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ECOMMERCE HAS 
COME TO THE FORE IN 
THE PAST 12 MONTHS, 
AND CONSUMERS WILL 
CONTINUE TO EMBRACE 
THE VIRTUAL SIDE OF 
DRINKING EXPERIENCES, 
FINDS MARTIN GREEN

Companies that put digi-
tal innovation at the heart 
of their business strategies 
will continue to spearhead 
growth within the drinks 
trade, according to a panel of 

experts. The industry has been trans-
formed over the past 12 months, as the 
pandemic forced everyone to invest in 
digital solutions to social distancing. 

The ecommerce sector has fl our-
ished and the at-home drinking expe-
rience has improved exponentially, 
while progressive bar owners have 
started to blend the physical and the 
digital in intriguing ways. 

Jon Reay, chief executive of con-
sultancy fi rm Rewrite Digital, told 
Drinks International there is no 
going back to how things were pre-
pandemic and that these trends will 
continue to accelerate. “Things are 
going to the next level,” he said. “It’s 
partly because we’ve had this time 
to test things out, but the technology 
and capability is there, and consum-
ers now expect a lot more. That drives 
innovation and constant growth. It’s 
all looking forward. There’s no look-
ing back.

“A lot of early stage stuff  has 
reached maturity and consumers are 
starting to crave a real step change 
in ecommerce. In the west-
ern world, ecommerce 
is still quite a dull, 
transactional expe-
rience. It’s still like 
a catalogue online in 
most cases. But we’re start-
ing to see more entertainment, 
more interaction, more visual eff ects. 

“Just because things will open up 
again doesn’t mean everyone is going 
to turn off  their Zoom and their online 
deliveries. The majority of those things 
will continue, but blend with that 

there’s no 
looking 
back
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physical experience as well, and that’s 
where things will get interesting.”

Reay recently chaired an online 
panel that explored some of the latest 
digital advances in the industry, focus-
ing on what is likely to stick, what will 
fade away and what will come next.

“Last year really felt the year of dis-
ruption and despair at what’s going 
on,” said Will Harvey, global digital 
innovation manager at Diageo. “This 
year is a lot more positive. It’s a trans-
formational change we’re seeing. 
What has happened culturally, eco-
nomically and behaviourally within 
the consumer landscape would have 
normally taken a three to fi ve year 
behaviour shift . For consumers to have 
this shift  in such a short space of time, 
in a 12-month period, is fascinating.

“It’s going to be a great opportunity 
for lots of businesses to really fl our-
ish and explore those changes. It has 
taken a lot of kicking and screaming to 
adapt to these changes, and it’s great 
to see how people are changing at such 
a breakneck speed.”

Andrew Morgan, who was working 
in AB-Inbev’s ZX Ventures department 
during the pandemic, believes we will 
see more live, virtual experiences in 
future as the quality of video streams 
improves. “It’s really exciting to look 
at how people’s interaction with the 
world through their phones will lead 
to opportunities over the year ahead.”

Becki Stephens, marketing manager 
at alcohol-free cocktail producer Caleño, 
said: “I’m really excited to see how busi-
nesses can use digital to amplify and 
extend their events and experiences. 
We have noticed how well digital events 
and that in-home occasion have ampli-
fi ed and adapted over the last year. The 
pub quiz could happen at home and at 
a venue at the same time.”

Ben Franks, founder of ecom-
merce business Novel Wines, added: 
“It’s really exciting as an ecommerce 
business. We’ve done lots of virtual 
tastings. We had one customer, for 
example, share some portions out with 
their granddad, who was self-isolating. 
He had never done an online tasting in 

his life, but now he had the opportu-
nity to join in and connect with the rest 
of his family. He can get some of that 
experience and storytelling to some 
people who would not have been intro-
duced to wine, or certainly the wines 
we have, before. Now there’s a drive for 
technologically poorer areas to invest 
and build up technological access, 
which brings together whole communi-
ties and makes everyone more unifi ed.”

