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The State of the Consumer in the COVID-19 Era
Recessions are often triggered by an unexpected event, and that is certainly true for what may go
down in history as the “Coronavirus Global Recession.” Events have been evolving so rapidly that
economic metrics that track the economy can hardly keep pace with reality on the ground.
The 2020 Q1 survey for The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Index, conducted
every quarter in collaboration with Nielsen, was taken in February. The survey closed well before
the World Health Organization declared the COVID-19 outbreak a global pandemic on March 11.
Since then, the heavy human toll of the virus has begun to do severe damage to economies around
the world in an unprecedented way. It has also seriously impacted the job and income security of
billions of people around the globe.
The results of the Global Consumer Confidence Index for 2020 Q1 from February outlined in this
report already began to reflect increased concerns about health around the world as the outbreak
was taking its toll in China. However, these results reflect a more positive state of mind of the
consumer than is the case today. For this reason, we adopted a different approach compared to
previous reports. While the full results of the survey are reported in the appendix, we provide an
overview about the state of the consumer since the escalation of COVID-19 in 15 major economies
around the world. Survey results are included where relevant. The report also provides a brief
overview of how governments are responding to the crisis and how their policies may affect the
consumer in the near term.
Finally, unfortunately due to the COVID-19 outbreak in China, it was not possible to include China
in the index for 2020 Q1. The aggregate estimates therefore are not directly comparable with
previous observations, although at places we will identify the development of the global index
between 2019 Q1, 2019 Q4, and 2020 Q1, excluding China.
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Global Highlights
Spurred by a sudden shutdown of economic activity, consumer confidence
has begun to slide.
The novel coronavirus (COVID-19) has disrupted life for billions of people across the world and is
rapidly changing consumer behavior. Efforts to contain the virus by minimizing contact, ranging
from voluntary social distancing to mandatory lockdowns, have slashed consumer spending as more
and more people effectively become
housebound—avoiding movie theaters,
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While a global recession now seems
unavoidable, understanding consumer
sentiment both before and during
this time of uncertainty is critical to
understanding how deep a recession
could be, how long it could last, and
how quickly the global economy could
recover. The trajectory of consumer
sentiment in markets hit early by
COVID-19—such as China, South Korea,
and Italy—can provide further clues
as to how consumer sentiment will
evolve in other markets.
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Asia-Pacific†
Latin America

* The Euro Area 16 grouping consists of Austria, Belgium, Estonia,
Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania,
Netherlands, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Spain.
†

The Global Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in
China during 2020 Q1 due to the impacts of COVID-19. The global
and Asia-Pacific aggregate indexes for 2020 Q1 reflect the regional
aggregate without China.

Globally, consumer confidence was on strong footing entering the pandemic.
In the first quarter of 2020, The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Index decreased
slightly to 106 from a historic high of 107 (a reading above 100 is considered positive), indicating
there were slightly more optimistic consumers than pessimistic ones globally. Except in Latin
America, consumer confidence in all regions increased to record, or near record, levels.
Prior to the rapid spread of the novel coronavirus outside of China, consumer confidence remained
highest in North America (121) and Asia-Pacific (120) and strengthened significantly in Africa and
the Middle East (106). Although increasing slightly, confidence levels in Europe (88) remained the
lowest globally. In the Euro Area (90), consumer confidence finally edged up in the beginning of
2020 after holding steady for three consecutive quarters. Latin America was the only region that
did not see improvement in consumer confidence in the first quarter, remaining at a level of 91.

Data sample excludes China due to COVID-19
Data collection during the first quarter of 20202 excluded China because of the country’s restrictive
COVID-19 containment measures. Globally, the dip in consumer confidence was largely due to the
exclusion of China from the first quarter sample. This represents a break in series between 2019 Q4
and 2020 Q1 in both the global and Asia-Pacific series. For comparative purposes, had China also
been excluded during the fourth quarter of 2019, confidence globally would have risen from 105 in
2019 Q4 to 106 in 2020 Q1, and from 119 to 120 in Asia-Pacific during the same time frame.
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While global consumer confidence continued to level off (based on the first quarter sample), overall
confidence at the beginning of the year was nonetheless near record high levels, placing consumers
in a position of strength entering the COVID-19 crisis. Confidence globally and in all regions in the
first quarter of 2020 was primarily propped up by consumers’ increasingly positive outlook on their
personal finances. Out of 63 markets surveyed, 38 (60 percent) saw an improvement in sentiment
about personal finances in the first quarter of 2020, compared to only 22 markets (34 percent) in
the previous quarter.
Thus, solid household balance sheets in many markets have cushioned some of the initial blow
to consumers—though likely not enough to offset the bigger impacts as the crisis evolves. In
response, many governments have implemented fiscal and monetary rescue packages aimed
at preventing widespread job losses, safeguarding income, and limiting the risks of long-term
unemployment once the crisis passes. Yet in the short term, consumers’ relatively strong financial
position prior to entering the COVID-19 crisis may improve their ability to cope with job losses and
sustain consumer spending long enough for state support to take effect.

Global supply shock has halted consumer spending and destroyed jobs,
drying up future consumer demand.
Across global markets, especially in the US and Europe, consumers have served as the engine of
economic growth in recent years. Yet as governments restrict travel and lock down cities to contain
the virus, the requirement for companies to suspend operations has significantly halted consumer
spending and made workers increasingly susceptible to layoffs from shuttered businesses. In the
months ahead, as incomes and household balance sheets deteriorate, a domino effect ensues:
consumer demand will continue to weaken, further killing job prospects and stable sources of
income, which will then weigh on personal finances and further curb spending intentions. All of this
will lead to downward spiral of consumer confidence. How quickly these dominos fall, especially in
countries implementing shutdowns, will drive differences in how fast consumer confidence drops
across global markets.

