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THE POST PANDEMIC CONSUMER 

Introduction: Thinking Short and Long 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We are living through the most extraordinary times. Perhaps only 

those who remember the Second World War have experienced 

events the least bit comparable. The rest of us have never known 

such a sudden and drastic disruption to our way of life. 

Of course, markets are already being shaped by the pandemic. 

Some have been devasted, whilst others struggle to cope with 

unprecedented demand. Right now, we understand that many 

clients will be thinking about the short term. The actions they 

need to take either to survive or to meet new challenges 

presented by the immediate crisis. Trajectory stands ready to 

assist with this, providing insights around short term trends and 

changes in consumer behaviour.  

We have commissioned a comprehensive coronavirus crisis-

related tracking survey to accompany our regular Optimism 

Index questions. The first results from this research will be available 

in mid-April. We will continue to monitor short term consumer 

trends each month as the crisis unfolds.  

However, just like a war or a great recession, this pandemic is an 

era defining thing. It is the kind of event that will live on for 

decades in people’s minds, shaping opinions and behaviours for 

years to come. As a result, it is also important that we attempt to 

grasp the longer-term implications so that we can start to put 

strategies in place for a much changed, post-pandemic, world. 
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What can we learn from previous shocks? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 2008 financial crash was a similar disruptive, era defining event. In 2009, Trajectory Co-

Founders Paul Flatters and Michael Willmott were commissioned by Harvard Business Review to 

write The Post-Recession Consumer, an article on the wider and longer term impact of that crisis 

on consumer trends and consumer behaviour. 

Here we adopt a similar approach to the one used in that article, to identify the likely longer-term 

impacts of the pandemic. Though this event is unique, we believe it is possible to anticipate how 

it will shape future consumer behaviour by understanding three things: 

• how previous major events or shocks have impacted consumer psychology and activity 

• how this shock is different from or similar to previous ones 

• and the recent experiences consumers are taking into the crisis, which will condition their 

reactions and shape their trajectory out of it. 

This pandemic has no obvious precedent. The Ebola outbreak of 2014-16, though devasting to 

the countries affected, did not spread globally. The Swine Flu outbreak of 2009 killed over 200,000 

people, but did not require the economic and social lockdown we see now. The current 

pandemic is both a health crisis and an economic crisis. That is what makes it distinctive. 

Countries tend to bounce back from health crises relatively quickly, depending on the scale and 

socio-demographic profile of those affected. The depth and duration of the coronavirus-induced 

economic downturn is likely to be more crucial in shaping long term consumer behaviour.  

Opinions vary on the state of the global economy (and the national economies that comprise it) 

as the crisis hit. Some believe the fundamentals were fine and that we will bounce relatively 

quickly. Others think that the economy was already stalling and that the pandemic will herald a 

prolonged recession. We will see. 

 

https://www.trajectorypartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/HBR-article.pdf
https://www.trajectorypartnership.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/HBR-article.pdf
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What is beyond question is that the unprecedented fiscal stimulus put in place to 

support short term economic activity will have to be paid for in the long term. Who 

pays for this economic medicine is likely to be a key debate in the coming years.  

Will major western economies, just emerging from over a decade of austerity, be 

willing to cut funding to public services further. Especially, if those services have 

performed heroically in the crisis. If we pay through increased taxes, who will pay 

more? Rich or poor? Businesses or individuals? 

In the UK in 2008, we entered recession after approximately 15 years of uninterrupted 

economic growth in which incomes consistently grew faster than inflation. This created 

a largely centrist and consensual political backdrop (general elections were fought 

over relatively minor differences in fiscal policy, for example). The run up to this crisis 

has seen the country polarised like almost never before. To an extent, the crisis is seeing 

the country pull together for the time-being. In the longer term, when the debates 

about the causes of the crisis, who should pay for it and what is the best way from 

preventing similar crises get underway, we can expect polarisation to reassert itself. 

The point about prevention of future outbreaks is also obviously crucial. If this is a one-

off event (or a once in several decades event), there is more chance of consumer 

behaviour returning to pre-crisis patterns in the long term.  

Here there is a parallel with the impact of the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Following, 9/11, air 

travel was badly hit for several months before returning to pre-attack levels. However, 

at the time there was great concern that terrorists may be able to repeat this type of 

attack and cause a more permanent shift in behaviour. If viruses and pandemics 

become a more frequent occurrence, we will see more prolonged and radical 

behaviour change. 

 

An Uncertain Recovery 
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Mapping the Trends 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In our Harvard Business Review 

article, we categorised consumer 

trends as follows: 

• Mature consumer trends (those 

that existed well before the 

crisis, but that would be 

influenced by it) and newer 

consumer trends (those that 

were emerging around the time 

the crisis struck) 

• Those trends that were 

accelerated by the experience 

of the crisis and those that were 

slowed by it 

Here, we have repeated this 

exercise with today’s consumer 

trends and The Post-Pandemic 

consumer in mind. The chart 

summarises our expectations of 

how the experience of pandemic 

will affect these trends and 

behaviours long after the 

pandemic is over. We will continue 

to monitor these trends as the 

pandemic continues. 
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The Trends 
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Dominant Trends 

#1: C-Suite Scrutiny 

New ethical concerns focus on corporate governance, especially job 

security and gig workers, as c-suite will be expected to look out for most 

vulnerable employees 

The eyes of the world are on your business. In times of crisis, consumers may 

or may not notice the good guys, but they will certainly notice the bad 

ones – the organisations that fall foul of new ethical expectations.  

The pandemic will shift consumers ethical concerns onto the treatment and 

safeguarding of staff – their sick pay, job security and contract type, as well 

as the general compassion and humanity with which they are dealt. The 

focus will be on the c-suite of senior management – especially celebrity 

CEOs – who will be expected to lead by example.  

