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About this report

This report explores the return of the New Morality trend – the hardening
of values and the return of rational selfishness amongst consumers as
financial pressures and external scandals shift opinions and capabilities –
and what it means for consumers and for brands.



What is the New Morality –

and Why is it Important?

The New Morality is a social trend describing the hardening of values and

increased rational selfishness amongst consumers. This trend causes ethical

concerns to narrow as people become more focused on social issues closer to

home, and less concerned about issues that seem less obviously impactful or

more distant.

Cynicism and scrutiny also increase, creating a more inhospitable environment

for brands and businesses, as it becomes harder to earn the consumer’s trust.

The adoption of these recessionary behaviours coincides with the reduction of

consumer confidence and spending behaviours, resulting in brands battling to

maintain consumer loyalty.

In short, the New Morality is a major change in consumer outlook. Its drivers and

manifestations are always present to a greater or lesser extent but at certain

times it becomes a dominant mood, encompassing the outlook across society.

This is one of those times. As the pandemic gave way to the cost-of-living crisis

the climate for the New Morality has grown. Consumers are anxious about the

economy and starting to cut back. Political and institutional scandals are

damaging trust. The social bonds created and strengthened during our shared

experiences of lockdown and loss are being tested. 2022 has been the year the

national mood has nosedived – and the New Morality has emerged.

In this report we explore the drivers and manifestations of the New Morality, with

a focus on how brands are adapting and the implications for business.
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The New Morality first emerged during the Global Financial Crisis, strengthening during the recession

that followed. It is driven by three key things: social fragmentation, loss of trust in leaders and institutions,

and consumer financial pressures.

Social fragmentation encapsulates the disconnect between different groups, whether by age, income,

gender or other demographics. One enduring example of social fragmentation is the different

experiences and circumstances of generations, sometimes referred to as the changing meaning of

age. Social fragmentation is important as it reduces consumer collectivism. In the context of the New

Morality, people are becoming more focused on themselves and problems ‘closer to home’, this can

impact consumer trust and confidence, especially in relation to their household finances and the

economy.

This also ties in with the second key driver of the New Morality trend – loss of trust in leaders and

institutions. This driver is self-explanatory, consumers are losing trust and faith for those in power and

institutions that are supposed to protect the public’s best interest. This affects politicians, institutions and

businesses. Consumers are becoming harder to please and maintaining loyalty in customers will

become harder.

The final key driver of the New Morality is financial pressures. This not only has implications for the

economy, but also on consumer attitudes towards both businesses and institutions. Most dramatically, it

has serious impacts on consumer spending.
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The combination of all three drivers results in the New Morality. Consumers lose

faith, trust and confidence in the future of the economy, in institutions and

political leaders, and in each other.

However, this has not always been the case, especially when we compare

consumer attitudes during the pandemic.

None of those drivers were in ascendancy during the pandemic. Social and

community bonds were close as – despite experiencing lockdowns differently –

we generally felt in the same boat. Society agreed that it required a collective

response to beat the virus. This cohesive attitude was markedly different to the

bitter and fractious years that preceded the pandemic, when the UK was riven

by Brexit divides.

The start of the pandemic also saw a sharp increase in trust in authority,

including for politicians. A lockdown breaking trip to Barnard Castle ensured

that was short-lived, but despite trust in politicians resuming its downward

trajectory, confidence in and reliance on expertise largely endured. Just a few

years after Michael Gove’s much quoted ‘we’ve had enough of experts’

rejection of Brexit-related economic doom, scientific and medical experts

became household names.

Finally, although the first lockdown sparked the deepest recession in memory

most households and businesses were largely protected from the worst of the

economic damage by a government package of support centred around the

furlough scheme.
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What is Driving it Now? 

National Fragmentation

The chart above is a clear demonstration of the fluctuations of fragmentation in the UK over the past couple of years. Higher scores indicate higher levels of

fragmentation (greater differences in sentiment between different groups) while lower scores indicate lower fragmentation (more groups share the same outlook).

Between May 2020 and November 2020, we can see a sharp incline in the degree of fragmentation in the UK. This coincides with less unity as the first lockdown

ended, dissatisfaction with the government after Dominic Cummings’ trip to Barnard Castle and uncertainty for the future amid the pre-vaccine stage pandemic. This

suddenly begins to decline again as we enter the winter lockdown of 2020. Whilst many people were struggling during this, there is a clear shift in attitude, highlighting

greater cohesion in attitudes. People did not enjoy that lockdown, but the potential of a vaccine had become a reality and for many there was light at the end of

the tunnel.