Global optimism Among the three measures used to calculate The Conference
Board® Global Consumer Confidence Index, consumer optimism about personal
finances improved, despite a softening in optimism about job prospects and
spending intentions.

Job
Prospects
Balance (“excellent” + “good”) – (“not so good” + “bad”)

Personal
Finances
Balance (“excellent” + “good”) – (“not so good” + “bad”)

9%
-100%

Balance (“excellent” + “good”) – (“not so good” + “bad”)

1%

29%

(-7)

NEGATIVE

Spending
Intentions
(-1)

(+4)

POSITIVE

100%

NEGATIVE

-100%

POSITIVE

100%

NEGATIVE

-100%

POSITIVE

100%

Note: The percentage in the triangle is the balance reading for the current quarter. The value in parenthesis is the percentage
point change from the prior quarter.
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At the beginning of the outbreak, health concerns temporarily displaced
concerns about the economy.
Other measures from The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey suggest that,
prior to the slump in demand, consumers primarily saw the spread of COVID-19 as a health crisis
and not as a developing economic crisis. Out of the 63 markets surveyed during the first quarter
of 2020, 49 (78 percent) saw a rise in health concerns. At the same time, 43 markets (68 percent)
showed declining concerns about the overall state of the economy. As a result, health replaced the
economy as the top concern in many markets, with the percentage of consumers indentifying health
as their biggest concern over the next six months peaking in all regions except North America.
The temporary displacement of health over economic concerns was especially prominent in
Asia-Pacific and Europe, regions facing the largest COVID-19 outbreaks outside of China at
the time of the survey. In Japan, for example, over a fifth of consumers identified health as
their top concern, up 4 percentage points from the previous quarter. In Europe, consumers
in Italy and France reported the largest increases in health concerns, overshadowing any
anxieties about the economy.

“Health” as a top concern increased significantly around the world in early 2020 Q1
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The decline in global consumer confidence as a result of COVID-19 may be
more acute than the fall in sentiment during the global financial crisis.
Looking ahead, as governments more actively restrict travel, discourage large group events, and
encourage citizens to stay home, we expect consumer spending to continue to fall in the short
term. Stalling business operations and rising job losses will trigger a further deterioration of job
prospects and increase pessimism about personal finances and spending intentions. Coupled with
escalating fears about continuing everyday activities, we anticipate significant declines in consumer
confidence across all regions through at least the second quarter of 2020.
As a point of comparison, the fall in US equities in response to COVID-19 between mid-February
and mid-April has generally followed the trajectory of the stock market sell-off after the collapse
of Lehman Brothers in 2008,3 which triggered the Great Recession. According to The Conference
Board® Consumer Confidence Index® for the US, consumer confidence dropped 12.6 points
between mid-February and mid-March.
While every crisis is different, we expect the decline in global consumer confidence as a result of
COVID-19 to be more acute than the decline during the 2008-2009 global financial crisis. This time,
the fear of the unkown—including the ultimate duration and spread of the virus—is lasting longer.
Furthermore, while the global financial crisis stemmed from financial imbalaces in the housing sector
that initially hit businesses, this time an external shock (the virus) is a direct blow to consumers.
Data from the European Commission, for example, indicate that consumer confidence in the
Euro Area plummeted 5 points between February and March 2020, its largest monthly decline on
record (since 1985).4
The speed and magnitude of the drop in consumer confidence, however, will differ across
different regions and markets depending on the degree of job losses and the government policies
implemented to mitigate the economic effects. Policy responses have included: direct cash
payments and expanded unemployment benefits in the US;5 wage subsidies in France, Germany,
and the UK;6, 7 suspending morgtgage and tax payments in Italy;8 and subsidizing rent and other
consumer goods in China.9 In Europe, relatively more extensive social safety nets may further
cushion the blow to consumer confidence in these markets. Ultimately, a rebound in consumer
confidence will depend on the ability of policy makers to protect consumers’ jobs and incomes
and shore up consumer demand.

How Is The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Index Calculated?
The Global Consumer Confidence Index is computed using consumer responses to three questions
about their perceptions of the following: 1) job prospects over the next 12 months; 2) personal
finances over the next 12 months; and 3) spending intentions (i.e., whether it is a good time to
buy needed/wanted goods and services). A reading above 100 indicates that there are more
optimistic consumers than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite, with
more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones.
Supplemental questions about the respondents’ views of the future including their top concerns
and the possibility of a recession are also part of the survey and analysis in this report.
For more information on how weighted averages are used to calculate Index numbers for
markets, regions, and the globe, please see The Conference Board® Global Consumer
Confidence Survey Technical Note.
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Asia-Pacific
China
In the months ahead, confidence will likely continue to weaken as the risk of
a second-wave outbreak prolongs consumer caution about spending.
Although near all-time highs, consumer confidence in China was on a downward trend before the
novel coronavirus emerged in December 2019. Consumption growth was also already slowing.
Virus impacts—including lockdowns and quarantines, retail and other business closures, and
wage cuts and layoffs—have compounded the precrisis downward trends in Chinese consumer
confidence and consumption.