Just weeks into this event we have already seen dozens of examples of UK 

businesses struggling to meet these expectations. Notable examples 

include Mike Ashley positioning his Sports Direct stores as essential services 

and Tim Martin advising Wetherspoons’ staff to seek alternative 

employment.  

The issues under focus here – insecure employment and low pay – are not 

new ones, which helps to cement this trend as a dominant one during the 

crisis. It is also unlikely that individual businesses – even those under fire right 

now – truly suffer when the dust settles. Consumers will continue to patronise 

those businesses if they meet quality, price and convenience criteria. But 

this trend will remain dominant in the long run: evident in new ethical and 

safeguarding expectations of all businesses. 

 

The Trend in Action 

- Mike Ashley forced to close SportsDirect  

- #BoycottWetherspoons trends 

- Netflix donating 1 million to The Film and TV Charity to 

help support workers from the creative industry.  

- Apple closing stores but paying staff full wages 

https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/mar/24/mike-ashley-sports-direct-bows-to-pressure-and-closes-stores-coronavirus
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-52018360
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-52018360
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/mar/24/mike-ashley-sports-direct-bows-to-pressure-and-closes-stores-coronavirus
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-52018360
https://twitter.com/FilmTVCharity/status/1242462796933222400
https://twitter.com/FilmTVCharity/status/1242462796933222400
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/14/technology/apple-stores-coronavirus.html
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Dominant Trends 

#2: Mercurial Consumers 

In a crisis loyalty to a brand or business is forgotten. As routines are 

disrupted, habits will be lost 

However loyal you might be to one particular supermarket, if that 

supermarket is out of essential items like tinned goods and toilet paper you 

will try your luck at alternative supermarkets. Resource scarcity devalues 

brand loyalty as the need to get the product trumps everything else. 

Consumer loyalty has been in short supply in many sectors for a decade or 

more, having collapsed during the economic downturn in 2009. That, 

coupled with the widespread take up of online retail and price comparison 

tools, allowed consumers to entrench their mercurial habits.  

The specific context of the pandemic will see this mercuriality continue. 

Consumers will not just have the time and price incentives to shop around, 

but the forced closure of many services will break habits. Out of home leisure 

venues that used to rely on footfall, which was itself influenced by habit and 

routine, are in hibernation. The extra time spent indoors will see consumers 

flick from entertainment package to package to keep themselves (and 

children) occupied. Already, paid-for sports providers BT and Sky have 

adjusted their processes to allow subscribers to ‘pause’ their subscriptions 

during the current ban on live events.  

However, there are reasons to expect that mercuriality will decline post-crisis. 

Unlike previous (e.g. financial) crises, there is no blame to be placed on the 

shoulders of businesses or private enterprises. Those that are deemed to 

have acted well during the pandemic – such as Pret offering free coffees to 

NHS workers and Tesco giving flowers to the same staff – might find 

themselves engendering loyalty and affection that outlives this period.  

 

The Trend in Action 

- Corner shops become store of last resort 

- Attempted switch to online shopping – stymied by lack of 

supply capability?   

- Consumers shunning the high street/shopping centres 

https://www.thesun.co.uk/sport/11194763/sky-sports-customers-pause-subscription/
https://www.thesun.co.uk/sport/11194763/sky-sports-customers-pause-subscription/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-51947391
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-51941987
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-51941987
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/16/primark-warns-of-sales-hit-after-coronavirus-store-closures
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Dominant Trends 

#3: New Morality 

Stockpiling of essential items is a selfish behaviour. People will look out for 

number one and ethical concerns will narrow 

In any crisis, our world gets a little smaller. As anxiety about the wider state of 

things rises and once-theoretical threats become real our ethical concerns 

narrow. It is harder to care about distant-seeming issues, like climate 

breakdown or pollution, when there is a very real, urgent health crisis on the 

doorstep. 

This is entirely rational, even if it does lead to some selfish behaviours. Empty 

shelves at the supermarkets have been present for weeks – first in a handful 

of product categories and later pretty much everywhere – illustrating the 

most obvious manifestation of the narrower, doorstep concerns that define 

the New Morality. 

As the crisis unfolds, and in the inevitable enquiry that follows it, blame will be 

apportioned. The current benevolence towards political leaders and 

widespread public support for their drastic policies will be threatened as the 

pandemic takes more lives and wreaks more damage on livelihoods. The 

lessons of the last economic downturn are very relevant here: political 

leaders received acclaim for their initial response to the crash, but as longer 

term impacts were felt by more people attitudes swiftly changed.  

We do not expect this heightened selfishness to last – already it is being 

punctuated by remarkable acts of selflessness and social feeling. For as long 

as individuals are feeling the direct impacts of Covid-19 on their lives they will 

prioritise number one. In the long term, wider concerns will drift back into 

view.  

 

The Trend in Action 

- Third of UK shoppers stockpiling in mid-March  

- Parks forced to close due to people ignoring social 

distancing rules 

- A reaction to selfishness – rise of ̀ community care` 

groups volunteering to help the self-isolating 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/coronavirus-uk-lockdown-boris-johnson-poll-yougov-latest-a9420526.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/coronavirus-uk-lockdown-boris-johnson-poll-yougov-latest-a9420526.html
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/italian-priest-coronavirus-ventilator-don-giuseppe-berardelli/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/health/coronavirus-nhs-volunteer-matt-hancock-uk-cases-pandemic-latest-a9423196.html
https://www.foodnavigator.com/Article/2020/03/09/Coronavirus-One-third-of-UK-shoppers-stockpiling-food-HIM-MCA-research-finds
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-51995092
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-51995092
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/mar/16/community-aid-groups-set-up-across-uk-amid-coronavirus-crisis
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/mar/16/community-aid-groups-set-up-across-uk-amid-coronavirus-crisis


 

10 
 

THE POST PANDEMIC CONSUMER 

Dominant Trends 

#4: Death of Distance 

Anything that can be done from home, will be. The value placed on 

proximity will diminish. For work, this will be a step-change. 

