
The New State of Brand 
Storytelling in Retail 

People need a good story. Life is complex, confusing and changing at an astonishing pace 
across all realms: societal, political, technological, economic and familial. The amount 
of new information and images available to us on a daily basis is bigger than the entire 
output of all prior civilizations. Good stories help us sort things out, develop greater insights 
and guide us forward.

FROM OMNICHANNEL MARKETING TO AN OMNIDIMENSIONAL METAVERSE

PART I

Introduction to Storytelling
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Storytelling is fundamental to humankind. Stories both form and sustain a culture. Classic 
stories draw you in with compelling characters, events and places, whether familiar or far, 
far away. Good storytellers educate and entertain their audiences. The educational elements 
of early stories range from how to survive to how to thrive. They entertain by evoking strong 
feelings of fear, anger, joy, love and hope. These deep emotional responses to stories help 
audiences further internalize the lessons. Whether subtle or obvious, good stories have an 
underlying theme that communicates the collective values and morals of the culture to the 
next generation or spreads ideas and beliefs to adjacent communities. The earliest examples 
of storytelling range from tribal legends told around a community fire at night to elaborate 
ceremonial dances and songs to classic Greek plays of tragedy and comedy. 

Storytelling methods, tools and technologies have evolved over the 20,000 years since human 
ancestors illustrated the large cave paintings of primitive hunting events in the Lascaux 
Cave complex in southwestern France. Yet, the principles of good storytelling have remained. 
Philosophers, mythologists and authors have analyzed and proposed various models of story 
structure and character archetypes that continue to inspire modern novelists, filmmakers and 
playwrights. The “hero’s journey” is one such classic story model. A hero or heroine leaves 
home for faraway lands, encountering and overcoming obstacles. They may be seeking 
something or someone but more often end up discovering answers to larger life questions, 
perhaps with advice from a wise person. Our hero, armed with new knowledge and strength, 
returns home to conquer the enemy who brought about the need for this journey at the 
beginning. As a contemporary example, this is the model for “Star Wars: Episode IV — A New 
Hope”, where Luke Skywalker, our reluctant hero, begins an epic quest across the galaxy to 
find Princess Leia but also happens to stumble upon answers to who he is. 

The Link Between Brands and Storytelling
Consider classic marketing principles and the associated terminology used to define brands: 
value proposition, brand personality, visual language, brand identity, brand equity, target 
audience, brand advocates and detractors and channel strategy. Now, look at the classic 
elements of story: who is our primary character; what is their purpose in life; what are their 
distinguishing qualities; what are their strengths and weaknesses; who are their family, friends, 
or mentors; who are their enemies; what challenges do they face; where do they find answers; 
from what source do they gain strength and wisdom to overcome threats; what lessons have 
they learned that inspired them to change and be a better person? A brand can be thought of 
as a story — but not all brands tell a good story.
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How is good brand storytelling achieved? To begin answering that question, our first task 
is a detailed audit and assessment of the brand. As the ancient Greeks, who were great 
storytellers, had inscribed at the entrance to the Temple of Apollo, god of light: “Know Thyself.” 
In their time, Socrates and other philosophers noted that this simple maxim had great depth 
and required a more discriminating reflection of what makes us (or our brands) unique, and 
their observations ring true today.1 In particular, it is important to know our weaknesses 
as well as our strengths to guide our brand’s path forward. How many brands have failed 
by trying to appeal to anyone and everyone? This can lead to a dilution of your marketing 
investments. How many companies grossly overestimate their competitive advantage? This 
can lead to the tragedy of overpromising but under delivering within their brand experience. 
The reach and speed of social media very quickly roots out brands that are less than fully 
honest about themselves or with their audience. From this deep and searching brand 
introspection, a fact-driven and insight-rich brand strategy should be built. 

For our second task, the brand strategy informs a comprehensive creative plan for all brand 
touch points. Essentially, this is writing your brand story. The creative plan should encompass 
all solutions for, and interactions within, the customer’s journey to discover, learn, evaluate, 
decide, purchase and share their experience with your brand. While this may not seem 
different from a basic marketing textbook, the desired results will be better by applying 
the principles of good storytelling to a brand. This is achieved through a customer seeing a 
stronger rationale for their purchase decision and, ultimately, realizing a deeper emotional 
relationship with the brand. 