Consumer confidence in China was already trending
downward before the novel coronavirus emerged.
145
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Note: A reading above 100 indicates more optimistic consumers
than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite,
with more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones. The Global
Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in 2017 Q1, nor
in China in 2020 Q1 due to the impacts of COVID-19.
Source: The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey

Retail sales for January and
February in 2020 slumped
20.5 percent compared to the same
period last year. Unemployment
caused by mass bankruptcies
of small- and medium-sized
private enterprises lowered
household income. This dynamic
is a risk factor that will shape the
longer-term outlook for aggregate
Chinese consumption.10
Rising unemployment and slowing
income growth will, in turn, depress
consumer confidence in the near
term. The urban unemployment rate
jumped to 6.2 percent in February
2020, its highest on record.11
According to a recent survey of
Chinese consumers, job security
is a rising concern as 50 percent
of respondents reported being
worried about losing their jobs in
the wake of COVID-19.12

The same survey also reported a sudden drop in consumers’ future salary and spending
expectations as a result of the virus. For workers who are still employed, average working hours
per week have dropped significantly, and more than 70 percent of employees experienced
a salary cut, delayed pay, or a wage freeze.13 Falling incomes have led consumers to cut their
spending intentions sharply.
A strong Q2 recovery in consumption is not expected. The effectiveness of consumer-focused policy
measures—mostly discounts and rebates on certain products—will depend on whether consumers
are willing and able to spend.
In the months ahead, consumer confidence will likely weaken significantly as the risk of a
second-wave outbreak drives consumers to remain cautious about out-of-home activities, and
insecurities about job prospects and personal finances persist. Despite these strong downward
pressures, the state’s control of information has so far minimized mass fear and panic, which may
help buoy consumer optimism through the crisis.14
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India
Shuttered businesses, rising unemployment, and the absence of a social
safety net will weaken household consumption and consumer confidence in
the near term.
While consumer confidence in India started on a high note at the beginning in 2020, consumer
concerns about health peaked in the first quarter as the threat of the coronavirus outbreak
intensified. The epidemic is now causing a significant shock to supply chains and household
consumption in India, adding a second layer of strain to an economy already experiencing a
deep economic slowdown.

Consumer confidence in India started on a high
note prior to COVID-19.
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On March 24, the Indian government
initiated a 21-day lockdown, banning
public gatherings, barring factory
workers from going to work, and
requiring nonessential businesses
to close. But even farmers’ markets,
large e-commerce warehouses (such
as those owned by Amazon and
Walmart), and some grocery stores and
pharmacies suspended operations
amid confusion about which
businesses were considered essential.
As a result, India’s supply chains have
suffered severe disruptions, and fears
of shortages and rising consumer
prices have escalated.15

Many have lost their jobs due to
the lockdown, especially informal
sector workers living on daily wages
who make up 90 percent of Indian
Source: The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey
employment. While in other countries
COVID-19 has primarily impacted
spending on discretionary goods, consumption of basic essentials in India will also likely decline
given the country’s large vulnerable population.
Note: A reading above 100 indicates more optimistic consumers
than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite,
with more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones. The Global
Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in 2017 Q1.

In the months ahead, despite some government measures to support households—including food
distributions, direct cash transfers, and deferred loan payments—rising unemployment and a
general lack of a social safety net will weaken household consumption and consumer confidence.16
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Japan
In the months ahead, stricter containment measures will further constrain
spending and deeply hurt consumer confidence.
According to The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey, confidence in Japan
weakened in the first quarter of 2020, driven by rising pessimism regarding job prospects and
spending intentions. This slide in confidence continues a downward trend that started in mid-2019
even before COVID-19 emerged.
As a result of a sales tax hike implemented in October 2019, household consumption fell by an
annualized rate of 11.1 percent in the fourth quarter of 2019, which in turn triggered an economic
contraction of 7.1 percent
during the period. The outbreak
The recent slide in consumer confidence
depressed foreign trade, halted
continues a downward trend that started
tourism from China, and caused the
before COVID-19 emerged.
government to postpone the Tokyo
Global Consumer Confidence Index for Japan
Olympics. These developments
145
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Note: A reading above 100 indicates more optimistic consumers
than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite,
with more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones. The Global
Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in 2017 Q1.

Though Japan has had one of
the least restrictive COVID-19
containment policies, with limited
social distancing and an avoidance
of lockdowns,17 a record 22
percent of Japanese consumers
reported health as their top
concern in the first quarter of
2020. Consumer concerns about
the economy and job security,
however, also increased.

Data from Japan’s Cabinet Office
indicate that consumer confidence
fell 7.4 points in March, the largest
monthly decline since 1982. Consumer perceptions about expected income growth and future
employment deteriorated sharply, while spending intentions also sank.18
Source: The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey

The government’s COVID-19 response includes cash handouts, tax relief measures, interest-free
loans, employment subsidies, and special financing for small and medium-sized businesses.19, 20
Although such measures are aimed to keep companies afloat and workers employed, as COVID-19
cases tick up in the months ahead, stricter containment measures that shut down parts of the
economy will constrain spending and deeply hurt consumer confidence.
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South Korea
Due to effective handling of the health crisis and strong employment
protections, confidence may rebound in the coming months.
South Korea, which experienced one of the earliest outbreaks of COVID-19 outside of China, has
also seen the earliest signs of dampening consumer confidence. According to The Conference
Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey, confidence during the first quarter of 2020 slipped
as a result of deteriorating sentiment about job prospects and spending intentions. Yet the initial
impact on South Korean
consumers was muted,
As one of the first markets outside of China hit by
likely because the country
COVID-19, South Korea has seen some of the
has been one of the few
earliest signs of dampening consumer confidence.
to quickly and successfully
“flatten the curve” without
Global Consumer Confidence Index for South Korea
145
the economically crippling
lockdowns implemented
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in other countries.21
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Note: A reading above 100 indicates more optimistic consumers
than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite,
with more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones. The Global
Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in 2017 Q1.
Source: The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey

South Korea has been praised
for its handling of the health
crisis—including swift action
and widespread testing and
contact tracing—which has
resulted in one of the lowest
fatality rates globally.22 This
may be one reason why South
Korea was the only market,
along with Finland, where
consumer concerns about
health fell but concerns about
the economy rose, according to
The Conference Board survey.

