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Which? has carried out a unique piece of research with 
thousands of consumers to find how they have been affected 
by the economic downturn.

Before hearing what they have to say, this is a snapshot of the 
UK economy going into 2012.

Austerity measures Since the crisis, the coalition government 
has launched initiatives, including a tough multi-year plan to 
reduce the budget deficit. The June 2010 budget put forward a 
plan to reduce the structural deficit by £40bn a year by 2014-15, 
£32bn of this from cutting government spending.1 

Low growth UK GDP growth is virtually stagnant. UK economic 
activity shrank 0.2% in the last three months of 2011.2 This was 
weaker than predicted, which means the government’s targets 
to reduce the structural deficit look more difficult to meet.3

Rising inflation As growth has stuttered, the cost of goods 
and services has risen. Inflation, as measured by the consumer 
prices index (CPI), has fallen in the last two months, but is still 
significantly above target (2%). It’s growing more quickly than 
incomes – a squeeze on the real value of what people earn.3  

Drop in value of homes While the daily cost of living increases, 
families are seeing no increase in the value of their homes. Land 

1

The squeezed middle
The phrase ‘the squeezed middle’ has 
been used to describe those feeling 
the pinch from government cuts. Some 
sources have excluded from this only 
those on benefits or earning a six-figure 
salary. According to BBC research, this 
would equate to 88% of the population. 
Other research suggests that describing 
such a huge group as similarly squeezed 
doesn’t give an accurate picture of 
people’s experience of the downturn. 

Which? carried out research to 
understand the squeeze in more detail, 
to get a clearer picture of who is feeling 
squeezed, how severe the pressures they 
face are, and how these or other factors 
are affecting behaviour and wellbeing. 

Registry data suggests that in the peak 
month of January 2008 the average 
price of a UK house was £182,000, but 
by December 2011 this had fallen to 
£160,000 (at 2003 prices) – a fall in prices 
of more than 12%. Despite this, many 
people are still struggling to afford to 
buy and it’s very difficult in particular for 
younger first-time buyers to get on the 
housing ladder. The average age of a first-
time buyer who has received no financial 
help from family or friends is now 33, 
according to a recent survey by Halifax.

Unemployment The number of people 
out of work rose from 1.6m in late 
2007 to 2.64m in August-October 2011, 
though this wasn’t as sharp a rise as in 
previous recessions.2 The young have 
been particularly badly hit. By December 
2011, more than a million 16-24 year olds 
were out of work.4 Research suggests 
that graduate unemployment is at a 
17-year high5 and the government’s 
spending cuts are expected to increase 
this number. In 2010, the Office for 
Budget Responsibility predicted that 
610,000 public sector jobs would be 
lost by 2015/16. It’s widely forecast (OBR/
CEBR) that by 2013, more than 2.8 million 
people will be unemployed.6

Consumer confidence By December 
2011, this was at -33, down 12 points on 
December 2010, and its lowest since the 
2008-2009 recession.6

As growth has stuttered, the cost of goods and 
services has risen. Inflation is growing more 
quickly than incomes, meaning a further squeeze 
on the real value of what people earn

1 Budget 2010, HM Treasury, June 2010
2 BBC Economy Tracker, www.bbc.co.uk/news/10613201
3 Office Budget Responsibility (OBR), para 1.4 and 1.7: http://cdn.budgetresponsibility.

independent.gov.uk/Autumn2011EFO_web_version138469072346.pdf
4 Office for National Statistics Labour market statistics
5 www.bbc.co.uk/news/education-11652845
6 Economic and fiscal outlook November 2011, (OBR)
6  GfK NOP Consumer confidence barometer

Key research questions
How have consumers been affected by the economic •	
events of the last four years? 
What differences are there between consumers?•	
What have they done in response to the situation they find •	
themselves in?
How are they feeling now and what are their hopes and •	
concerns for the future?

How we did our research
We commissioned independent research agency Trajectory
to conduct:

an in-depth literature review to understand the economic 
context and key consumer issues;
a nationally representative quantitative survey of 2,094 
people across the UK in November 2011; and
20 in-depth (qualitative) interviews with people in Belfast, 
Bridgend, Glasgow, London and Sheffield in December 2011. 

By December 2011, 
more than a million 
16-24 year olds 
were out of work

The way we live now
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Key findings

The economic downturn has been 
the stuff of newspaper, TV and radio 
headlines for years now, but what’s the 
real impact on people’s lives, and who is 
feeling the squeeze?