As in our “hero’s journey” model, where do consumers go today to find answers, to find the 
products and services that will meet their needs? The twin realms of online shopping and 
physical retail stores have coexisted for many years. Then came 2020 — customer needs, 
expectations and behaviors changed dramatically. Many brands, manufacturers and retailers 
scrambled to respond. 
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Worldwide pandemic and devastating personal loss. Social isolation and statewide 
lockdowns. Racial injustice and civil protests. Business closures and economic downturn. 
Political rage and product shortages. Streaming media and remote learning. The list of life-
changing events is lengthy. The impact and implications are ongoing.

The emergence of the COVID-19 virus and corresponding public health policies required 
new behaviors of how and where people engaged with and within their family, workplace 
and community. Corporate leaders and small business owners quickly took action. 
New policies, new operational practices and new technologies were developed and 
implemented quickly. The goals of those policies, practices and technologies: protect and 
reassure employees, protect and retain customers and save their businesses. Some were 
successful. Some were not.

Massive “short-term” business closures impacted many sectors of the economy, especially 
retail, leisure and entertainment industries, as well as travel — in general, most businesses 
predicated on people being within close personal proximity in public settings. The 
corresponding worker layoffs generated an unemployment spike of 14.7 percent 
by mid-2020, the highest rate in the post-WWII era.2

The economic downturn of 2020 and the recovery in 2021 have not, however, been evenly 
distributed so far. A great majority of white-collar workers in corporate and professional 
sectors remained safely employed with wages intact, while service workers in devastated 
industries struggled financially and hoped for re-employment and economic aid. Peter 
Atwater, an economist at The College of William & Mary, popularized a term for this 
divergent economic impact on the population: the K-shaped recovery. While one-arm of 
the K ascends, the other continues downward. A writeup in the New York Times distilled 
the problem well: “There is an enormous divide in [consumer] confidence. We buy and 
spend based on how we feel.”3
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For those fortunate enough to remain employed, spending priorities shifted as travel, dining 
and outside entertainment were largely restricted. Consumers focused their energies and 
resources at home: remodeling kitchens and bathrooms, buying premium home furnishings 
and exercise equipment and investing in upgraded personal technology for themselves 
and their remote-schooled children, among other things. For those individuals and families 
who lost their jobs or suffered sharply reduced income, the search for discounts and deals 
continues unbated to stretch family budgets, whether shopping in thrift stores or “dollar 
stores,” bartering for trade of goods and services or relying on community support such as 
food banks. 

How have these changes impacted retail, and what are the future implications for 
retailers? The “new normal” of 2020: lockdowns, physical isolation and economic downturn 
accelerated existing trends and established new trends and shifts in consumer behavior. 
Entering 2021, business leaders, economists and public policy makers around the world 
began the hard work of predicting and planning for the “next normal.” 

The Evolution of the Customer Journey
Debate continues among business leaders and policy makers about how, and to what 
extent, the public will return to previous practices, behaviors and interests. Coronavirus 
vaccines became widely available in the first quarter of 2021, bringing new hope for health 
and safety to many Americans. The new U.S. Administration passed the massive American 
Rescue Plan Act, providing necessary economic support to middle- and lower-income 
families. Plus, they are proposing major infrastructure investment legislation, which, if passed, 
will further stimulate the economy. Recent indicators of increased consumer spending — 
such as travel bookings, restaurant traffic and sporting event attendance in early-open 
states — suggest a massive pent-up demand to resume much of the “old normal.” 

Many consumers discovered new online shopping approaches and resources, including 
“social shopping,” where friends or family are isolated at home. These consumers use various 
social media to share great finds and deals with one another, mimicking conversations and 
camaraderie that occur when they shop together in-store. Also, many consumers ventured 
beyond primary reliance on major brands’ online stores to hunt for unique product offerings 
from start-up e-commerce boutiques. When combined with other factors of convenience
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during lockdown, not to mention personal safety and lack of inventory on brick-and-mortar 
store shelves, the volume of online shopping accelerated dramatically in 2020, while overall 
retail sales achieved only modest growth.