After the number of COVID-19
cases peaked at the end of February,23 however, data from the Bank of Korea24 show that consumer
sentiment plummeted 18.5 points in March, the largest monthly decline recorded since 2008.
Household expectations about employment, income, and spending all dropped sharply in March,
hitting their lowest levels since the global financial crisis of 2008–2009.
Yet unlike other markets with a rapid surge in unemployment from COVID-19, South Korea is
unlikely to experience mass layoffs. Rigid labor laws and a culture of lifetime employment make
it difficult to fire workers.25 Even as the epidemic intensified, for example, the South Korean
unemployment rate dropped from 4.0 to 3.3 percent between January and February 2020.
In addition, government measures providing direct transfers and consumption coupons to eligible
households, as well as job retention and wage support for small businesses, 26 will help to maintain
employment and incomes during the pandemic. As long as the virus remains contained in South
Korea, consumer confidence is likely to see a rebound in the coming months.
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The Middle East
Saudi Arabia
The economic impact of the pandemic, coupled with the sharp drop in oil
prices, may wound consumer confidence in the near term.
Consumer confidence in Saudi Arabia reached an all-time high in the first quarter of 2020 as a
result of increasing optimism in all three drivers of confidence: job prospects, personal finances,
and spending intentions. Yet the fall in global oil demand from COVID-19, coupled with Saudi
oversupply of oil stemming from its price war with Russia, are driving a fast and deep drop in oil
prices, which could weaken consumer confidence in the months ahead.

Consumer confidence in Saudi Arabia reached an
all-time high before the COVID-19 outbreak.
145
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Note: A reading above 100 indicates more optimistic consumers
than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite,
with more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones. The Global
Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in 2017 Q1.

In response to the outbreak,
Saudi Arabia has implemented
a nationwide curfew, suspended
travel, halted religious pilgrimages,
urged working from home, and
closed most shops except for
supermarkets and pharmacies.
Concerns about job security and the
economy continued to outweigh
health concerns, even as cases of
COVID-19 began to rise. While only
56 percent of Saudi consumers
perceive the virus as a personal
threat, over two-thirds (67 percent)
are concerned about the impact on
their jobs, and 81 percent foresee
the pandemic having an impact on
their financial situation.27

To support small- and mediumsized businesses and curb job
losses, Saudi banks will initiate
special lending programs, provide debt relief, and waive fees and interest charges.28 However,
facing a collapse in oil revenues as a result of the price drop, the government has also announced
budget cuts in the entertainment and tourism sectors that could further undermine workers
in these vulnerable industries.29 In the months ahead, as the economic and financial impact of
the pandemic intensifies, a deterioration in job prospects and personal finances may wound
consumer confidence.
Source: The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey
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United Arab Emirates
Because COVID-19 disrupts business and tourism, consumer concerns about
job security and the economy increased. This may lead to wavering consumer
confidence in the months ahead.
Spurred by gains in all three drivers of confidence (job prospects, personal finances, and spending
intentions), consumer confidence in the UAE was strong and on an upward trend entering 2020.
However, the disruptions to trade and tourism from the coronavirus, combined with the recent deep
drop in oil prices, poses a threat to an economy that has struggled to fully recover from the collapse
of oil prices in 2014.

Consumer confidence in the UAE was strong and
on an upward trend entering 2020.
145

Global Consumer Confidence Index for UAE
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As a result of the outbreak, the
UAE has closed its borders and
implemented a curfew. Dubai, the
Gulf region’s business and tourism
center, has been hit especially hard
by the travel bans and the shutting
down of many public events,
resulting in layoffs and reductions
in hours worked.30 The Expo 2020,
the region’s most anticipated
event of 2020, is expected to
be postponed by a year, which
would certainly have a significant
impact on Dubai’s economy.
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Like other markets in the Gulf
region, consumer concerns in the
UAE about job security and the
Note: A reading above 100 indicates more optimistic consumers
than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite,
economy continue to outweigh
with more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones. The Global
concerns about health, even as the
Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in 2017 Q1.
outbreak intensifies. According
Source: The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey
to a recent consumer survey,
64 percent of UAE consumers
see the coronavirus as a high or very high threat to their job or business, and 83 percent expect
the virus to have an impact on their financial situation. In contrast, just over half consider the virus
a personal threat.31
The UAE central bank’s relief package is intended to provide debt relief to both private sector
companies and retail customers. Banks are also offering debt repayment holidays to furloughed
workers and payment plans for food and education expenses.32 Despite these support measures,
consumer confidence may waver in the months ahead as sentiment about job prospects and personal
finances deteriorates.
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Europe
Germany
With a robust national wage subsidy program, confidence in Germany may
prove to be more resilient than in other markets in the coming months.
Based on The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey, consumer confidence in
Germany was already trending downward before COVID-19 appeared. Consumers were becoming
increasingly pessimistic about their job prospects and personal finances. In the first quarter of
2020, the balance between positive and negative sentiment for job prospects declined by 20
percentage points compared to a year earlier. This deterioration in the job outlook is now amplified
by a health crisis that has closed businesses, threatened layoffs, and shortened working hours
across the economy, even in the
critical German auto industry.33

German consumer confidence was trending down
before COVID-19.
145
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Note: A reading above 100 indicates more optimistic consumers
than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite,
with more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones. The Global
Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in 2017 Q1.