Which? has carried out an exclusive 
report to find out. We surveyed 2,094 
UK adults and interviewed 20 people 
in-depth at the end of 2011.

What we’ve found
Consumers less satisfied with life
In 2007, when the economy was still 
doing well, 77% of people said they were 
satisfied with their lives overall. By the 
end of 2011, this had fallen by 16%.1

One in three people are struggling  
to get by
Less than half of people (43%) say they’re 
coping on their current income, and 36% 
admit to finding things difficult – more 
than twice the proportion who were 
struggling in 2006 (16%).2

The 3D squeeze: it’s not just what  
you earn that matters
Much commentary on the crisis has 
focused solely on income. But our 
research reveals that pre-downturn 
financial habits and major life events are 
also key to how well people are coping 
now. This helps explain why some people 
earning the same have had very different 
experiences since 2007. 

KEY FINDINGS

2
While those on higher incomes were more likely to be living 
comfortably or coping on their present income, those whose 
household income is well above average (more than £70,000) 
are only slightly more likely to say they’re ‘coping’ than those on 
household incomes of less than £8,000. 3

Different extremes of squeeze
Most of us have felt the impact of the downturn in one way or 
another, particularly since 2010. One in four people have had to 
use their savings to buy food or other daily essentials. 

One in five have gone into debt to do this. For 29% of us, it has 
meant not going on holiday. For others, the impact has been 
less concrete – increased job insecurity or concern over the 
state of society, or less willingness to spend – but just as real.4

Changing personal values  
The downturn has impacted on people beyond their finances. 
Many have changed their habits and wider values. Some, for 
example, are spending more time with the family and seeing 
this as a good thing. 

But many are worried how others in society are doing, 
especially the young. Just two fifths of people believe their 
children will be better off than they are. 5

Playing the long game
Worry is the most common feeling people have about their 
immediate future – three in ten say they’re anxious about the 
next year. Despite this, a fifth of people are hopeful, and the 
outlook over the next five years is far more optimistic. 6

Much commentary on the economic situation has  
focused solely on income, but our research shows 
that pre-downturn financial habits and major life 
events are also key to how people feel they’re coping

One in four people have recently 
had to use savings to buy food or 
other daily essentials. One in five 
have gone into debt to buy them

1 British Household Panel Survey 2007 (base 14,435). Consumers 2012 research 

2011 (base 2094). 
2 European Social Survey, 2006 (base 2394).
3 Consumers 2012 research, 2011 (base 2094).
4, 5, 6 ibid
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Impact on consumer 

Dissatisfaction with life
61% of people say they’re satisfied with their lives overall  
(see chart 1), quite a drop from 2007 when it was 77%.1 
Many factors influence overall life satisfaction – the biggest 
is satisfaction with household income and this has also fallen 
sharply since 2007. Just four in ten (39%) say they’re satisfied 
with their household income. In 2007, the figure was 58% of 
people (see chart 2).

Those who earn least are the least likely to be generally 
satisfied with their lives. Just over a third (36%) with a 
household income of less than £8,000 a year report they’re 
satisfied with their life, almost half the average (61%).

The close link between satisfaction with household income and 
life overall is particularly apparent with those aged 35-54. 

Fewer than one in three in this group (30%) are satisfied with 
their household income – and people this age are also less 
satisfied with their lives in general than the average. They’re 
most likely to have dependents and, if in work, are likely to 
have felt a decline in their real incomes, as price inflation has 
outstripped wage growth.

Satisfaction with household income can also be looked at in 
terms of how well consumers feel they’re coping financially.

How are people coping on their 
current household income?
The largest proportion of people say 
they’re just coping with their current 
circumstances (43%), and more than a 
third of people are finding things difficult. 
Just one in five say they’re comfortable 
on their current income – a significant 
drop on 2006 when four in ten people 
said the same (see chart 3).2

The proportion of people finding  
it difficult has more than doubled  
since before the downturn and  
those living comfortably has declined 
dramatically, from 41% in 2006 to  
19% now.

The research also shows that people’s 
reaction to the downturn hasn’t been 
dictated by their personal financial 
circumstances alone – inflation and other 
wider pressures have also affected how 
well people feel they’re coping. 