However, this changes in May 2021 just after the final lockdown had ended. Fragmentation starts to drastically increase up until the beginning of 2022. In this period

there was little national consensus on Covid – rather than all being in the same, locked-down boat some of us wanted an accelerated return to normality while others

would rather a zero-Covid strategy. In 2022, fragmentation has declined slightly while the cost-of-living crisis has displaced the pandemic as the issue at the forefront

of consumers’ minds. Greeting Ofgem’s announcement of the energy price cap rise, Chancellor Nadim Zahawi said that even ‘middle earners’ would need help

paying their bills this winter. This is another crisis that many people are feeling – and it is reducing fragmentation accordingly.

However, even with that context, fragmentation remains substantially higher than during the pandemic, and according to our latest data, is once again creeping

upwards.
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Loss of Trust

Since the pandemic ended there has been a resumption in the long-

term trend for declining deference. While this can be a healthy,

positive questioning of authority it is often a more extreme version of

outright distrust.

Distrust is evident in many places. Perhaps unsurprisingly, it is especially

evident in politics. Despite enjoying high support during the first part of

2022 the government has lost trust since then. From Dominic

Cummings trip to Barnard Castle in May 2020, to the Lobbying Affair

with some MPs allegedly earning £400,000 on top of their

parliamentary salary and the attempted changing of the

parliamentary standards process in Autumn 2021.

Since then, the Partygate scandal has rumbled, eventually, if

indirectly, costing the Prime Minister his job.

It is also partly influenced by institutional distrust. An example of this is

recent arrests of police for committing crimes, including the murder of

Sarah Everard by serving Met Police Office Wayne Couzens.

The police has also been dogged by recent allegations of institutional

prejudice when messages of racism, sexism and homophobia

exchanged between Charing Cross officers were exposed and by

reports suggesting that evidence from the murder of Daniel Morgan, a

private investigator, were concealed and denied by officers to

protect the Met Police reputation.
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We have also seen scandals within the Royal Family this year with allegations of

racism surrounding Harry and Meghan, as well links Prince Andrew and Jeffrey

Epstein. This level of misconduct has also been reported in charities with reports

finding systematically racist behaviour, as well as the exclusion of those with

disabilities and the bullying of co-workers within Macmillan.

Finally, another key element that helps drive distrust – especially in the context

of the New Morality – are legal behaviours that seem unfair. While many are

struggling with the cost of energy, BP have seen the biggest quarterly profits for

14 years. There is nothing illegal about this – but in the context of millions of

people struggling it fuels an attitude of distrust and ‘them and us’ among the

public. This mistrusting, ‘them and us’ dynamic is also evident in reaction to

hosepipe bans and the discharge of sewage into the sea.

Since the beginning of January 2021 there has been a clear decline in trust

leaders of business and politicians. Consumer trust is hard to earn but easy to

lose. It is volatile and when lost results in greater scrutiny in corporate and

institutional action, as well as a loss in confidence and reduction in loyalty.
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Financial Pressures

During the end of 2021 into 2022, inflation, particularly in energy

prices has been rising sharply. This is expected to increase even

further as we head into winter, resulting in household bills increasing

by thousands over the next few months. However, it is not just energy

prices that will increase during this time.

With inflation at its highest level in 40 years and set to rise further, food

and other essentials have and will continue to increase this year.

Some have forecast that inflation could reach 18% next year.

Another issue is that pay is not keeping up with prices. Even when

workers are getting rises it is unlikely to be making up the extra money

they are spending.

This combination of rising costs and slower wage inflation is having a

huge and unsurprising impact on consumer behaviour.
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Both consumer confidence and optimism are at an all-time low. Consumers are perceiving both their household finances and the economy’s future in a negative

light, but also their more general perceptions for the future. This will have drastic implications for spending behaviours and consumer attitudes towards brand and

business but also their expectations for institutions and leaders of business.
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How has the New Morality manifested in the past – and how is it beginning to manifest itself now? Back in the long aftermath

of the Financial Crisis and the Great Recession that followed it, three key aspects of the trend came to the fore. All three of

these manifestations are raising their heads once again – although the particular circumstances facing British consumers in

2022 mean there are changes, or at least evolutions, to be seen.

The Self-Preservation Society

This is the real essence of the New Morality – external and financial pressures forcing a hardening of attitudes amongst

consumers. A shift towards narrower concerns and a focus on issues that directly affect the individual consumers themselves

rather than on broader, societal, impacts and issues. Collectivism declines as `looking out for number one` becomes, if not

always a choice, a requirement for many consumers.