During the lockdown, if something can be done remotely, it will be. That this 

applies to typical service sector interactions should be no surprise, but 

witnessing video calling technology replacing physical proximity in 

everything from legal proceedings to disclosure and barring service checks is 

a sign of how dominant the Death of Distance trend will be in this period.   

Some of these practices will switch back to their normal analogue ways post 

pandemic, but in other areas the shift will be permanent. Businesses will 

review their office arrangements – pushed away from maintaining expensive 

premises because of the cost involved and pulled in the same direction by a 

growing number of staff with new evidence that they can work from home.  

In other walks of life digital distancing will result in skills or habits that are not 

forgotten after the crisis. Older generations remain much less likely to use the 

internet for banking, shopping or communicating with friends and family 

than younger cohorts. These are all skills that will be learnt by many during 

this pandemic and not unlearnt afterwards. Even those areas most resistant 

to digitally driven change – such as the funeral market – will find change 

forced on them by this crisis. Funerals will be web-streamed and 

arrangements more likely to take place online. This will accelerate a 

transition that might otherwise have taken a generation to pass. 

We will not stay indoors forever but our habits will be permanently changed 

by this period of isolation. When normal life resumes, less value will be placed 

on proximity and more services that can be delivered remotely will be.  

 

The Trend in Action 

- HouseParty: letting friendship continue online 

- AgeUK encouraging family to set up elderly relatives with 

Skype or Facetime 

- Digital events – weddings and funerals 

- The threat to WeWork 

https://www.judiciary.uk/announcements/the-remote-access-family-court-covid-19-coronavirus/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/covid-19-changes-to-dbs-id-checking-guidelines
https://www.pocket-lint.com/apps/news/151530-what-is-houseparty-the-group-video-chat-app-that-s-brightening-up-isolation
https://www.ageuk.org.uk/discover/2020/03/ways-to-help-older-people-coronavirus/
https://www.ageuk.org.uk/discover/2020/03/ways-to-help-older-people-coronavirus/
https://nypost.com/2020/03/22/funerals-forced-to-go-online-amid-coronavirus-pandemic/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/amyfeldman/2020/03/17/coronavirus-may-kill-wework/#5ce71a887fdd
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Dominant Trends 

#5: Nations First 

Anxiety about the wider world and tangible and intangible threats is 

accelerated, manifested in travel bans and nationalist or patriotic sentiment 

Anti-globalist sentiment has been growing in advanced nations since the 

financial crisis of 2008-2009. Large numbers placed the blame for the crisis at 

the door of multinational businesses and government policies that facilitated 

them. Our ever more connected world manifested itself in easier travel 

between places, rises in immigration and cultural diversity, and economic 

unions (such as the European Union or NAFTA) that appeared, to some, to 

deprioritise the nation state in favour of internationalism.  

The pandemic not only intensifies the importance of the nationhood but 

broadens it: decisions to close borders and restrict travel are welcomed by 

those who might ordinarily be more globalist in their outlook.  

Although most nations are following a similar playbook in responding to the 

crisis there have been notable examples of ‘nation first’ attitudes at play at 

a high political level, including reports that US President Donald Trump made 

an offer to procure the German company working on a Covid-19 vaccine 

for exclusive US use, and the UK’s refusal to take part in EU wide 

procurement of ventilators.  

UK consumers began this crisis deeply polarised in their attitudes and 

identities. The pandemic will intensify this polarisation. Both sides – those 

wanting their leaders to take a more nationalist approach and those 

advocating greater internationalism – will deploy evidence from the crisis 

that furthers their arguments.  

 

The Trend in Action 

- Macron plays tough with UK over approach 

- Trump and the ‘China Virus’ 

- Fake News: virus as a CIA creation 

- Push for global approach to virus response 

https://www.bmj.com/content/368/bmj.m1100
https://www.bmj.com/content/368/bmj.m1100
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/coronavirus-uk-update-boris-johnson-ventilators-eu-procurement-a9411741.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/coronavirus-uk-update-boris-johnson-ventilators-eu-procurement-a9411741.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/politics/2020/03/22/emmanuel-macron-threatened-close-uk-border-unless-pm-clamped/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/05/business/coronavirus-globalism.html
https://www.scmp.com/news/world/russia-central-asia/article/3051939/coronavirus-russia-pushing-fake-news-about-us-using
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/mar/08/the-coronavirus-outbreak-shows-us-that-no-one-can-take-on-this-enemy-alone
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Slowed Trends 

1: Decline of Deference 

In times of crisis, we place faith in institutions and experts to steer us to safety. 

Long term decline in trust stalls and fake news is less pervasive. 

If the quote “we’ve had enough of experts” can define the Brexit debate, 

then perhaps the sight of senior politicians giving daily press conferences 

flanked by the UK’s chief scientists can define the pandemic. In difficult times 

we look to experts and institutions to steer us to safety. In a financial crash, 

that is economists and business leaders. In a pandemic, that is politicians 

and epidemiologists. 

Decline of Deference is a very long term trend that has its roots in a healthy 

questioning of authority. In recent years and in the heat of the Brexit debate 

and culture wars – which saw the independence of the judiciary, media and 

civil service questioned – it might have more accurately been described as 

the death of deference. Even in these early days, however, trust in politicians 

and traditional media (newspapers and TV) is rising (albeit from an incredibly 

low base) while trust in social media comments has fallen slightly. 

