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In partnership with management consulting firm L.E.K. Consulting, Civis is publishing
“COVID-19 in the U.S.: Consumer Insights for Businesses,” a series of insights reflecting
the results of a recurring consumer pulse survey. Administered approximately every two
weeks, the survey tracks the pandemic’s impact on consumer sentiment overall, as well
as by segment, geography and product.
The initial survey (outlined in the following slides) was fielded online between March
18-20, 2020. Responses from 2,608 U.S. adults were weighted to be representative of
the U.S. adult population.

Consumer sentiment
In what is first and foremost a humanitarian crisis, we start by evaluating consumer sentiment
across the country. How severe consumers perceive the outbreak to be in their geography is a
key driver of their emotions and mindset, both of which ultimately drive spending patterns and
other behaviors.
As of March 18, 2020, 89% of consumers believe their geography is affected to some degree
by the outbreak. Only 11% of consumers perceive “no outbreak” in their area. Of the former
89%, consumers are roughly evenly split across different perceived severity ratings: limited,
moderate, bad and critical. In future surveys, we can expect a shift toward the more severe end
of the spectrum.
Another key indicator of sentiment is consumer outlook for the economy. Across all consumer
geographies and perceived severity levels, consumers are pessimistic about the economy. The
vast majority (~80% to 90%) expect a recession within the next year.
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Travel spend impact
Next, we evaluate consumer travel spend — a sector hard hit from the very beginning of this
crisis, and one that remains at the forefront of the news cycle.
Across all business and leisure travel categories tested, U.S. consumers self-report significant
reductions in 2020 travel spend due to cancellations or avoidance, ranging from -50% to -75%
of total planned spend.
Consumer outlook for travel spend post-outbreak is also pessimistic. While 30%-40% of
consumers expect travel spend to rebound to pre-outbreak levels, a greater portion of
consumers expect spend to remain dampened even after the outbreak is contained. Only a
small portion of consumers expect spend to exceed pre-outbreak levels once the virus is
contained.
The pessimism expressed by consumers may be influenced by a high level of uncertainty
regarding what the future holds, as well as a high volume of negative press coverage related to
travel and transport.
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U.S. consumers: Expected recovery in travel spend
once outbreak is contained in the U.S.
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Timeline of U.S. travel advisories and restrictions
1/31: Travel ban on all foreign nationals into the U.S. who were
recently in China; Level 3 warning issued by CDC since 1/6 (CDC
issues its advisories on a 1-3 scale)
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Non-travel spend impact
Beyond travel, consumer spend across a wide range of other categories has also changed
significantly as a result of the outbreak.
Many categories, similar to travel, are seeing a decline in average monthly spend. Dining
outside the home, fitness outside the home, entertainment outside the home and consumer
electronics have experienced the largest declines. Other categories negatively impacted by the
outbreak so far include taxi/ridesharing, takeout/delivery and nonessentials (e.g., beauty,
fashion, household durables).
Despite this turmoil, there are many bright spots. For example, at-home fitness and medical
supplies have seen a strong boost in average monthly spend as a result of increased consumer
time at home and restrictions on life outside the home. Groceries (both nonperishable and
perishable), pet products (consumers are happily embracing more time with their pets) and athome entertainment are also benefiting, although to a lesser degree.
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Behavioral impact
As social norms and restrictions evolve in response to COVID-19, consumers are increasingly adjusting
their broader behaviors to limit their own exposure and protect others.
Naturally, consumers are reporting significant increases in at-home activities, particularly cooking at home,
watching television, browsing social media and exercising at home.
Consumers are limiting activities with high exposure risk due to government restrictions and establishment
closures, as is the case with bars/restaurants, gyms and events (e.g., the South by Southwest Conference).
Also, self-imposed social distancing is driving a decline in traffic to public places (e.g., malls and stores) and
visits with friends and family.
Where employees work is also shifting significantly away from offices, shared co-working spaces and
public spaces toward the home. Not surprisingly, online spend is also on the rise, growing 10%-30% across
grocery and non-grocery purchases.
It remains uncertain which, if any, of these behavioral changes will persist once the COVID-19 outbreak is
contained. In the near term, these changes create a need for brands to explore how they can meet
consumers where they are and engage with them in novel ways. Whether it is through a live digital fitness
class or expanded social media activity, brands are finding opportunities to maintain engagement.

Change in time spent on various activities due to COVID-19 in the U.S.
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Description / implications for businesses
Significant opportunities for brands to earn consumer trial and loyalty
Initial revitalized usage of meal kits (e.g., Blue Apron, Freshly)
Significant increase in viewership in near term is expected
May delay trend towards “cord-cutting” in near term

Spending time on social media

Opportunities for brands to enable social connection when face-to-face interaction is
constrained

Exercising at home

Expected growth in awareness and adoption of exercise streaming services (e.g., BBG,
Beachbody) and equipment manufacturers (Peloton, Mirror)

Visiting public places outdoors
(e.g. for a walk, to the park)

Consumers remain willing to leave their residences for open spaces with less likelihood
of COVID-19 exposure

Visiting friends / family

Constrained face-to-face interaction is driving increased online / social media usage
creating opportunities for digital brand exposure

Visiting public places indoors
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Despite near-term contraction of foot traffic, expansion in online shopping provides
opportunities for continued connection with consumers

Going to a gym or
fitness facility / club
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or other events
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Online shopping
Working from home

While in-person visits drop, there may be opportunities for brands to service customers
through digital classes and other online resources
The entertainment industry may face continued headwinds as COVID-19 drives
widespread event cancellations / postponements / avoidance
Significant contraction of dine-in in near-term due to government restriction and
consumer concern may drive some substitution to delivery and pick-up
Online grocery spend: Reported increase in spend online of ~30-35% as of March 18, 2020
Online non-grocery spend: Reported increase in spend online of ~10-15% as of March 18, 2020
Percent of working hours at home:
Employees report the percent of hours working from home increased 2.2X since the outbreak
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