During the Great Recession, this showed itself in a decline in support for the welfare state, rising concern about immigration

levels, and in reductions in charitable giving. In 2022 it may manifest slightly differently. In politics, self-preservation is again

the order of the day – just look how quickly the Parliamentary Conservative Party dumped Boris Johnson once his appeal

waned. In broader society though, the self-preservation of today is not the same as that of a decade ago.

The era of high pandemic-related collectivism may now be behind us but public support for the NHS and the welfare state

remain high – whilst immigration has rapidly fallen out the sphere of public debate. Environmentalism and consumer

concern over climate change, which saw marked declines during the last recession, have also stayed relatively buoyant –

remaining a top concern over the course of the pandemic – though there are some indicators that the scale of the cost-of-

living crisis is beginning to impact how far consumers are able to go on this issue. After peaking as the most mentioned issue

in Ipsos Mori’s Issues Index as COP26 took place in November of last year, mentioned by around four in ten Britons, climate

concern has become a less prominent but by no means forgotten issue – still seen as one of the most important, or the most

important, facing the UK by around an eighth of Ipsos Mori respondents. Yet financial pressures may mean that even the

most committed of environmentally-focused consumers struggle to spend accordingly.

In 2022, it’s less a case of the Self-Preservation Society manifesting in changes in how consumers think about society – who’s

deserving and who’s not – and more an explicitly financial change. Consumers may still want to give to charity, they may

still be concerned about climate change or support broader welfare support. The question now is can they afford it?

How Does it Manifest? 

11

https://trajectorypartnership.com/reports-and-presentations/pandemic-collectivism/
https://www.current-news.co.uk/news/six-in-ten-voters-want-targeted-support-for-struggling-households-in-light-of-rising-energy-bills-says-new-data
https://www.ft.com/content/f2d72f42-af5f-4922-8fcb-f50a32f37afc
https://www.mortgagefinancegazette.com/market-news/cost-living-impacts-homeowner-climate-efforts-rics-23-08-2022/
https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/ipsos-issues-index-july-2022


The Decline of Deference

The New Morality accelerates another trend – the Decline of

Deference. Trust in institutions, businesses, and politicians has been in

a long decline, a story of decades rather than years, but the rise of

the New Morality has a tendency to accelerate and intensify that

slide.

We’re seeing that now. The Covid-19 pandemic put somewhat of a

break on the long decline in trust and deference but a year of

political scandals and business failings has seen public trust in freefall.

With lower trust comes higher levels of consumer scrutiny and a

marked lack of patience or forgiveness for mistakes.

Politicians, brands, or businesses that make mistakes or lie to the

public should expect to be found out and focused on to an even

greater extent. The rise of the `always online` information-sphere,

driven by social media and the speed of online communication, has

already made it much easier for consumers to spot or be informed

about these sorts of errors – a real driver of the shift in the `Political

Brands` trend we had been seeing even pre-pandemic – but a

financial crisis and further falls in trust will accelerate this even further.

In turn, this is driving a return of the `Them vs. Us` mindset that was

seen during the last recession. Yet, instead of a focus on benefits

claimants, on immigration, the `deserving and undeserving poor`,

there’s a growing sense of the `elites` against the `rest’. Of business

versus individuals. Politicians versus voters. Brands on `our` side versus

those acting in their own interest. `Forgive and forget` is increasingly

looking like a thing of the past.
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Recessionary Mindsets

The impact of the cost-of-living crisis will also drive what is the most straightforward of

the impacts of the New Morality. Recessions drive recessionary mindsets and whilst the

UK may not yet have dipped into an official recession, though it draws ever nearer, the

impacts of the current financial crisis on consumers are very real and set only to

increase as inflation, rising costs, and an imminent recession continue to bite.

This recessionary mindset drives some key shifts in how consumers approach their

spending. As with past recessions, value will become even more important to

consumers as a growing number face hardship and most consumers face at least some

pressure on their spending capabilities. Consumers will shop around more – looking for

the best deals and lowest prices. In turn, they’ll be more likely to spread their shopping

between stores, shopping for basics at Asda, meat at Lidl, freezer goods at Iceland.

Loyalty to individual brands or businesses will decrease as value becomes more

important – though it’s worth mentioning that other aspects of the New Morality will see

them place a greater emphasis on the perceived loyalty brands have to consumers

instead.

Discretionary spending will be hit hard – possibly harder than it was during the Financial

Crisis – as rising costs and inflation see the cost of essential items and household bills

rocket upwards. For many consumers, anything beyond value may be a luxury they can

ill afford.

