
Confident Consumerism
How the semiotics of safety and 

optimism can enable consumers to 
venture out with confidence 



The British public have been social distancing as a 
strategy for slowing the infection rate of Covid-19 for 
just over 10 weeks. The phrase Stay Home, Save 
Lives, Protect The NHS has become ingrained as a 
collective mantra.  

However lockdown measures now look set to ease 
with shops re-opening from 15 June. Consumers will 
be able to shop again (with social distancing 
measures in place).

BUT how can brands mitigate some of the anxieties 
many people feel about venturing out into public life 
once more?

In this report, we take a look at the key values of 
Safety and Optimism to define key ways in which 
businesses can help create a culture of Confident 
Consumerism. 

Brands are inseparable from the culture that surrounds 
them. 

In this report, we’ve used granular semiotic analysis to 
uncover the ways brands adapt to cultural changes, 
and tell stories to consumers at a conscious & 
subconscious level. 

Sign Salad is a cultural insight agency, specialising 
in semiotics and language analysis. By using 
semiotics, we help clients understand how culture 
impacts the way people respond to their brands 
and products, and ensure that they are optimally 
relevant and meaningful. 

Whilst talking to consumers will help to understand 
their opinions and perceptions, semiotics 
investigates the cultural conditions that created 
those beliefs - and how those beliefs will change as 
culture changes. 

About Sign SaladIntroduction



Safety
Cleaning

Consumers want to feel safe in the stores and restaurants they will 
be returning to – and businesses delivering the functional basics of 
hygiene, protection and sanitation will be those most able to provide 
consumers with reassurance and certainty. This means going big on 
cleaning. Visible cleanliness is absolutely fundamental for a business 
signifying safety– it is a basic symbol of care and responsibility. 

Signifying cleanliness does not only mean doing the cleaning; but 
also demonstrating to consumers that it’s been done. Using visible 
signals and markers of cleanliness – signage, certified cleaning 
timesheets, tick-lists – will explain the cleaning process to ensure 
consumers feel empowered and confident in the space. 

This means signalling an emotional safety as well as a physical one. 

Showcasing cleanliness not only demonstrates the owners care 
about consumers’ health, but that they empathise with consumers’ 
anxieties around being in an unfamiliar space with others.

Consumers will feel confident in spaces that offer clear evidence 
of literal – and symbolic – cleanliness.

Visible signs of constant cleaning, i.e. wiping down the counter between 
customers, signals ongoing care and attention

High-intensity deep cleaning indicates a business 
taking hygiene seriously 



Barriers and Protection

A second important code of Safety is signalled 
through barriers: screens, gloves, face masks, and hand 
sanitisers.

This code represents not only a literal protection
narrative, but a bigger and more symbolic generosity
narrative. Brands giving away free masks and hand 
wash would signify that they value consumer and staff 
safety over profits. 

So barriers (such as face masks) are a potent symbol 
of both physical protection and brand altruism.

This free ‘Covid merch’ becomes a symbol of the same 
generosity of spirit that the British public have been so 
captivated by during lockdown – i.e. acts of public 
altruism, Thursday-nights clapping for the NHS, spikes 
in volunteerism – and now perhaps free masks given 
now that everyone will be expected to wear them.

Barriers are thereby not only functional – they are an 
opportunity for brands to tap into the spirit of generosity 
that has so ignited the British imagination during 
lockdown. Protective Perspex screens provide protection for staff and customers

LVMH-produced hand sanitiser signals the brand’s can-do, generous side

Face masks and other physical barriers have become a 
symbol of both physical protection and brand generosity 



Humour and Uplift 

Brands have an opportunity to become the voice of 
optimism as lockdown eases – a welcome respite after 
weeks of worry. 

Positive, humorous messaging lifts spirits, overcomes 
fear, galvanises confidence and generates solidarity. The 
bright and sunny tonality of language and imagery is a 
metaphor for a brighter future – and signals that brands 
with this sunny TOV are active participants in that 
brighter future. 

This kind of messaging is metaphoric, empathetic and 
hopeful, and gives permission for consumers to shop 
with confidence. 

Optimism

Warm wit and humour offers relief and respite after weeks 
of seriousness and doubt



Community, Country and Purpose

Continuing with the theme of generating solidarity –
there is an opportunity for brands to harness some of 
lockdown’s national goodwill and employ it 
purposefully. In the same way the British public have 
supported NHS workers, there is an opportunity for 
businesses to drum up support for national 
shopkeepers. 

Each individual expedition – going shopping, out for a 
meal, to the cinema– will be an act of bringing the 
nation back together; and brands must tap into this if 
they are to encourage Confident Consumerism.

Going out represents two forms of purpose – personal 
purpose and achievement (venturing out for oneself, 
having been indoors for a long time); and community 
purpose. Going out represents reconnection – a 
tangible rebuilding of neighbourhood and community. 

The high street is not just a space for functional 
purchasing – but a civic space in which the 
community can come together, and the connections 
between people can be reinvigorated. 

The high street a civic space in which connections between 
people can be re-forged after weeks of isolation 

Businesses have the opportunity to tap into the national 
spirit of goodwill and showcase a community spirit



Confident Consumerism

SAFETY

Functional

Literal

Symbolic

Responsible

Personal protection 

Cleanliness

OPTIMISM

Emotional

Metaphoric

Empathetic

Hopeful

Personal purpose

Belonging

Businesses that strike a balance between Safety and Optimism are 
those most likely to encourage Confident Consumerism

A Fusion of Safety and Optimism:

There are two key pathways to coding Confident Consumerism –
Safety and Optimism. Brands must embrace both hemispheres if they 
are to encourage consumers to emerge from lockdown and venture 
back into retail and hospitality spaces.



Think clean. Clean your space well, but also display photos of the cleaning process to 
prove it; and then certify it by including references to it in signage.

Adopt barriers. Fit screens around tills for staff and customers – if possible, adopt card-
only payments – but also consider providing free branded masks and hand sanitiser. 

Employ humour in signage, as well as positive messages about an optimistic future. 

Reference support for the local community, buying British, and reconnecting the 
nation – to suggest that each individual shopping trip is a mission to achieve something 
bigger than the personal experience.

Key take-outs for brands

To conclude, we suggest that the combination of all of these will suggest a kind of Confident Consumerism. 
These are some top of mind thoughts but taking the underlying ethic of these ideas will ensure retail and 
leisure brands appear confident and relevant to consumers. 
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Please feel free to get in touch with us at 
hello@signsalad.com

Written by Alex Gordon, with insights from all the team at 
Sign Salad. 


