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Spending expectations, especially in 

relation to out of home leisure, have 
fallen sharply this month

Household financial  confidence 

has remained at the same level this 
month

Levels of trust have fallen this month, 

particularly in politicians

This month has seen some traditional signs of autumn –
gloomier weather, nights drawing in, kids going back to 
school – and some very 2020 signs of autumn; a sharp uptick 
in Cov id cases, a national address from the PM and a 
renewal of restrictions on everyday life.

So it is welcome to see consumer sentiment rally a little. After 
the sharp decline in Optimism last month, this report shows a 
slight improvement, although it still remans negative overall. 
Is this resilience? Stoicism? Plucky British spirit? 

All of these may be features of consumers’ current outlook, 
but the main one is this: it isn’t a surprise. Even while enjoying 
a more relaxed summer, shopping, socialising and enjoying 
state-discounted meals, consumers had one eye on the 
clock. Throughout the summer their biggest government 
priority was preparing for a second wave and they were 
making plans to cut back on spending in the autumn even 
while opening up their wallets in July and August.

As the Prime Minister made clear this week: we are in this for 
the long haul. Consumers have known this for months, and 
have adjusted their outlooks accordingly. At least summer 
was fun while it lasted. 

49
Down 0 points on August 2020

Down 1 point on September 2019

48
Up 1 point on August 2020

Up 3 points on September 2019



The Optimism Index: Headlines
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The Optimism Index
Scale 0-100. A score of 50 or more indicates higher levels of optimism

• This month’s edition of The Optimism Index sees consumer 
sentiment rise by one point from 47 to 48.

• This small increase is welcome – as the spread of the v irus 
increases and the prospect of second national lockdown 
edges closer, this month may have seen consumer sentiment 
decline further. Nevertheless, optimism remains low. 

• This month’s data was collected during mid-September, 
during which the ‘Rule of Six’ was introduced, but before 
Prime Minister announced further restrictions, expected to last 
for six months, on September 22nd. Our data shows that 
although consumers enjoyed the summer months, they had 
consistently expected grimmer news in the autumn, 
suppressing optimism throughout. 

• With our data showing this month that more than two thirds of 
consumers are currently more concerned with the health risks 
of the pandemic than the economic consequences of 
lockdown, it prov ides a concerning forecast for levels of 
optimism over the coming months given the predicted rise in 
cases anticipated for the UK over this period. Chart labels are rounded to whole numbers, but The 

Optimism Index is rounded to one decimal place



The Optimism Index: Rolling Average
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The Optimism Index, 3 Month Rolling Average
Scale 0-100. A score of 50 or more indicates higher levels of optimism

2018-2019 2019-2020

• The three month rolling average of The Optimism Index 
remained at the same level this month with a score of 49. 

• Whilst the topline figure remained at the same level, a slight 
decrease has still occurred, further adding to the long term 
trend that has been seen since lockdown – with the rolling 
average now five points lower than in March and with 
September being the fourth consecutive month in which a 
score no higher than 50 has occurred.

• Worth noting, however, is the closing of the gap between the 
past 12 months and the same period in 2018-2019, largely 
driven by a six point decline in optimism between August and 
September 2019 (51 to 45) compared to the one point rise we 
have seen this month, and the slightly more stagnant nature 
of optimism having been seen since the start of summer in 
general.

• Not only has the six point fall this time last year closed the gap 
between the two years of trend data, but it also serves as a 
reminder that despite the pandemic, optimism still remains 
higher now than at this point last year, when Brexit 
negotiations were at the forefront of people’s minds. 

Chart labels are rounded to whole numbers, but The 

Optimism Index is rounded to one decimal place



Financial & Economic Drivers

-14%
-16% -15%

-11% -12%

0%

-13%

-20%

-14%

-8% -9% -8% -8%

-29%
-32%

-33%

-23%

-16% -16%

-27%

-47%

-40%

-34% -34%
-36% -36%

-55%

-45%

-35%

-25%

-15%

-5%

5%

Financial & Economic Drivers;
(Net: % thinking will improve minus % thinking will get worse)

Net confidence in household financial situation

Net confidence in national economic situation

• Amidst the ever changing nature of optimism during the 
pandemic, levels of economic confidence have 
remained remarkably stable: this is the fourth 
consecutive month in which we see almost no change 
in confidence in both the economy as a whole and 
consumer’s own finances.

• This trend highlights the significant lag between 
confidence consumers feel in the economy as a whole 
and the impact it has on the way they v iew their own 
finances, with a difference in net confidence of 28% 
now a remarkable seven times larger than what was 
seen at the start of 2020 (4%).

• Consumers can clearly see the damage the pandemic 
is causing to the UK economy, but are yet to feel the 
impacts themselves – likely boosted by measures such 
as the furlough scheme which, to this point, have acted 
as an effective buffer to a complete collapse in 
household financial confidence. Current plans intend to 
end the furlough scheme in October; perhaps 
consumers will soon start to feel the pinch themselves.