Per U.S. Department of Commerce data, e-commerce sales grew 32 percent for the full year 
2020 versus the prior year growth of only 15 percent. Total retail sales for 2020 only grew 
3.4 percent versus 3.5 percent in 2019. That overall increase was not evenly distributed 
but favored certain categories over others. For example, home improvement and gardening 
supplies were up 21.9 percent, while apparel sales were down 26.4 percent.4

Changes in consumer goods distribution models and consumer buying behaviors are not 
new. Long before the global pandemic, large corporations and small entrepreneurs debated 
the future of retail: online versus in-store. Some proclaimed “retail is dead.” A 2017 article in 
Bloomberg titled “America’s ‘Retail Apocalypse’ Is Really Just Beginning” highlighted high 
debt loads, store credit card challenges and leveraged buyouts as a predictor of increased 
retailer bankruptcies and store closings.5 The lessons learned from how retailers and 
marketers responded strategically and operationally to the societal and economic changes 
of 2020 only accelerate the ongoing evolution of omnichannel models. Consumers have more 
choices of where to shop and how to buy.
 
The continued growth of direct-to-consumer, or DTC, channels was also accelerated 
by the events of 2020. Small startups and major corporations alike have come to see the 
value of tighter control of their brand experience. The online environment for DTC enables 
a more pure expression of the brand image and a far stronger and deeper relationship 
with customers. The latter comes from the ability to collect substantial detailed customer 
data. Properly used, those insights enable a more personalized shopping experience for, 
and communications with, each customer. This level of customer understanding is 
unavailable to most manufacturers that rely solely on retail chains for distribution. 

Conversely, the DTC distribution model has also led to new retail concepts. Nike continues 
building and testing a variety of branded retail concepts, including Nike Unite, a series of nine 
locally themed stores launched in 2020.6 In the same period, Nike announced plans to exit 
distribution deals with six additional wholesale accounts — DSW, Urban Outfitters, Shoe 
Show, Dunham’s Sports, Olympia Sports and Big Five — as it increasingly emphasizes DTC 
commerce and exits “undifferentiated” wholesale accounts.7
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Nike is not alone in their ventures into new retail concepts. Several digitally native DTC 
brands have opened branded physical retail spaces, whether as pop-up stores or permanent 
retail locations. Warby Parker expanded from online to offline, opening their first retail store 
in NYC in 2013, which subsequently grew to nearly 100 doors. Other DTC brands, including 
Everlane, Casper, Harry’s, Untuckit, Allbirds, Boll & Branch and Glossier, have similarly 
expanded into physical retail.8 These branded retail doors, however, were also impacted by 
the 2020 pandemic. Glossier (beauty products), for example, closed their small portfolio of 
retail stores last year. Their CEO and founder, Emily Weiss, commented on their mission and 
channel strategy in their company blog:

“As a digital-first company, we have always viewed our offline experiences 
as a channel for connection and community, and that mandate has not changed. 

We will keep working to find new formats for bringing joy to our community in this 
current environment, while reimagining Glossier retail for the future so that we can 
reopen with renewed creativity, energy and scale when it is safe to do so. And we’ll 

continue to focus on delivering an engaging customer experience on our primary 
channel, e-commerce, at a time when beauty shopping and discovery are rapidly 

moving online.”9

““
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In the classic storytelling model “a hero’s journey,” the protagonist is often aided in their 
quest by a magical tool, weapon or power. A classic example is Excalibur, the magical 
sword wielded by the legendary King Arthur. In the modern shopper’s journey, the 
smartphone serves as the metaphorical magical tool aiding our hero in their quest to find 
the ideal product or service. In the recent past, smartphones were blamed by retailers 
for empowering showrooming. This refers to a consumer’s ability to see and experience 
a product in-store and then search and compare prices at competitor stores or websites 
from the sales floor, potentially leading to a lost sale for the brick-and-mortar merchant. 
Retailers such as Best Buy recognized this issue and responded by launching their own 
mobile apps to regain some advantage with showrooming shoppers.