This is also resulting in a shift in expectations of consumers. New polls have shown that

consumers see a big role for brands during the cost-of-living crisis. Consumers want to

be rewarded for their loyalty (30%), for brands to keep prices fair (57%), and to freeze

prices on value ranges (36%). Consumers humour is also beginning to fade. Only 3% of

those polled said they wanted brands to make them laugh or smile, suggesting that

consumers are losing faith in brands and businesses.

13

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/recession-is-on-the-way-and-will-last-until-2024-goldman-sachs-warns-htjw83qr5
https://www.moreaboutadvertising.com/2022/05/cost-of-living-crisis-is-no-laughing-matter-for-brands-consumers-tell-ipa/


How are Brands Adapting?

Brands and businesses cannot afford to ignore this change in the consumer

mood. It is too significant a shift. Part of this is practical – as consumers look for

savings, and cost cutting becomes a bigger part of spending behaviour, brands

will have to react or lose out at the tills.

However, because the New Morality is a social and attitudinal trend, as well as a

behavioural one, it is equally important for organisations to reflect that they ‘get’

the difficulties that consumers are facing and are on their side. Alone, a

sympathetic ear is not enough – but coupled with genuine action to help

customers weather the coming economic storm, some businesses will emerge

from this crisis stronger.

Already we can see numerous businesses developing new schemes to help

customers during this financial squeeze.

Some examples can be found among the UKs supermarkets. During the last era

of the New Morality, major retailers lost out as new discounters, Lidl and Aldi

emerged to gain significant market share. Major retailers found that previously

hard-earned consumer loyalty was easily forgotten. This time, a variety of big-

name supermarkets have spoken out about supporting customers, including

Iceland, Asda and M&S.

33
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Iceland have committed to a price freeze on their £1 value range, which is guaranteed

to last until the end of 2022. They have also started offering “ethical” loans to help hard-

pressed shoppers and families afford groceries (loans go up to £75 with a small interest

rate). Both schemes have provided reassurance for customers, that even with

increasing inflation, they will still be able to afford their weekly shop.

Since Iceland released this loan and the freeze, they have lent £1m. The CfRC recently

did an independent survey to evaluate the Food Club’s work. The sample consisted of

1440 customers who use either the Food Club or the Shopping Card. The majority (85%)

of those surveyed said they no longer needed to access food banks, 80% reported

improved mental health, 85% said they were less worried about meeting their monthly

expenses and 75% reported that they are feeding their children more healthily.

Asda has also addressed their value range after complaints that the lowest price items

were become less and less accessible, resulting in customers having no option but to

purchase more expensive brands or seek different stores that had a wider variety of

value ranges. To address this issue, Asda has expanded their value range to be stocked

in all 581 food stores and online to increase accessibility of their ‘just essentials’ range.

They have also changed the packaging to a bright yellow to make the essential range

easier to find, rather than making customers hunt for the cheapest option. Making more

affordable products more simplistic and more accessible. Brands are always a shortcut

for the consumer – and in this case the shortcut helps them find the value item as

quickly as possible, reducing both the price paid and the cognitive load of having to

calculate and compare different products.

A company that has recognised that the price freeze is an important part of customer

loyalty at this time is M&S. The company has reduced the cost of certain items, known

as their ReMarksable range, and partnered with Tom Kerridge to produce a meal

planner that includes recipes that all cost under £2 per person. They have also

guaranteed prices of the products in this range will be frozen for the summer.
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However, it is not just supermarkets that are switching their focus to supporting

customers during the cost-of-living crisis. Greggs has been at the forefront in

support families struggling to feed their families since the 90s when they first

started their ‘Greggs Breakfast Club’. Since it was established in 1999, there are

more than 690 Breakfast Clubs across the UK, serving 40,000 children a free

breakfast every school day (7.8m meals a year).

Whilst many customers are devastated at 5-10p rise in their favourite pastries

from the bakery, the company has also managed to mitigate further inflation of

products for the next five months due to negotiations with their suppliers -

showing transparency and a genuine care for customers.

Companies are also showing support to their employees. One of the critical and

concerning issues with the rising cost of living is disproportionate rate it is rising

compared to wage inflation. This results in a lot of families fearing their future

energy bills, food shops and essentials for living. One company attempting to

alleviate this stress is One and All, a uniform shop based in England.

The company increased wages by 4.5% for everyone except directors. Targeting

help towards those in lower paid roles, including manufacturing and warehouse

work. They have also increased the profit share of staff, expected to be worth

more than £2,000pp. The company also set up an emergency fund to help

those struggling. They have also been accredited by the ‘Living Wage

Foundation’ (sets real living wage at £9.90 across the UK, £11.05 in London).