Consumer Confidence Groups
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Do you think the economic situation in the UK/the financial situation in your 

household will improve, stay the same or get worse in the next 12 months?

Hyper Optimists Bubble Left Behind Settled Hyper Pessimists

• Whilst the lag between the collapsed economic 
confidence and levels of household financial confidence 
remains significant, this month’s trends in consumer 
confidence groups, show that this gap may be slowly 
closing.

• This month saw the proportion of people in the bubble, 
(those who feel the economy will get worse but their own 
finances will not be impacted), fall by 2% to 33%, whilst 
hyper pessimists, those who feel both the economy and 
their own finances will get worse, saw a 1% rise to 26%.

• This trend highlights the fact that a slightly higher proportion 
who feel the economy will get worse now also feel their 
own finances will get worse, as opposed to feeling they will 
be unaffected on by the economic damage of the 
pandemic. 

• With the furlough scheme anticipated to come to an end 
within the coming weeks, it appears that some consumers 
have started to take note, realising that the weakened 
economy they are currently witnessing could soon lead to 
issues on a personal level.

Hyper Optimists = Economy and own finances will improve

The Bubble = Economy will get worse, own finances improve or stay same

Left Behind = Economy will improve, own finances get worse or stay same

Settled = Economy stay the same, own finances stay the same

Hyper Pessimists = Economy will get worse or stay same, own finances get worse



Implications for Spending
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Anticipated Change in Spend
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(Net, Total Increase and Total Decrease)
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• Whilst short term trends indicate that confidence has stagnated, the same cannot be said for spending expectations, particula rly in relation to 
out of home leisure and big ticket items, with at least a 3% fall in net expectations occurring this month for both categories of spending.

• Despite the negativity, it is worth remembering the polarised nature of such spending expectations, with at least one in ten consumers in each 
category expecting to increase spending despite the majority anticipating the opposite. This is particularly the case for wealthier and younger 
consumers, with those earning more than £62k for example being 13% more likely than average to expect an increase in grocery spending 
this month (33%), and Gen Z being 7% more likely to increase spending on out of home food and drink (17%).



Longer Term Spending Trends
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• Longer term trends in expectations for leisure spending make for grim reading, with this month representing the second consecutive month 
in which net spending expectations have fallen, down at least 6% in both cases. Despite a significant boost in May and June, net
expectations have begun to decline once again - edging further away from the levels seen pre-lockdown as each month passes by.

• Whilst current levels fall well short of the complete collapse seen in April of this year, these findings represent a worrying decline for those 
who may have felt the Eat Out to Help Out scheme would have helped limit the issues being faced by the leisure industry in particular. 

• It also highlights the longer term nature of spending expectations – even while spending in the leisure sector and taking advantage of 
EOTHO during the summer, future spending expectations were already in decline. 
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The Optimism Index by Gender
Scale 0-100. A score of 50 or more indicates higher levels of optimism

Male Female

• This month sees the gap in optimism between men and 
women grow even further, with a one point increase for 
men up to 52 and a second consecutive month with a 
score of 44 for women causing a difference of eight points –
the highest it has been at any point in the past 12 months.

• With the difference between men and women having been 
at least five points for almost half a year now, it clearly 
highlights an underlying issue with the impacts of the 
pandemic being felt much stronger by women than men. 
Prev ious months have pointed towards an issue related to 
childcare, with women typically bearing the brunt of 
juggling both home-schooling and paid work. Yet with 
schools having returned and with optimism having fallen 
further, our findings suggest this disparity in optimism may 
have a different cause.

• Whilst economic confidence has remained stagnant 
throughout recent months, it hasn’t prevented women from 
growing far more concerned than men about the potential 
financial impacts of the pandemic. This month we saw more 
than half (53%) of women express concern over the impact 
of the pandemic on their household finances, compared to 
just 44% of men.

Chart labels are rounded to whole numbers, but The 

Optimism Index is rounded to one decimal place



Generation• This month sees optimism polarised across younger and older 
generations, with Gen Z and Gen Y seeing scores of 55 and 57 
respectively, whereas Gen X, Baby Boomers and the Silent 
Generation see scores well below 50.

• Such a trend is largely driven by a sharp rise in optimism 
amongst Gen Z, up six points from 49 to 55 this month. Whilst 
the majority of the UK are currently preparing themselves for a 
potential second wave of coronav irus and the threat of a 
second lockdown, Gen Z have been boosted by the return of 
education into their lives. Whilst the University experience is 
heav ily restricted compared to what was offered a year ago, 
it is a prospect that still offers more than enough positives to 
prov ide a source of optimism for this generation.