German coronavirus testing
and containment measures
have been among the most
robust in Europe, including a
nationwide lockdown and a ban
on gatherings of two or more
people from different households.34 The impacts of these
measures on businesses and
workers have already been
considerable. According to the
European Commission, consumer
confidence in March 2020
recorded its largest drop (-5.0
points) in over 17 years, in part
fueled by worsening sentiment
about household finances and
spending intentions and rising
unemployment expectations.35

Source: The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey

To cushion the blow, the German
Kurzarbeit, or short-time work
scheme, allows businesses to furlough workers or reduce hours worked while the government pays
a portion (up to two-thirds) of lost wages. This program has been largely credited for shielding the
German labor market, and thus consumers, during the global financial crisis from 2008 to 2009. To
address the current crisis, eligibility requirements have been loosened, allowing more companies to
register for Kurzarbeit.36
To the extent that the program can safeguard jobs and worker incomes, German consumer confidence may prove to be more resilient than in other markets in the coming months.
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United Kingdom
Looking ahead, confidence will likely decline given the fallout in jobs and
incomes caused by COVID-19 containment measures.
The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey shows that confidence in the UK was
trending upward in the weeks heading into the coronavirus crisis. While the survey also reveals that
consumer health concerns had risen to record levels during the first quarter of 2020, diminished
concerns about the economy suggest that consumers had not yet fully realized the devastating
impacts the epidemic could have on business conditions.

Consumer confidence in the UK was trending
upward heading into the coronavirus crisis.
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As the spread of the virus accelerated, data from the European
Commission (EC) indicate that
consumer confidence in the UK
softened in March, driven in part by
falling optimism about households’
expected financial conditions and
spending intentions.37 Although
EC data also show that consumers
expected the labor market to
continue tightening, by the end of
March, the number of claims for
unemployment benefits surged over
a two-week period to almost ten
times the number before COVID-19.38

In response to the fallout in
jobs and incomes caused by the
Note: A reading above 100 indicates more optimistic consumers
coronavirus-induced lockdown,
than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite,
with more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones. The Global
the UK government increased
Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in 2017 Q1.
unemployment (Universal Credit)
Source: The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey
payments and created a new Job
Retention Scheme where the state
pays furloughed employees up to 80 percent of their lost wages. Support for businesses aimed at
preventing widespread job losses include government-backed loans and guarantees, tax deferments and holidays, reimbursements for paid sick leave, and direct grants for small firms. 40
While wage subsidies and other business incentives can help preserve jobs, reduce the immediate
hit to household incomes, and help to sustain basic spending, until the spread of COVID-19 can be
contained and the lockdown lifted, consumer confidence will likely remain on a downward path.
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France
The impacts of the pandemic on jobs and personal finances will weigh heavily
on confidence in the months ahead.
According to The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey, while consumer
confidence was trending upward in France before the COVID-19 pandemic hit Europe, consumer
concerns about personal health were reaching record highs. The proportion of consumers citing
health as their biggest concern more than doubled from 6 percent in the fourth quarter of 2019 to
13 percent in the first quarter of 2020, the largest increase in Europe along with Italy. At the same
time, concerns about the economy softened, highlighting the initial disconnect between the public
health crisis and the looming economic one.
Recent data from the European Commission (EC) reveal that consumer confidence in France
dropped sharply (-4.1 points) from February to March 2020, its largest drop since the start of
the global financial crisis in 2008. EC data also show that, as the outbreak intensified, consumer
unemployment expectations skyrocketed, reporting the largest increase since 2013.41

Consumer confidence was trending upward in
France before COVID-19.
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Note: A reading above 100 indicates more optimistic consumers
than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite,
with more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones. The Global
Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in 2017 Q1.
Source: The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey
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Government policies to mitigate
the economic impacts of
movement restrictions and
quarantine measures on workers
include expanding partial
unemployment benefits (where
the state pays a portion of lost
wages to workers who have been
laid-off or have lost hours), as well
as saving jobs by ensuring that
companies have enough liquidity
to stay in business.42
While such income-support
measures may lessen the blow
to consumers, continued uncertainty about the speed and
trajectory of the virus, and the
impacts on jobs and personal
finances, will continue to weigh
heavily on consumer confidence
in the months ahead.
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Italy
After implementing some of the most drastic containment measures outside
of China, confidence will likely plummet in the months ahead.
In the first quarter of 2020, consumer confidence in Italy was the lowest among European
economies43 covered by The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey. Italian
consumers were the most pessimistic about all three drivers of confidence: job prospects, personal
finances, and spending intentions. Given the combination of an economic contraction of 0.3
percent in 2019 Q4 and the economic
impact of lockdown measures due to
Consumer confidence in Italy leveled off
COVID-19 in 2020 Q1, Italy is likely
before the outbreak.
well into a recession.
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In Italy, before it became one of the
epicenters of the outbreak in Europe,
consumer concerns about personal
health eclipsed concerns about the
economy for the first time. During the
first quarter of 2020, the proportion
of Italian consumers reporting
health as their top concern reached
a high of 17 percent, compared
to 10 percent citing the economy
as the top concern; the results
disguised the economic severity of
the epidemic to come.

Note: A reading above 100 indicates more optimistic consumers
than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite,
with more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones. The Global
Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in 2017 Q1.

In early March, the Italian government
was the first to impose some of the
most drastic containment measures
Source: The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey
outside of China, including a national
lockdown, closing businesses, and
restricting mobility.44 Highlighting the
devastating impact of such measures on consumers, March data from the European Commission45
indicated that consumer confidence in Italy had the largest monthly decline recorded since 1985 at
-7.5 points. Consumer optimism about household finances and spending intentions tumbled, while
unemployment expectations rose sharply.
In response, government policies to preserve jobs and supplement income of laid-off workers
include wage subsidies (Cassa Integrazione Guadagni) and special lending programs, including
suspending mortgage repayments for eligible households.46
While these measures may help maintain spending on essential items, as weeks of economic
inactivity compound, deteriorating consumer sentiment about job prospects and personal finances
will likely lead to a sharp drop in overall consumer confidence in the months ahead.
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Spain
With one of the highest unemployment rates in the EU, confidence in the
near term will be particularly sensitive to rising joblessness as containment
measures continue.
Before Spain became of one of the countries at the center of Europe’s coronavirus outbreak,
consumer confidence in the country was improving, based on The Conference Board® Global
Consumer Confidence Survey. As fears of the outbreak heightened, consumer health concerns
rose to a previous high. At the same time, concerns about the economy fell the most (6 percentage
points) of any market covered, except for Turkey or Argentina, belying the future economic
impact of the virus.