This crisis differs from the Brexit debate in that it is quite literally a matter of life 

and death: consumers are keen to digest credible, factual information and 

will dismiss anything that doesn’t meet that criteria. Fake news that reinforces 

a point of view is valuable currency in a cultural argument, but less so in a 

public health crisis. 

Our new faith in experts and institutions will not last much beyond the crisis, 

however. When normal life restarts, we will resume our habitual distrust of 

politicians and once again be selective about the information we choose to 

consume.  

 

 

The Trend in Action 

- Positive response to prominence of experts 

- UK lockdown supported by 93% of public  

- British government pushed towards lockdown at least in 

part by public and expert pressure 

https://trajectorypartnership.com/reports-and-presentations/the-optimism-index-march-2020/
https://trajectorypartnership.com/reports-and-presentations/the-optimism-index-march-2020/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2020/mar/04/prof-chris-whitty-the-expert-we-need-in-the-coronavirus-crisis
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/coronavirus-uk-lockdown-boris-johnson-poll-yougov-latest-a9420526.html
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-51892402
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-51892402
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Slowed Trends 

#2: Play Society 

Out of home leisure, including hospitality and tourism will suffer in short term 

but will quickly rebound when restrictions are lifted 

There is nothing consumers like more than out of home (OOH) leisure. Time 

Use studies have repeatedly demonstrated this: even in an age of 

unprecedented in-home entertainment, and even during a period of 

economic constraint, consumers prioritise socialising (in various forms) above 

all else. 

This is why isolation and lockdown will be so hard on so many consumers and 

why, in the brief interregnum between the forced closure of pubs, cafes and 

restaurants and the official lockdown, so many flocked to green spaces and 

parks to meet up with family and friends.  

The pandemic will have a devastating impact on many sectors and 

industries, but hospitality, retail and leisure will be among the hardest hit. 

Despite stimulus packages and the introduction of new safety nets, some 

businesses will not survive.  

However, post pandemic, consumers will eventually re-prioritise leisure in 

terms of both time and spend. Their ability to do so will be hampered by 

economic constraints but they will not lack motivation: having been denied 

OOH leisure for weeks (or possibly months) they will be keen to make up for 

lost time. Additionally, while in home leisure is having its moment in (or 

possibly out of) the sun at present, an extended shut down will cause 

difficulties for in-home entertainment further down the line as production 

stalls on major TV dramas.  

 

 

The Trend in Action 

- OOH leisure continued despite calls for social distancing – 

leading to closed parks 

- Large number of cinema releases bumped back to 

autumn or winter from originally planned spring or summer 

releases 

- Countries close borders to visitors and tourists 

 

https://trajectorypartnership.com/reports-and-presentations/time-use/
https://trajectorypartnership.com/reports-and-presentations/time-use/
http://www.brixtonbuzz.com/2020/03/lambeth-council-to-close-all-playgrounds-and-gyms-in-parks-from-mon-23rd-march-2020/
http://www.brixtonbuzz.com/2020/03/lambeth-council-to-close-all-playgrounds-and-gyms-in-parks-from-mon-23rd-march-2020/
https://www.empireonline.com/movies/features/the-films-delayed-by-coronavirus/
https://www.empireonline.com/movies/features/the-films-delayed-by-coronavirus/
https://www.empireonline.com/movies/features/the-films-delayed-by-coronavirus/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/03/coronavirus-travel-restrictions-border-shutdowns-country-200318091505922.html
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Slowed Trends 

#3: Green Concern 

 

Consumer concerns around wider – and more distant-seeming – issues or 

threats will diminish as the crisis on the doorstep gets our attention 

One positive outcome from the pandemic so far is the drop in carbon 

emissions and pollution. When the city of Wuhan in China was locked down, 

and factories in the Hubei province closed, the skies cleared and pollution 

indicators dropped sharply. In the UK, the suppressed economic and 

everyday activity will see a similar drop in energy use, just as it did during the 

downturn in 2009. 

Good news, then, for the environmental movement. Not quite. The drop in 

emissions during the downturn will be matched only by the drop in consumer 

concern about emissions. As we outline in our New Morality trend, a casualty 

of urgent concern on the doorstep are more remote-seeming issues. This was 

illustrated by Greta Thunberg’s announcement earlier this month that the 

long running climate schools strike should switch to a ‘digital strike’ for the 

foreseeable future. That the COP26 climate talks are under threat of 

postponement is further evidence that during a pandemic the climate crisis 

is an issue for another day.   

That day will come – and sooner than it did when wider concerns took a 

back seat in previous crises. Climate breakdown remains a defining issue for 

a large proportion of the population – particularly the younger cohorts most 

likely to be blasé about Covid-19 – and the increased regularity of extreme 

weather issues will see this bounce back into prominence relatively quickly.  