The pervasiveness and power of mobile devices continue to change the shopper journey. 
Google proposed the concept of micro-moments to explain the role of this tool for 
marketers. Effectively, anything a consumer identifies as a real need, or simply an area 
of interest, will cause them to look for information and inspiration on their mobile phone 
or tablet. This is not a single, intense desktop PC research session; rather, a sequence of 
activities broken up over time. Characterized as “I-want-to-know,” “I-want-to-go,” “I-want-
to-do” and “I want-to-buy,” these labels describe moments where consumers want ideas, 
facts and recommendations to guide them on their quest (i.e., their shopping journey).10 
Retailers and marketers need to actively plan for, and support, consumers during these 
moments. Otherwise, the retailers risk being slain (metaphorically) by their customers’ 
digital “Excalibur.”
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Setting the Stage

Beginning in the late 1980s, select entertainment companies led by Disney invested in retail 
“flagship” stores in urban centers and high-end shopping malls to create large-scale, elaborate 
branded shopping experiences full of products built on their entertainment properties. The 
Disney Store launched in 1987 and introduced elements of theater with set-like design, heavily 
themed-propping, dramatic lighting, music, video displays, costumed cast-members (sales 
staff) and more. Some chains were successful and others not, and the trend eventually passed. 
The lessons learned, however, are valuable. 

The starting point is to define and plan your brand story: who is the audience, and what are 
their needs, fears or motivations? What does happiness look like for your customer? In what 
ways do your products or services fill customer needs? Do your products or services overcome 
any fears or challenges for them? What is the inciting moment that spurs your customer 
to begin their journey? The nature of your product category also informs the brand story: 
frequency of purchase, purchase for themselves only or for their family, impulse buy or high-
consideration purchase, high or low product complexity, independent products or part of a 
system of interrelated products. A deep understanding of your customer, your key competitors’ 
positioning and the category dynamics are critical to writing the brand story. 

Once the “story” is written, consider the tools or elements available to bring the story to 
life. A retailer must first set the stage upon which the actions of investigation, discovery, 
demonstration, review, purchase, customization and fulfillment can occur. Whether a retailer 
is starting with a completely new retail concept design or simply reorganizing the store for 
the launch of a new product category, the principles are the same. Mapping the intended 
sequence of actions for your brand at retail (or customer journey) is similar to blocking 
the physical movement of actors in a play. In architectural terms, this is referred to as 
programming. As John Hench, former SVP of Walt Disney Imagineering, described the design 
process for Disneyland, “All of us came from motion pictures. That’s the reason the park is 
what it is: a stage design. You design the environment for activity, for actions. Walt used a lot 
of techniques of motion pictures [in designing the park].”11

Props are another important part of any story. Whether a primary item in the story (e.g., the 
magic lamp in Aladdin) or set-dressing that collectively conveys the overall theme of the story, 
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props are critical. In retail, props can be thought of as the products for sale or part of 
supporting visual merchandising for the category (e.g., a few generic books on a shelf next 
to a Bluetooth audio speaker to imply a home environment). Regardless, the presentation 
of products and related merchandising should be strategically chosen and arranged as visual 
cues to support the brand story. The scale of props or theming can be dramatic. The Ralph 
Lauren 867 Madison flagship store, a renovated 1890s mansion in Manhattan, conveys the 
aspirational life of British and early American aristocracy. Conversely, a modest but impactful 
camping equipment endcap at Dick’s Sporting Goods conveys the promise of outdoor 
adventures through use of shale rock pieces and birch logs. Carefully curated use of props 
in merchandising supports the desired mythology of a brand.

Visual communication in retail functions as a form of scenery in telling a brand story. This 
might give context for how or where a product is used. Lifestyle imagery can show how 
others make creative use of a product or demonstrate the end result — a product that solves 
a problem in their life. Signage, whether print or digital, serves a variety of objectives in the 
customer journey. Communications can inspire, navigate, inform or persuade the shopper. 
In-store brand communications can also serve as a “cue card” to remind sales staff of 
key product concepts that should be reinforced in conversations with your customer. 
Understanding physical placement of signage in a retail environment should guide mapping 
the right message at the right moment, supporting the customer journey and bringing the 
shopper along in the brand story. 