Consumer confidence in Spain was improving
prior to COVID-19.
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Note: A reading above 100 indicates more optimistic consumers
than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite,
with more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones. The Global
Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in 2017 Q1.
Source: The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey

In March—after the virus had
spread to populous cities like
Madrid and Barcelona47—consumer
confidence declined significantly
(-3.7 points), according to data from
the European Commission. The fall
in confidence was driven in part
by deteriorating sentiment about
household finances and spending
intentions. However, expectations
about future unemployment had
increased only slightly.48
With the unemployment rate in
Spain already in double digits (13.6
percent as of February 2020), the
highest in the EU after Greece,
Spanish consumers are particularly vulnerable to the spike in
joblessness likely to come from
social distancing measures that will
paralyze sectors of the economy.

To help protect worker incomes, the government has loosened eligibility requirements for
unemployment benefits, increased sick pay for quarantined or infected workers, provided direct
payments to affected self-employed workers, temporarily forgiven mortgage payments and utility
bills for eligible households, and provided incentives for companies maintaining employment
levels, such as exempting social security contributions and deferring taxes.49 The government
is also considering rolling out a basic income package to help cushion the impact of the
crisis on households.
While such measures will help consumers bridge gaps in employment and income, consumer confidence will likely fall further as COVID-19 continues to constrain economic activity.
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Latin America
Brazil
The COVID-19 outbreak, the crash in oil prices, and existing trade troubles
have now created a perfect storm that will stall economic growth and further
depress consumer confidence.
Based on The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Index, confidence in Brazil fell
slightly in the first quarter of 2020, driven by a large drop in spending intentions as growth in
retail sales continued a downward trend. COVID-19 and the crash in oil prices came at a time
when demand was already slowing due to the US-China trade war and economic trouble in
Argentina (its number-one trading partner), creating a perfect storm of events that may further
stall economic growth.

Global Consumer Confidence Index for Brazil

As the global outbreak intensified during the first quarter of
2020, however, personal health
became consumers’ number one
concern, surpassing concerns
about the economy that were
previously top of mind.
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Starting in mid-March, quarantines,
restrictions or closures of nonessential businesses, and travel bans
shut down parts of the economy,50
threatening jobs and consumers’
financial security. According to
Fundação Getulio Vargas, Brazilian
consumer confidence in March
dropped 7.6 points to its lowest
value (80.2) in over three years,
reflecting consumer expectations
of diminishing job prospects and a
worsening financial situation, even in
the early stages of social distancing
and containment measures. 51

Consumer confidence in Brazil fell slightly
before COVID-19 emerged.
145
125
105
85
65
45
25
2020Q1

2019Q1

2018Q1

2017Q1

2016Q1

2015Q1

2014Q1

2013Q1

2012Q1

2011Q1

2010Q1

Note: A reading above 100 indicates more optimistic consumers
than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite,
with more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones. The Global
Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in 2017 Q1.
Source: The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey

In response to these hardships, the Brazilian government is providing cash transfers to informal
and unemployed workers, advancing bonuses to low income workers and pension payments to
retirees, and expanding eligibility of its welfare program (Bolsa Família). Businesses that protect
employment are also eligible for tax breaks and additional lines of credit.52
While these income support measures may help the most vulnerable consumers in the short term,
uncertainty about the trajectory of the outbreak and the economy, and rising political tensions
resulting from the handling of the crisis,53 will make consumers more cautious about spending
in the months ahead.
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Mexico
In the near term, reduced demand from a US economy on lock down will be
devastating to the Mexican economy and the confidence of its consumers.
Consumer confidence in Mexico had generally been on a downward trend since the beginning of
2019, well before the COVID-19 outbreak, according to The Conference Board® Global Consumer
Confidence Survey. While the spread of the disease within Mexico would in itself be devastating,
the lockdowns in the US have already been economically damaging to the country, reducing US
demand for Mexican imports, drying up tourism (especially during spring break), and reducing
remittances, which reached record levels in 2019. In addition, the Saudi-Russian oil price war has
dwindled oil revenues, leaving even fewer resources to ease the economic impact of COVID-19 on
workers and companies.54
In many countries in the first
quarter of 2020, health concerns
rose, and concerns about
the economy fell. In Mexico,
consumer concerns about health
rose but concerns about job
security, the economy, and crime
continued to be ranked higher
than health, according to The
Conference Board survey.

Prior to COVID-19, consumer confidence in
Mexico had been trending downward since
the beginning of 2019.
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Note: A reading above 100 indicates more optimistic consumers
than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite,
with more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones. The Global
Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in 2017 Q1.