The Trend in Action 

- Greta Thunberg calls for #DigitalStrike  

- Coronavirus causing huge global drop in emissions 

- Fears that the Cop26 meeting between world leaders will 

be delayed or cancelled – with little consumer response  

- UK protests over coronavirus response 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/23/coronavirus-pandemic-leading-to-huge-drop-in-air-pollution
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/23/coronavirus-pandemic-leading-to-huge-drop-in-air-pollution
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2010/nov/21/carbon-emissions-fall-report
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2010/nov/21/carbon-emissions-fall-report
https://www.energylivenews.com/2020/03/13/greta-thunberg-calls-for-digitalstrike-amid-coronavirus-outbreak/
https://www.energylivenews.com/2020/03/13/greta-thunberg-calls-for-digitalstrike-amid-coronavirus-outbreak/
https://www.glasgowtimes.co.uk/news/18331354.police-chiefs-hear-safe-secure-cop26-can-happen-despite-coronavirus-pandemic/
https://www.glasgowtimes.co.uk/news/18331354.police-chiefs-hear-safe-secure-cop26-can-happen-despite-coronavirus-pandemic/
https://www.energylivenews.com/2020/03/13/greta-thunberg-calls-for-digitalstrike-amid-coronavirus-outbreak/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/23/coronavirus-pandemic-leading-to-huge-drop-in-air-pollution
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/18/cop26-boris-johnson-urged-resist-calls-postpone-climate-talks-coronavirus
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/mar/18/cop26-boris-johnson-urged-resist-calls-postpone-climate-talks-coronavirus
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/coronavirus-campaigners-lock-down-downing-street-uk-government-europe-measures-a9404441.html
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Slowed Trends 

#4: Word of Mouth Rules 

Dominance of peer recommendations and word of mouth stalls as 

importance of expertise rises. Limited traction for misinformation and 

conspiracy theories 

There has been no shortage of misinformation so far in the Covid-19 

pandemic. Rumours that the army was on the streets of London in mid-

March was one of the most widely reported. Yet with news breaking rapidly 

other fakes are harder to spot. The news that the virus is spreading quickly 

via petrol pumps? A hoax. The news that ibuprofen makes the virus worse? 

Completely unproven, but official advice is to avoid taking it.  

In this landscape, consumers that might otherwise be cynical about 

traditional or ‘mainstream’ sources of information put their cynicism to one 

side. Even in the early stage of the pandemic, UK consumers were registering 

higher levels of trust in politicians, newspapers and TV while trust fell in 

information seen on social media.  

These trends temporarily, but powerfully, slow the dominance of word of 

mouth and peer recommendations. However, there are two important 

nuances to this. 

Firstly, although (or perhaps because) major social networks have stepped 

up their game in responding to fake news during this event, they are not the 

primary spaces in which misinformation spreads. Instead, private messaging 

apps – notably WhatsApp – have become the hotbed for fake news. 

Secondly, this is a temporary pause in the primacy of word of mouth. This 

trend is driven by very long term trends in trust, social fragmentation and 

disintermediation – these will resume when the crisis is past. 

 

The Trend in Action 

- Social Networks implementing anti-fake news policies (or 

fully backing those already in place) 

- Fake news struggles for relevance in open comms 

- WhatsApp becomes hotbed for fake news and hoaxes 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/ibuprofen-use-and-covid19coronavirus
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/2020/03/19/twitter-cracks-coronavirus-fake-news-cures-panic/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/2020/03/19/twitter-cracks-coronavirus-fake-news-cures-panic/
https://www.standard.co.uk/news/uk/man-wembley-stadium-lasagne-warns-coronavirus-fake-news-a4393881.html
https://www.itv.com/news/2020-03-23/these-are-some-of-the-fake-news-and-hoaxes-being-shared-about-coronavirus-and-what-you-can-do-to-stop-their-spread/
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Arrested Trends 

#1: Political Brands 

Consumer demands for brands to take a side on political issues stall as 

consumers coalesce and brands pitch into the national effort. 

At this stage of the crisis, there is no sharp edge to be found. Although there 

has been (at times widespread) criticism of the Government’s approach an 

overwhelming sense of unity and national effort prevail. The official 

opposition are opposed to very little the Government announce, and a 

WWII-style government of national unity is being seriously considered when 

Labour have a new leader. 

This is a complete suspension of politics as normal. As a result, with political 

parties and the public operating from a shared standpoint, there is a 

suspension of the Political Brands trend: there is no expectation currently for 

brands to ‘take a stand’ on a divisive issue of the day. 

The importance of communicating purpose remains, but there is no value 

currently in a contentious or divisive point of view. Rather, brands should be 

seen to pitch into the national efforts along with the public. Depending on 

the sector, this could take many forms – from manufacturing ventilators, 

hand sanitiser or PPE equipment, repurposing existing assets (such as food or 

hotel rooms) or simply offering giveaways as a token of thanks. 

We do not anticipate this trend to be gone for good. Although it seems a 

distant prospect today, the Brexit divisions will resume when that timetable 

resumes – possibly in the summer. More widely, the forces that have driven 

the broader culture war continue (and may even be accelerated by the 

pandemic) – these are to do with identity, equality and opportunity. In the 

long term, brands will once again need to delve into politics.  

The Trend in Action 

- Free coffees for NHS staff 

- Brewdog converting breweries to produce hand sanitisers 

- Glastonbury organisers donates entire stock of health 

supplies originally earmarked for now cancelled festival to 

regional frontline staff 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/24/covid-coalition-government-considered-by-senior-conservatives
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-51956880
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-51956880
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-51987345
https://www.mirror.co.uk/money/coronavirus-starbucks-giving-free-coffee-21714818
https://www.mirror.co.uk/money/coronavirus-starbucks-giving-free-coffee-21714818
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/mar/18/brewdog-begins-making-hand-sanitiser-shortages-uk
https://twitter.com/ASPolice/status/1242435124077170694?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://twitter.com/ASPolice/status/1242435124077170694?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://twitter.com/ASPolice/status/1242435124077170694?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
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Arrested Trends 

#2: Culture Wars 

What Brexit divide? Political and social debates take a back seat as more 

urgent issues – in healthcare delivery & economic stability – come to the fore 

At the start of the year, there were several stories that indicated that the 

Brexit-influenced cultural divides would continue; Laurence Fox arguing with 

an audience member about racism on Question Time, several Labour 

deputy leadership contenders refusing to sign an antisemitism pledge and 

the president of the Durham Miners’ Association warning new local Tory MPs 

to stay away from the annual gala if they valued their health. 