More than half of people feel worse off 
since 2007 (see chart 4), even though 
less than two fifths have seen their 
income decline. One in three people say 
their income has risen since before the 
recession, but fewer than one in five feel 
better off. 

Our research clearly shows that most 
consumers aren’t prospering, and more 
and more are feeling the impact of the 
downturn, particularly in the last year. 

But people’s idea of how well they’re 
doing isn’t always accurate. They tend 
to compare themselves to the people 
around them, rather than the national 
average income.  

This may explain why almost half of 
people who earn £37-£70,000 consider 
themselves average or below average in 
terms of household income (see chart 5), 
while average UK income is much lower 
(the mean average is £26,900, and the 
median is £21,500). 3

3

Chart 2: Satisfaction with aspects of life 2007/2011

Source: Consumers 2012 research, 2011 (base 2094); British Household Panel Survey, 2007 
(base 14,435)

Chart 1: Life satisfaction and key influencers, 2011

Source: Consumers 2012, research 2011 (base 2094)
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Chart 3: Coping on present income, 2006/2011

Source: Consumers 2012 research, 2011 (base 2094); European Social Survey, 2006  
(base 2394)

Chart 4: Impact of the downturn since 2007 and 2010

Source: Consumers 2012 research, 2011 (base 2094)
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Chart 5: Self perceptions of household income

Source: Consumers 2012 research, 2011 (base 1744 – all those willing to give an income)
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Chart 6: Perceptions of how well off people feel by income

Source: Consumers 2012 research, 2011 (base 2094)
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‘My partner losing his job, no savings…
financially we’re very badly affected. It hasn’t 
affected my wellbeing but… he has got 
extremely stressed and talked about not being 
here because he felt he’d let his family down.’ 
Woman, age 30-49, Glasgow, income under £17,000

1 2007 figure from British Household Panel Survey (face to face self-completion). 

Note that the Which? survey was conducted online, which may have had a small 

impact on results. 
2 2006 figure from the European Social Survey (UK base 2394).
3 Households Below Average Income, DWP May 2011.

Impact on consumer wellbeing and income
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Life events such as births are 
among the first things people 
recall about the past five years 
and have a notable effect on 
their overall wellbeing

Consumer wellbeing

Which? Consumer 2012 Report 09

The 3D squeeze

Case study: Andy, age 30-49, Bridgend,  
income £25-37,000

Andy lived a lavish lifestyle, much of it on credit, before the 
downturn. He entertained a lot, drove a Porsche and lived in 
a big house. At the time of the recession, he went through 
a divorce and now struggles to afford his mortgage. Money 
has been tight since 2008, and he has had to make drastic 
changes, including selling his car and setting a strict limit on 
what he spends. He’s also had other bad experiences in the 
past few years, including injuries sustained at work, and feels 
much worse off than in 2007. He feels under pressure to keep 
a continuous eye on his finances. Still, he likes his life and feels 
lucky not to have suffered more.   

Affected by life events
As well as income, life events 
like having a baby, pre-existing 
financial habits and consumer 
behaviours also affect people’s 
experience of the downturn

Chart 8: The three dimensions of the squeeze

negative positive

Chart 7: Extent to which consumers are ‘coping’ by income bracket

Source: Consumers 2012 research, 2011 (base 2094)

37-70k

Comfortable Coping Difficult Very difficult

FeelingIncome

70k

8-17k

17-37k

8k

20% 40%

53

29

17

7

 2

39

49

44

40

 34

6

19

28

33

 27  37

20

11

4

2

High income, bad 
financial habits, negative 
life events = struggling

Low income, good 
financial habits, stable 
life events = doing fine

high

low

Source: Consumers 2012 research, 2011 (base 2094)

4 The 3D squeeze

Earning more can protect people from 
the worst of the economic downturn, but 
is not, by itself, a reliable guide to how 
people are faring. Half of those with an 
above average household income (£37-
70,000) and a third of people who have 
a well above average household income 
(£70,000+) feel worse off now than in 
2007 (see chart 6, previous page).  

Likewise, while those on higher incomes 
were more likely to be living comfortably 
or coping, those whose household 
incomes are well above average (more 
than £70,000) are only slightly more likely 
to say they’re coping on their present 
income than those with household 
incomes less than £8,000 (39% and 34% 
respectively) (see chart 7). And nearly 
a quarter of people with above average 
household income (£37-£70K) say they’re 

finding it difficult or very difficult to cope with their current 
income (23%) (see chart 7).

