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A

ccelerating change. With analog
interactions sharply limited by
COVID-19, the world is going digital,
accelerating an existing trend. Digital
increasingly offers consumers a way to
connect with other people, purchase
essential items, and distract themselves
from the monotony of stay-at-home life
under lockdown. Yet despite the growing
use of digital to improve life at home,
consumer sentiment around the world
remains persistently downbeat.

been tracking believe that a recession due
to COVID-19 is likely. And in the countries
we are focusing on in Asia-Pacific this
week—Australia, Japan, and India—
substantial majorities of consumers say
that they have changed their daily life (73%
to 85%) and are trying to avoid public spaces (82% to 87%) in response to the disease.
(See Exhibit 1.) The exception across all of
the markets featured this week involves
consumers in China, where recovery from
the pandemic has already begun.

In this special feature, we explore sentiment in several key countries in Asia-
Pacific—and the spending changes that
this sentiment is influencing—as well as
the shifts in digital and brand behavior
that we are seeing as a result of COVID-19.

Consumers in Australia, Japan, and India
remain far more concerned about the virus
than consumers in other countries. In our
research, 77% of Australians, 88% of Japanese, and 83% of Indians agree that the
world is in serious danger as a result of the
coronavirus, versus 51% to 62% of consumers in other countries. There are several
possible explanations for this disparity in
attitude. One is that because the pandemic
reached Australia, India, and Japan relatively late, people in those countries had
time to witness its impact on other countries, leading to greater alarm about how

Some Darker Streets
Consumer sentiment in the countries BCG
has surveyed in Asia-Pacific and around
the world continues to be fairly somber, despite some encouraging signs in China.
Most consumers in the countries we’ve

Exhibit 1 | Australia and Japan Show Similar Concern over COVID-19, but Far More Consumers in Japan
Believe That the Worst of the Virus Is Not Over

Consumers who agree (%)

AUSTRALIA

JAPAN

INDIA

CHINA

CANADA

FRANCE

ITALY

US

UK

There will be an economic
recession due to the coronavirus

84

89

81

70

86

89

89

80

89

I’m trying to avoid public spaces
as much as possible due to the
coronavirus

83

82

87

83

86

84

88

85

86

The worst of the coronavirus is
not over

48

82

44

26

61

59

50

57

65

I’ve changed my daily lifestyle as
a result of the coronavirus

81

73

82

68

83

70

83

82

85

The world is in serious danger
due to the coronavirus

77

88

83

62

55

57

59

51

52

≥ 70% of respondents

< 70%, ≥ 40% of respondents

< 40 % of respondents

Sources: BCG COVID-19 Consumer Sentiment Survey, April 20–24 2020 (N = 1,046 Australia; 1,946 Canada; 1,856 China; 1,970 France; 2,021
Italy; 2,079 UK; 1,856 US), BCG COVID-19 Consumer Sentiment Survey, April 18–20, 2020 (N = 7,485 Japan), and BCG COVID-19 Consumer
Sentiment Survey, April 17–20 (N = 2,324 India), unweighted, representative within ±3% of census demographics.
Note: Question text: “How much do you agree with each of the following statements about the coronavirus?” Circle size reflects the percentage
of respondents who agree with the given statement. India sample is representative of the top 35% of the metro to tier 2 (towns above 5 lakh
population; top ~100 cities) population in India.

the disease would affect them. It may also
be relevant that these countries’ governments have emphasized the significance
and potential length of the disruption to
normal daily life that COVID-19 is likely to
bring. In India, for example, the government has enforced a very strict lock down,
with many activities prohibited, including
the use of buses and air travel.
Japan, the last country to enter (soft) lockdown among the countries we researched,
is also the only one where a large majority
of consumers believe that the worst of the
coronavirus is not yet over: 82% of Japanese hold this opinion versus 65% or less in
other countries. At the other end of the
spectrum, consumers in China account for
the lowest percentage of respondents who
hold this pessimistic view (26%), seemingly
a consequence of the recovery that has already begun there. Even though the Japanese government did not establish penalties for failure to observe coronavirus
mitigation guidelines, we see significant

changes in consumer behavior in Japan—
changes similar to those that have occurred
in countries whose governments did impose restrictions and penalties. (See Exhibit 2.) This voluntary modification of social
behavior probably reflects Japanese consumers’ heightened concern about the future impact of the virus.