Two months later and Question Time is filmed without an audience, the 

Labour leadership context is miles from the headlines and the Durham 

Miners’ Annual Gala has been postponed. In their place is a mood of 

national unity and common purpose. The Prime Minister – in line with most 

other world leaders – has seen a spike in popularity, matched with a 

remarkable 93% support for his most drastic policies.  

Are the culture wars over? No, but there is a détente, which will last for at 

least the duration of the crisis itself. However, the normal divides will resume 

again – and will be given new impetus by the inequalities exacerbated by 

the pandemic. With concerns voiced at the condition of precarious workers, 

access to testing, the welfare of marginalised groups and a nascent UK vs EU 

debate on ventilator procurement, the peace may not last long. 

Globalist and nationalist identities will both find evidence from the crisis to 

further their arguments. The pandemic could define the next instalment of 

the culture wars and even set a new bar for organisations. 

 

The Trend in Action 

- Majority of Britons want Brexit delayed 

- Covid-Coalition Government? Rumours Tories may push 

for a ̀ wartime` cross-party government 

- Parliament closing early for Easter recess to prevent 

transmission – non-coronavirus business now explicitly in 

the backseat 

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/politics/richard-burgon-dawn-butler-wont-21308415
https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/politics/richard-burgon-dawn-butler-wont-21308415
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/durham-miners-gala-tory-mp-president-die-ditch-alan-mardgun-a9296051.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/durham-miners-gala-tory-mp-president-die-ditch-alan-mardgun-a9296051.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/coronavirus-uk-lockdown-boris-johnson-poll-yougov-latest-a9420526.html
https://www.ft.com/content/dd3ec5c0-6e8a-11ea-89df-41bea055720b
https://www.express.co.uk/news/royal/1260538/prince-charles-test-coronavirus-positive-backlash-NHS-testing-royal-family
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/coronavirus-yarls-wood-immigration-detention-removal-centre-home-office-a9417056.html
https://twitter.com/TiceRichard/status/1242940379349037056
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/26/no-10-boris-johnson-accused-of-putting-brexit-over-breathing-in-covid-19-ventilator-row
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/coronavirus-brexit-transition-period-extension-when-eu-poll-a9415701.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/24/covid-coalition-government-considered-by-senior-conservatives
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/24/covid-coalition-government-considered-by-senior-conservatives
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/25/uk-parliament-to-close-early-for-easter-amid-coronavirus-fears
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/25/uk-parliament-to-close-early-for-easter-amid-coronavirus-fears
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/25/uk-parliament-to-close-early-for-easter-amid-coronavirus-fears
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Arrested Trends 

#3: Rebounding Confidence 

Recent rises in consumer confidence and positive economic projections are 

stopped in their tracks 

UK consumers have been in a recessionary mood since early 2018. The 

Optimism Index has seen negative economic confidence every month since 

then – more people thought that the economy would get worse in the year 

ahead than thought it would get better.  

2020 started with a glimmer of light: in addition to higher levels of overall 

sentiment, household financial confidence rose from being consistently 

negative to being neutral. In keeping with the sense that the Brexit question 

had finally been answered, the public were expressing cautious optimism 

about the year ahead.  

That has been stopped in its tracks. The March edition of the index – 

collected at a time when restrictions were minimal (pubs, restaurants and 

shops all still open) – saw a sharp drop in consumer confidence, and a sharp 

rise in the ‘Hyper Pessimist’ cohort – those consumers who expect both their 

own finances and the economy to decline in the next year. 

This nascent pessimism is just the start. Although the government’s measures 

will protect many jobs the restrictions will cause a deep recession at the very 

least. By the end of 2020 national debt (likely to rise to 100% of GDP as a 

result of the Chancellor’s interventions) will be a front page concern. In the 

UK, half a million have tried to claim Universal Credit in nine days since 16th 

March, while unemployment claims in the US have rocketed to 3m – 600% 

the norm. In the short term, consumer confidence will return to its negative 

territory. It will be 2021 – at the soonest – before it recovers.  

 

The Trend in Action 

- British Chamber of Commerce projects growth of UK 

economy at below 1% for 2020 (0.8%) 

- EU economy forecasted to shrink by 1% according to the 

European Commission 

- Job losses forecasted up to 2008 levels 

- Half a million claim universal credit in 9 days 

https://trajectorypartnership.com/reports-and-presentations/the-optimism-index-march-2020/
https://trajectorypartnership.com/reports-and-presentations/the-optimism-index-march-2020/
https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/politics/breaking-coronavirus-sees-500000-universal-21750211?utm_source=twitter.com&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=sharebar
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/mar/26/us-unemployment-rate-coronavirus-business
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/mar/26/us-unemployment-rate-coronavirus-business
https://www.britishchambers.org.uk/news/2020/03/bcc-forecast-coronavirus-could-further-weaken-uk-economy-3
https://www.britishchambers.org.uk/news/2020/03/bcc-forecast-coronavirus-could-further-weaken-uk-economy-3
https://uk.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-eu-gdp/eu-economy-likely-to-shrink-1-in-2020-because-of-coronavirus-commission-idUKKBN2132RN
https://uk.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-eu-gdp/eu-economy-likely-to-shrink-1-in-2020-because-of-coronavirus-commission-idUKKBN2132RN
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2020/03/21/million-people-uk-could-lose-job-due-coronavirus-outbreak-despite/
https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/politics/breaking-coronavirus-sees-500000-universal-21750211?utm_source=twitter.com&utm_medium=social&utm_campaign=sharebar
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Advancing Trends 

#1: Positive Tech 

 

As technology provides an essential lifeline to individuals, businesses and 

services during the crisis perceptions of its worth to society will improve 

Technology often gets a bad press. In recent years, concerns have focussed 

on the impact social media has on social fragmentation and misinformation, 

the perils of too much screen time for children, and the creeping threat of 

tech-driven job losses in virtually every sector. 