As the impacts of the outbreak
intensified, data from the Mexican
statistical office show that
consumer confidence dropped
modestly in March. Mexican
consumers reduced their spending
and foresee fewer employment
opportunities and a worsening of
household finances.55

The fall in economic output and
rise in unemployment that will
accompany the COVID-19 health
56
crisis—coupled with a limited government response —does not bode well for Mexican consumers.
Mexico (like Brazil) does not have a national unemployment insurance system that can help bridge
gaps in employment, income, and spending. Falling remittances and the depreciation of the peso
to record lows in March has further eroded consumer purchasing power. A continued deterioration
of consumer confidence is likely in the months ahead.
Source: The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey
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North America
United States
Business closures and double-digit unemployment rates will raise anxieties
about personal finances and sap consumer confidence in the months ahead.
Up until the COVID-19 outbreak, household spending had sustained the longest economic
expansion in US history. The sudden and sharp decline in consumer confidence shows how fast the
pandemic has shifted the economic outlook, which now points to months of economic contraction
and uncertainty about jobs and incomes. Before COVID-19 reached the US, consumer confidence
had been on a general upward trend since the beginning of 2019, and by early 2020 had matched
the record high of two years earlier, according to The Conference Board® Global Consumer
Confidence Survey. Yet coronavirus containment measures have forced thousands of businesses
to close, causing millions of Americans to apply for unemployment benefits.57 This has likely sent
the unemployment rate into double
digits, while simultaneously sapping
Before COVID-19 reached the US, consumer
consumer confidence.

confidence had been drifting upward since
early 2019.
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In March, The Conference Board®
Consumer Confidence Index® for
the US declined 12.6 points, its
largest decline in nearly nine years.
The Expectations Index, reflecting
consumers’ short-term outlook
for income, business, and labor
market conditions, fell sharply
by 20 points.58 This is one of the
largest monthly declines of expectations on record and only reflects
the period up to mid-March before
many state lockdown measures
were put into effect.

To reduce the immediate hit to
household incomes and spending,
the government’s most recent
$2.3 trillion rescue package (the
®
CARES Act) provides direct cash
Source: The Conference Board Global Consumer Confidence Survey
payments to eligible individuals;
bolsters state unemployment
programs by expanding eligibility, increasing weekly payouts, and extending their duration;
expands its food subsidy program (SNAP); defers student loan and federal income tax payments;
and provides loans, guarantees, and tax credits to help businesses retain workers.59
Note: A reading above 100 indicates more optimistic consumers
than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite,
with more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones. The Global
Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in 2017 Q1.

Implementation risks associated with the CARES Act60 may delay support to the households that
need it most, further delaying spending. US consumer confidence will likely continue to wane until
the virus is contained and restrictions on workers and businesses can slowly be lifted.
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Canada
The COVID-19 crisis and tumbling oil prices are a one-two punch that will
more than erase recent gains in confidence.
Consumer confidence in Canada marginally improved at the onset of 2020, based on The
Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey. Steady growth in household demand
(about 2 percent in the third and fourth quarters of 2019) largely kept economic growth from
sinking into negative territory at the end of 2019. The COVID-19 crisis and tumbling oil prices are
now a one-two punch to an economy that was already weakening and will more than erase recent
gains in consumer confidence.
Despite the bleak economic outlook,
rising anxieties about the coronavirus were top of mind during the first
quarter of 2020. The proportion of
consumers that identified health as
their biggest concern over the next six
months (13 percent) surpassed those
that selected the economy as their
biggest worry (11 percent).

Consumer confidence in Canada marginally
improved at the beginning of 2020.
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Note: A reading above 100 indicates more optimistic consumers
than pessimistic ones. A reading below 100 indicates the opposite,
with more pessimistic consumers than optimistic ones. The Global
Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in 2017 Q1.

Still, as business closures and
stay-at-home orders ramped up, the
Index of Consumer Confidence from
The Conference Board of Canada fell
32 points in March, its largest monthly
decline on record (since 2002).
The share of consumers reporting
worsening expectations about job
prospects and personal finances
rose sharply, while spending intentions also collapsed.61

Source: The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey

Record jobless claims in March62 will
likely catapult the unemployment
rate from 5.6 percent in February into double digits and crush a previously resilient consumer.
In response, the Canadian government’s 75 percent wage subsidy for small businesses is aimed
at preventing further job losses and encouraging employers to rehire already laid-off workers.
Additional income support for individuals includes mortgage payment deferrals, sick leave and
childcare payments, and tax deferrals and credits.63
Despite this support, consumer confidence in Canada will likely continue to decline in the near
term, due to expanding containment measures and falling incomes as the pandemic intensifies.
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Global Consumer Confidence Index by Region and Market
2020
Q1

2019
Q4

Point
change

Global Consumer
Confidence Index†

106

107

-1

Asia-Pacific†

120

116

4

92
n.a.
76
140
127
75
111
104
128
89
52
87
98
126

93
112
83
138
123
79
107
105
133
89
54
90
94
125

-1
n.a.
-7
2
4
-4
4
-1
-5
0
-2
-3
4
1

106

100

6

99
75
129
121
88
115

89
87
111
119
87
110

10
-12
18
2
1
5

91

91

0

Argentina
Brazil
Chile
Colombia
Costa Rica
Mexico
Peru
Venezuela

80
96
70
96
72
91
101
74

77
97
67
102
73
90
97
75

3
-1
3
-6
-1
1
4
-1

North America

121

120

1

101
123

100
122

1
1

Australia
China†
Hong Kong
India
Indonesia
Japan
Malaysia
New Zealand
Philippines
Singapore
South Korea
Taiwan
Thailand
Vietnam
Africa & The Middle East
Egypt
Morocco
Pakistan
Saudi Arabia
South Africa
UAE
Latin America