Our in-depth interviews with people across the UK also showed 
that how well people were doing was about more than income.

We found that as well as income, life events that people have 
experienced since 2007, their pre-existing financial habits 
and consumer behaviours also affect their experience of the 
downturn (see chart 8). 

Life events such as births, deaths, marriages, divorces and big 
holidays are among the first things people recall about the past 
five years and they have a notable effect on wellbeing. Our 
quantitative survey supports this, showing that satisfaction with 
your partner, health and social life are key drivers of overall life 
satisfaction (see chart 2, p8). They can also have financial effects; 
being ill could mean you’re unable to work, for example. 

People’s pre-downturn financial habits also play an important 
role. Someone with a high salary but who lived beyond their 
means, surviving on credit, may well now be finding it difficult.  
Reflecting this, our survey shows that those who’ve always 
saved and avoided taking out credit are less likely to be finding 
it difficult now (16% and 28% compared with the average of 36% 
who are finding it difficult).

These three dimensions (income, life events and financial habits) 
combine to create very different experiences of the recession. 
If the person described above, on the high salary, experienced 
a negative life event such as a divorce, they might struggle to 
keep up with their commitments and feel forced to adapt their 
behaviour and outlook accordingly. On the other hand, someone 
who earns little but who has always been thrifty, and had no 
major life events in the last four years, may consider themselves 
to be doing fine.

20% 40% 20% 40% 20% 40%

bad

good

Income

Life events

Financial
habits
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How are consumers coping?

Some people haven’t needed to change the way they behave 
– they’ve had coping strategies in place since before the 
recession and have continued to use them. The most important 
strategies are therefore those adopted recently, as a direct 
response to current economic pressures. Since 2010, more 
people have started shopping around for groceries, buying 
things second hand/nearly new, not having an annual holiday, 
switching energy supplier and avoiding taking out personal 
credit (see chart 9).

Cutting back and shopping around
The most common change people have made recently, as a 
direct response to current financial pressures, is socialising at 
home rather than going to the pub – 38% have started doing 
this as a result of the downturn (see chart 9). Trade figures for 
pubs, restaurants and clubs reflect this trend, showing a sharp 
decline since 2006.1 

More consumers are using the internet to find lower prices – 
37% of people have started to look for deals online in response 
to the economic crisis. 

People are now shopping around for groceries (35% have 
recently started to do so). Our interviewees also told us they 
were shopping around to make the most of offers and better 
deals in supermarkets. Retailers that haven’t capitalised on this 
trend have suffered. In January 2012 it was reported that Tesco 
had lost market share to competitors as it had failed to invest in 
discounts and promotions.2

The recession has also led 29% of people to look for bargains 
in second-hand shops or charity shops, and 29% to forgo  
their annual holiday. Reflecting this, ONS figures show leisure 
trips from the UK in July 2011 were down 17% on the same 
month in 2008. 3

Managing money
Fewer people say they’ve recently made changes to the way 
they manage their money; these changes are often a result of 
increasing desperation (see chart 10). Worryingly, 19% have 
recently got into debt to pay for everyday essentials, and  
a further 10% foresee having to do so. 

Personal debt is a concern: two in ten people say they have 
started paying back their debts as quickly as possible (23%).  

16% of people have started saving in 
response to the downturn (although 
a high proportion, 44%, say they have 
always saved). With savings rates so low, 
the financial benefits are limited. But 
national figures show that gross savings, 
as a percentage of disposable household 
income, have risen over the downturn.4 
This may be due to existing commitments 
and falling disposable income. But our 
interviews revealed that psychological 
factors – a desire to regain control, build 
up a buffer and feel more secure – are also 
driving the increase.  

Finally, around one in ten have switched 
their savings account or credit card to 
benefit from better rates (13% and 12% 
respectively).

Breakdown of consumer behaviour 
Many people changed their behaviour 
after 2010, which ties in with our finding 
that people have felt the impact of the 
squeeze most acutely in the past year – 
most of the 55% of people who feel ‘worse 
off’ since 2007 have felt that decline 
since 2010 (see chart 4). Our research 
also shows that consumers have made a 
combination of the changes mentioned 
above, depending on their circumstances, 
and that they can be split into the 
following groups: Few changes (47%); 
Shopping around (11%); Cutting back (13%); 
Drawing down (19%) and All strategies 
(10%) (see chart 11).