The pandemic has forced virtually everyone to use technology a little bit 

more and in many places it has provided the answer to a social, business or 

emotional need. Examples include AgeUK encouraging families to set up 

video calling with elderly and isolated relatives to encourage interaction, 

teachers (and Joe Wicks) providing digital material to keep schoolchildren 

both occupied and educated, and workforces using remote working 

software to keep their firms afloat. 

The early indications are that the crisis is helping to underline the social 

benefits of technology. Gens Y and X saw notable month-on-month 

increases in their positivity towards technology in our most recent index.  

This trend will accelerate during the crisis and continue to grow afterwards. 

In many sectors, workforces and families this will be a transitional moment: 

skills learnt and processes simplified won’t be forgotten afterwards.  

 

 

The Trend in Action 

- 3D printers used to produce PPE  

- WhatsApp Coronavirus Chatbot 

- Community care groups set up and organised through 

online websites/social media 

https://trajectorypartnership.com/reports-and-presentations/the-optimism-index-march-2020/
http://www.gponline.com/innovative-gps-use-3d-printers-produce-masks-amid-ppe-shortage/article/1678304
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/20/whatsapp-in-talks-with-nhs-to-set-up-coronavirus-chatbot
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-51978388
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-51978388
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Advancing Trends 

#2: On-Demand Lifestyles 

Accelerated take up of digital remote services (including delivery and 

entertainment) has habits and routine recede 

The deregulation of life has been happening slowly and steadily for decades 

as routine gradually disappears from our lives. Before the pandemic we had 

more control over what we did, when we did it and how than before – but 

our lives were still punctuated by routine.  

Covid-19, however, means that the rhythm of the day has never been more 

deregulated. Whatever the old markers were – work, the daily commute, live 

sport, childcare routines, shopping or leisure habits – they do not apply in a 

pandemic induced lockdown. 

The impacts of this are being felt mostly acutely in the realm of in home 

entertainment and digital services: Netflix is lowering its streaming quality to 

accommodate the massive surge in demand. Film windowing – already 

compressed – has been abandoned as box office movies are released early 

and bypass cinemas entirely. Job listings for food delivery in the week of 9th 

March were 78% higher than for the same week in 2019. Disney could hardly 

have timed the launch of their VOD platform better. 

Eventually, normal life and those markers of routine will return. But the legacy 

of the pandemic will be felt in those increased subscriptions to VOD 

platforms, music services and food delivery apps. Some consumers will have 

broadened their portfolios, others will have started using the service for their 

first time.  

 

 

The Trend in Action 

- Netflix forced to decrease streaming quality to reduce 

load on networks as so many people use the service 

- Vodafone records 50% increase in internet usage  

- Online workouts – one million people join Joe Wicks 

(online workout ̀ guru`) for an online workout session on 

Facebook 

https://trajectorypartnership.com/reports-and-presentations/time-use/
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/news/coronavirus-netflix-streaming-quality-internet-down-a9412771.html
https://www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2020/03/onward-birds-of-prey-coronavirus-movies-streaming
https://www.vanityfair.com/hollywood/2020/03/onward-birds-of-prey-coronavirus-movies-streaming
https://qz.com/1820467/companies-shift-to-hiring-more-delivery-workers-amid-coronavirus/
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/news/coronavirus-netflix-streaming-quality-internet-down-a9412771.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/gadgets-and-tech/news/coronavirus-netflix-streaming-quality-internet-down-a9412771.html
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/mar/18/vodafone-rise-data-usage-more-people-work-from-home-coronavirus
https://www.thesun.co.uk/tvandshowbiz/11269171/body-coach-joe-wicks-popularity-youtube-free-pe/
https://www.thesun.co.uk/tvandshowbiz/11269171/body-coach-joe-wicks-popularity-youtube-free-pe/
https://www.thesun.co.uk/tvandshowbiz/11269171/body-coach-joe-wicks-popularity-youtube-free-pe/
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#3: Collectivism Reborn 

Depth of impact on businesses and economy will result in rise in support for 

public spending and possibly new social safety nets 

The scale of the economic interventions is unprecedented in the UK: a safety 

net in place for virtually any employed or self employed worker in addition to 

loans and grants for small businesses, bespoke sector packages and a ban 

on private rent evictions for three months. As one anonymous cabinet 

minister put it: “we’ve just nationalised the economy”. 

The crisis and the necessity of the interventions is likely to accelerate public 

attitudes to higher public spending which had been growing at the end of 

the last decade anyway. The support for those delivering frontline services, 

especially NHS staff, has been a dominant feature of news and social 

coverage of the pandemic, exhibited through the millions that took part in 

#ClapForOurCarers. As others have pointed out, some of those being 

applauded from our doorstep were being classed as ‘unskilled’ in the 

immigration debate that preceded the pandemic.  

It is possible that this new attitude results in a fundamental reshaping of the 

welfare state (e.g. universal basic income) or new approaches to public 

service funding (e.g. a decline in privately/community funded hospices). 

But it is more likely that the economic crisis that follows this health one will see 

a return to ‘tough choices’ about public spending. Rishi Sunak’s rescue plan 

will, purely on the basis of measures announced so far, lift government debt 

from around 75% of GDP to 100%. The lifespan of this trend might be 

connected to the response to that challenge: will we repay the debt 

through further cuts to spending or, in the spirit of collectivism, higher taxes? 

