Kate Hardcastle reveals why trust and emotion remain key amid AI’s retail takeover

[image: ]
In an era where technological advancements are rapidly reshaping consumer behaviour, Kate Hardcastle's new book, The Science of Shopping, arrives as a compelling resource for retailers aiming to navigate this complex landscape. Launching globally on 3rd June 2025, the book explores the intersection of emotion, strategy, and trust in the retail experience, echoing the trends observed in a global retail market now valued at an astonishing $29 trillion. 
One of the core arguments presented is that up to 80% of shopping decisions are expected to be influenced by artificial intelligence (AI) in the near future. This projection dovetails with recent findings that demonstrate a significant increase in AI's role within the shopping experience. For instance, a report from Salesforce highlighted a nearly 4% year-over-year increase in U.S. online sales during the 2024 holiday season, showcasing how AI-powered chatbots have become an integral part of consumer transactions. Notably, nearly 42% of shoppers engaged with these AI services in a marked uptick from the previous year, suggesting consumers are more willing than ever to rely on technology for guidance in their purchasing decisions.
Yet, amid this digital transformation, Hardcastle argues that emotional connections remain paramount. According to her model, the Buyerarchy of Needs, which identifies fundamental motivations behind consumer purchases—including comfort, connection, and confidence—brands must cultivate trust and transparency to succeed. In fact, she emphasises that “Making a great product is only half the story. The rest is emotion, strategy, and trust.” This perspective resonates with a broader sentiment as 67% of consumers today express a lack of trust in advertising, seeking authentic connections instead. 
Moreover, while the younger generation, particularly Gen Z, is pushing for a "real-life" retail experience over algorithm-driven commerce, they are also driving demand for hyper-personalised interactions with AI. A Capgemini report noted that 71% of consumers want generative AI integrated into their shopping experiences, reflecting a desire for seamless and personalised journeys that traditional retail fails to deliver. 
However, the shift towards an AI-centric consumer culture is not without its challenges. Reports indicate that although AI-enhanced shopping experiences are increasingly adopted, concerns linger regarding product returns, with a return rate jumping to 28% during the recent holiday season. These returns may signal a gap between expectations set by AI recommendations and actual consumer satisfaction. Additionally, a separate study found that 88% of consumers in Southeast Asia reportedly use AI in their purchasing decisions, yet many rated these features as only moderately helpful, spotlighting the need for e-commerce platforms to refine their AI applications for greater consumer benefit.
Against this backdrop of rapid digital evolution and evolving consumer expectations, the upcoming RTIH AI in Retail Awards aims to celebrate innovation within the industry, recognising those companies effective at integrating AI into their operations. Scheduled for 3rd September 2025 at The Barbican in London, this event will gather thought leaders to discuss the critical role of AI in shaping retail's future.
Hardcastle’s The Science of Shopping thus not only offers practical insights for brands striving to meet these modern-day challenges but also serves as a clarion call for retailers to focus on the human elements of shopping. As we look toward a future where shopping is both digital and deeply human, the importance of fostering trust and emotional engagement will be pivotal in winning the loyalty of the next generation of consumers.
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