As the cost of technology and hardware has decreased, retailers and marketers have more 
broadly deployed digital screens in store. Solutions range from large digital ambient brand 
visuals to integrating interactive and informational screens within product displays or 
end caps. The latter addresses the needs of consumer product brands who are “house guests” 
with a category retailer, such as an appliance brand in a warehouse club like Costco. 
As mentioned earlier, some product brands are delving into DTC hybrid distribution models, 
born of the twin goals of tighter control over brand experience or forming deeper relationships 
directly with customers. A point-of-sale, or POS, interactive display and proximity tracking tools 
(e.g., cameras) can give a manufacturer hard data on customers interacting with products in 
store. Retail signage can also steer the consumer’s attention to brand-specific digital content. 
A simple QR code link on a video screen or NFC-enabled poster directs the user’s smartphone 
to a dedicated webpage for deeper storytelling, such as reading product reviews or watching 
product demo videos. 
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““

While we might envision our target customer as the hero of the brand story, store staff 
associates are the key supporting characters. As a retailer, customers’ values, behaviors 
and expectations, combined with brand positioning, should inform recruiting, hiring and 
training of the store management and staff. Successful brand experiences are most often 
created for customers when the employees embody the brand values and mission. This 
means all details of the experience should be considered and planned: clearly defined 
roles for all employees in store (where and how they fit into each stage of the customer 
journey), training for active listening and assessment of customer needs, scripting 
interaction scenarios with customers, communication style and tone, escalation resources 
for customer needs or issues beyond their job scope, etc. 

One example of best practices in this area is Lululemon Athletica Inc. This company 
specializes in the design, distribution and retailing of athletic apparel and accessories. 
Founded in Vancouver, Canada, in 1998, the company operates nearly 500 company-
operated stores and an ecommerce business.12 With a clearly articulated positioning and 
value structure, their staff recruiting and employee responsibilities are aligned to support 
the story of their brand, products and services. 

“Our vision for our store was to create more than a place where people could get gear 
to sweat in. We wanted to create a community hub where people could learn and 

discuss the physical aspects of healthy living, mindfulness and living a life of possibility. 
Our core values of personal responsibility, entrepreneurship, honesty, courage, 

connection, fun and inclusion are lived by our people every day and are at the heart 
of our unique company culture.”13
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Job Requirements: Guest Experience14 

• “Provides guests with world-class ‘education’ and guest experience in the areas of 
product, culture and community by speaking authentically about product use through 
their own experiences

• Product Education: communicates special features, benefits, fabric properties, usage and 
best care instructions

• Culture Education: ‘demonstrates’ the culture held within the company, including: attitude 
of fun, respect, support, empowerment, encouragement, passion, interaction with other 
staff and in-store discussion of lifestyle (i.e., yoga, fitness, health and fun)

• Community Education: ensures guests are aware of in-store community bulletin board 
— for information and resources regarding yoga and other health, fitness and related 
community information. We are the hub for all sweaty endeavors in our communities!”

 
Consumer expectations for higher levels of service at retail continue to grow. Consumers 
know they can shop online, but making the extra effort to visit a retail store in person further 
raises the expectations of receiving good service. Critically important for success is assuring 
your customer experience in store strategically and creatively delivers on your brand story. 
 
Unquestionably, the future was pulled forward by several years in 2020. The massive 
challenges facing individuals, small businesses, large corporations, governments and 
entire nations forced rapid changes. All dimensions of omnichannel business models were 
impacted. For those in the interrelated professions of retailing, marketing and technology, 
we are tasked with evolving our strategies and practices to better meet the demands of our 
customers, employees, shareholders and communities. There are now new stories to tell. 

While considering how much has changed for retailing and e-commerce, let’s turn an eye 
toward the future. What other changes and trends are coming that will further impact 
consumers and brands? 

“Ready Shopper One” (with apologies to author Ernest Cline and director Steven Spielberg) 

One power of great storytelling is to evoke fantastic new realms in the mind of the audience. 
A hero’s search for answers might take us to bizarre and threatening worlds or beautiful and 
exotic destinations. Perhaps a magical object, such as Aladdin’s lamp, guides our hero. 
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Or, an unexpected vehicle, such as a farmhouse, carries them to Oz. Early storytelling 
tools, such as books, required the reader to conjure a mental image of these new realms 
through their mind’s eye. In the 20th century, movies transported viewers to fantastic places, 
whether filmed in faraway locations or built on a soundstage. Of course, Walt Disney and 
his team of Imagineers combined creativity and new technologies to pioneer immersive, 
automated environments that allowed audiences to physically move through a story. 
Their innovative animatronics introduced us to new versions of fictional characters or even 
deceased historical figures, such as Abraham Lincoln. The “theme park” delivered previously 
unimagined experiences that quickly replaced amusement-park predecessors. 