Businesses need to keep in mind the pressures both their employees and

customers are facing currently. Across the UK, 10% of employees missed days at

work due to financial problems with a further fifth of workers being less

productive because they spend working hours worrying about money. Whilst

matching inflation is not feasible for all companies, there is a lot more that can

be done to maintain the loyalty of customers and boost morale for employees.
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What are the Implications?

• Difficult months ahead. After a period of pandemic-era collectivism and shared hardship, fragmentation is

on the rise again as that unity of opinion and experience slips away. Institutional and political scandals over

the last 12 months have stripped away much of the goodwill the public had built towards British institutions

during the pandemic – whilst record profits in parts of the private sector have seen distrust towards business

rise. Trust is sliding ever-downwards once again. And above everything – the all-encompassing pressure of

the cost-of-living crisis, of inflation and rising bills, is placing more pressure on consumers and on household

spending than has been seen in decades. Things are set to get worse before they get better.

• External Pressures, Individual Concerns. External and financial pressures force a hardening of attitudes

amongst consumers. `Looking out for number one` becomes, if not always a choice, a requirement for

many consumers. Unlike the hardening seen during the Great Recession, however, support for charities, the

welfare state, and concern about climate change remain strong – though there are indicators that

financial realities are beginning to reduce the ability of consumers to spend or give in support of these

issues. In 2022, it’s less a case of consumers changing how they think about society – who’s deserving and

who’s not – and more an explicitly financial change. Consumers may still want to give to charity, they may

still be concerned about climate change or support broader welfare support. The question now is can they

afford it?

• The downward slide in trust continues. Trust in politicians, businesses, and institutions continues its slide

downwards after the recovery seen during the pandemic. Higher public scrutiny and far less forgiveness for

mistakes by brands should now be expected – especially in light of the pressures consumers are facing. A

`them vs. us` mentality centred around the idea of `elites vs. the rest`, whether that be profiteering

businesses or less-than-truthful politicians, is beginning to coalesce. Ignore it at your peril.

• Alternative Voices. Dissatisfaction with our political leaders, our institutions, and the state of society as a

whole has a tendency amplify alternative voices in UK politics – think Farage, UKIP, and the Brexit

movement in the aftermath of the Financial Crisis. There are signs something similar might be underway

again, though for the moment it’s the Left that appears to be taking the chance – with the Enough is

Enough campaign and the British trade union movement leading the charge – though alternative voices

from the right of the spectrum are also on the rise.

33
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A `Quiet Recession`. The UK may not yet be in recession, though it’s not far off, but the

experience for most consumers is one of recession – and they’re acting accordingly.

Value is more important than ever, and consumers aren’t afraid to shop around for the

best deals – loyalty to brands only goes so far. Discretionary spending will be hard hit,

whilst consumers will look at deals and available support when deciding where to shop.

Advertising and customer engagement should look to focus on these aspects of brand

offerings – the time of `fun` or overly comedic adverts may be behind us.

`The times they are a-changin`. Brands cannot afford to ignore the changes the New

Morality will bring. It affects not just how consumers spend but impacts their attitudes as

well. Brands will need to adjust to shifting consumer demand, but it is equally important

for them to show they `get` the difficulties consumers are facing. Words won’t be

enough – genuine, authentic, action and support will need to accompany advertising

campaigns and announcements.

Demand for simplicity. Constantly thinking about cost, budgeting, and spend can

become deeply tiring for consumers. Brands can help alleviate the cognitive stress by

providing `shortcuts` - branding or ranges that are clearly easily differentiated, without

necessarily looking cheap or low-end. Think `Waitrose Essentials` in the midst of the last

recession – or Asda’s `Just Essentials` range, with its eye-catching yellow packaging, this

year.

It's not just consumers… Supporting employees will become even more important

during a time of crisis and a return of the New Morality. Bolstering employee morale and

lowering staff turnover will become more difficult as employees feel their own financial

pressures – and support will be scrutinised in the public sphere. Consumers will

remember which brands and businesses don’t look after their staff.

18



Subscribers get access to all our trends analysis, presentations, reports 

and articles, including our monthly barometer of UK consumer sentiment, 

the Optimism index. 

More information can be found here: 

https://trajectorypartnership.com/subscribe-to-trajectory/

You can contact us at the following places:
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Twitter: @TrajectoryTweet

https://trajectorypartnership.com/subscribe-to-trajectory/
mailto:info@trajectorypartnership.com

