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A food delivery boy braves heavy rains to reach a customer in Bhubaneswar. | Photo Credit:
BISWARANJAN ROUT

Consumption is an important element of human civilisation. The success of modern economies
is dependent on, and measured a great deal by, the level and nature of consumption. From the
hunter-gatherers whose consumption was survival-centric to the millennials for whom
consumption is about fulfilling aspirations, the nature of consumerism has seen tremendous
shifts.

The notion of consumption has changed and today, several streams of thoughts co-exist. The
ancient Greek philosopher Diogenes famously showed his contempt for material things by living
in a barrel. Since the industrial revolution, the rise of the middle class in developed countries has
led to a growth in consumption. While on the one hand, the acquisition and display of material
wealth are acceptable and even appreciated by a large section of society, another stream of
thought advocates minimalism. The COVID-19 pandemic brought shifts in consumer behaviour.
Lockdowns brought more people into the e-commerce fold. Due to the economic impact of the
pandemic, the world witnessed a shrinkage of demand. But post-pandemic recovery and
suppressed consumerism is now leading to ‘revenge shopping’.

Modern-day consumerism is not only about wanting more but also wanting it fast. We are in an
age of ‘hyper lapse consumerism’ — there is a clamour to be the fastest to reach the consumer.
The ubiquitous growth of the Internet and the rise of e-commerce have fuelled hyper lapse
consumerism, which refers not only to the kinds of products being sold but also to the ease with
which consumers order them and the speed at which such products are delivered. According to
a study by Invesp, 56% of online consumers between the age of 18 and 34 years expect the
goods they have ordered to be delivered on the same day, whereas 61% want their packages
even faster — within 1-3 hours of placing an order.

After e-commerce companies made delivery their core competence by putting boots on the
ground and even drones in the sky, the competition to deliver faster and better is shaping
consumer behaviour and industry patterns. Recently in India we saw food and grocery delivery
companies announcing 10-minute deliveries for consumers in select cities. This is being done by
strengthening the hyper-local logistical network, leveraging predictive algorithms, process
optimisation and, in some cases, providing incentives and disincentives for delivery partners.
When the 10-minute delivery plan was announced, policymakers and experts raised concerns
that delivery professionals might resort to reckless driving and put themselves and others at risk
in their rush to stick to timelines. Indiscriminate work pressure can lead to fatigue, mental health
issues and other health issues among delivery professionals. In an industry which offers little to
no social security for gig workers, this could have serious consequences. A NITI Aayog report,
‘India’s Booming Gig and Platform Economy’, suggests extending social security for gig and
platform workers, including paid sick leave, health access and insurance, and occupational
disease and work accident insurance.

Hyperlapse consumerism is not without its benefits. According to NITI Aayog, in 2020-21, about
7.7 million workers were engaged in the gig economy, accounting for 1.5% of the total workforce
in India. This is expected to grow to 23.5 million workers by 2029-30, making up for 4.1% of the
total livelihood in India. According to a report titled ‘Unlocking the Potential of the Gig Economy



in India’, by Boston Consulting Group and the Michael and Susan Dell Foundation, India’s
burgeoning gig economy has the potential to provide up to 90 million jobs in the non-farm
economy alone, generate over $250 billion in the volume of work and contribute 1.25% to the
country’s GDP in the long term.

At the core of the gig economy growth are behavioural shifts among consumers. Along with
being fast, shopping has become more impersonal. The local kirana store owners have paved
the way for ‘delivery buddies’ and OTPs. Many people don’t buy groceries on a monthly basis
any more; they buy them in a more piecemeal fashion. Often, they prefer getting meals delivered
at home instead of going out.

Going ahead, there are two paths. Either we continue with hyper lapse consumerism or shift
back to a more laid-back delivery model. In the rush to come up with better value propositions
for the customer, businesses often tend to ignore the social, ethical, environmental and personal
costs of business decisions. These decisions get influenced by, and further influence, consumer
needs and behaviour. While advertising serves a positive purpose by educating consumers,
much attention has been focused on the question of whether advertising is manipulative.

However, putting the onus entirely on either businesses or on consumers would be unjust. For
businesses, the pursuit of valuation, revenue, profits, and the pursuit of equity, social good, good
health and environment need not always be mutually exclusive. For consumers too, the pursuit
of convenience and amusement should not make them ignorant towards the hardships of many.
Social critic Neil Postman contrasted the worlds of George Orwell's 1984 and Aldous Huxley’s
Brave New World in the foreword of his book Amusing Ourselves to Death. In 1984, people are
controlled by inflicting pain, whereas, in Brave New World, they are controlled by inflicting
pleasure.

While much has been written about the regulatory and technical aspects of 10-minute delivery,
we must also analyse it from an ethical, social and behavioural perspective. Both consumers
and businesses should be mindful of the wide-ranging consequences of their actions, and 360-
degree analysis of business decisions must be undertaken for the larger good. After alll,
technology gives us leverage to solve many problems, but only wisdom can tell us which
problems are worth solving.

Divya Singh Rathore and Pratyush Prabhakar are public policy professionals. Their Twitter
handles are @ _divyarathore and @pratyushpbk
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