• At the other end of the spectrum, older generations appear to 
be suffering at this point in the pandemic, with optimism levels 
for Gen X, Boomers and the Silent Gen at least seven points 
lower than in March of this year, our most recent data 
recorded pre-pandemic. With this month’s data indicating 
that 58% of both Baby Boomers and the Silent Generation are 
concerned about returning to public spaces due to the health 
concerns surrounding coronavirus, it’s clear that these 
generations are prioritising the health implications of the crisis. Chart labels are rounded to whole numbers, but The 

Optimism Index is rounded to one decimal place

55

57

46

43

44

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

The Optimism Index by Generation

Gen Z (18-23) Gen Y (24-38) Gen X (39-54)

Baby Boomers (55-71) Silent Generation (72+)



Region

49

53

50 50

56

58

55

52

56

53 54

49

55

44

50

47

50

48

55 55

49 48 48

49

47
46

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

The Optimism Index by Region
Scale 0-100. A score of 50 or more indicates higher levels of optimism

London and the South East Rest of UK

• This month sees the disparity in optimism between those in 
London and the South East and the rest of the UK grow 
significantly, with a one point fall (down from 47 to 46) for 
those in the rest of the UK compared to a six point rise for 
those in London and the South East (up from 49 to 55).

• With such contrasting trends in optimism seen this month, 
the promise shown in recent months regarding the closing 
of the gap between the two groups has been quickly 
erased – this month’s nine point difference now the largest 
seen at any point in the past 12 months.

• Given the issues faced by more northern regions of the UK 
in recent weeks in particular, this finding hardly comes as a 
surprise, with those in the North East hav ing recently been 
placed into regional lockdown, joining those in the 
Midlands, North West and parts of Wales and Scotland. 
Those outside London will have also been concerned by 
recent talks of recession, with greater social and economic 
inequalities a likely consequence in the months ahead.

• Such a degree of disparity in optimism at a regional level 
has coincided with vastly differing levels of economic 
sentiment, with net confidence in both the economy and 
household finances at least 10% higher for those in London 
and the South East this month.

Chart labels are rounded to whole numbers, but The 

Optimism Index is rounded to one decimal place
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The Optimism Index by Income 
(annual, pre tax household income)

Less than £21k £21k-£41k £41k - £62k More than £62k

• This month sees optimism polarised by household income, 
with higher earners substantially more optimistic than those 
earning lower incomes. Those earning £41k-£62k see a five 
point rise from 47 to 52 whilst those earning more than 
£62k, despite a one point fall, are still far more optimistic 
than the rest, with a score of 58.

• These findings now mean the difference between the top 
two earners and the bottom top earners is seven points (52 
to 45) – the highest this gap has been at any point in the 
past 12 months, with the pandemic clearly hav ing had a 
detrimental impact on the outlook of lower earners who 
typically occupy jobs with less security and would be worse 
affected by the pandemic.

• Particularly of note to businesses is the vastly opposing 
outlooks on spending felt across different income groups -
likely driven by such sharp differences in levels of optimism. 
For those earning more than £62k a year, we consistently 
see the highest net spending expectations of any 
demographic, whereas those earnings below £21k a year 
are consistently amongst the most likely to tighten the 
purse strings in the coming months.

Chart labels are rounded to whole numbers, but The 

Optimism Index is rounded to one decimal place



Optimism during pandemic influenced by future work expectations

• Despite the various benefits that are in theory prov ided by 
working from home, our data has consistently shown that 
those expecting to go out to work in the next month are 
more optimistic, with a five point difference seen this month 
between those anticipating to be going out to work in 
October (55) and those expecting to be working from 
home in the same period (50).

• Unsurprisingly, those expecting to be out of work altogether 
are by far the least optimistic, with a score of just 36 this 
month placing them 12 points below the average, however 
the same cannot be said for those expecting to be 
furloughed, with a score of 45 this month falling only three 
below average.

• Taken as a whole, the data suggests that the benefits of 
working from home may have been exaggerated – clearly, 
many enjoy their pre-pandemic lives. It also gives a stark 
warning of what is to come, with those on furlough seeing a 
decline in optimism just as the scheme is set to end. 

Chart labels are rounded to whole numbers, but The 

Optimism Index is rounded to one decimal place
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Polarised trends in confidence across generations

• Whilst economic confidence at a topline level has remained stable for several months, levels of sentiment are more volatile t han it appears at 
first glance. Gen Z and Gen Y have suffered this month, with net confidence in both the economy and their own finances having fallen – with 
the decline in confidence for the economy as a whole having suffered a particularly sharp fall, down 10% for Gen Z from -13% to -23% and 
down 5% for Gen Z.

• This contrasts with the experiences of older generations, with both Gen X and Baby Boomers having seen an increase in net economic 
confidence this month. With a recession appearing an inevitable consequence of the lockdown, younger generations could be forgiven for 
adopting a more conservative view towards the economy, given the far more detrimental long-term impacts of a possible recession for the 
futures of these age groups than compared to older consumers.
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Trajectory
www.trajectorypartnership.com

@TrajectoryTweet

Each month Trajectory survey 1500 adults in the UK on a range of issues 
including consumer confidence, personal choice and control, social trust, 
opportunities in technology, optimism and their place in the world.

This data is analysed and produces The Optimism Index. The data presented 
here is a snapshot of the full data, which can be used for bespoke analyses on 
request – including time-series analysis (from 2011 onwards) and global 
comparisons.

Enquiries: info@trajectorypartnership.com