5
Our in-depth interviews provide a greater understanding of 
these groups and the changes the people in them have made. 

Group one: Few changes
Some people felt the downturn hadn’t affected them in any 
notable way. One Sheffield pensioner, for example, had always 
been thrifty and didn’t feel she was struggling now. Another 
pensioner, from Bridgend, was living comfortably on his relatively 
high income, but felt defensive about his situation. He was keen 
to emphasise that he was not flaunting his comfortable life – it 
was just the result of years of living carefully. A young man from 

Chart 10: Money management strategies

Source: Consumers 2012 research, 2011 (base 1046/48) 
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1 UK Quarterly Beer Barometer Q3 2011  (2006 = -4%; 2007 = -5%; 2008 = -8.5%; 2009 = - 7%; 2010 = - 6.5%; 2011 = -6%)  
2 Tesco: shop shock. Financial Times, 12/01/2012
3  Office for National Statistics – Overseas Travel and Tourism
4  OECD 2010 www.oecd-ilibrary.org/economics/household-saving-rates-forecasts_2074384x-table7 (2006 = 3%; 2007 = 3%; 2008 = 3%; 2009 = 7.8%; 2010 = 7.6%; 2011 = 6.8% )

Case study: Anne, age 65+,  
London, retired, income £25-37,000

Anne is retired and lives off her savings 
and pension, which give her an annual 
income just above national average. 
She has adopted a wide range of coping 
strategies to deal with the downturn, 
including staying in more, shopping 
around, comparing prices and joining 
the local library to save money on 
books. Despite these constraints, 
she enjoys saving money. She finds 
positives in many of her money-
saving strategies, particularly her 
membership of the library. This allows 
her to socialise and feel part of her 
community while also saving money. 
She feels that much of her money-saving 
behaviour will be permanent. She says 
that in five years’ time, she expects to 
still be looking for second-hand items, 
switching utility rates if she can get a 
better deal and even treating herself less 
– ‘it makes you appreciate the treats you 
do have more’. 

Enjoying adapting

Use savings to pay for everyday 
essentials like food

Paying back  debts as 
quickly as possible

Regularly using group 
purchasing schemes

Got into debt to pay 
for everyday essentials

Saving money

Switched main savings account 
to get a better rate

Switched main credit card 
to get a better rate

Reduced/stopped 
pension contribution

Increased/started a pension

Not applicable Never done this Always done this

Recently started doing this Seriously intend to start doing this

Sheffield felt better off financially – he 
had managed to correct his bad financial 
habits before the recession and had 
bought a property with his girlfriend, which 
meant household costs were shared. This 
combination of habits and life events has 
resulted in his feeling more financially 
stable than ever.

Group two: Shopping around
People in our ‘Shopping around’ group 
had avoided having to make major 
changes and had generally been living 
within their means. One woman from 
Glasgow said she had always been 
careful with money, and attributed any 
changes in her spending to getting 
older and not purely to economic 
influences. The downturn had also 
served as a ‘reality check’ and triggered 
people to assess their spending and find 
new ways to help them manage their 
costs. A young Londoner said she was 
considering a car rental scheme – the fee 

46 23 20 8 7

Chart 9: Consumer coping strategies

Source: Consumers 2012 research, 2011 (base 1046/48) 
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I bought myself a 
camper van...so 
my holidays were 
sorted and so was 
my transport 

How are consumers coping?

includes the MOT, servicing and tax. She was aware this would 
cost her more in the long run, but it was the only way she could 
get a car in the short term – and it meant she wouldn’t have to 
worry about hidden or unexpected bills.   

Group three: Cutting back
People in our ‘Cutting back’ group had made some changes that 
were not imperative but were designed to save money. In some 
cases people were adapting to a wider mood of austerity, while 
others had viewed the downturn as a reality check. Changes 
often involved not going on an annual holiday, fewer treats, 
looking to buy things second-hand, and using public transport 
or services (such as the library) more often. For some, these 
were positive changes – one woman from London described her 
changes as a way ‘to kick the system while it’s kicking me’. 

Others however, resented the changes they were making 
(although admitting they were largely through choice) and 
just wanted to be ‘back to normal’. One man in his forties from 
Sheffield, whose household income was just above average, 
hoped that he would be able to return to his pre-recession 
passions of attending concerts frequently and taking regular 
holidays. He and his family had made a range of changes to cope 
with the downturn, but believed they were just temporary. 