Similar Directions
In looking at how COVID-19 has been affecting spending patterns, we see a fairly
high level of consistency across developed-
market countries as to the categories in
which consumers are spending more or
spending less. (See Exhibit 3.) Consumers
are spending more on in-home entertainment, fresh foods, packaged foods, preventive health care, household care products,
utilities, and restaurant pickup and
delivery—and they are saving more, too.
Consumers are spending less in discretionary categories such as travel, luxury/fashion, home décor, and automotive, as well as
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Exhibit 2 | Japanese Consumers Seem to Be Cutting Their Spending in Response to COVID-19, Even
Though Reduced Activity Is Voluntary and Not Backed by Penalties

Consumers who have canceled or delayed plans or reduced spending in speciﬁed categories (%)

Local leisure activities

Domestic travel

Restaurant outings

Japan

95

5

94

6

US

94

6

93

7

95

5

UK

96

4

94

6

97

3

Italy

97

3

95

5

98

2

Consumers who have reduced, canceled, or delayed spending (%)

90

10

Consumers who have not reduced spending (%)

Sources: BCG COVID-19 Consumer Sentiment Survey, April 10–13, 2020 (N = 2,922 Italy; 3,112 UK; 2,960 US), and BCG COVID-19 Consumer
Sentiment Survey, April 18–20 2020 (N = 7,485 Japan), unweighted; representative within ±3% of census demographics.
Note: Question text: “Have you already canceled plans or reduced your spend in any of the following areas due to the coronavirus?” Reported
results exclude respondents who had no plans.

Exhibit 3 | Winning and Losing Categories Remain Largely Consistent Across Markets Worldwide

UK Australia US

Japan

In-home entertainment
Fresh and organic foods
Packaged food and beverages
Preventive health care
Household care products
Savings
Utilities
Restaurant pickup/delivery
Medical procedures
Vitamins/supplements
Education
Alcohol
Toys and games

Winners
More than % of respondents
plan to spend more

Losers
More than % of respondents
plan to spend less

Italy

France

UK Australia US

Japan

Italy

France

Travel
Out-of-home-entertainment
Restaurants
Gambling
Luxury/fashion
Public transportation
Home décor
Women’s clothing
Outerwear
Athletic equipment and clothing
Cars/automobiles
Home electronics and appliances
Shoes/footwear
Toys and games
Men’s clothing
Tobacco/smoking
Mobile electronics
Restaurant pickup/delivery
Cosmetics/perfume
Alcohol
Savings
Medical procedures
Education
Hair and body care
Rent/mortgage
In-home entertainment
Vitamins/supplements

Sources: BCG COVID-19 Consumer Sentiment Survey, April 20–24 2020 (N = 1,046 Australia; 1,856 China; 1,969 France; 2,017 Italy; 2,079 UK;
1,856 US), and BCG COVID-19 Consumer Sentiment Survey, April 18–20 2020 (N = 7,485 Japan), unweighted, representative within ±3% of
census demographics.
Note: Question text: “How do you expect your spend to change in the next 6 months across the following areas?” Categories listed here
exclude baby/child food, childcare, and children’s clothing.
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in categories constrained by government
restrictions, such as out-of-home entertainment and dine-in restaurants. As for the situation in emerging markets, in India we
see the majority of consumers changing
their spending in similar categories—but
many more people making spending
changes overall.

particular, among people 52 years old or
older—the cohort we identify as “baby
boomers+.” (See Exhibit 6.) We also see
consumers buying online in an expanding
number of categories, with one in five Australians having bought a product or service
online in at least one new (to them) cate
gory in the four weeks ending on April 24,
2020. Considerable diversity is evident in
the categories that Australians are buying
digitally for the first time, with both essential and nonessential categories appearing
in the top 12 “first-ever digitally purchased” category list. (See Exhibit 7.)