NEW EXPERIENCES
Harvey at Diageo believes it is impos-
sible to fully recreate the quality of 
the on-trade experience at home, so 
the focus is on creating new experi-
ences. “It’s very challenging to get an 
Espresso Martini or high-end Martini 
in the home at the same quality as you 
would get from a bartender,” he said. 
“It’s diffi  cult to replicate some of those 
existing experiences. It’s about creating 
new ones at home. We did our whisky 
tasting experience with Talisker, where 
we recorded one of our amazing whisky 
distillers from the Isle of Skye, and we 
created an audio experience for you 
to sit at home and use your Alexa or 
Google to hear from that person about 
the fl avour notes and the experience 
and bring that to the comfort of your 
living room, whether it’s with a sample 
of a full bottle of Talisker. It’s a great 
example of a way to create something 
more meaningful and personable in 
those home experiences. There’s so 
much happening in that space, it’s been 
disrupting in so many diff erent ways. 

“I am excited about the friction-
less trade environment. We’ve seen a 
real cultural shift  because of scanna-
ble media. People really expect that 
enhanced digital experience in physi-
cal spaces. The on-trade will benefi t 
from booking and ordering. We are 
expecting the merger of these environ-
ments with these mixed reality tech-
nologies. How am I going to be able to 
attach a digital experience to the physi-
cal product I’m giving to a consumer? 
People are going to expect that more 
and it’s going to be a fascinating space.”

Reay believes there are ways in 
which the on-trade can target the at-
home market with exciting experi-
ences. “Michelin-starred restaurants 
such as Hakkasan have brought their 
food, method of serving and experi-
ence to that at-home environment, 
and they’ve controlled that end-to-end 

mechanism, so they don’t rely on a 
Deliveroo driver to mess things up,” 
he said. “People can enjoy that expe-
rience in the intimacy of their homes. 
I think we’re going to see that across 
the board.

“With cocktails, the best we’ve got 
at the moment is everything mixed up 
into a bag, and you get it, pour it into 
a glass and add some ice, but it’s not 
the same as a premium cocktail expe-
rience. Thinking about the way that 
is brought to consumers and building 
on that whole restaurant at home thing 
will be interesting.

“It may be that what gets sent to 
you has really nice packaging and the 
whole unboxing you get with Apple 
technology, and then augmented 
reality could come in, so you put your 
phone over the box and it gives you all 
these visual instructions about how 
to put it together. You learn to do that 
yourself and feel like you are part of 
that experience.”

He also believes we will see the 
rise of hybrid events in the on-trade. 
“Venues are creating hybrid events 
where some people are there physi-
cally and some people are at home. 
I think we’re going to see a lot more 
of that coming in. That creates some-
thing diff erent – having people from 
around the world attending, as well as 
those in the pub around you, is a bit 
more interesting and exciting. It will 
create new layers on top of what we 
already have.

“A small pub operator, Yummy 
Pubs, was forced to lock down, but cre-
ated a new business sending cocktails 
by post and that’s opened up a nation-
wide footprint for it. Before it only had 
the catchment area of its pubs, and 
this has created a new revenue stream. 

“A lot of venues have done videos, 
live tasting events, and they have 
really embraced social media. The 
ones that have been successful have 
tied it in with an ecommerce solution 
– we’re going to do a tasting and send 
you bottles of wine, and you pay for 
the product, but you also pay for that 
experience, that virtual tasting, and 
that creates something premium that 
they can put a higher price tag on. It’s 
real innovation from people who have 
been forced into this, and it’s great to 
see.

“During times of crisis, innovators 
shine through.”   
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WE’VE SEEN A REAL CULTURAL SHIFT BECAUSE OF 
SCANNABLE MEDIA. PEOPLE REALLY EXPECT THAT 

ENHANCED DIGITAL EXPERIENCE IN PHYSICAL SPACES
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