Group four: Drawing down
Those in our ‘Drawing down’ group had been forced to make 
major changes – occasionally as the result of living beyond  
their means (regardless of actual income) – to everything  from 

eating habits to day-to-day finances. A man 
in his forties from Bridgend had started to 
experience financial difficulties when he got 
divorced in 2008. Living on one income 
meant that he had to drastically reduce his 
spending: ‘Looked at absolutely everything. 
The only thing that was always on was 
the Sky, the fridge and the freezer’. He also 
traded in for different luxuries: ‘I bought 
myself a camper van… so my holidays were 
sorted and it was my transport.’

Group five: All strategies
Some people in our ‘All strategies’ group 
were in a high social grade – reflecting 
the importance of financial habits and 
life events in determining an individual’s 
experience of the downturn. They were 
adopting ‘all strategies’ to cope with the 
downturn not because their income was 
low, but because they had been living 
within their means, or beyond, as recession 
hit and were now struggling to stay afloat. 

Others had been caught by both 
unemployment and debt; in some cases 
they had ‘given up’ and were concentrating 
on putting food on the table that day. One 
woman from Glasgow talked about being 
in this situation – she was struggling with 
loan repayments after her partner had lost 
his job. For her, the situation was close to 
giving up: ‘Money is not important to me 
now... I don’t think about the future at all.’ 

Positive changes?
In many cases, interviewees told us about 
the benefits of having changed their habits 
– for example, socialising at home was often 
said to be more fun than going out. Others 
saw cutting back as a way of getting even 
with big businesses and institutions – one 
young woman from Bridgend said she 
felt more powerful as a result of her thrifty 
consumer behaviour, saying companies 
‘have to work harder for your custom’.

Others said they found it more difficult 
to adapt to new ways of spending and 
had to be disciplined. One woman from 
Sheffield said that she had switched 
utilities supplier to pay bills in advance. 
A man from Bridgend set a £20 a day 
limit on spending and checks his bank 
balance every day.

Chart 11: Behavioural groups

Source: Consumers 2012 research, 2011
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‘[The changes are a way to] kick the system 
while it’s kicking me.’
Woman in the ‘cutting back’ group, age 65+ 
London, income £25-37,000
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Wider effects of the squeeze

Mood of the nation
Our qualitative research (in-depth interviews) suggests that the 
mood of the country is generally considered to be negative. 
At best, this was labelled ‘uncertainty’, but other respondents 
considered the overriding emotion to be aggression or anger. 
Several respondents pointed to the Occupy protests, strikes 
and the 2011 riots as evidence of dissatisfaction or unrest. One 
young woman from Belfast, with an income of less than £17,000, 
said that people ‘don’t know what the future holds… There’s low 
morale, especially with the news saying it’s going to get worse 
before it gets better.’ 

Unsurprisingly, most people (85%) in our survey feel concerned 
about the current economic situation. Worries are particularly 
high around the prices of day-to-day essentials: energy (91% 
worried), fuel (91% worried) and food (87% worried).

Case study: Mark, age 50-64,  
Belfast, income £37,000+

Mark works for a chemical company 
and his household income is above 
£37,000. He believes that, financially, 
other people have been worse affected 
than he has, although he is worried 
about the security of his pension 
and his chances of a comfortable 
retirement. Although he is concerned 
about the effect the economy has 
had on people, he thinks that it will 
bring some people ‘back to reality’. 
He believes ‘everyone was a bit 
extravagant in 2004... if people hadn’t 
been like that we wouldn’t have got 
into this mess’. He thinks that in the 
future, people might benefit from 
learning how to live with less, especially 
younger generations. In terms of his 
own life, the economy (and losing a job 
in the past decade) helped to lower his 
expectations about what he wanted out 
of life. He says he is now content with 
the smaller things.

People will be ‘brought 
back to reality’

‘Before, I’d have encouraged her to go to uni…
Now, if she gets a job she should take it – she 
doesn’t want to be here in five years, qualified 
but unable to get a job.’ Woman, age 30-49 with an 

18-year-old daughter, London, income £17-25,000

Because of the downturn, people have been 
spending more time with their family. They  
reported pulling together to deal with problems  
– and feeling stronger as a result

6
Family changes
Some interviewees told us that they’ve 
noticed changes in the way they view 
their family. As a result of the downturn, 
people have been spending more time 
with their family and see this as a positive 
aspect of the recession. For some, tough 
financial circumstances have made them 
rely on their family more for financial 
and emotional support. People reported 
pulling together to deal with problems – 
and feeling stronger as a result.   