The Digital Gas Pedal
Across the Asia-Pacific countries in our survey group, we see an acceleration in digital
adoption. In Japan, where the reach of
e-commerce is particularly low, consumers
are increasing their online purchasing in a
number of categories, including clothing,
luxury, supplements, cosmetics, and personal care. (See Exhibit 4.) We also see significant growth in Japan across age groups
in online purchases of food delivery. (See
Exhibit 5.) Increases in other areas of online shopping are prevalent as well, but
those increases tend to be concentrated
among members of the younger Gen Z and
millennial generations.

In India, consumers are significantly increasing their digital adoption across media, product purchases, and digital payments. (See Exhibit 8.) We anticipate that
this digital behavior and the emergence of
a preference for digital and noncash payments will continue in India as the country
moves out of its COVID-19 lockdown period. (See Exhibit 9.)

Where to Turn
In Australia, we have seen the trustworthiness scores of health service providers,

In Australia, COVID-19 is accelerating
adoption of e-commerce overall and, in

Exhibit 4 | In Japan, 20% of Consumers Intend to Increase Their Online Purchases of Clothing, and 4%
Their Online Purchases of Fresh Food
Historically, Japan has lagged behind China, the
US, and the EU markets in online penetration…

...but Japanese consumers are ﬁnally showing a tendency
to increase their online purchases

E-commerce retail penetration (%)

Intentions about online purchases in the next month (%)
China

40

30

US
UK

20

Australia
France
Japan

10

0

2006

2008

2010

2012

2014

2016

2018

2022E
2020E
2024E

Clothing

20

Luxury
Supplements

15

Cosmetics

15

Personal care

9

OTC drugs

8

Alcohol
Frozen food

33

17

23

19
14

Snacks and sweets

5

Beverages

4

12

Fresh food

4

10

5
47

3

68
74

3

3

13

40

6

3

19
13

39
51

40
32

8
5

8
9

3
2
2

70
80
79
82
84

I plan to shop online more than usual

I plan to shop online less than usual

I plan to shop online the same as usual

I do not plan to shop online

Sources: Euromonitor; BCG COVID-19 Consumer Sentiment Survey, April 18–20 2020 (N = 7,485 Japan), unweighted, representative within ±3%
of census demographics.
Note: Because of rounding, not all percentages shown add up to 100%. OTC = over the counter.
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Exhibit 5 | Food Delivery Service Has Grown Rapidly in All Age Groups in Japan, but Other E-Commerce
Services Appeal More to Younger Japanese Consumers

Consumers who plan to spend more online next month (%)

Gen Z
Millennials

47

49

Gen X
46

Baby boomers+

45

42
34
29
22

26

26

19
13

Food delivery
(e.g., Uber Eats)

25

21

E-commerce shopping mall
(e.g., Amazon)

15

14

Brand.com

C2C service

Source: BCG COVID-19 Consumer Sentiment Survey April 18–20, 2020 (N = 7,485 Japan), unweighted, representative within ±3% of census
demographics.
Note: Question text: “How do you expect your spend to change in the next 1 month in the following channel (store/website/service)?” C2C =
customer to customer.

Exhibit 6 | In Australia, COVID-19 Has Encouraged Increased Use of E-Commerce by Older Consumers
(Baby Boomers+) and by Consumers Overall

Distribution of digital buyers by age group (%)

Consumers who bought items online in at least one new
category in the previous month (%)

Gen Z and
millennials

43

41

38

Gen X

32

31

28

Baby boomers+

25

29

34

Digital buyers

2016

2019

2020

39

76

79

20

New
categories
1
(average)

31

19

Overall

Gen Z and
millennials

Gen X

3.4

3.9

3.2

12
Baby boomers+

1.9

Source: BCG COVID-19 Consumer Sentiment Survey, April 20–24 2020 (N = 1,046 Australia), unweighted; representative within ±3% of census
demographics.
Note: Question text: “In last 4 weeks, how frequently did you use digital or online channel (website/app) to do the following?” tracking the
percentage of respondents who actually purchased online, and “In last 4 weeks, for these categories, what explains your shift towards using
digital (website/app) for purchasing [digitally in] the category compared to last year?” tracking the percentage of respondents who answered “I
used digital/online channels for the very first time to purchase this category in the last 4 weeks.” The generational categories used are defined
as follows: Gen Z and millennials, 18–36; Gen X, 37–51; baby boomers+, 52 and older.
1“New categories (average)” indicates the average number of new categories that respondents of the specified generation bought online for the
first time.
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Exhibit 7 | Australian Consumers’ First-Ever Digital Purchases Cut Across Essential and Nonessential
Categories and Tend to Vary by Age Group