The “metaverse” is the new theme park. Certainly, it is more than that, but all the attributes 
that made Disneyland such a commercial and socially engaging success are duplicated and 
expanded exponentially in this new world. “Metaverse” is a term first suggested by Neal 
Stephenson in his iconic science fiction novel “Snow Crash,” published in 1992. Stephenson 
used the phrase to characterize his vision of how a virtual reality-based world would become 
the successor to today’s internet.15 Interestingly, this book has become an inspirational 
guidepost and required reading for many tech executives. 

There are currently two primary models of the metaverse. The first being video games. How 
does this work? On the most basic level, players assume the roles of characters in a digitally 
created world and navigate through these large, sprawling environments to achieve certain 
objectives and win the game. This simple description does not capture the depth and quality 
of experience design displayed by today’s sophisticated, high-resolution video games, 
associated content and systems. Non-players may not understand the degree of excitement, 
entertainment and deep personal commitment that dedicated gamers have about their 
favorite games. 

Many may not be aware of the scope and financial success of the industry. There were 2.7 
billion active gamers worldwide in 2020. Total 2020 global gaming market revenues reached 
over $160 billion. This is larger than the film and music industries combined!16 Online gaming 
continues to grow with leading software like Fortnite and Minecraft available on multiple 
platforms. Roblox, a game targeted at kids, went public in an IPO on March 10, 2021. After 
the first day of trading, the company was valued at $45 billion, up from $4 billion one year 
before.17 While gaming skews younger as the leading entertainment choice versus, say, 
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television, it’s not just young teen boys driving the category. U.S. demographics for video 
game players include 40 percent that are between 18 and 35 years old, and 45 percent 
of US gamers are women.18

The second primary model of the metaverse is augmented reality. This is essentially the data 
and functionality of the internet overlaid as a graphic interface on the real world. The most 
common access method today is via smartphones or tablets. The device uses the camera 
function combined with applications to augment your view of, for example, a nearby street 
corner with digital signage, graphics, imagery or animation. This creates a new hybrid or 
augmented reality that only the user personally sees with their phone or tablet screen. 
Location-based technologies enable these types of experiences by accurately and constantly 
triangulating the physical location of a user’s device. The enabling technologies include GPS, 
Wi-Fi tracking, carrier cellular location tracking or QR codes.19 The software matches your 
phone’s location with a database of assets to activate and present images and information 
associated with or assigned to that specific geographic location. In Pokémon Go, one of the 
first blockbuster AR games specifically developed for mobile devices, users see and interact 
with mythical creatures in real life (e.g., a public park), that no one outside of the game can 
see. Players (“Trainers”) can search their city alone or with friends in hopes of capturing a 
rare Pokémon, compete in Gym Battles and strengthen their Pokémon and earn rewards. 

An additional wave of innovation is coming in the AR space as several companies work 
on new forms of digital glasses. This new tool would enable the wearer to see a constant 
stream of curated information or imagery that the user selects to highlight or be triggered by 
specific events, such as proximity to certain locations or user hand gestures. For example, 
passing by a sports stadium and placing the stadium in the user’s line of sight might trigger 
a simple reminder that they have tickets for a baseball game there next Wednesday. “Have 
you invited your brother, Jeremy, yet?” reminds your AI assistant speaking softly in your ear 
bud. There are few models of digital glasses available today for higher-end commercial 
purposes. The push to develop and launch consumer-targeted forms of AR glasses is 
underway at a variety of leading tech companies. Industry sources and patent filings suggest 
that Samsung, Huawei and Facebook have projects underway. Perhaps the most excitement 
revolves around Apple and multiple reports that a new device some are referring to as “Apple 
Glass” may be announced as early as 2021. Apple is certainly known for their secrecy about 
potential new products until the launch date is imminent. Regardless, consumer expectations 
are high due to their high standards in engineering and hardware design.20
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These two general models of metaverses (VR worlds and AR worlds) are rapidly expanding 
beyond the niche of gaming into broader multipurpose life experiences. From a user 
perspective, this technology can facilitate and enhance most common forms of activities 
and events: socializing, entertainment, traveling, shopping, working, weddings, worshipping, 
learning and just living. Where people go, marketers and brands go.