The Trend in Action 

- The Daily Telegraph advocates for socialism 

- Private health sector `rented` by the government to help 

fight the crisis 

- Uniting around the NHS - `Clap for our Carers 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/22/from-mere-advice-to-full-lockdown-the-week-when-it-all-changed-fast
http://natcen.ac.uk/media/1622540/bsa-2017-attitudes-to-tax-and-spending.pdf
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2020/03/20/boris-must-become-socialist-face-nationalising-entire-economy/
https://www.ft.com/content/c9a9be78-6b7b-11ea-89df-41bea055720b
https://www.ft.com/content/c9a9be78-6b7b-11ea-89df-41bea055720b
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/uk-52054745/clap-for-our-carers-national-applause-for-coronavirus-health-workers
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Advancing Trends 

#4: Autonomy Lost 

Acceleration in nascent trend for low levels of choice and control will see 

long term decline in optimism and confidence   

An overlooked, but crucial, component of consumer sentiment is autonomy. 

The level of choice and control we feel we have on the way our lives turn 

out is a powerful influence on optimism, consumer confidence and overall 

outlooks. When we feel in control external threats feel less inhibiting and 

anxiety about the state of the world – which can inhibit spending, travel, 

and attitudes – is reduced. 

The proportion of UK consumers with low levels of autonomy has consistently 

been very low – around 5% - even during the economic downturn. However, 

in 2018 and 2019, as uncertainty around the nation’s economic and political 

future developed, this group tripled in size. Still a minority, but suddenly a 

sizeable one. 

The pandemic will accelerate this trend, causing the proportion with low 

autonomy to grow and those feeling in control of their lives to shrink. 

Restrictions are being placed on our lives the like of which have not been 

felt since at least WWII. The impacts over the next few months will be both 

tangible (lower spending on big ticket items, holidays and housing) and 

intangible (expressed in persistently low levels of optimism and wary 

economic outlooks). 

Although the peak of this trend will be felt during the crisis, the post-

pandemic consumer will take some time to recover – even to currently 

inflated levels of low autonomy.  

 

The Trend in Action 

- Before the pandemic: nascent rise in low autonomy 

- Ambition to use mobile data to track whether social 

distancing is being adhered to 

- Banning of weddings and baptisms during crisis 

- Non-cohabiting couples told to stay apart for duration of 

lockdown 

 

https://trajectorypartnership.com/blog/the-autonomy-gap-gen-y-and-fears-for-the-future-2/
https://trajectorypartnership.com/blog/the-autonomy-gap-gen-y-and-fears-for-the-future-2/
https://trajectorypartnership.com/blog/the-autonomy-gap-gen-y-and-fears-for-the-future-2/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/19/plan-phone-location-data-assist-uk-coronavirus-effort
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/19/plan-phone-location-data-assist-uk-coronavirus-effort
https://metro.co.uk/2020/03/23/weddings-christenings-banned-coronavirus-lockdown-12445316/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/24/budding-couples-in-uk-told-to-live-together-or-stay-apart
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/24/budding-couples-in-uk-told-to-live-together-or-stay-apart
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Advancing Trends 

#5: New Seriousness 

 

Rejection of trivial entertainment and decadent consumption, as seriousness 

and sobriety in daily life match turmoil in society 

After WWII, rationing in the UK continued until 1954. The long-term nature of 

this resource scarcity fuelled attitudes to consumption that last, in the 

generation that grew up with them, to this day. The Pre-War generation 

have kept hold of their ‘make do and mend’, moral dislike of waste values 

into retirement and old age. 

It would be deeply pessimistic to expect such a long period of resource 

scarcity following the Covid-19 pandemic. But generations are getting a 

taste of that experience for the first time and it is realistic to expect some 

new perspectives on consumption to be forged in this period. One might be 

a reckoning on wasteful or decadent consumption as consumers realise that 

the food in their cupboard needs to go further than it usually does. 

It is also possible that trivial or decadent entertainment may find itself out of 

step with the mood of the times, particularly if the casualties of the 

pandemic match scientists’ worst expectations. Will we really care about the 

aspirations of pop hopefuls on Saturday evenings, or the right way to sear a 

scallop on weeknight primetime after the next few months? For some this will 

be welcome escapism from a troubling world, for others these are 

prelapsarian concerns, not befitting a newly serious culture.  

For this reason we expect the sober tone of the pandemic to linger after the 

worst is over.   

The Trend in Action 

- Pandemic movies become all the rage – Contagion 

(2011) became the second most in demand film on 

Warner Bros catalogue (rising from 270th in Dec 2019) 

- Criticism of celebrity responses to the crisis – negative 

reaction to Gal Gadot’s `Imagine` video 

 

https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/films/news/contagion-coronavirus-download-watch-online-otorrent-warner-bros-cast-twitter-a9403256.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/films/news/contagion-coronavirus-download-watch-online-otorrent-warner-bros-cast-twitter-a9403256.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/films/news/contagion-coronavirus-download-watch-online-otorrent-warner-bros-cast-twitter-a9403256.html
https://news.avclub.com/in-a-shocking-twist-everybodys-making-fun-of-gal-gadot-1842425798
https://news.avclub.com/in-a-shocking-twist-everybodys-making-fun-of-gal-gadot-1842425798
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This report was authored by Trajectory’s Co-Founder and CEO, Paul Flatters and Managing Director, Tom Johnson. 

 

 

SIGNAL is our subscription portal, housing all of our trends analysis, presentations, reports and articles, including our monthly barometer of UK 

consumer sentiment, the Optimism index.  
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