But the downturn has also led to more 
people feeling concerned about their 
family. A pensioner from Belfast, who 
does not feel affected by the recession, 
described the effect it has had on his 
family: his granddaughter has had to take 
the first job she could find, and he thinks 
he may have to step in to help out with 
bills if his family were to start struggling.  

Concern for younger generations
Our research highlighted that people’s 
concern for their family is often centred 
on the situation of young adults. 

One pensioner from London, who was 
shocked by the riots in August 2011, 
said that she was not angry with young 

people and that she would not want to be 
growing up in such difficult times. 

Among the parents we spoke to in our 
interviews, there was strong concern that 
going to university is no longer a positive 
thing – people are wary of the cost (and 
their children being saddled with debt) 
and of the prospect of not being able to 
find a job afterwards.

More than a third of people (36%) don’t 
think that their children will be better off 
than they are, and almost half of people 
aged 50-64 (often the parents of young 
adults) believe this (46%) (see chart 12). 
There is no difference between different 
socio-economic groups or income 
brackets, suggesting that people from 
all walks of life are concerned about the 
younger generation.

Conversely, young people in our 
interviews were often more positive 
about their circumstances, even if they 
are challenging. They believe they are 
adapting well to their situation and enjoy 
taking responsibility for their lives. The 
younger respondents communicated a 
strong sense of pride in their reaction to 
the downturn and their independence. 

Chart 12: Generational attitudes

Source: Consumers 2012 research, 2011 (base 2094)
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Some habits will be 
permanent. Two 
thirds of people say 
they’ll continue to 
socialise at home 
rather than the pub.

The future The future

Chart 14: Future behaviours

Source: Consumers 2012 research, 2011 (base 1046/48 – half sample)
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Case study: Emma, age 18-29, 
Bridgend, income under £17,000

Emma lives alone, and is currently 
juggling university and her job working 
for a charity. Although money is tight, 
she is staying optimistic, saying ‘you 
have to believe it will get better than 
this’. Despite financial pressures, she 
is greatly enjoying her independence. 
She is reliant on her job to survive, 
but worries about losing it. If she did, 
she would have to go and live with 
her parents, which she would see as 
a step backwards. She has had to cut 
back a lot in the past few years, and 
dip into savings, so her main aims in 
the next few years are to replenish her 
savings, and take a holiday. Ideally, she 
would also like to be on the housing 
ladder within a few years, but given her 
concerns around her job, is unsure how 
likely this is.

Optimistic, but unsure

The future

People we spoke to are generally cautious or pessimistic about 
2012 (see chart 13). Almost a third were anxious and a fifth 
felt either depressed or frustrated. There is better news in the 
longer term, with more than half of people hopeful or optimistic 
about the next five years. But a quarter still say they’re 
frustrated, depressed or anxious about the future. 

Many people have changed their spending habits to cope with 
the downturn and say some of these changes will be permanent. 
Two thirds, for example, say they’ll continue to socialise at home 
rather than the pub, saying they’ve enjoyed the experience, 
as well as saving money. Other habits likely to be permanent 
include using the internet as a money-saving tool, shopping 
around for groceries and using loyalty schemes (see chart 14). 
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Chart 13: Most prevailing emotion about the future (%) 

Source: Consumers 2012 research, 2011 (base 2094)
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Other changes are likely to be temporary. 
Giving up the annual holiday has been a 
big sacrifice for many. Using savings or 
getting into debt to pay for day-to-day 
items are also likely to be temporary 
changes. And one in four won’t continue 
using group-buying schemes.

In our in-depth interviews, we found that 
some felt positive about spending less 
and regaining control, while others can’t 
wait to get back to normal.

The way people used money before the 
downturn is a clue to how permanent 
the behavioural changes are likely to be. 
More profligate consumers are likely to 
view the changes merely as temporary 
adaptations. Those who were thrifty 
before are more likely to continue their 
‘sacrifices’ if the economy improves. 

So while the downturn has taught  
UK consumers some harsh lessons, 
some have used the experience to  
adopt spending habits that will last  
them a lifetime.
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