Top 12 categories for
ﬁrst-ever digital purchases (%)

Shared categories among top 12, by age group
GEN Z AND
MILLENNIALS GEN X

Education
Preventive health care

21

Alcohol

20

Savings

Gen X
• Fashion jewelry
• Skin care
• Athletic clothing and
equipment

19

Take-away (takeout) food

18

Direct-to-home services

17

Tobacco products

17

Children’s clothing

17

Ordering-in (home delivery) food

17

Insurance

17

Medical procedures

16
0

5

10

15

Other signiﬁcant digital
ﬁrst-time purchases
Millennials
• Home renovation
• Personal care
• Pet services

25
22

Shoes/footwear

BABY
BOOMERS+

Baby boomers+
• Women’s clothing
• Plants/gardening
• Fresh fruits and
vegetables
20

25

Category ranks among the top 12 categories for ﬁrst-ever
digital purchases by members of the speciﬁed age group

Essential categories1

Source: BCG COVID-19 Consumer Sentiment Survey, April 20–24, 2020 (N = 1,046 Australia), unweighted, representative within ±3% of census
demographics.
Note: Question asked was whether, in the previous 4 weeks, the respondent had used a digital channel (website/app) for purchase. The
generational categories used are defined as follows: Gen Z and millennials, 18–36; Gen X, 37–51; baby boomers+, 52+.
1Product and service categories that the Australian government deemed essential and left open during lockdown.

Exhibit 8 | In India, Consumers Are Moving to Significant Adoption Across Digital Activities with High
Willingness to Continue in the Future
Increase in number of users (users over the previous month indexed to pre-COVID users)

Digital purchase

Digital media

Digital payments

1.7x
1.25x

Online games

57

1.2x

1.4x
1.2x

Online news Paid digital videos

63

56

1.3x

1.2x

1.2x

Digital wallet

Fresh food

Staples

Personal care

Net banking

54

45

55

49

48

New users who are likely to continue in future1 (%)

Source: BCG COVID-19 Consumer Sentiment Survey, April 17–20, 2020 (N = 2,324 India), unweighted. India sample is representative of the top
35% of the metro to tier 2 (towns above 5 lakh population; top ~100 cities) population in India.
Note: Question text: “How would describe your usage behavior in past 1 month ( just before or post lockdown)?” tracked for “Willingness to
continue in next 6 months.”
1Scores listed are for “Very high willingness.”
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Exhibit 9 | A Preference for Noncash Payments Is Emerging in India and Is Likely to Continue in the
Future

Cash
Debit/credit
card
Digital wallet
Net banking/
online banking

Noncash payments have increased
during the past month…

…and are likely to continue to
grow over the next six months

Consumers’ use of payment methods (%)

Consumers’ use of payment methods (%)

18

24

36

58

30

51

Increased

34

25

46

26

49

45

25

30

Same

25

25

Decreased

29

26

60

22

50

More than usual

30

Same

18

20

Less than usual

Source: BCG COVID-19 Consumer Sentiment Survey, April 17–20, 2020 (N = 2,324 India). India sample is representative of the top 35% of the
metro to tier 2 (towns above 5 lakh population; top ~100 cities) population in India.
Note: Question text: “How would you describe your usage behavior in past 1 month?” and “How do you expect your usage behavior to change
in the next six months.”

supermarkets, and the government improve, probably as a result of their welcome
actions in support of consumers during this
difficult time—introducing such measures
as drive-through testing facilities, telehealth
services, and pickup and delivery services
for older customers at supermarkets—and
their proactive messaging about those actions. (See Exhibit 10.) We have also seen
indications that patriotism is increasing significantly in Australia, as consumers express more interest in purchasing Australian brands despite those products’ often
higher prices, perhaps motivated by a
stronger inclination to support businesses
that may be negatively impacted close to
home. (See Exhibit 11.) As we continue to
explore the impact of COVID-19 on consumer sentiment, it will be interesting to
see whether this form of patriotism prevails in other countries as well.