Canada
US

2020
Q1

2019
Q4

Point
change

Europe

88

86

2

Euro Area 16*

90

89

1

Austria*

105

99

6

Belarus

67

71

-4

Belgium*

96

96

0

Bulgaria

87

96

-9

Croatia

79

79

0

Czech Republic

104

105

-1

Denmark

120

117

3

Estonia*

97

85

12

Finland*

85

84

1

France*

86

83

3

Germany*

101

102

-1

Greece*

84

84

0

Hungary

82

78

4

Ireland*

103

98

5

Israel

102

101

1

Italy*

70

70

0

Kazakhstan

81

80

1

Latvia*

88

81

7

Lithuania*

90

86

4

111

105

6

Netherlands*
Norway

91

89

2

Poland

104

106

-2

Portugal*

90

94

-4

Romania

100

101

-1

Russia

66

68

-2

Serbia

77

78

-1

Slovakia*

94

89

5

Slovenia*

85

84

1

Spain*

90

86

4

Sweden

90

90

0

Switzerland

98

99

-1

Turkey

104

95

9

UK

102

99

3

61

63

-2

Ukraine

† The Global Consumer Confidence Survey was not conducted in China during 2020 Q1.
The Global and Asia-Pacific aggregate indexes for 2020 Q1 reflect the regional aggregate without China data.
Sources: The Conference Board, Nielsen.
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Global Consumer Confidence Survey 2020 Q1 Field Dates
Survey
launch

Survey
closed

Global Consumer Confidence Index

1/30/2020
n.a.
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020

2/14/2020
n.a.
2/24/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020

Africa & The Middle East
Egypt
Morocco
Pakistan
Saudi Arabia
South Africa
UAE

1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020

2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020

1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020
1/30/2020

2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/24/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020
2/14/2020

1/30/2020
1/30/2020

2/14/2020
2/24/2020

Latin America
Argentina
Brazil
Chile
Colombia
Costa Rica
Mexico
Peru
Venezuela
North America
Canada
US

23

Survey
closed

Austria*

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Europe

Asia-Pacific
Australia
China
Hong Kong
India
Indonesia
Japan
Malaysia
New Zealand
Philippines
Singapore
South Korea
Taiwan
Thailand
Vietnam

Survey
launch

Euro Area 16*
Belarus

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Belgium*

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Bulgaria

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Croatia

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Czech Republic

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Denmark

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Estonia*

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Finland*

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

France*

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Germany*

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Greece*

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Hungary

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Ireland*

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Israel

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Italy*

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Kazakhstan

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Latvia*

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Lithuania*

1/30/2020

2/24/2020

Netherlands*

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Norway

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Poland

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Portugal*

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Romania

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Russia

1/30/2020

2/24/2020

Serbia

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Slovakia*

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Slovenia*

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Spain*

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Sweden

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Switzerland

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Turkey

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

UK

1/30/2020

2/14/2020

Ukraine

1/30/2020

2/14/2020
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Endnotes
1 A global recession is defined as global GDP growth below
2 percent for a sustained period.
2 In most countries, the Global Consumer Confidence Survey was
fielded between January 30, 2020 and February 14, 2020. In
Chile, Hong Kong, Lithuania, Russia, and the US, the survey was
extended through February 24, 2020. See the table “2020 Q1
Global Consumer Confidence Survey Field Dates” at the end of
this report.
3 See the chart “Besieged Financial Markets Search for Clarity” in
The Conference Board COVID-19 Hub.
4 “Business and Consumer Survey Results for March 2020,”
European Commission, press release, March 30, 2020.
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About The Conference Board® Global Consumer
Confidence Survey
The Conference Board Global Consumer Confidence
Survey is conducted in collaboration with Nielsen. It was
conducted in February 2020 and polled more than 31,000
online consumers in 63 markets throughout Asia-Pacific,
Europe, Latin America, the Middle East/Africa, and North
America. The sample includes internet users who agreed to
participate in this survey and has quotas based on age and
gender for each market. It is weighted to be representative
of internet consumers by market. Because the sample is
based on those who agreed to participate, no estimates of
theoretical sampling error can be calculated. This survey is
based only on the behavior of respondents with online access.
Internet penetration rates vary by market. The Conference
Board uses a minimum reporting standard of 60 percent
internet penetration or an online population of 10 million for
survey inclusion. The Nielsen China Consumer Confidence
Index is sourced from a separate survey conducted by Nielsen
China, which is based on a mixed methodology survey of
more than 2,400 respondents in China. The Global Consumer
Confidence Survey was established in 2005.
®
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The Conference Board is the member-driven think tank that
delivers trusted insights for what’s ahead. Founded in 1916,
we are a non-partisan, not-for-profit entity holding 501(c)(3)
tax-exempt status in the United States.
For more information, visit www.conference-board.org
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Nielsen Holdings plc (NYSE: NLSN) is a global measurement
and data analytics company that provides the most complete
and trusted view available of consumers and markets world
wide. Our approach marries proprietary Nielsen data with
other data sources to help clients around the world understand
what’s happening now, what’s happening next, and how to
best act on this knowledge. For more than 90 years Nielsen
has provided data and analytics based on scientific rigor
and innovation, continually developing new ways to answer
the most important questions facing the media, advertising,
retail, and fast-moving consumer goods industries. An S&P
500 company, Nielsen has operations in over 100 countries,
covering more than 90 percent of the world’s population.
For more information, visit www.nielsen.com.

The quarterly US data included in this report are based on
The Conference Board® Global Consumer Confidence Survey
and are included to enable market/regional comparisons.
These data and methodology differ from the Consumer
Confidence Survey ® and Consumer Confidence Index® which
are published monthly by The Conference Board. For more
information, see: https://www.conference-board.org/data/
consumerconfidence.cfm
The quarterly data for Canada included in this report
are based on The Conference Board® Global Consumer
Confidence Survey and are included to enable market/regional
comparisons. These data and methodology differ from the
Index of Consumer Confidence, which is published monthly
by The Conference Board of Canada. For more information,
see: https://www.conferenceboard.ca/topics/economics/
Consumer_confidence.aspx
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