels, brands will need to be
careful how they navigate this new world. In addition to ensuring a presence across
these, there may be more government regulation on consumer-facing channels such
as AI-intelligent bots or robot companions. Explore ways of talking to consumers even
if advertising or brand placement is not possible.

24.

dentsu consumer vision | synthetic society

MACRO THEME TWO

Synthetic society: Pathway to 2030

2021

Exoskeletons are introduced
to assist people with physical
disabilities

2023

First VR rehab clinic opens in Tokyo

2024

Elon Musk’s Neuralink successfully implants
the first brain-computer interface in a
human to treat brain disorder

2026

Big Pharma rolls out class-A medicines
such as MDMA and ketamine to treat
severe illnesses

2028

FIFA eWorld Cup is the most watched
sporting event on the planet

2029

CRISPR genetic editing is legally
regulated and applied in first patient
trials for disease prevention

2030

Universal Basic Upgrade becomes
a UN human right
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