As described earlier, the gaming market is growing at a massive rate in consumer 
participation and revenues generated. Non-gaming companies are now heavily investing 
in developing and experimenting with the metaverse. This is a new venue for unique brand 
storytelling and expanding or enhancing traditional venues of advertising and shopping. 

Many consumer businesses have evolved into the use of multi-channel marketing strategies. 
This model combines retail stores and websites to promote and distribute products. 
Multi-channel has evolved into omnichannel strategies, where customer behavior data is 
collected and utilized to better integrate the customer experience across retail and web. 
The omnichannel model has also expanded to include other touch points with consumers, 
such as mobile apps, social media, webchat and customer support call centers. The ideal 
integrated omnichannel customer experience includes more personalized communications. 
This means unique individual customer inquiries, preferences and problems, purchase history, 
pending orders, demographics, etc., are used to inform targeted product recommendations, 
promotional offers and general customer support.21

The metaverse might be described as the inciting moment that moves marketers from an 
omnichannel model to an “omnidimensional” model. In this scenario, enterprise relationships 
with customers both expand and contract. Relationships expand to the extent of a nearly 
infinite number of virtual places and means for interaction with customers. This interpretation 
borrows from principles of physics where something is quantified by measures (dimensions) 
of mass, length and time. Instead of a single physical store, imagine a brand represented by 
a virtual city limited in scale only by the imagination. 

Conversely, relationships contract to the extent that communication with customers and 
presentation of the brand is hyper-personalized and concentrated. Instead of a chatbot 
responding to customer questions with generalized answers on a website, imagine being 
greeted and accompanied by a synthetic human or AI character that is wholly tailored to 
match customer tastes and preferences. This customer relationship manager, or CRM,
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synthetic human might be considered analogous to the “omniscient narrator” in storytelling. 
This is someone outside of the story who knows everything about the characters, places and 
events IN the story.

Products and services purchased in the metaverse also take on new forms. Traditional 
purchases can occur now, for example, in a virtual 3D furniture showroom with the result of 
a new sectional sofa being delivered to your home. Other purchases in the metaverse are 
digital-only items. A gamer might choose to buy a branded designer outfit for their avatar on 
a game platform. This article of clothing has permanence for the purchaser via their game 
account but does not exist in the physical realm. 

A new and rapidly expanding market model is happening for consumer purchases of limited 
edition digital assets, referred to as nonfungible tokens, or NFTs. Items purchased, such as a 
collectible new piece of artwork, music or video clip, are digitally watermarked with a unique 
piece of code. This validates the NFT’s origin from the creator and documents the NFT’s 
ownership by the purchaser. A record of the item’s authenticity is stored on a blockchain. This 
decentralized database technology serves as the ledger for cryptocurrency transactions and 
ownership.22 In the future, this might extend to corporations buying digital “real estate” in a 
large and heavily trafficked metaverse. This would allow them to “build” branded storytelling 
venues for entertainment, shopping and other services in this virtual space and customize 
the experience for the digital denizens of this unique world. 

A recent industry speech by Tilak Mandadi, EVP and CTO for Disney Parks, Experiences and 
Products (DPEP), spoke to their plans for accelerated expansion of consumer technology in 
refining the theme park experience. “Disney has evolved from classic linear storytelling (films) 
to interactive storytelling (video games) to immersive storytelling (theme parks) and now to 
personalized and social storytelling; converging physical and digital experiences that are 
creating the theme park metaverse.”23

The specific creative solutions to apply these expanding technology capabilities to your 
brand marketing and retailing will vary depending on the scale and category for your 
business, but the principles of great storytelling and their ability to inspire and engage 
customers are timeless. They continue to guide many successful brands, and all can benefit 
from their strategic application to current and future business goals.
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