
25 YEARS 
OF THE HARTMAN GROUP  

To celebrate The 

Hartman Group’s 25th 

anniversary, we highlight 

25 breakthrough insights 

and strategic thoughts.  

Our years of incorporating innovative 

research from anthropologists, 

ethnographers and social scientists 

tied to our traditional methods have 

led to many groundbreaking and 

defining insights on consumer behavior 

and culture. The value of our 

perspectives is in seeing our work as an 

ongoing journey. Consumers are on an 

ever-evolving journey and we plan on 

being right there with them to 

continue to unlock the secrets of the 

marketplace for the next 25 years. 

Who knows what we’ll discover, but it 

should be quite a ride.  
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Got Culture? 
Culture is the contexts in which we live our lives. At The Hartman Group, we engage culture as a force that 
determines behavior, constrains choice, shapes desire and defines need. To understand trends and to 
create successful innovations, it’s key that companies read the cultural currents in which consumer 
behavior happens.  
 
The Hartman World Model 
The forces driving consumers are complex, but they come into clearer view when you stop looking at the 
individual consumer as an isolated unit and start looking at him or her as participating in larger lifestyle or 
culture worlds.  
 
Anthropologists of Consumers’ Native Environments 
The illuminating insights that reveal the real-life, nuanced layers of consumer behavior surface through 
disciplined observation of consumers in their natural environments, not the confines of a focus group 
setting. This has been the foundation of our research methodology and is the reason why we are able to 
deliver more compelling solutions for our clients.  
 
Consumer-Driven Marketplace 
Consumers, not companies or marketing, are in control of the marketplace. Change is consumer driven, 
and change is exactly what consumers are doing, causing ripples and tremors throughout the marketplace.  
 
The Human Side of Obesity 
Consumers know what they’re supposed to eat for good health. Cultural reasons — the complexities of 
everyday life — underlie the obesity epidemic, and cultural changes can fix it. 
 
From Wellness to Possibility 
Consumers have transitioned from the desire to regain control of their personal and household health to 
an aspiration for a better way of life. Health and wellness is so thoroughly incorporated into consumers’ 
lifestyles that it is now about a broadening desire for a quality of life for longer.  
 
“I Don’t Want My Food to Be Medicine” 
The functional food craze has faded, because people want to boost their health with real, whole foods, 
not something that looks or tastes like medicine.   
 
Organic Meets Main Street 
Before it became a household word, we boldly and correctly predicted that organic would emerge from 
the shadows of a niche market and into the blazing sunshine of the mainstream marketplace. We 
demonstrated that the industry game board was changing and said that even the largest retailers would 
one day be selling organics to everyday consumers across all walks of life. They did and continue to 
expand on this proposition.  
 
First Me, Then the Planet 
While everyone wants the world to be a better place, they don't always shop that way: people want to 
save themselves before they save the planet. Consumers typically evolve toward very active “sustainable” 
lifestyles along a body-world continuum. For many consumers, sustainability starts on a personal level: 
“What goes in our bodies is first, what goes on our bodies is a close second.”  
 
Overlapping Consumers  
People shop everywhere now, often at multiple locations for a single meal, which negates the idea of a 
single Whole Foods Market or Walmart or Safeway shopper.  
 
Mind the Relevancy Gap  
Today’s retail landscape is a picture of complexity, congestion and consolidation. It is a story about tired 
legacy retailers struggling to fit in their outdated infrastructure with shoppers. A gap has opened up 
between what consumers expect retailers to sell and what they desire them to sell.  
 
The Rational Irrationality of Consumer Behavior 
Embrace that consumers are irrational. Consumers lead messy lives that are full of contradictions. People 
will eat at McDonald’s even though they’re cooking with organic food at home. They used to smoke 
cigarettes after jogging. No longer are we analyzing specific data points; we are reconciling how 
consumers say they live to what consumers really do day to day.  

Mealtime Is Anytime: The Great American Snackscape 
We’re a snacking culture. Eating before, between and after meals is so prevalent it’s rendered traditional 
daypart analysis obsolete. Snacking is a cultural experience and is not just about mindless munching. 
Consumers increasingly believe that eating smaller meals more frequently is healthier and that snacking 
bridges gaps between meals due to long work and commute times. 
 
From Traditional Culture to Participatory Culture 
Today, the market is our culture — a consumer culture. Old-era symbols are no longer relevant. 
Consumers are seeking to redefine the very essence of quality and are increasingly freed from the vast and 
powerful constraints of traditional structures to pursue a life and express themselves in ways previously 
unimagined.  
 
Roadside Pantry Effect 
Food is everywhere. Who isn’t selling food these days? Shopping is no longer just about restocking the 
pantry and refrigerator. The reasons for shopping have transitioned away from “what are we out of?” and 
moved to “what should we eat?” Grocers now have to compete for consumers’ food dollars with non-
traditional channels in drug, dollar and convenience.  
 
Premium Private Label 
Long the underdogs of the brand world, private label has emerged as a major winner for Trader Joe’s and 
other retailers. The key is putting the premium in private label.  
 
Joy of Eating Alone 
Almost half of eating occasions happen alone, and it’s no longer synonymous with loneliness. People eat 
alone to savor their food and the moment, and catch up with other activities.  
 
Local Is the New Organic 
What’s better than organic? No longer merely a bridge between organic and natural, local now speaks to 
consumer desires for a food system with integrity. Local is a powerful symbol of trust and transparency. 
 
Cultural Apparatus 
Food culture is about anything and everything related to foods and beverages. It captures the complexity 
of influencers that inform choice today. The Cultural Apparatus decodes who influences quality and how 
we choose what to eat. 
 
Short-term Ideas Disguise Themselves as Trends  
To uncover the most relevant consumer shifts, we need to look beneath the current short-term ideas 
abuzz in the marketplace to fully understand the larger trend driving them.  
 
Third Grocery Sector 
Long before the recession, savvy consumers were already figuring out that the best prepared foods 
departments in their local area offered a better value than take-out restaurant food. The opportunity 
space for food retailing is in fresh, packaged foods, or what we call “The Third Grocery Sector.”  
 
Bifurcation of Values 
Shoppers are gravitating toward either end of the value versus premium product barbell and abandoning 
the middle. 
 
Fresh Thinking on Fresh 
The word "fresh" is actually a complex indicator of broader lifestyle orientations toward food quality 
rather than an objective food distinction. The trend toward fresh can be understood as a historical process 
that is continually (re)defining what quality means in the world of food. Fresh is the cultural shift toward 
all things healthy, real, pure and special.  
 
Redefinition of Quality 
Today’s consumer-driven interpretations of quality are expressed through principles, values and 
experiences. For the past 30 years, the sum total of ideas, preferences, desires, techniques and “ways of 
doing” that have characterized trends in the food world point to one inescapable conclusion: Consumers 
have driven the foundational restructuring of what it means to enjoy a quality food experience.  
 
Natural: Lost in Translation 
Although the ideal of “natural” continues to evoke positive associations and an image of simple, real food 
that is free from artificial ingredients, consumers are increasingly primed to react to the term as a 
marketing gimmick.  
 