The situation may also create branding
opportunities to build brand trust during
the difficult days of COVID-19 through
actions perceived as supporting or activating growth in local brands, in light of a
p otential surge in patriotism. Although
COVID-19 continues to exert a significant
drag on many businesses’ bottom lines, the
prospect of opportunity out of adversity is
very real. The challenge is to activate it.
Our next regular weekly Snapshot will look at
the many leading data indicators (including
but not limited to consumer sentiment) that
companies need to track in order to assess the
shape, size, and velocity of the recovery—a
go-forward Demand Lighthouse.

Looking Ahead
Like the SARS epidemic, the COVID-19
pandemic has accelerated the use of digital
and e-commerce options across the Asia-
Pacific set of countries we are tracking,
opening up new opportunities for companies to engage with consumers and grow.
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Exhibit 10 | In Australia, Health Service Providers, Supermarkets, and Governments Have Enjoyed the
Greatest Uplift in Trust in the Post-COVID-19 Period
Health service
providers
(net trust %)
30

Supermarkets
(net trust %)

Telecom
and media
(net trust %)

Government
(net trust %)

Financial
institutions
(net trust %)

Energy
(net trust %)

25

20

18

18

17

11

10

3

1

0
–1
–10
Health service
providers

National Independent
supermarket
stores
chains

Federal

State

Telecom
providers

–9
Media
and news

Energy
(utility providers)

–9
Insurance
providers

Banks

Net trust % = Percentage of consumers who said that they trusted the institution more in the past month than they did before COVID-19 minus the
percentage of consumers who said that they trusted the institution less in the past month than they did before COVID-19
Source: BCG COVID-19 Consumer Sentiment Survey, April 20–24 2020 (N = 1,046 Australia), unweighted, representative within ±3% of census
demographics.
Note: Question text: “Thinking about last 1 month, what describes the shift in your opinion about trust on different institutions in Australia?”

Exhibit 11 | Australian Consumers Have Shown a Preference for Australian Brands During the COVID-19
Crisis, Despite Perceiving Them as More Expensive

A bit more
expensive

53

About the
same price

10

A bit/ cheaper

56%

Consumers prefer Australian brands
most often when buying fresh food, ﬁrst aid,
and personal care products

37

47

45

43

41

10

14

44

43

37

35

43

54

51

15

9

14

35

32

30

29

59

61

63

60

6

7

7

11
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m
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s

36

Preference for
Australian brands has
increased by 56%
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36% of consumers
perceive Australian brands
as expensive

Will buy more Australian brands

Will buy about the same
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4
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e
M
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aid

52

Pe
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t

2020

fo
o

2016
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h

Consumers
(%)

d

23

Will buy less Australian brands

Source: BCG COVID-19 Consumer Sentiment Survey, April 20–24, 2020 (N = 1,046 Australia), unweighted, representative within ±3% of census
demographics.
Note: Question text “Please select one option that best describes your opinion about Australian brands.” and “In the next one month how do
you expect the choice of Australian brands to change?”
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About the Research
BCG’s COVID-19 Consumer Sentiment Snapshot series is based on data drawn from an online survey of
consumers that is conducted every one to two weeks across multiple countries worldwide. Each Snapshot
highlights a selection of insights from a comprehensive ongoing study that BCG provides to clients. The
survey is produced by the authors, who are members of BCG’s Center for Customer Insight (CCI), in partnership with coding and sampling provider Dynata, the world’s largest first-party data and insights platform. The goal of the research is to provide our clients and businesses around the world with periodic barometer readings of COVID-19-related consumer sentiment and actual and anticipated consumer
behavior and spending to inform critical crisis triage activities, as well as rebound planning and decision
making. The research does not prompt consumers about the virus when asking many of the key questions, including questions about spending changes in the next six months, in order to avoid biasing the
results. A team composed of BCG consultants and experts from CCI completes the survey analytics.
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